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Pro l o g u e

T he air was heavy with a feeling of change, but what that change 
was, the angel Togoso had no idea. The wind ruffled his feathers 
and toyed with his raven hair as he gazed up at the Solver, a 

fifteen-story building of gray stone pointing to the milky sky in one of the 
many realms within and around Celestia. It was named for its function and 
would serve its purpose no matter what it was called.

Togoso turned from the Solver to face the hillside, which was the end 
of the dimension. Beyond it was the realm of the Horin, a reclusive race of 
celestials who would nevertheless send representatives to visit the Solver. They 
would emerge from the misty veil at any moment.

The Solver was in a kind of pseudo-plane known simply as the Pocket, 
essentially a small meadow. Some angels had offices here, but the Ginjo ran 
the Solver, and the six of them were the primary residents. Even though they 
lived in this small plane, the Ginjo were known throughout Celestia. They 
were the bearers of the Farthest Lands, held in plain pendants but for a rune 
representing those respective lands. The changes created by time and the 
natural evolution of the planet threatened to shatter the Farthest Lands as 
new continents rose up. There was no room for them to coincide, so the god 
Shuran took soil from each of the Farthest Lands, and the Ginjo were born.

“Six lands,” Togoso muttered to himself. “Nihon-Zhong, Celtikan, 
Maya-Kee, Shiket, Afrikaa, and Shoshon. Six lands and six keepers, all here 
in this space.”

He flexed his wings with a small grimace and watched the Horin 
approach over the hillside. His wings ached again, and it made the rest of 
him tense. The feeling of change didn’t help. Something nagged at him, and 
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he couldn’t shake his unease as he stood there. He felt he was waiting for 
something other than the Horin.

“The wind from Lesvan is chilly today.” The voice’s owner came to stand 
beside him. The Ginjo Ligo, the bearer of Shiket, was most likely to make 
idle conversation. “Why don’t you wait inside, my friend? The Horin don’t 
expect a greeting.”

“I wanted to get some fresh air,” Togoso said shortly. “I’ll be along when 
the Horin arrive.”

“Your wings are hurting again, aren’t they?” Ligo adjusted his cowl.
His dark hair was visible beneath the hood, but his white mask hid his 

features. It moved with his face like a second skin. All the Ginjo wore such 
masks, concealing their faces even from other celestials. No visible straps 
kept the masks in place, and none had ever seen the features beneath them.

“Did Keiji send you out here?” Togoso resisted the urge to move his 
wings again.

Ligo shook his head. “No, he’d likely be cross with me if he knew. I’m 
supposed to wait with the others.” His black eyes looked sidelong at Togoso. 
“And so should you.”

Togoso didn’t answer and glanced up at the clear sky. Sometimes it would 
shift, and the veil would thin for a moment, giving him a glimpse of home.

“You should listen to Keiji more often, Ligo,” the angel advised. “As the 
bearer of Nihon-Zhong, he probably has some wise words for you.”

The Farthest Lands each Ginjo bore consisted of multiple countries—
save for Shoshon and Shiket—making up one or more continents, but they 
were named after only one or two of the countries, part of a name, or culture 
residing in a particular country.

Ligo snorted. “He and Gildas always have something to say to me. And 
don’t get me started on Hok’ee and Jabilo. And Kor, the bearer of Shoshon, 
is the worst of them.”

The angel shook his head at Ligo’s comment. “Kom will be here soon. I 
want to greet him before going inside.”

This meeting wasn’t just about the Horin, but also for Kom to tell them 
what he discovered while spying on the demon overlord Asmod. Angels rarely 
ventured into the Hells, but Kom had survived and come back with an item 
he’d stolen, and today, he would reveal what it was.

Ligo smirked at the mention of Kom, but Togoso ignored him. The 
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Ginjo must have taken the hint, for he headed back toward the Solver, leaving 
the angel standing alone.

Togoso grimaced and stretched his wings again. He wished he knew why 
they hurt so often. Irritated, the angel forced himself to flap them. The wind 
he created rustled the bushes that grew along the Solver’s wall. The muscles in 
his back protested, but he did his best to ignore them as he moved his wings 
up and down and back and forth.

A low chuckle made him stop and peer over his shoulder. Kom was 
there with his own wings folded nicely against his back. His hair, black like 
Togoso’s, was shorter, falling just past his shoulders and often hanging over 
his face. His eyes were a stormy blue, whereas Togoso’s were gray, and his 
features were harder than Togoso’s but still handsome. He moved with the 
grace of a warrior as he came forward. A package was tucked under one arm, 
and Togoso assumed it was the artifact he’d recovered.

“Laughing at my discomfort?” Togoso scowled slightly, even though he 
wasn’t really mad.

Kom shook his head. “Not at your pain, my friend. You just look a bit 
ridiculous flapping your wings like that.”

Togoso rolled his eyes and gave the other angel a wry smile. The two had 
been companions for centuries, and it had been agonizing when Kom was in 
the Hells. Even if his ruse weren’t discovered, he could still have died. No 
one else seemed to have noticed, but Togoso, who had spent so much time 
with Kom, knew his friend had changed since returning. His eyes were more 
grave, and his smile was less easy. And his aura was different. It was hotter 
and thicker. His laugh, lower than it used to be, now startled Togoso more 
often than it made him smile.

Kom cuffed Togoso lightly on the chin and smirked. “I have much to tell 
you.” He put a finger on Togoso’s neck and leaned closer. “Your pulse has 
quickened. Are you nervous?”

Togoso, not wanting to give Kom the satisfaction of seeing him flustered, 
pushed his friend away. Kom chuckled and grabbed Togoso’s wrist in a hard 
grip. His stormy eyes seemed dangerous then, and Togoso let out a small gasp.

“Did Gildas keep you company while I was gone?” Kom didn’t let go of 
Togoso’s wrist. “If he told you to flee, would you listen, as you would to me?”

Togoso winced at Kom’s grip on his wrist, but the question confused 
him. “Kom, you are hurting me, and why would I flee?”
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Kom’s finger trailed up Togoso’s neck, sending small shivers down his 
spine. “You should have come with me,” he whispered. “It may not have 
come to this.”

Togoso’s chest tightened, his unease increasing. “Come to what? Kom, 
you are acting strange.” At times, he had wished he could have accompanied 
his friend, but it would have been even riskier if both of them had gone.

Instead of answering, Kom released him and headed toward the Solver. 
After a brief hesitation, Togoso followed. Change had come over his friend, 
and something was going to happen. A heaviness was in the air, or maybe it 
was just him.

Thedeep burgundy wooden walls of the Solver contrasted with the black 
stone that made up the exterior. The room they entered was dimly lit with 
a light that seemed to come from the air itself. The room was rather plain, 
giving it an almost sleepy atmosphere with only an ovular mahogany table 
and chairs as furniture. It was not very divine in taste, but the Solver was 
meant for function. Too much décor would be distracting. The Ginjo had 
gathered, but none had sat down. They were waiting.

When he saw the two angels, the Ginjo Gildas ducked out of the room 
to meet the Horin, who were probably at the entrance by now. Kom watched 
the Ginjo go. His expression was impatient.

“The Horin do not really need to hear my accountings, do they?”
Keiji, the bearer of Nihon-Zhong, frowned. “Kom, this meeting is about 

more than just your findings, though I assure you that will be our first topic 
of discussion.”

“Then let’s begin now.” Kom tone’s implied it was not a suggestion.
Togoso eyed the other angel warily. Kom had always expressed his 

feelings but had never made them sound more important than anyone else’s. 
The others were regarding him with similar expressions. Ligo looked a little 
nervous, Kor’s eyes were narrowed, and energy was coalescing in the room. 
Togoso could feel it as the Ginjos’ auras expanded, responding to their 
wariness, and Kom’s earlier words echoed in his head.

“Seven mortal months ago,” Kom began, either not noticing the stares 
or ignoring them, “I went to the Hells to act as spy for Celestia. Asmod is 
beginning to amass an army of kureida, the likes of which none has seen, 
according to him, and I will admit that it was more than I or any of my elders 
have seen based on the histories. The different kureida species do not usually 
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work together. Civil wars are common in the Hells, but if Asmod decrees it, 
they will work toward a common goal.”

Demons, or kureida, as celestials often called them, were the denizens of 
the Hells, and their species were as varied as that of animals and celestials. 
Nearly all the races of celestials had faced off with them.

“There have been battles with kureida, both in Celestia and in the 
mortal plane of Elyshaeza, for many millennia and more,” Keiji stated simply. 
“Asmod wants to rule all of the planes. It’s not as though he’ll succeed.”

“Battles,” Kom emphasized. “Not a war. Asmod wants to launch a war on 
the mortal plane and Celestia. And he could very well succeed.”

“I have always thought multiple battles indicate war,” Jabilo, bearer of 
Afrikaa, ventured.

“If you look at it that way,” Ligo said, “then we’ve always been at war 
with the demons.”

“In a manner of speaking,” Hok’ee consented. “But I believe Kom is 
implying something a bit different, aren’t you?”

“Indeed,” Kom said smugly. “This is a full-scale war in which the forces 
of Hell are launched against us without reserve.”

Togoso felt his stomach clench. Was there going to be an actual war that involved both 
Elyshaeza and Celestia? Like orcs and goblins, demons plagued the mortal world, 
but whereas the celestials did not fight wyverns or trolls, they did fight kureida.

Gildas came in then with the ten Horin. Long, black veils hid their faces. 
They stiffened as they looked around the room, and Gildas stayed where he 
was. The holder of Celtikan, he too had good relations with Kom, so it was 
no surprise when his mask creased in a frown as he surveyed the angel.

“Tell me,” Kom said to no one in particular, not acknowledging Gildas’s 
entrance. “How does one define good and evil? Is it really so black and white?”

“You sound like Shriesval’el Tridesor,” Kor muttered.
As the bearer of Shoshon, the most foreign of all the Farthest Lands aside 

from Shiket, Kor was mysterious. Keiji was the only one who had ever really 
been able to get close to him, and he was often dour.

“And as much as I hate to agree with that Lesvan, I see his point,” the 
angel said. “When one race fights another, which side is in the right? Doesn’t 
it all come down to a matter of opinion?”

“What are you implying?” Jabilo asked in a clipped voice. His hood was 
down, showing his black hair twined into numerous small braids. His eyes, 
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dark like Ligo’s, regarded Kom steadily. “We did not gather here to discuss 
philosophy.”

Togoso wished he had room to flex his aching wings, but the area was 
too crowded. He missed the open spaces of his home. And while he should 
have been filled with praise for his friend’s words, as Kom continued, all he 
felt was a sense of dread. You should have come with me. It may not have come to this.

“Kom, answer Jabilo,” Hok’ee bade. He was the holder of Maya-Kee 
and the quietest of the Ginjo. His voice was often calming, but there was no 
soothing tone to it now.

“What I am implying is that things aren’t always what they seem.” Kom’s 
voice sounded more sinister, and a sudden, invisible shadow seemed to have 
been cast over the room, making Togoso want to fly away and fight all at 
once. It had him shifting his weight onto the balls of his feet, ready to act, 
yet not sure what that action would be.

“Allies can be found in the most unlikely places, and things that were 
are not always things that will be.” Kom stepped closer to Togoso. His eyes 
glowed with malice Togoso had not known his dearest friend was capable of. 
You should have come with me.

“Just as allies can be formed, betrayals can come from anywhere,” Kom 
whispered, placing his hand on Togoso’s stomach.

Someone—probably Kor—shouted at the same time Togoso found 
himself flying backward with searing pain lancing through his body as he 
crashed through the wall and hit the one in the next room. He cried out as 
one of his wings slammed into the wall behind him, and he heard the crunch 
of bone. Dizzy with pain, Togoso dimly heard cries and another explosion. 
A pair of black robes rushed toward him through the hole in the wall, and 
Gildas and Ligo knelt in front of him. Gildas’s lips were moving, but Togoso 
could not hear him and stared at him blankly. His own lips formed Kom’s 
name, but no sound seemed to come out.

Have I gone deaf?
The floor shook, and there was another flash of light. Gildas and Ligo 

glanced over their shoulders, and Ligo shouted something. His mask was 
twisted in horror. Through the space between their bodies, Togoso saw seven 
of the Horin lying motionless on the ground. Hok’ee and Jabilo were hurt 
but alive, and Kor and Keiji had black globes between their hands, looking 
ready to throw them at Kom.
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Those eyes Togoso knew so well locked on him, and for a moment, the 
world seemed to freeze. Memories assailed him, and it felt as though his life 
was in those angry eyes: the flashing of swords at the training center, the cool 
marble tiles, and the fountain garden. There was the smell of dried lavender 
that the angel had always associated with his companion: that day at the hot 
springs when everything was given to the senses and they learned each other 
by heart, the birth of Kom’s sister, and the shift of seasons in Celestia. He 
heard Kom’s true laughter ringing out at one of his bad jokes.

And then, just as the shadow globes were hurled at him, the former angel 
disappeared. Those stormy eyes were on Togoso until the last instant. Sound 
and voice returned to Togoso, and he tried to lunge toward the place where 
his dearest companion had been. Yes, I should have come with you.

“No!” he heard himself shouting over and over.
His arms were grabbed, and someone, Gildas, wrapped an arm around 

his waist, causing a new wave of pain in his stomach. The Ginjo was saying 
something, but Togoso could not hear him over his own cries.

Pale flames sprang from his body, causing Gildas to yelp and leap back. 
Togoso screamed, and the flames shot in all directions, more like light than 
fire. He heard the walls of the room shatter, and all was light. Hot tears ran 
down his face, stinging his cheeks. Voices were calling his name, but none of 
them belonged to Kom.

Suddenly, he was paralyzed, wrapped in thin smoke that was somehow 
solid. The flames faded as his power returned to his body.

Hok’ee stood over him with his grim face. “I am sorry,” he whispered. 
The words meant more than just wrapping Togoso in smoke.

The smoke had a heady scent, like incense, and Togoso’s mind clouded. 
He tried to fight it, shaking his head.

“Sleep,” Hok’ee murmured.
Togoso, feeling exhausted, closed his eyes, not having the will to fight 

it anymore.

Kom’s betrayal was the beginning of a long, bloody era. There had always 
been skirmishes with the demons, but these fights became more aggressive 
and frequent. Asmod sent forth an army of demons against the mortals and 
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celestials, just as Kom had predicted. Races banded together to fight the 
demons, and this event became known as the War of the Races.

Toward the end, a meteor shower occurred that lasted the rest of the war. 
Togoso remembered being there the day the elf Na‘lan Keldrin sealed Asmod 
in the Hells. At that moment, the meteor shower stopped, and a star was born 
from the Seal, shining brighter than all the others did. It was always the first 
to appear in the sky at twilight, and the elves called it Alovalianevansrae.

With their supreme leader unable to direct them into battle, the 
demons no longer shared a common goal, so once again, the fights became 
disorganized and isolated. The mortals and celestials had decided to stay in 
contact, lest the demons create an army once more. Togoso was there the day 
the arrangement was made. But this contract was forgotten as the centuries 
went by. No longer seeing the demons as a real threat to the mortal world, 
the celestials lessened their contact with mortals, having their own troubles.

Togoso watched the world change and observed wars come and go, though 
none involved demons. Humans warred over land and politics, elves fought 
the orcs and their kin, and the dwarves retreated far into the mountains.

History was made time and again, and Togoso saw it all, but he was part 
of little. His other friends did their best to help him move on, and Gildas was 
somewhat successful, but at times, he wished he could pass into the White 
Ether, where celestials went when they died. But even there, he would not 
see Kom again. He was still concerned about the welfare of Celestia, but he 
wanted little to do with external affairs in Elyshaeza.

That is, until nearly two thousand years after the War of the Races, Kom 
began showing up on the mortal plane, and rumors surfaced that Asmod had 
a daughter.
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Chap t e r  One

H e called himself Neil, and he huddled in the cave, watching the 
blizzard outside. He pulled his cloak tighter around him, trying 
to keep in his body heat. Cold didn’t normally affect him, but 

with this blizzard, the temperature had dropped so much that even he could 
feel it.

When he had first come to Elyshaeza, the snow had enthralled him. Its 
white beauty was something he had never seen before. However, the blizzard 
had hindered his progress, obstructing even his keen eyesight, and he had 
been forced to take shelter. He was just glad that he had been able to acquire 
gloves and a thick blanket and had been able to light a small fire. Not for the 
first time, he wished he were one of the species of demon who could conjure 
flame at will.

Then again, if he’d had a choice at all, Neil would have wished that he 
wasn’t a demon. He’d tried his best not to steal, but the gloves had to come 
from somewhere, and he had hoped his presence wouldn’t be too intimidating. 
Compared to many demons, Neil looked normal, so long as one didn’t take 
into account his ash gray skin and long hair, the color of churned butter. It 
was layered in front and fell just past his shoulder blades. He was elven in 
appearance with lithe features and pointed ears. His almond-shaped eyes were 
a deep amber, almost seeming gold in certain light, but the gray skin would 
make others see him as something dark and dangerous.

The views of humans were clear, and he had thought the view of celestials 
was, too, but one had him puzzled. When he came to Elyshaeza, Neil had 
encountered a gray-eyed angel. The first time, he hadn’t been sure he’d seen 
the celestial at all. He’d blinked, and it was gone. The second time, the angel 
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had stayed. It had been a male, and he had those characteristic white wings. 
The robe, like his eyes, had been gray, and he and Neil had stared at each 
other for a long moment with Neil hardly daring to breathe. The angel had 
faded with barely a whisper to mark his passing. The third time, which had 
happened just over four days ago, had started out like the one before, but then 
the angel approached him, leaving no marks on the cold ground. He stopped 
a yard away, and again, they regarded each other.

“Who are you?” Neil asked.
The being seemed to be assessing him, and then once more, he simply 

faded. A day later, the snow began to fall again.
Neil poked at the fire and wondered if the angel knew that he was willing 

to fight against the demons. He had never seen them as kin. He’d always been 
different, and he’d always hated them, but he’d have to fight the blood in his 
veins and the instincts that made him enjoy battle and see the light fade from 
his opponent’s eyes.

Leaving the Hells was perhaps the best choice he had made, but Neil 
had to admit he hadn’t really thought it through. He’d been so focused on 
leaving his homeland that he hadn’t considered what he would do once he 
reached Elyshaeza. At just over three hundred, he was young for a demon, 
hardly more than an adolescent, but that didn’t matter to the humans he’d 
encountered. A demon was a demon to them.

Neil’s species was the Ilyus-gur, descendants of the Ilyus, a sub-race of 
elves that had sold themselves to Mephistshion to gain power. Unfortunately 
for them, their ambitions to make a stronger race fell short, for as the 
generations continued, the power of the Ilyus-gur declined. They had 
intelligence, agility, and keen senses, but little influence. The only thing that 
marked them as demonic at all was the fact they were from the Hells, their 
skin color (in which the original Ilyus had actually been quite pale, almost 
albino), and their ruthlessness.

Neil’s sharp eyes caught movement in the snow despite the blizzard, 
though the form was unclear. He crouched lower in the cave, waiting and 
watching. He didn’t know what creature would be out in this cold, and 
as it got closer, he saw it wore a red cloak, the only protection against the 
blizzard.

The figure continued to draw near, and Neil’s sharp eyes told him it was 
an elf…and a woman at that. It was his first sight of an elf, and he knew he’d 
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register as a demon, but he hoped he wouldn’t have to fight her. Her choice 
of clothing surprised him a bit. From what he understood, elves only wore 
bright colors when in the safety of their settlement, and a simple cloak was 
no match for a blizzard. Furthermore, why was this woman alone?

For a moment, neither moved in spite of the storm. The elf ’s presence, 
as he had been by the angel’s, puzzled Neil. She finally nudged her mount, 
a beautiful white horse, forward. Neil held his breath, the snow stinging his 
cheeks. He caught the scent of the horse and its rider. The horse had the 
musky scent he expected, but the elf ’s was crisp like the winter with a hint 
of wild flowers. Neil slowly raised his hand to point toward the cave, and the 
elf turned the horse to the shelter. The demon followed slowly, and the elf 
walked her horse at such an angle that she could keep an eye on him.

Once in the cave, the elf lowered her hood, and the dimming fire reflected 
off her light brown hair. Her eyes were a startling blue, and with her red cloak, 
white horse, and proud bearing, she looked like a queen of some faery land 
ready to intercept unwary travelers.

Neil held up his hands, showing he was no threat. “Well met,” he said 
in Common, hoping she understood.

The elf regarded him sternly, neither running nor attacking. Neil didn‘t 
smell any real fear from her either, just a wariness.

“We’ll see if that is so.” Her voice was crisp like the snow. “I am looking 
for someone, and you may or may not be him.”

She was looking for a demon?
Neil thought back to the towns he had been chased out of and wondered 

if she’d been sent to hunt him down. By her raised chin and straight posture, 
she could likely hold her own. Neil saw a quiver of arrows and a bow on her 
horse and a sword poking out from beneath her cloak. He noted the leaf 
engraving on the scabbard. He didn’t want to have to fight her, but it was still 
hard to resist the urge to put his hand on his sword hilt.

“And if I am the one you seek?”
“If you are, I’d like to speak with you,” she said. “If not, I’ll have to 

kill you. And trust me. I’d like that, too.” Her hand drifted to her sword to 
emphasize her words.

Neil did not want to just give her his identity. “I may be able to help you,” 
he said slowly, edging over to the fire to poke it, trying to stir the flames. “But 
I’d need to know more about who you are looking for and why.”
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The elf ’s sharp blue eyes flashed, and Neil’s fingers flexed toward his 
sword, thinking he had finally provoked her, but the woman made no move.

“If you will not give me your name, why should I give you mine?” she 
demanded.

“Then it seems we are at an impasse, my lady.” He spread his hands. “I 
do not know whom you seek.”

The elf hesitated before finally speaking. “I am Shara Aotallin, an 
ambassador of Näenamarü Caelaynin, or Silver Crescent, as it is more 
commonly known. I have heard of a demon who claims not to associate with 
others of his kind, and as far as I can tell, you match his description.”

Neil had made no such claims, but it was true. Had word of him spread 
so quickly? Neil wondered what kind of consequences this would have. He’d 
been seen, of course. But there had been other demon encounters lately, so he 
shouldn’t have been singled out unless it was because he had avoided fights.

Inwardly, he shook his head, not finding any sense in this. Shara had 
been wandering alone in a forest, searching for him. If she had come across 
another demon, she would have had to have fought it alone, and she sounded 
confident that she could do so.

Shara studied him with those bright eyes of hers. “You are him, 
aren’t you?”

“It sounds like me, my lady,” he confessed. “But I do not understand—”
“It is you. Otherwise, you would have attacked me by now.” The elf came 

closer on her horse. In spite of her words, she still looked ready to fight him. 
“What do you call yourself?”

“Neil,” he answered slowly. It was only part of his demonic name, but it 
sounded “human.”

“Sounds rather ordinary,” Shara said.
“It’s what I want to be called, my lady.”
Shara repeated his name as if she were considering it. Then she nodded 

and eased her mount further into the cave so its rump was out of the wind. 
Thankfully, the cave was big enough for such a move.

“You are coming with me to Notton, Neil,” she said shortly. Her tone 
warned him not to object. “And there you will be judged.”

“Judged?” Neil echoed, confused. “Am I being sentenced?”
“Not yet,” was the cool reply. “If you are truly a rebel, then you will 

prove yourself loyal to our cause. Notton’s soldiers have fought demons for 
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centuries. The city rose from the ashes of the War of the Races. You will be 
welcomed in Silver Crescent only if you have proven yourself in the human 
world.”

For a moment, Neil couldn’t find the words to respond. This wasn’t what 
he had expected, and while he had waited for such an opportunity, he found 
the situation strange. How had they heard of him? He was one lone demon 
and not a very memorable one at that.

In spite of his questions, Neil nodded his consent, even though he 
doubted he had much of a choice. His head was reeling, trying to take this 
all in. Battles between demons and the other races filled the histories on both 
sides. Much of it led up to the infamous War of the Races, but there had 
been other fights before and after that, though the latter had mostly been 
skirmishes and isolated incidents. Neil knew that could change, for he knew 
what was happening in the Hells, and it was one of the reasons he had come 
to the surface.

“Lady Aotallin,” he said politely. “I may have news that will be—”
“You will inform Lord Rorimys of Notton.” Shara cut him off. “Save 

the information you have until then.” She glanced out at the blizzard and 
scowled. “I don’t relish being in this cave!” she snipped. The “with you” was 
unspoken.

The demon eyed her as they stood there awkwardly. He shouldn’t be this 
accepting of what she told him. What if it were a trap? While it seemed a lot 
of effort to take one demon to Notton only to kill him, Neil couldn’t simply 
let them do with him what they pleased.

“I cannot just ride with you when I do not know what your true purpose 
is,” he said.

Strangely, a look of brief satisfaction swept across Shara’s face. “Ah, so 
you do have sense. I was beginning to think you were a blind idiot so eager 
to please that you followed orders without question.”

Neil let that pass and shook his head.
“We do not trust each other.” Shara leaned back against her horse, which 

remained calm in Neil’s presence. “Believe me, I find this endeavor quite 
foolish, and I am not a blind idiot who simply follows orders either, but I 
have a duty as ambassador, and considering all the demon sightings lately, I 
suppose I haven’t much of a choice.” Her look was stern again. “And neither 
do you, so do not give me a reason to kill you. Well, another reason anyway.”
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“The first being what I am?” Neil asked with an arched brow.
The elf woman sniffed, and Neil just smirked and returned to his fire. 

Shara could stand and watch the blizzard if she wanted. He silently decided 
to accompany her, even as he felt his direction was being chosen for him. He 
figured he didn’t have much to lose, though he couldn’t help but wonder how 
Shara had found him and how long she had been looking. If she had been 
tracking him, then he had overestimated his stealth and secrecy.

“The gods enjoy their games, don’t they?” he said, trying to make 
conversation.

“Indeed,” was the short response. “Make no mistake, Neil. I am taking 
you to Notton. I will even let you ride my horse once this blizzard clears. 
But I hold no love for demons, and should you step out of line, I shall have 
no qualms about killing you.”

“You’ve already made that clear,” he said dryly, sitting back on his heels. 
The fire finally crackled to life again. “But I’ll keep it in mind.”

The elven city Näenamarü Calaynin, or Silver Crescent, was beautiful in every 
season. The trees were ancient. Their trunks were so large that it took up to 
twenty elves to wrap all the way around them. Their thick branches provided 
perfect support for the elves who built their homes in them. Though they 
used wood to make their houses, they planted two trees for every one they 
cut down. They also used stone, as evidenced by the tall buildings that were 
almost as old as the trees.

The Näenamarü Calaynin palace was one such structure, with sections 
reaching to the taller branches of some trees. There were wide, open balconies 
and arching windows with vines entwining their way along the stone. The 
wide branches of the giant trees obstructed parts, but that didn’t bother any 
of the inhabitants. Trees, the first seeds said to be planted by Nelathorian, 
were sacred.

Ellina Alshavisin exited her mother’s dress shop and looked up to see 
elves walking on bridges that linked some of the buildings in the trees. The 
branches made a canopy over much of the city, and it was most evident in the 
spring and summer, when the leaves were full and light filtered through them.

As always, the glory of it all struck Ellina. Silver Crescent was in Mithorin, 
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the oldest forest in Elyshaeza. It was a mystical place, a forest that was ancient 
and breathed, and not even the elves knew all its secrets. Mithorin could be a 
dangerous and even deadly place for those who did not understand it or were 
unwelcome there. There were creatures and things in Mithorin that even the 
elves did not touch. The only ones who truly understood Mirthorin were the 
Catharin, and they weren’t speaking.

Ellina headed toward the archery range and thought of love. A secret 
smile tugged at her lips. To elves, love in all its forms was sacred, but they 
were cautioned against entering into a relationship too fast and too soon 
because they lived so long. Gender didn’t matter much to them—a male 
loving another male or a female another female. It was as accepted as a male 
and female loving each other.

Ellina was quite young for an elf, but she had a fantasy, and today she 
would be meeting the object of that fantasy. The Ginjo Gildas saved her from 
drowning as a child, and he was her dearest friend, but over the past few years, 
Ellina had found herself wanting to move beyond friendship. Though she had 
never seen his face due to the white mask he wore, his lean body, shoulder-
length coppery hair, and slender hands were all the evidence the elf maiden 
needed to stimulate her mind.

Ellina could hear the twang of the arrows and loud, clear commands 
of the trainers as she neared the archery range. Being one of the oldest races 
on Elyshaeza meant the elves had acquired many enemies, and the trees of 
Mithorin did not protect them from that. All were trained in basic combat, 
and her people were best known for their archery.

Ellina’s brown hair fell freely about her shoulders as she passed the range, 
glancing briefly at the archers. Captain Vaelis was training them, and she 
remembered when Saeris Isamal was head of the archers. But he was living 
in Notton now, following the ambassador of Silver Crescent and her brother.

Just beyond the range was a large oak, now bare of leaves, but it was 
secluded enough to afford some privacy. It was where Ellina and Gildas 
would meet. He had been seen elsewhere in Silver Crescent, even dining with 
Ellina in a café and ignoring the stares, but the tree was their most frequent 
meeting spot.

When she saw him, she waved and quickened her step. He was leaning 
casually against the tree, his black robe like a shadow, and he straightened 
when she came closer.
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“Are you happy to see me?” Gildas offered a smile.
The masks of the Ginjo were practically melded to their faces and still 

showed expressions. At first, it had been eerie, but now it just added to the 
fascination.

“Always.” Ellina hugged him.
His return hug was warm but too brief. He never wrapped his arms 

around her for long. “How are your studies?” Gildas asked.
“Fine.” Ellina was an aspiring healer and attended school at the Kelsran 

temple. “Gildas, do you still see me as the child you rescued all those 
years ago?”

Gildas chuckled. “No, Ellina, you’ve grown into a fine young woman.”
Not sure if that was the answer she was looking for, Ellina still felt her 

cheeks grow warm, and she hoped she wasn’t blushing.
“Have there been any demonic sightings near Näenamarü Calaynin?” 

Gildas inquired.
“No.” Ellina shook her head. “There are other dangers—monsters of 

Mithorin—but no demons in these parts.”
“I ask because there have been increased reports of kureida activity. In the 

course of history, this is nothing new, but their attacks seem more organized, 
and something about it feels different.” He shook his head. “But I cannot base 
it solely on feeling. We need concrete proof before taking action.”

Ellina frowned, feeling a pinch of concern in her stomach. If Gildas was 
uneasy about these demonic attacks, then maybe more should take notice. 
“How many agree with you?”

“My fellow Ginjo acknowledges that something might be going on, 
perhaps in response to the rumors of Asmod having a daughter. Most of 
Celestia refuses to believe there could be anything like another War of the 
Races.”

“Are the rumors true?” Ellina asked.
“In all likelihood, yes,” Gildas answered grimly and shook his head again. 

“I shouldn’t be talking about such grim things while I’m here.”
“You don’t have to protect me.” Ellina frowned. “I’m a fine young woman, 

remember?”
Gildas regarded her, and she felt self-conscious under his deep gaze.
“Precisely why I must protect you,” he replied.
Before Ellina could retort, her friend suddenly blinked and tilted his 
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head, as if listening to something. His eyes narrowed in thought, and his 
mouth moved, but she couldn’t hear what he was saying.

Gildas put a hand on Ellina’s shoulders. “I must go. There is a call for 
a meeting.”

“But you just came here,” she protested. “When will you be back?”
“I do not know,” the Ginjo admitted. “I will when I can.”
Ellina knew that was the best he could give her, and it wasn’t like she 

could beg him to stay, so she gave him a quick but firm hug, and he touched 
her cheek briefly before he disappeared. The elf stood there, hearing the 
archers but not really listening. This had happened before, and it was unlikely 
to change. Gildas was a Ginjo, and as such, he had a life that demanded his 
attention. And it was a life that didn’t involve Ellina. She was but a small 
part of his world. Often she had wondered if she were being foolish. She was 
quite young for an elf, and Gildas was immortal. Still, he had just arrived. 
Why did he have to leave so soon? It was also a little discomfiting that Gildas 
had been summoned back when they were talking about the demons. Maybe 
things really were getting serious.

Ellina blew a long breath. There were two things she cared for most in 
this world: her people and Gildas. If the latter was right about what the elf 
warrior god was saying, then she better perfect her healing art fast to help 
preserve the former.

Mithorin was their sanctuary, but it was also dangerous. Deadly creatures 
sometimes plagued Silver Crescent, and an individual could go through his 
or her own hardships. There was peace now, but only because her ancestors 
had fought so hard for it.

An aspiring healer, Ellina would do anything to protect her people. Silver 
Crescent was a sacred place, and the idea that demons might soon number 
among the dangers they had to worry about terrified her. For the first time 
Ellina could remember, she hoped Gildas was wrong, yet feared he wasn’t.

The gold-red light of the setting sun of Lesvan caught on the sword, making 
the steel glint. Shri rotated it in his hand, admiring how it caught the light. 
He’d earned the right to wield it a long time ago. He watched the warriors 
with the red-and-white masks mill about and watched three of them drag a 
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small, struggling boy to a pole, where they tied him. The boy had wings; the 
induction ceremony would be painful. Those who weren’t born with wings 
had it easier.

Shri remained as they tore off the wings, cutting deep into the bone so 
they could not grow back. The boy’s screams rent the air, carrying across the 
plain. It was a painful, lonely sound that reminded one of the vastness of this 
land. It was a heart-wrenching scream, but Shri tuned it out. It was nothing 
he hadn’t heard before. Such cruelty was not done by most celestials, but the 
szazarsol were a category all their own.

When it was over, the boy slumped against the pole. The Lesvan looked 
down at his sword, thinking that, years from now, if the boy survived his 
training, he would gain such a sword. He would be free, but he would be 
trapped as well, and he would be an outsider amongst his former people.

Having seen what he wanted to see, Shri started to turn away when 
shadows passed overhead. He looked up to see five Lesvan angels sweep down 
from the sky toward the warriors, who surrounded the boy. Shri smirked 
as an obvious argument ensued. The boy must have been important, if he 
had been found already. If a child disappeared in this part of Lesvan, the 
first suspects were the szazarsol, and more often than not, the assumptions 
were right.

The szazarsol eventually parted to reveal the boy, and one of the Lesvan 
stepped forward to retrieve him. He cried out when he was picked up, and 
Shri tsked. The Lesvan warriors would take him home, dote on him, and 
train him in their own way. As they flew off, drops of blood fell on the 
ground, stains to mark their passing.

Shri debated whether the boy was fortunate or not. Then he shrugged 
and headed off, having other things to do. It was none of his business anyway, 
and Yisrael was not with this group of szazarsol, which made Shri wonder 
just where he was. He touched the spot just above his right wrist, on his 
forearm, barely able to feel the crystal. Yisrael was the only other person who 
knew about that crystal, specifically about the secret it contained.

Shri leapt into the air, flying without wings. He didn’t need them, and 
they could be so cumbersome. Yisrael had taught him that, as he had taught 
him so many things. The rescued boy had only just begun to learn his first 
lesson, the meaning of pain.

On a whim, Shri turned back to intercept the retreating angels. By now, 
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the szazarsol were unlikely to notice him, and he wanted a better look at 
that boy.

“Greetings,” he hailed, flying up in front of the angels and causing all 
five to stop short.

Two of them were female, one of whom was clutching the boy. Shri’s 
gold eyes fell upon him, assessing him. The boy was of course beautiful with 
pale hair and a slender body that held promise for the future. They must 
have bandaged him while flying, for his upper torso was wrapped in gauze.

“I take it none of you are healers?” Shri asked smugly.
“Who are you, and what do you want?” one of the males demanded.
“I heard the boy scream,” Shri told them. “I wanted to make sure he 

was all right, but I can see he is now in capable hands. Still, you should have 
brought healers. If a child is missing, isn’t it wise to consider the child might 
be injured?”

“I know who you are,” said the female who was holding the boy. Her eyes 
narrowed. “You are the one they call Shri.”

“That is what they call me, yes,” he answered smoothly. “And what I 
call myself.”

The male who had first spoken drifted closer to him with his scrutinizing 
gaze.

Shri levitated there, not intimidated. He gave them a disarming smile 
and spread his hands. “I assure you I am merely concerned with the boy’s 
well-being.”

“Shri,” the angel mused. “I have indeed heard that name before.”
“He is Yisrael’s pet,” retorted the other female. “It is why he knew where 

the szazarsol were.”
Shri barked a laugh, refusing to let that remark affect him. “I no longer 

have any dealings with that man. In fact, I never wish to speak with him 
again.”

“Is that why you didn’t help Samuel?” another male asked, shaking his 
spear at Shri.

“Samuel is not a common name in Lesvan,” Shri remarked. “You are 
more likely to hear it in other parts of Celestia.”

“Why didn’t you help him if you were witness to his torment?” the first 
male snapped, poking Shri’s lavender robe with the tip of his sword.

“Watch it,” Shri protested, floating back a few inches. “I just had this 
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robe tailored.” There was no mark, but he brushed at it anyway. “As to your 
question, yes, it was because I want no more dealings with the szazarsol, and I 
saw the five of you coming and knew the boy would be saved. Now, I suggest 
you be on your way, for Samuel surely needs healing.”

He gave them a bow with his long white hair spilling over his shoulder, 
and he descended to the ground, not waiting for them to respond. He 
didn’t really care what happened to Samuel now, but one less member of the 
szazarsol was a blessing.

Shri glanced off into the horizon, where the plains turned into thick 
woodland. Lesvan was an expansive plane of Celestia. This section was 
certainly not what mortals would imagine when they thought of Celestia, 
and angels were as varied as the celestials within them. In fact, angels were 
more likely to be found in Heaven, only one realm within Celestia, but some 
lived in Lesvan. Not all celestials were angels. The numerous cultures and 
religions throughout the world had their place in Celestia, including those 
of the Farthest Lands.

Shoving Yisrael to the back of his mind, Shri focused on other, more 
pressing matters, namely talking to the Ginjo.
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T he Solver was not a place mortals often imagined when they 
thought of Celestia. The horizon of the Pocket was the end of 
the pseudo realm. Beyond the mist was the land of the Horin, 

though they didn’t cross over anymore. Celestials still came to sort out issues, 
but the Solver was often empty except for the Ginjo, and at times like this, 
Gildas realized just how big the place was.

The floor had dark purple carpets rolled out across it and dark wood 
columns, and the walls were either the same wood or dark stone. Dull light 
came from some other source. There were rooms and lower floors that had 
not been used in years or centuries even. All in all, it was a rather drab place.

Gildas approached the conference room doors and sighed. He liked 
visiting Ellina, but their time together was always too short. Gildas had duties 
as a Ginjo, and bringing a mortal to the Solver was forbidden. It had been by 
chance that he was in Elyshaeza when the seven-year-old elf girl fell into the 
river and nearly drowned. It had been late autumn. The water was chilly, and 
the rocks were slick. She had slipped on wet moss and fallen face-first into the 
rushing water. The current had pulled the girl under, and Gildas had grasped 
for the hood of her cloak and pulled her gasping and sputtering to shore.

The poor thing had been frightened and weepy, but she had been 
astounded to see a Ginjo had saved her. Gildas found he liked the girl and 
made a point to visit again. That was how their friendship had started. Ellina 
had since grown into a beautiful, laughing maiden, and Gildas’s affection for 
her had grown as well, but he was a celestial, and his duties as one had to 
come before his personal life. Most of the time, he didn’t mind, but he didn’t 
like his visits with Ellina being interrupted.



14

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

By the sound of the message, however, the issue at hand was important, 
and thoughts of Ellina fled when Gildas saw Keiji’s face as he opened the 
door. The other Ginjo were seated around the ovular table, and the bearer of 
Nihon-Zhong had a grim expression on his masked face.

“Your message said there was a band of kureida at the Hodi River,” 
Gildas said. “Is that true?”

“Yes,” Keiji confirmed. “And normally, that would be no concern of ours, 
but the Koshai are heading out to fight them.”

Gildas groaned and shook his head. The Koshai were a tribal race 
of humans, and the Hodi River was sacred to some tribes, but they were 
obviously being baited.

“Why doesn’t Hodi herself expel the demons from her river?” Gildas 
referred to the spirit for which the river was named.

Keiji shook his head. “She’d rather stay out of it. And many kureida are 
near the river. Hodi is not strong enough to wash all of them away.”

“I say let them fight the demons,” Kor asserted from the far end of the 
table. “And maybe they’ll learn their lesson. There have been human battles 
fought on a larger scale than this, and we never interfered.”

“Easy for you to say.” Ligo leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. 
“You could care less about what happens to the Elyshaezans so long as your 
precious Shoshon is safe. But the rest of us are actually concerned about what 
transpires in—”

“Ligo,” Gildas scolded, “that is enough.” He combed fingers through his 
red hair and sighed.

None of them liked getting involved in mortal affairs. After the War of 
the Races, the agreement had been to keep in contact with the mortals to 
prevent another full-scale war with the demons. In time, the celestials slipped 
back into their ways of monitoring, only coming to the aid of mortals who 
truly needed it. Their contact lessened, and the contract eventually became 
null. Many of the new mortal generations couldn’t fathom the idea of a 
contract with Celestia. It was just something from the history books.

Celestia consisted of hundreds of realms and had its own share of 
problems. Races clashed with each other, and politics were playing throughout 
the realms. Divine drama on various levels occurred often. Denizens from 
foreign planes had been known to attack various realms, and of course, there 
were the demons. Even when they ignored the mortal plane, they would 
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attack parts of Celestia. In terms of duty, life for the Ginjo was rarely dull. 
Something was always going on, though it wasn’t always bad. Many good 
things were happening in Celestia, too.

Unfortunately, this wasn’t one of them, and it was on the mortal level. 
The Ginjo still paid attention to happenings on Elyshaeza, and what 
troubled Gildas about the demons at the Hodi River was that they appeared 
to be making a conscious effort to provoke the Koshai and make them 
fight. Demons weren’t all stupid brutes. Many species were intelligent and 
cunning, but as a whole, they lacked organization on a large scale. Yet the 
band at the Hodi River suggested that this attack had been planned at 
length. Gildas’s conversation with Ellina came back to him, and he feared 
his own suspicions.

“Na’lan Keldrin died fifty years after sealing away Asmod,” Gildas 
mused. “Even though he had centuries ahead of him. His friend General 
Soriph Ilgril followed a year later, dying of heartache over the loss of his 
second-in-command. They were both given a place of honor in Arasaen’ell. 
The kureida continued to skirmish with the mortal races, but there was no 
foreseeable chance of the War of the Races happening again. The Ending 
Battle was called such for a reason. We’ve had our own troubles with demons, 
to be sure, but no one has even considered the possibility of history repeating 
itself. But this attack on the Hodi River, a known sacred site, suggests more 
than just a simple desire to fight drives the demons,” he concluded gravely.

“Are you certain?” Kor asked skeptically. “If the kureida want to engage 
the Koshai, then of course, they are going to lure them.” He shook his head. 
“This proves nothing, Gildas. Even if the kureida are up to something, it 
doesn’t mean we have to involve ourselves in every conflict.”

“Under normal circumstances,” Gildas said, “I would agree with you. But 
this, I fear, is not a normal circumstance. I fear this attack is the beginning 
of something much more dire.”

“What basis do you have for this?” Kor demanded. “Not every single 
attack by the kureida is noteworthy.”

“We should send aid to the Koshai,” Hok’ee said in his deep, quiet voice, 
much to Gildas’s surprise. His black hair framed his mask, and his dark eyes 
regarded them with a steady gaze. “Gildas has been to Elyshaeza more often 
than the rest of us, and if he believes the Koshai need celestial assistance, I 
say we listen to him.”
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Kor frowned. “This could give mortals the wrong idea that they can call 
on us for every little issue. Normally, the Koshai are wise, but this is a foolish 
move. They need to learn the consequences.”

“We have grown lax with the demons,” Hok’ee mused. “If nothing else, 
aiding the Koshai will send a message, will it not?”

“I still say leave the Koshai to their fate,” Kor muttered.
“I would like to leave the humans alone as well,” Jabilo agreed. “But if 

the demons gain control of the Hodi River, who knows what they will go for 
next? One Koshai tribe is not that significant, but this sounds like a deliberate 
attempt to lure the humans to the river.”

“The kureida should never be taken lightly,” Ligo piped up. “If we do not 
show them we are still watching, they will get out of hand.” He shot a smile 
at Gildas, who nodded his approval.

“We should wait for something a little more urgent,” Keiji advised. “This 
is but one tribe of Koshai, as Jabilo said.”

“If they lose, that means one less tribe of humans to worry about.” Kor 
crossed his arms.

Gildas opened his mouth for a retort, but he stopped as a white, humanoid 
form of light appeared near the doorway. Gildas’s skin prickled at the wash of 
power he felt from it. He tensed, even though he knew the source.

The light faded to reveal a tall, slender celestial. He was pretty rather 
than handsome, with an almost fey appearance and somewhat androgynous 
features. He had long, waist-length white hair that was thick and glossy. He 
obviously took immaculate care of it. He was dressed in black with a close-
fitting but flexible, knee-length tunic tightened with a gold sash and black, 
sleek trousers that were neatly tucked in tall leather boots. Wingless, he wore 
a long, velvet cloak that stopped just short of his ankles. His penetrating gold 
eyes were almost god-like in their color.

“Shri,” Ligo breathed, wide-eyed.
“Come to grace us with his presence,” Kor said sarcastically. “Don’t you 

usually wear robes?”
Gildas knew that no one in this room held any love for the Lesvan, a race 

of celestials that made many others uneasy. Fortunately—if one could call it 
such—Shri was the only Lesvan that paid visits to the Solver.

“What are you doing here?” Keiji demanded.
“Greetings to you, too,” Shri drawled with a smile. His voice was confident 
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and haughty. “I’ve come to offer my opinion on the matter of the battle at the 
Hodi River, which I am certain you have been discussing.”

“Your opinion isn’t wanted!” Kor snapped.
“Who summoned you?” Gildas demanded.
How did Shri always know what they were talking about and when?
“I summoned myself,” Shri replied easily. “We broke the contract by 

distancing ourselves from the mortals, and it has resulted in bolder kureida.”
“Simple upstarts,” Kor insisted. “It’s happened many times. The Koshai 

are fools, and just because the kureida are baiting them does not mean they 
are planning anything major.” The bearer of Shoshon glared at Shri. “Have 
you been spying on us…listening in? You’ve done so in the past, you snake.”

“I have not been spying,” Shri said lightly. “But I have been watching the 
kureida since they reached the Hodi River. A spirit is dwelling in that river, 
so it warrants extra attention. As soon as I learned the Koshai were planning 
to march there, I knew you six would be discussing it.” He gave them that 
smirk Gildas always found infuriating.

“We should not bother with one tribe of Koshai,” Kor said with a hiss. 
“This has happened many times. If we went to the rescue of every human 
who got into a skirmish with a kureida, we’d—”

“Peace, my friend.” Gildas held up a hand. “Shri is right. I think this is 
part of something bigger.” His eyes narrowed at Shri. “You said you learned 
the Koshai were planning to do battle at the river. Why were you paying 
attention in the first place? Since when do Lesvans care for mortals?”

“I knew you’d see it my way, Gildas.” Shri grinned. “You’ve always been 
the wise one.” He twirled his right hand around and rested his elbow on his 
left knuckles in a thoughtful manner, finger to his chin. “In answer to your 
question, the Lesvan do not care about the trials of humans, but we do care 
about the actions of the kureida and keep a close eye on them. That is how 
I know. Are there any other questions?”

“Yes,” Kor said sharply. “Why in all of the gods are you here? You 
just show up at random times, preach your opinions, smile like you know 
everything, and demand we listen to you. Shri, you are an uninvited, 
unwelcome guest who—”

“Enough,” Hok’ee said firmly but quietly. “While I agree Shri shows up 
at sporadic times when he is not asked to, it will do little good to berate him.” 
The bearer of Maya-Kee looked sidelong at Shri. “He doesn’t listen anyway.”
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Shri gave him a disarming smile. “At least you all know me well enough.”
“Too well,” Ligo muttered.
Shri sat down in one of the vacant chairs—of which there were several 

for the conference rooms were meant to hold more than the six Ginjo—and 
gave them all another smirk, as if he knew how much it irked them and he 
didn’t give a damn. Shri always did what he pleased.

The Lesvan leaned forward and touched the tabletop with a finger. An 
image spread out from his digit to cover the entire surface. Ligo, Jabilo, and 
Gildas gasped and drew back, startled. It was sometimes hard to tell when 
Shri cast a spell, and that made him dangerous.

A scene played out before them all, a scene from the past. There was no 
sound, but Gildas saw a familiar figure crawl desperately toward a jagged, 
obsidian stone with something that looked like a small shield under his arm. 
No one was stopping him because no one but the figure behind him noticed 
in the battle that raged around him.

“Na’lan Keldrin,” Ligo said. “And he is holding the Seal!”
“And with Soriph Ilgril behind him,” Keiji observed quietly. “As he 

always was and continues to be in Arasaen’ell.”
Na’lan heaved himself on to the stone with exhaustion on his bloody 

face, and with the last of his strength, he shoved the Seal into the obsidian 
surface. There was still no sound, but the image shook as the earth did, and 
Na’lan was thrown off the stone. His partner Soriph caught him, and the 
two scrambled back. Lavender light shot from the Seal and into the sky. 
The fighting had come to a complete halt, and everyone, no matter the race, 
stopped to watch. Demon stood by human as the light soared up and up until 
its end could no longer be seen.

The image abruptly shifted with dizzying speed to a different scene, a 
calmer one. Olandion, king of the elves at the time, stood before an audience 
of mortals and celestials as he signed a sheet of parchment. Then with a bow, 
he passed it to the Seraphim standing across from him. The magnificent 
being signed as well and then handed it to the six Ginjo standing behind 
him. Gildas saw himself, looking just as he did now, save that he had worn 
his hair longer then, take the parchment and touch it with his hand. There 
was a brief flash as he made his mark and passed it to—

“Enough!” Kor swiped his hand across the table. The scene vanished, and 
the table’s surface was bare once more. “What is the point of showing this, Shri?”
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“The Sealing of Asmod and the signing of the treaty between Celestia 
and the mortals,” Shri said, unfazed by Kor’s tone. “These are two of the most 
important events in history. By signing the treaty, mortals and celestials agreed 
to stay in touch and prevent another War of the Races. But that didn’t happen, 
did it, gentleman? Why should it? Celestials and mortals are on a whole 
different level from each other, and there is no point in helping them in every 
little dilemma. Besides, mortals and celestials aren’t supposed to constantly 
interact unless a specific deity favors you, and even then, they’re not going to 
do everything for you.” The Lesvan examined his perfect, polished nails.

“Get to the point, Shri,” Keiji said curtly. “The treaty was nullified 
because both sides saw little point in keeping it. Celestia and Elyshaeza shared 
different concerns.”

“Except the kureida,” Hok’ee noted. At a sharp look from Kor, he added, 
“And we still deal with them separately.”

Shri stood in one fluid motion and placed both hands on the table, 
leaning forward again. “My point, Ginjo,” he said evenly, meeting Kor’s hard 
gaze, “is that Na’lan Keldrin failed.”

That struck a nerve, and Gildas rose, glaring at the Lesvan. “You are 
dangerously close to crossing the line, Shri. Keldrin is a hero, and if he hadn’t 
sealed the Lord of Hell away, the world would still be in chaos. I have visited 
Arasaen’ell many times over the centuries and conversed with Na’lan and 
Soriph. That sealing cost the elf much. If a mortal dies in battle, any injuries 
he sustained vanish when he enters the realm of his god.” Gildas kept his eyes 
on Shri. “Not so with Na’lan Keldrin. The elf has a scar on his soul, Shri.”

“Yes, yes,” Shri said nonchalantly, waving his hand. “It’s on his left cheek, 
just missing his eye. It’s nothing detrimental to his spirit. His soul is in one 
piece, my dear Gildas, and the last I talked to him, he and Soriph had taken 
on the role of helping newly entered souls find their loved ones who had gone 
before them.” Shri rolled his eyes at the thought.

“You are forbidden from entering Arasaen’ell,” Keiji reminded him 
firmly. “What were you doing there, Shri?”

“Nelathorian and Kelsra can’t monitor everything that goes on in their 
realm, gods or not.” Shri shrugged. “Oh, it doesn’t take them long to sense 
me, but I usually manage to have a good conversation with a spirit or two 
before they come looking for me.”

“I’m surprised Keldrin hasn’t reported you,” Keiji muttered.
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Shri grinned. “He’s too kindhearted. Soriph Ilgril probably would, but 
Na’lan won’t let him.”

Gildas had not spoken much with the two elves in life, but in death, he 
had struck up a friendship with them. Soriph was more outspoken, whereas 
Na’lan tended to avoid confrontation. Gildas often visited Arasaen’ell, and he 
had made friends with some of the elven spirits there. His interaction with 
the elves in the afterlife sparked his interest in those of the living. It was why 
he was there when a certain elf lass slipped and fell in the water.

“Let us return to the topic at hand,” Jabilo suggested. “We were discussing 
what to do about this band of Koshai warriors who are going to battle kureida 
at the Hodi River.”

Gildas blew out a breath, letting go of his anger. Shri would insult 
whoever he wanted, no matter what others had to say. “We cannot allow the 
Koshai to—”

“Fall victim to their own foolishness?” Kor put in. “It’s their choice.”
Gildas frowned. “Kor, we can at least send aerial help, as I thought we 

had agreed on.”
“Excellent.” Shri clapped his hands together. He did not try to steer the 

conversation back to the elves. “I warn you, gentlemen. While I do not care 
for humans, I hate the kureida, and we have been lenient. There are rumors, 
and if I were you, I’d start listening. Error leads to history repeating itself.” 
Those eyes of his looked at each of them in turn. “The world of Celestia is 
vast, expanding many planes and dimensions. There are so many gods and 
otherworldly creatures. Yet the Lesvan seem to be the most watchful of the 
kureida.”

“It’s because of their charming personality,” Jabilo said sardonically. 
“That and the fact that they take too much pride in being among the first 
celestials to be created after the gods took shape from being formless balls 
of energy.”

“Yes.” Shri grinned. He idly examined the cuff of his sleeve, which had 
no frays at all that Gildas could see. His hand drifted briefly to touch a spot 
on his right forearm, but then it fell to his side. “This universe was formed 
by energy that had escaped from a rift in a neighboring dimension. We would 
not be where we are today if the materials for life had not latched on to some 
of the forms of energy that existed after the universe came into being, making 
them sentient and turning them into gods. The gods learned everything they 
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know from neighboring, more advanced dimensions. The beginning of the 
universe was chaotic and filled with strange elements.”

“Here we go again,” Ligo mumbled. “Shri teaching us things we already 
know.”

“He just likes the sound of his own voice,” Kor said, growling.
Gildas suppressed a groan. Just when he thought they had returned to the 

original topic of discussion, Shri drifted into some other point.
“What are you getting at, Shri?” Jabilo demanded. His dark hand ran 

through his kinky hair impatiently. “The formation of our cosmos has 
nothing to do with what we are now facing.”

“Ah, but it does,” Shri answered smoothly. “You see, in the beginning, there 
was no such thing as good and evil. Yet now, nearly every religion has a version 
of Heaven or Hell. There are exceptions, of course, but on Elyshaeza, even those 
faiths who do not preach of hell acknowledge this world has nine of them.”

“Are you saying it’s a matter of belief?” Keiji scoffed. “That’s ironic 
coming from a Lesvan, who, as you pointed out, are so adamant about 
fighting the kureida.”

“Oh, we are,” Shri assured him. “We Lesvans would see every kureida 
destroyed. Now, there are differences in beliefs among celestials as much 
as humans. It’s why we serve different deities and causes, and it is why we 
sometimes even war with each other. Yet during the War of the Races, we 
were united. We must be so again, as must the mortal races. We cannot ignore 
what is happening below us, my friends. We must remind the kureida that 
we are here and ready for them.”

“The battle at the Hodi River is over territory, not religion.” Ligo received 
a raised brow from Jabilo and lowered his gaze.

Shri grinned at Ligo and then backed up toward the door. “I’ll leave you 
to ponder over that. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some pests to take care 
of on the mortal plane. I shall leave the Hodi River battle to you.” He gave 
a bow, and with a flourish of his cloak, he vanished.

For a moment, there was silence following his departure, but then Kor 
slammed his fist on the table, making Gildas jump and Ligo squeak. “Damn 
him,” he said with a hiss. “Damn that Lesvan to the bowels of Hell! If I ever 
get my hands on his pretty neck, he is going to wish—”

“Easy, my friend.” Keiji put a restraining hand on Kor’s arm. “Shri knows 
he can provoke you, so he does.”
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Kor growled and banged his fist on the table again. Then he lowered his 
head to the wood, muttering something Gildas didn’t catch. Keiji patted his 
back reassuringly.

Jabilo sighed and shook his head. “I will never understand that Lesvan 
or how he manages to appear at just the right—or wrong—time.”

“And I’d rather not.” Ligo earned a slight chuckle from Hok’ee. The 
bearer of Shiket looked around the table, meeting their eyes. “So, about these 
aerial fighters.”

Keiji blew out a long breath. “Fine, we’ll send a small unit of Glarent…
perhaps Band Seven…to aid the Koshai. Perhaps they will learn a lesson.”

“Did I mention I hate that Lesvan?” Kor muttered, raising his masked 
face from the table to glower at them.

Ligo grinned at him. “No, but you don’t have to. We all know you hate 
everyone.”

Kor scowled at him, but then his sour expression shifted to Keiji. “Do you 
realize you just suggested Band Seven? Why not Band Eight or Band One?”

“There is nothing wrong with Band Seven,” Hok’ee said.
“Except Artemis,” Kor mumbled.
There was a collective sigh of agreement.
“We will send the entire band,” Gildas said. “Even Artemis, who is just 

as capable of fighting as the rest of them.”
“If it will fight, that is,” Jabilo said.
Gildas hid a grimace at that. He didn’t like referring to a Glarent as 

“it,” but they were sexless, and it was the only pronoun in the mortal tongue 
that worked. In Celestial, there were pronouns for sexless beings because the 
Glarent weren’t the only such species, but celestials, particularly the Ginjo, 
did not always speak in the divine tongue, so they resorted to it. The word 
sounded degrading to Gildas, for it made them sound like some base creature.

“Artemis will fight,” Hok’ee assured them.
This knowledge of the attack, coupled with memories of the past, made 

Gildas think of something, a point that no one had spoken of since Kom’s 
betrayal.

“Ligo,” he said, “I need you to do something for me.”
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Gildas’s request to inspect the old package Kom had brought back with him 
all those years ago had surprised Ligo. Togoso had ordered the office to be 
untouched, so no one had been in it since Kom’s betrayal. Ligo had no idea 
what had made Gildas decide to get that old parcel. Why hadn’t they just destroyed 
the thing in the first place?

Gildas had put it in the office and ordered every item in the room to 
remain where it was, yet now he was changing his mind. Ligo was fond 
of Gildas, but he was a puzzle sometimes. For instance, he had an interest 
in mortals that the other Ginjo didn’t. Well, at least not the mortals on 
Elyshaeza. All of them were concerned with the well-being of the races of 
their respective Farthest Lands.

Ligo brushed dark brown hair out of his mask and walked down the 
dimly lit, purple-carpeted hallway. There were a number of offices that 
hadn’t been entered in a while on this floor. The Solver was nowhere near 
big enough to provide for all the celestials, but those who were regular—or 
used to be regular—visitors had offices here. The Solver provided a place for 
the celestials to work without outside interference. Now, celestials usually 
just sent documents if they were having problems in their homeland rather 
than come to the Solver in person. There were exceptions, of course, but the 
tower was less active than it used to be.

Ligo sighed when he reached Kom’s office door. It wasn’t warded, which 
he found odd, but at least that made it easier for him to enter. Half expecting 
to find some unholy creature inside, the bearer of Shiket slowly opened the 
door and peered in. The dark room had a dusty smell, making him wrinkle 
his nose. Ligo snapped his fingers, and the low light that filled the hallway 
bathed the room in its dim glow. The mahogany desk had thick legs with 
spiraling designs on them that looked like some strange waterfall. Old, 
yellowed papers were stacked neatly on the desk, and a dry oil lamp stood 
on the far right corner.

In the center of the desk was the package. Ligo ignored it for now. There 
were bookshelves along one side of the wall, and he frowned. Those books could 
hold valuable information, though they were likely copies of what all the offices 
had. Still, this room should have been cleaned. Two maps, one of Elyshaeza 
and the other of the Crossing, covered the wall opposite the bookshelves. Ligo 
stared at the one of the Crossing, the bridges that led to the various realms of 
Celestia. It had been a long time since he had visited the Crossing.
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Ligo turned his attention back to the package and stared at it a moment, 
wondering whether he should open it. There was danger in doing so and 
revealing whatever Kom had brought back from the Hells. The Ginjo licked 
his lips with his hands hovering over the wrapping. Then before he could 
talk himself out of it, he tore it open. Fearing what he had just exposed, Ligo 
ducked behind the desk without looking to see what it was and waited for a 
bang, roar, or something else to happen. When nothing did, Ligo cautiously 
raised his head to peer over the desk. His masked brow furrowed at the item 
that was now revealed, a mirror.

Ligo stood slowly, eyeing it warily. Mirrors could be dangerous. Seers 
used them, as did mages, warlocks, and demons. This mirror came from the 
Hells, and that made Ligo cautious. But he also was curious. He pursed his 
lips and tentatively pulled the mirror toward him, sliding it across the desk. 
He lifted it and saw nothing except his own masked face at first, but then the 
surface began to fog over and become gray.

Ligo gasped and set the mirror back on the desk as if it were going to 
bite him. Whispers in a language he did not know echoed from the mirror, 
and his hands grew clammy with fear. He backed up, ready to bolt, yet at 
the same time wanting to understand what the whispers meant and who was 
making them. Nervous, Ligo approached the mirror again. His fingertips 
were glowing, a spell at the ready.

As abruptly as the fog had come, it receded, the voices with it. Ligo 
frowned, thoroughly confused. His heart pounded, and fear tickled the back 
of his neck. By all rights, whatever was in that mirror, it wasn’t good. This 
was something from the Hells.

Perhaps having it in the Solver was the best place for it. If the mirror 
were truly powerful, it would have destroyed the packaging long ago. Yes, it 
was only a mirror. Whatever dark whispers emanated from it and whatever 
its intended purpose, it was safe here. While Ligo was still puzzled as to 
why Kom had chosen to bring back a mirror of all things, it could have been 
worse. Ligo had seen his fair share of hellish artifacts, and the mirror was the 
least threatening he had witnessed, despite the voices and changing surface. 
Satisfied with his conclusion, Ligo left it on the desk and closed the door 
behind him. He decided not to tell Gildas about his discovery.

It was just a mirror, right?
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fter the blizzard had cleared, Neil and Shara had set out. Neil had 
no choice but to ride behind Shara on her horse, Lilin. She made 
it clear she was not happy about the situation, and Neil kept his 

arms at his side rather than wrap them around her waist.
The awkwardness of riding behind Shara did not decrease as they traveled, 

and at night, she would set up her bedroll a good distance from Neil, warning 
him that, if he came near, he would regret it. Neil had heeded her out of 
respect. She was his only companion, and even though he was still uncertain 
about this trip to Notton, he at least had some form of direction now.

At first, he had tried to start a conversation, asking Shara about Silver 
Crescent and the details on how she knew about him. He had learned that 
her cloak was enchanted and that was how she had stayed warm, but he soon 
realized she didn’t want to talk about the other subjects. Indeed, she didn’t 
seem to want to talk at all, so Neil contented himself with watching the 
forest go by and trying not to think too much about what awaited him in 
Notton. How had they heard of him, and how had Shara managed to locate 
him? It wasn’t as though he had been in a specific location. Shara refused 
to say. Briefly, he wondered if it had been that angel, and he thought he saw 
an ethereal shape out of the corner of his eye, but when he turned to look, 
nothing was there.

Lilin moved at an easy but steady gait. The scenery hadn’t changed much, 
and Neil was about to ask how many miles of forest Elyshaeza had when a 
feeling in the air made him tense.

Shara must have felt him stiffen, for she looked over her shoulder, 
frowning. “What is it?”
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Neil shook his head to show he was uncertain. “Keep her walking.”
The frown did not leave Shara’s face, but she did as she was told, and 

Lilin seemed to sense the need for caution, for she walked carefully through 
the snow. Her tail flicked in agitation. Neil’s blood began to pound with 
anticipation. The air tasted faintly of blood and fear, and screams soon 
reached them. Shara nudged Lilin into action, and the horse galloped toward 
the sound, causing a jolt to go through Neil as her stride changed. A village 
came into sight, and Shara halted Lilin to assess the situation.

Seven-foot-tall brutes with greenish-gray skin and wisps of coarse hair 
on their round heads were assaulting the village. They had pointed ears that 
seemed too small for their size, and they wore mismatched, dirty clothing. 
Their bulk made them look even bigger with their shoulders almost twice 
the width of a man’s. They roared and laughed stupidly as they terrorized the 
villagers, throwing torches and swinging clubs.

Neil’s sharp sense of smell picked up their stench. “Ogres,” he grumbled. 
“Why is it always ogres?”

Shara didn’t answer, instead hopping off Lilin and snatching her bow 
and quiver. In almost the same movement, she nocked an arrow and fired, 
hitting one of the ugly creatures in the neck. It toppled, nearly crushing the 
human who had been fighting it.

Neil surmised there were twenty of them and left the elf ’s side to join 
in the fray. His demon blood started to pump excitedly in his veins. With 
their element of surprise gone, Neil was soon met with an angry ogre who 
was swinging a large mace that could easily break bones. Up close, the smell 
was sickening. Its breath smelled of rotten meat.

Neil jumped out of the way of that mace as the ogre batted it at him. 
When the ogre tried to hit him again, he ducked inside the swing and lashed 
the ogre’s stomach. It wasn’t wearing any armor beneath its ragged, stinking 
shirt, but its hide was tough. Neil still managed to create a sizable wound, 
and he bounded out of the way as the thing roared in pain and rage. Its ugly 
face became even uglier as it contorted in anger and hurled itself at him.

Neil nearly ran into another ogre as it came to join its companion. The 
flailing mace and spiked club—not to mention the general mass of the 
brutes—had Neil literally on his toes as he ducked and darted in and out of 
reach. He heard someone cry out behind him, followed by a deep, strangled 
gurgle and a dull thud. He picked up Shara’s voice telling one of the humans it 
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was all right, and when he spun to avoid a swipe of the club, he saw a downed 
ogre and a young man cowering against a wall behind it. Shara had her bow 
and quiver on her back, and she was using her sword to cut the ogres.

Neil slid under the legs of one of his adversaries, slicing its groin with 
a knife from under his sleeve as he did so. The squeal the ogre made was 
high-pitched for such a large creature. Neil grinned as it toppled backward.

“Duh?” The other one blinked dumbly at its downed companion. Its 
front was stained with its own blood as the wound bled freely.

It blinked too long. Neil sprang up, using the body of the crumpled ogre 
as leverage, and stabbed the standing one in the eye. It howled and reeled back 
but managed to grab’s Neil’s leg, and it tossed him into the snow. Neil rolled, 
absorbing the impact, but he hissed in pain as he hit the ground. Coming up 
onto his feet, Neil launched himself at the blinded ogre, leaping into the air 
and kicking its chest with as much force as he could. The ogre’s chest was 
solid, but with the pain of the injured eye and its stomach, it was off balance. 
As it fell, Neil thrust his sword into the already open stomach wound and 
ended his fight with the ogre.

The other he’d been fighting was getting up, grunting in pain, and Neil 
pounced on its back and drove his sword into the nape of its neck. He felt 
his blade grind on bone, and the ogre gave a choked intake of air and fell 
facedown. The smell of its blood was not sweet like that of a human’s or elf ’s, 
but it still made Neil’s nostrils flare at the scent.

Three more had fallen to Shara’s arrows, but two ogres cornered her, 
and she had nowhere to go. Before Neil could reach her to help, one of the 
ogres pitched backward, and Shara planted her foot on its chest, much as 
Neil had done. As it fell, she leapt onto its face, and her weight snapped its 
neck back awkwardly. The other charged at her, but no longer cornered, the 
elf smiled grimly and feigned a forward attack. The ogre fell for it, lashing 
out with its cutlass, but Shara ducked to the side and danced around its leg, 
hamstringing it.

The ogre roared and stumbled but still struck the elf woman with the 
back of its hand. Neil winced as the force of the blow sent Shara tumbling 
to the snow with a muffled grunt of pain. He rushed to aid her, but she was 
up in an instant. She stabbed the ogre in the stomach, again as Neil had 
done. It tried to swing its cutlass at her, but Shara was out of reach before it 
could slice her.
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A scream from a nearby house forced Neil to tear away his eyes from the 
elven woman. He heard commotion inside the house and hurried in through 
the smashed door. There were screams and thumps coming from upstairs. 
Neil took the stairs two at a time and burst through the doorway to find an 
unconscious man and an ogre looming over a woman with a torn dress. The 
ogre was laughing, and it had a hold of her leg as she struggled vainly.

“You pretty,” it said. “Egg want you.”
Neil launched himself at the ogre, Egg apparently. The creature snarled 

and batted at him. He dodged out of the way of the swipes, but then Egg 
punched him hard in the gut. Neil flew back against the wall, and the air left 
him. The woman screamed again, and Neil had no time to recover as Egg 
came forward. The ogre grabbed his ankle and dragged him across the floor 
as the rogue demon tried to sit up. Neil growled and twisted, reaching out to 
slash at the brute’s calf. Egg raised his club, but the pain startled him. The 
club missed and smashed down mere inches from Neil’s skull. He threw his 
arm in front of his face instinctively as wood chips flew, pricking his neck. 
His ears rang with the impact of the club hitting the floor, and he felt it 
through his body.

Neil snarled and grabbed the arm holding him, yanking on Egg to pull 
him off balance. He delivered a cut across that arm with the knife hidden in 
his sleeve, and with a startled roar, the ogre released him. Neil scrambled to 
his feet and glared at his opponent.

“Demon,” Egg said in disbelief. “Why you fight for humans?”
Neil didn’t answer, wanting to spare his breath, even though he was 

tempted to ask why the ogre called itself Egg. He slashed at the beast’s arm 
again, cutting hard to penetrate Egg’s thick hide. It howled and clutched at its 
wound as blood spilled from it. Not wasting any time, the demon stabbed its 
side, ducking to avoid a wild swing of the club. Now it was Egg’s turn to fall. 
Before the monster could recover, Neil hopped onto its stomach and thrust 
his sword deep into its chest, feeling the flesh part under his blade. Egg gave 
a last swing of his club and managed to clip Neil’s shoulder. He hissed in 
pain, jumping off the gurgling ogre. It had been a clumsy, weak swing and 
would leave no more than a bruise, but it still made his shoulder throb. Neil 
shook his shoulder with a slight wince and turned to face the humans. The 
man was awake and trying to sit up. His face was in a grimace.

“Demon!” the woman wailed when she saw Neil.
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Neil put out his hand in a gesture of peace. “It’s all right.” He tried to 
placate her. “I won’t hurt you.” He slowly approached them, and the man 
weakly attempted to kick at him.

“Humina help us!” the woman gasped, trying to drag the man out the 
door. “Shuran and Humina help us!”

Neil stared at them a moment before turning and jumping out the 
window. He caught the roof and swung to the top. Sliding along the tiles, 
he hopped to the next house, which was one story. He leapt off that roof, 
landing in a crouch, and looked around to see four remaining ogres. Shara 
had obviously given the humans hope, for they were now fighting more than 
they had been.

Shara was on a roof and once again using her bow. She saw him and gave 
a nod but then frowned at him. He nodded back, deciding to ask her later 
what that expression was for and charged another ogre who was about to use 
a mace on a downed man. Neil rammed his sword through its back. The steel 
grazed its spine and protruded from its stomach.

The wide-eyed man scrabbled away, and Neil heaved a sigh at the terror 
on his face before turning to regard his next opponent. This ogre seemed 
rather intimidated by him and turned to flee, but Neil ran it down, using 
his momentum to drive his sword into its back as he had the previous one.

When the last of the ogres was dead, killed by an arrow through the 
ear by Shara, the humans began to gather in the village square, coming out 
with limps and hanging arms. The woman from the house was supporting 
the man, and they hobbled into the crowd. Looking at the gathering, Neil 
thought it was too small of a crowd to properly populate the village.

Shara, jumping down from a low rooftop, seemed to think the same 
thing. “How many are dead?”

“Two,” said a middle-aged man. “Some of the women and children have 
been taken. There were more ogres before you arrived, and they dragged off 
several residents. I think they came to kidnap, not kill.”

“We will go after them.” Neil was glad when he got a nod of confirmation 
from Shara.

“And what do you care, demon?” the middle-aged man asked.
“I helped save your village, did I not?”
The villagers exchanged glances, and Neil heard someone whisper, “He 

has a point.”
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“He’s with me,” Shara said. “We’ll find your missing.”
“We’ll go with you,” a younger man stated. “Together, we can overcome 

them.”
Neil shook his head. “It would be better if the two of us went alone.”
Shara whistled before the man could protest, and Lilin came trotting 

up to them. The elf strapped her weapons to the horse and climbed on. 
Neil followed suit, once more making sure he wasn’t touching her. As Lilin 
cantered out of the village, Neil could feel the eyes of the villagers on them. 
His blood still pounded from the battle, and he eyed the bodies of the dead 
ogres. Shara slowed Lilin when they passed the last house, and both of them 
scanned the ground for tracks.

“So your eyes glow when you’re in the midst of battle?” the elf asked 
curtly.

“Is that why you were frowning at me?” Neil asked. “Perhaps that was 
why the humans looked at me with such terror.”

It wasn’t long before they found the tracks on the east side of the village. 
There were other markings suggesting struggles, and the tramping of feet 
had padded down the snow.

“You’re a demon,” Shara replied. “They would look at you that way no 
matter what.”

Elisiarim was one of the smaller realms in Celestia, and it was one of those 
neighboring the Pocket. Inhabited mainly by the Elisiaria, it was also the 
home of the Glarent, the only martial force in Elisiarim. The Ginjo often 
used the Glarent for military expeditions on Elyshaeza in which they would 
send units, or bands, of them. There were ten bands, and when Band Seven 
was informed that they would be aiding the Koshai, all thirty members 
quickly assembled, wearing only simple white robes. Their skin and hair were 
entirely gold in color, as were their eyes but for the pupils. They were sexless 
with little to hide, but covering up was still expected.

Artemis peered over the shoulder of one of the others, trying to see what 
was beyond the door of the assembly hall. Most Glarent reached six feet or 
so. Artemis was five feet and ten inches. It saw a figure in dark blue, the face 
hidden. This was the one who had called them and would direct them where 
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to go. Artemis felt its heart pounding and its palms sweating. Though the 
assembly hall was more than big enough for all of them, they had gathered 
close to the doorway, and it felt crammed between its comrades. The air 
smelled of lightning, and Artemis knew the scent was from the figure in the 
doorway, for it was a maelistral, celestials living on the fringes of Elisiarim, 
and they were the ones who tasked the Glarent with whatever the Ginjo had 
in mind. The messenger of the messenger.

Elisiarim was a mainly peaceful realm with the celestials caring for 
each other. The Glarent cared for Elisiarim itself. They rarely formed deep 
relationships of any kind because it was their duty to protect the other 
celestials in Elisiarim. The Glarent knew about the concepts of love and its 
various forms, but they did not often experience it for themselves. It was not 
in their nature, though they were not incapable of it. This was something 
Artemis had wondered about, pondering why they were made that way when 
others weren’t.

Even within their species, the Glarent rarely formed deep companionships. 
They looked out for one another, but it was more out of a sense of duty so 
they could keep serving Celestia. This was why no one put a hand on a 
fellow’s shoulder or shared a secret smile. This was why Artemis had no one 
to express its fears to. A Glarent was created every fifteen years by a few drops 
of blood from another and was “born” as a full adult. They knew how to 
fight from the beginning and would demonstrate their skills in a controlled 
environment. The only problem was that Artemis had failed, and this would 
be its first battle.

In theory, it knew how to fight, but that was different from being in 
combat, and it was weak in power. Always before, it had been left out of the 
fights, and Band Seven was usually the last band summoned. Though no one 
said it aloud, Artemis knew that was because it was a member of the band.

“The Koshai warriors you will be aiding are of the Gray Hawk tribe,” 
the maelistral informed them. “They have fought kureida many times, but 
this is surely a trap. Your task as Glarent is to help them in this fight, for 
they will surely be slaughtered.” The maelistral waited for a response, but 
the Glarent kept silent.

Artemis thought about saying something, perhaps to ask why they 
were to go to the aid of these warriors but not entire human armies. The 
Glarent had helped mortals numerous times in the past, but one tribe of 
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Koshai could very well have been deemed insignificant, especially if they were 
doing something suicidal like walking into an obvious trap. In spite of these 
thoughts, Artemis kept silent.

“Be swift,” the maelistral advised. “And return when the battle is over.” 
With that, it disappeared in a flash of lightning. The crack made Artemis’s 
ears ring.

As a group, Band Seven stepped out of the assembly hall and into the 
clouds. Misty tendrils tickled their feet. The building that housed Band 
Seven—and indeed all the houses of the Glarent—were surrounded by 
clouds, obscuring them from view. But it was easy enough to step through 
the clouds and into the rest of Elisiarim, as Artemis did often. It loved the 
waterfalls and high mountains of its home. The air smelled of crisp water and 
various flora. Elisiaria stared at the Glarent, but they focused straight ahead, 
marching to the portal that would take them to Elyshaeza.

Elisiarim was a largely forested realm, but this area had buildings in and 
amongst the trees, somewhat like an elven city. Elisiarias were all about, some 
walking, some playing, and some simply lounging. A fox coiled briefly around 
Artemis’s leg before bounding off. A woman met its eyes and smiled. Artemis 
smiled back, but at a nudge from one of its companions, it turned away.

The portal to Elyshaeza was like a pool of emerald water. Artemis 
looked down at it, and its heart started pounding again. “Now we wait for 
the signal,” it whispered, more to itself than anyone else. It might be a few 
days, but the Glarent was ready.

Artemis closed its mind and let its awareness shift to another reality, 
or, rather, a place between realities. The Tapestry, the fabric that made up the 
worlds, gave magic to wizards. Thousands and thousands of threads made 
up the worlds with all dimensions woven together. Artemis had discovered 
it could come here the first time it went to sleep. In the beginning, it had 
been terrified, but now was merely fascinated. It saw glimpses of other 
people passing through the space—humans and celestials—but only for 
an instant.

Standing in the Crossing in Celestia gave one an idea of how many worlds 
there were, but this was even more so. Very few were actually permitted to 
come here, and while Artemis wasn’t one of them, it could easily leave. Here 
one might feel lonely and insignificant, but it gave Artemis an odd comfort 
to know so many lives and worlds were out there.
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The Glarent saw movement out of the corner of its eye, but when it 
whirled to see what was there, it saw nothing, save perhaps a brief glimpse 
of what looked like black hair. Yet it got the sense it had truly been seen, 
and perhaps those who were allowed here—indeed they were known as 
the Allowed—were now aware of its unwarranted presence. Artemis sent 
its awareness back into its body, back into Elisiarim, its heart pounding. 
That wasn’t one of the Allowed, but someone had seen it, and it felt an odd 
connection, a longing to see that black hair again.

Standing with its brethren, awaiting orders, Artemis knew in its heart 
it was different from its fellow Glarent. It could enter the Tapestry, and it 
knew of no one else who could. It saw it as a gift, but this talent would not 
help it in the coming battle. Artemis thought it would be better if it stayed 
behind, but that would be cowardly. As long as Artemis was of the Band, it 
would follow orders. What else could it do?

Three days since Ellina had last seen Gildas, she received a message to meet 
him again at their tree. Whenever he needed to see her on short notice, he 
would leave a short note pinned by a rock outside her door. She didn’t know 
how they got there, and the rock and note would always vanish after she 
read it, but she didn’t care. She was ecstatic at first, but the look on his mask 
sobered her as she came up to him, and she could guess the source. Word 
traveled fast on the wind and trees, even in the isolation of the forest.

“I heard about the Koshai,” she said without preamble. “Is that what you 
came to talk to me about?”

Even though Mirthorin was several leagues away from any human 
civilization, the priests and some mages could commune with the spirits, 
who would report events in the human world. It would not do for the Fair 
Folk to be out of touch with the events going on in the rest of Elyshaeza.

The Ginjo nodded and placed a hand on her shoulder. “They are fools, 
marching into battle like this. They will need healers. Have your people done 
anything?”

“No,” the elf maiden answered. Silver Crescent had been buzzing with 
news of the humans’ endeavor. “We have helped the Koshai in the past, but 
only if they ask for it, and they are often too stubborn to do so. We try not 
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to engage overly much with the tribal humans. Do they not have medicine 
men and women to offer healing?”

Gildas grimaced. “They didn’t think to bring them into battle. The 
best they have are field medics. They have rushed into this battle. It is unlike 
them.”

Ellina shook her head at the folly of humans. What were the Koshai 
trying to prove? It was true that the Hodi River was sacred to some tribes, 
and it was understandable that they wanted to defend it. But their approach 
of simply marching into battle with no real knowledge of their enemy was 
suicide. The demons likely wanted the Koshai to come. Long before Ellina’s 
time, the Koshai and elves worked together, for they shared a common trait, 
harmony with nature.

But now, the warriors no longer ventured into Mithorin, and it was only 
the old alliance that kept the elves interested in their whereabouts and latest 
folly. It was not that the Koshai were stupid. Indeed, they were wise in the 
ways of the natural world, but their hatred for demons had led them to seek 
out chances to fight them.

“It must be a trap,” she concluded.
“It almost certainly is,” Gildas agreed. “But the pride of the Koshai 

warriors is unrelenting. They will fight to the last man to defend what is 
theirs. It makes sense, but they didn’t take the time to plan or study their 
enemy. They think that, because they have fought demons before, they know 
everything about how to battle them.” He frowned and blew out a breath. 
It steamed in the air, a reminder that the Ginjo breathed as mortals did. “It 
doesn’t matter how many times you’ve fought. Simply marching into battle 
ends in disaster. The history books are full of examples. Even the Koshai, who 
have no written works, pass down tales. Stories and histories are important 
to them, perhaps more than any other human civilization.”

“So what are we going to do?” Ellina gestured for Gildas to follow her, 
and they made their way back to her mother’s shop.

The Ginjo received some stares as they passed, but he’d been here many 
times before, so most didn’t openly gawk, and the few that did were polite 
enough not to say anything.

“I hope my colleagues will go through with sending aerial forces and 
indeed aid them,” Gildas answered. “As for your people, they must provide 
healing.”



R i s i n g  S t a r

35

“And I suppose I should tag along,” Ellina said wryly. She was always 
willing to help someone in need, but the Koshai brought this casualty upon 
themselves.

The elf flicked back her hair and furrowed her brow. “How are we to get 
there before the battle? For one thing, I am only an apprentice, and as far as 
I know, no one else has considered sending healers. We have to assemble and 
then march to the Hodi River, which is far from here.”

“It is also leagues from where the Koshai village is.” Gildas moved behind 
her as they neared the dress shop.

It was built around an oak tree with the branches bare in the winter. It 
was two stories, the upstairs a place for making or mending the clothes, and 
it provided a general storage area for the things needed to run the business. 
Her mother, Kallinsa, tallied expenses up there, and she took customers up 
to measure them in a more private setting. Ellina herself was up there often, 
helping her mother in one way or another.

Downstairs was the selling floor. It was awash of color with fabric, 
outfits, and sewing instruments for sale. Elves, like most races, had a vain 
streak. Some would argue even more so than human nobles, and they loved 
beauty. They also wanted to be functional, so the dresses were comfortable 
and did not have heavy skirts, though the elves did love their silks. Kallinsa’s 
business was thriving.

Ellina heard voices upstairs, one of which was her mother’s. She and 
Gildas were the only ones in the room. Out of habit, she started tidying up 
clothes that hadn’t been put away or folded properly.

“It will take the warriors several days to reach the Hodi River,” the Ginjo 
said. “I know Silver Crescent is even farther away than that, but there has to 
be a way. Your people are swift travelers.”

Ellina fingered a dark blue strip of cloth and sighed. “We could use the 
portal,” she said slowly.

Gildas shook his head. “There is no portal from which to come out of. 
It’s a two-way process.”

“Not if we use the one in the Academy.” Ellina moved toward a basket 
of dark yarn that was on the floor. She noticed one of the dark green balls 
had come partially unraveled, so she idly started winding it up. “The mages 
there have designed a portal that teleports you to wherever you wish to go.”

Gildas grimaced again. “That sounds risky. I know mages can teleport 



36

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

on their own. I can do that. But you need an image of where you want to go. 
You can’t just decide to go somewhere you’ve never been.”

“It is quite risky,” Ellina agreed. “And that is why we need permission 
from the mages to use it.”

Gildas combed fingers through his hair, and Ellina resisted the urge to 
straighten it. She had often longed to run her own fingers through his shiny 
locks, but such thoughts were petty at a time like this, weren’t they?

“You do what you think you must,” Gildas finally consented.
Ellina finished wrapping the yarn ball and bent to return it to the basket. 

“I am not in a position to make such decisions.” She straightened and looked 
at Gildas.

“You can voice your opinion to those who are.” He touched her cheek, 
and she had to swallow a gasp.

Her heart helplessly skipped a beat. His hand was warm on her face, and 
she wanted to put her own hand against his. She wanted to kiss his palm 
but refrained.

“I shall try,” she whispered.
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Chap t e r  Four

T he girl was unremarkable, skinny and small in stature. Her mouse 
brown hair was in a long braid. Her face was somewhat ovular in 
shape. She had large, light brown eyes and a dusting of freckles 

on her small nose. Her pale blue dress was shapeless and faded in spots. She 
shivered in the cold air and pulled her worn blue shawl closer around her.

Her name was Collie, and despite the chilly air, she liked being in this 
little grove with the stream. It had not yet snowed in these parts, but the 
ground was cold and hard. Still, Collie found peace here, and this was an 
ideal place to sit and read a book. Plus, it was an escape from home. Collie 
had been orphaned at seven, and she was living with her aunt and uncle. They 
gave her a place to sleep, a roof over her head, and food in her belly when 
there was something to eat. But otherwise, they didn’t talk to her much unless 
she asked a direct question. They drank often, and both of them were dour 
people. Collie had yet to figure out what had brought them together.

Collie was used to being alone and having to do things for herself. When 
she was younger, she had tried hard to play with the other children, but they 
had all considered her odd and “not fun,” though she had enjoyed the same 
games they did. Eventually, she decided her only friends were her books and 
imagination.

The village library was quite small because most of the peasants couldn’t 
read, but Collie’s father had been addicted to the written word and so had 
passed the knowledge on to his daughter. He gave her adventure stories 
and romance, philosophy, and history, her favorite. She kept her precious 
books—eleven in all—in a tarnished copper pendant tied to a leather cord 
around her neck.
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Collie doubted she would ever leave her village, but she had experienced 
court intrigue and assassinations, danced in the forests with fey, and seen 
dragons. All she had to do was open a book. Gazing out at the wilderness 
beyond her village, however, made her long for life beyond the thatched 
houses. So much about residing in these parts was about surviving, nothing 
more. Oh, there were dances and festivals, but winters were long with much 
of late summer and fall spent in preparing for those winters. Collie suspected 
she might feel differently if she had real friends.

“Oh, well,” she said with a little sigh. “At least being odd means the 
boys are less likely to be after me.” At fifteen, she was a year away of being 
considered marriageable age in the village, but she had no desire for it.

Collie pulled out the book, The Adventures of Araden Fynnryl, and sat down 
to read under a tree. Having only eleven books, she had read them all many 
times, but it was still an escape and better than staring at the wall of her 
house. No one would bother her here…or so she thought.

Collie’s heart skipped in fear when she heard high-pitched voices, knowing 
the source even though she had never seen one. She had come out here many 
times and barely ever thought of encountering goblins. They made their home 
in the surrounding forest and terrorized the village before she was born, 
according to her mother, but none had seen any in years.

She thought about running home but decided that was too far away and 
they would see her before she reached her house. Quickly, she stashed her book 
and scampered up the tree. Her feet scraped against the bark in her frantic 
effort to get out of sight. When she felt she was hidden enough, if not that high, 
she perched on a limb, peering out between the thick pine branches and needles, 
hoping they would hide her and trying to ignore the pricking of the needles. 
The little creatures emerged, each about four feet in height, with gray-green 
hide and spindly arms and legs. Their faces and ears were rat-like, and they 
sniffed the air, their large ears twitching. Before the War of the Races, goblins 
were simply pranksters, playing annoying but harmless tricks on folks. At 
times, they had even been helpful. Now, they were more like imps or gremlins, 
malicious and greedy. This group consisted of seven of the nasty creatures.

“He won’t finds us here,” one of them declared.
Collie noticed they were dragging something, a cloak.
“You idiot,” another said, smacking its companion on the back of the 

head. “He’ll finds us anywhere. We bests hurry.”
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It was the finest cloak Collie had ever seen, and she leaned forward, 
trying to get a better look through the branches. It was black velvet, and the 
stupid goblins were dragging it on the ground. They carried crude spears and 
daggers, and a few had small bows and arrows. Collie’s heart pounded, and 
she dreaded seeing what the goblins were running from. The girl did not want 
to find out who this he was, but she couldn’t very well escape.

Then it happened. She should have known it would, but the thought 
hadn’t crossed her mind when she first ascended the tree, but as the branch 
made a splitting sound, Collie realized she should have seen it coming. 
Perhaps it was so cliché she had thought it wouldn’t actually happen to her, 
but she was wrong.

Collie fell with a startled cry, unable to keep the sound from escaping 
her as she toppled out of the tree, her skin being scratched by needles and 
branches as she fell. It wasn’t a long fall because she hadn’t been up that high, 
but it still knocked the wind out of her, and the goblins squeaked in surprise.

“Hey!” one of them cried. “Lookie whats we gots here.”
“Quiets, you lump!” another snapped. “He’ll hears you.”
Sore but in one piece, Collie swallowed and tried to get away, but the first 

goblin grabbed her shawl and pulled her back down. This close, she could 
smell their unwashed bodies. “Let me go!” She gave the goblin a frantic slap.

It stumbled back in alarm, and its comrades laughed at it. It glared 
at them before turning back to her. “You little maggot,” it snarled. “You 
pays for—”

“I do believe that is mine,” said a clear, suave voice.
The goblins all stiffened and turned as one to face the newcomer. Collie 

gasped at the sight of the tall, slender, beautiful man strolling into view. She 
had never seen white hair like his in her life. At first, she thought he was an 
elf, but he lacked the pointed ears and more angular features. His golden eyes 
glinted in the afternoon light. Collie didn’t know who she should fear more. 
Was this the “he” the goblins had been squeaking about?

“Don’t hurts us!” one of the goblins squealed. They all offered out the 
cloak to him. “Be mercifuls, Lord Shri of Lesvan!”

Collie could hardly believe her ears. She was actually looking at a celestial 
from Lesvan.

“The cloak was bait, you fools.” Shri’s voice was smooth but with a hint 
of contempt. “The offense you gave me was much bigger than simply stealing 
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one of my cloaks.” He stepped closer, and the goblins and Collie retreated 
back. “But do not think I will let you get away with it either.”

“Lord Shri,” one of them said, licking its thin lips. “If you refers to the 
dagger, we…we losts it.”

Shri waggled his finger in the air. “No, I know what you did with it. 
You sold it to a lesser demon.” He flicked his wrist, and a thin dagger with 
a silver hilt gleamed in his hand. “I got it back. The demon didn’t know 
what hit it.”

The goblins looked at each other hopefully. “Then you forgives us?”
The celestial shook his head in mock ruefulness. “I never said that.” He 

raised his arm and made a curling motion with his little finger.
The goblins suddenly burst into pale yellow flame, vanishing before they 

had any time to scream. Not even their weapons were left. Collie cried out in 
shock and tried to run, but she tripped on a root and fell, the hard ground 
biting her hands when she threw them out to catch herself.

Shri came forward to pick up his cloak, but he stopped as if noticing 
Collie for the first time.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said, not sounding apologetic at all. 
“Those pests have been bothering me for some time. They needed to be 
taught a lesson.”

Collie swallowed hard, uncertain what to say or do. He was so handsome 
and imposing. And after what he did with the goblins, she was sure he could 
kill her with barely a thought.

Shri frowned as he examined his cloak and dusted off the dirt. “This 
will need some serious cleaning,” he said to himself. “Those filthy creatures 
have left their scum all over it.”

“Couldn’t you use your…magic?” Collie asked hesitantly and then wished 
she hadn’t spoken.

Shri, however, didn’t seem upset, and he smirked instead. “What are you 
doing out in the cold, little human?”

“I came out here to be alone.” She was finally able to stand. “I wanted a 
quiet place to read.”

“You like to read?”
She nodded and swallowed again. A celestial was actually talking to her!
“What is your name, girl?” Shri draped his cloak over his arm.
“Collie Waylin.” She eyed him like a prey would a predator.
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“Well, Collie, you witnessed something you probably shouldn’t have.” 
Shri sounded almost bored.

Collie felt her face go pale, and her heart sank into her stomach. He was 
going to kill her, just like he did those goblins. Her parents wouldn’t believe 
her when she told them how she died.

Wait…
“Celestials are forbidden to kill mortals,” she remarked unsteadily.
Shri threw back his head and let out a ringing laugh. “Did I say I was 

going to kill you, young one?”
When she didn’t answer, his face became thoughtful, and he tapped his 

chin, regarding her with those eyes. “I could find a use for you.” He smiled 
again. “You are human, but perhaps that is why you will prove especially 
useful. You said you like to read, yes? Good.”

Before Collie could move or even comprehend what was going on, the 
celestial picked her up and held her with his free arm. She squeaked and 
clutched at him reflexively. “Where are you taking me?”

“To the Solver,” Shri replied, as if it were the most obvious thing in the 
world. As he ascended into the air, Collie’s heart jumped when she realized 
they were leaving the ground. He was carrying her into the air!

“The Solver?” she exclaimed in disbelief. “But mortals aren’t allowed there!”
How quickly her life had just changed. She had been thinking she would 

never leave her village, and now, not only was she doing that, she was leaving 
Elyshaeza!

“The first thing you must learn, Collie,” Shri said smugly, “is that I have 
a tendency to break the rules.”

Ogres lacked stealth, especially when handling prisoners, so following their 
tracks was not hard for Neil and Shara. As the tracks became fresher, Shara 
had spoken softly to Lilin and left her by a tree, storing her cloak in one of 
her saddlebags so she was less conspicuous. The mare would be waiting for 
them when they returned. Neil tried to ignore the figure Shara made with 
her dark green tunic and breeches. She moved with the grace of someone who 
spent most of her time among the trees. She had her bow and quiver with her 
sword strapped to her side.
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The trees were closer together now, and the underbrush was thicker. Neil 
found himself looking at his feet often, unused to the terrain here. The dense 
foliage made it easier to hide, however, and the dented bushes and disturbed 
earth helped reveal the ogres’ path.

“I didn’t know ogres banded together,” he said in a low tone as they 
moved on their toes, trying to lessen the sound of their footsteps.

“They usually don’t,” Shara replied. “It’s something I’ve been trying to 
figure out.” She glanced over her shoulder at him. “If some dragged off women 
and children, it means the group is even larger than the one we fought.”

Neil wasn’t well versed in ogre ways, but he knew they usually didn’t 
travel in groups larger than three or four. For some reason, they had joined 
together, and the attack on the village had been planned.

A squawk overhead made them both jump, and Neil had his sword out in 
a flash. He heard the flapping of wings, and the two relaxed when they saw it 
was just a crow. They must have startled it. Neil gave Shara a dry smile, and 
she merely shrugged and moved on.

Toward dusk, they heard the sound of the ogres and whimpering captives, 
and Neil knew they neared the campsite. He saw Shara’s lips press in a thin 
line. Flattening himself against a tree, he counted fifteen ogres and twenty-
five prisoners, twelve of whom were children.

“One of us could distract them while the other frees the villagers,” Neil 
quietly suggested.

“And just how long do you think that would work?” Shara asked. “Some 
of them are bound to notice one of us is after the prisoners. One way or 
another, we will end up fighting these brutes.”

“It would be best to get as many of the women and children out of the 
way first.” Neil gave her a wry smile. “And they are more likely to trust you 
than me.”

Shara thought about it for a moment. She pursed her lips. Finally, she 
nodded. “Very well. I agree to your plan.” She snuck off in the other direction, 
as if it had been her idea all along.

Neil crept through the foliage, keeping an eye on the ogres. He shot a 
quick glance back at Shara to see her sneaking toward the prisoners.

“When we’s gonna eats ’em?” one of the ogres asked.
“Shut yer yap!” another snarled. “We spare ’em, so we can sell ’em. Good 

slaves mean good pay.”
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Neil’s eyes narrowed, disgusted but not surprised. He could imagine 
what kind of slaves the women would be. He prayed some of them hadn’t been 
used for such things already. Who were the ogres planning to sell them to?

Neil counted to ten silently, feeling his blood start to heat again, a part 
of him anticipating the impending fight. And then he threw a twig at the 
back of one of the ogre’s head. It was hardly enough to hurt the brute, but it 
made it turn around in confusion.

“Duh, who threw that?” The ogre looked in Neil’s direction, but the 
demon had already moved on, positioning himself so he could throw a 
snowball at another ogre.

“Nobody there, ye oaf,” said one of them to Neil’s previous target.
Then it too felt something hit the back of its head and whirled around, 

but Neil was out of sight. He headed toward the captives, though on the 
opposite side of Shara. He could just make her out through the brush, but 
the ogres were at the wrong angle.

“Go see if one of ’em prisoners is loose.” An ogre pointed with its knife 
at the women and children.

Another ogre stalked toward the prisoners, and Neil leapt out in front 
of it, enjoying the look of surprise on the beast’s face. It recovered quickly, to 
its credit, and launched itself at Neil, swinging a large axe that would have 
been a two-handed affair for a human.

“Demon!” it yelled.
Neil ducked under the swing and kicked low. His boot connected with 

the ogre’s groin. It roared in pain and stumbled back into another that 
was coming forward to help. Neil darted out of reach, only to be met with 
another ogre. He knew he was outmatched, but that had never stopped 
him before.

“Ey!” one of the ogres shouted. “Dat she-elf is stealin’ our prize!”
Neil spun out of reach of a mace and saw that Shara had freed several 

of the prisoners who were now helping the others. Her position discovered, 
the elf quickly nocked an arrow and shot the ogre who had seen her in the 
head. Its eyes rolled, and it fell backward. Shara continued to fire away, barely 
seeming to aim before she let fly. For the first time, Neil realized her quiver 
must have been enchanted, for she never seemed to run out of arrows. He 
wouldn’t have been overly surprised if she killed all the ogres herself. For an 
instant, he resented the replenishing supply of arrows. Shara could stay out 
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of the thick of the fight. It made things too easy, and she likely wouldn’t care 
if Neil were slain.

Ten were left, and the rogue demon let his innate skills come into play 
but being careful not to be overwhelmed by them. Neil hadn’t separated 
himself from other demons by giving into his demonic impulses. He had 
learned control, even as he knew he still had to be careful. The Ilyus-gur 
did not have magical capabilities, but they could climb walls, and they were 
fast on their feet. Neil used this to his advantage as he slashed at the ogres, 
luring them toward him.

Neil jabbed his sword at one ogre, stabbing it in the gut and then 
spinning around to slash the next one. He was getting used to the thickness 
of their hide and knew how much momentum it took to penetrate their skin. 
As he sprang out of the way of a club, Neil felt a stinging pain on his arm 
and saw one of the ogres drawing a knife away. He felt warm blood trickle 
down his limb, and the ogre gave him a yellow-toothed grin. The demon 
narrowed his eyes and lunged at his assailant. Neil ducked under the swing 
of its knife and took the opportunity to hamstring it. It howled in pain and 
staggered. Neil kicked its knee, pushing the stumbling brute onto its back, 
and hopped onto its oversized stomach and glared down at it, taking pleasure 
in the look of fear on its face.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to wound demons?” Neil taunted 
with a sword at its throat. “It makes us angry.”

Something grabbed Neil’s hair and yanked him backward. He grunted 
and twisted around to slash at the ogre’s side. The angle was awkward, 
however, so he only managed to graze the beast. The ogre he had taunted 
grabbed his leg, and Neil got a face full of snow as he fell. Snarling, he spat 
snow and kicked the ogre’s hand with his free leg. It cursed at him, and the 
one gripping Neil’s hair gave the locks a painful yank. Neil growled and 
twisted again, bringing his sword around to swipe at its calf.

Blood spurted from the wound, and the howling ogre released Neil’s hair. 
An arrow struck it in the skull, and it teetered, staring dumbly as its eyes 
glazed, and collapsed with a dull thump in the snow. Neil noticed an arrow 
had also felled the one who had grabbed his leg.

Neil mouthed his thanks to Shara, who nodded back. The captive women 
and children huddled together, anxiously watching the outcome. Five ogres 
were left, and Shara, with her archery skills, was an excellent fighting partner. 
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Her arrows peppered the ogres’ bodies. She shot the ogres before they came 
too close to her, and she hadn’t moved far from the prisoners. Again, Neil 
briefly begrudged that enchanted quiver, but he had to admit it was handy.

Neil felt the sticky and warm blood on his arm, but he didn’t pay much 
attention to it as he pivoted and cut into the stomach of the next ogre. As he 
spun, he threw his weight into the slice, feeling the blade slide into the ogre’s 
skin. The sensation satisfied him more than he cared to admit.

As that ogre toppled, Neil sprang to meet another one, dancing out of 
the reach of its club. He grinned at it, meaning to enrage it. It worked. The 
ogre roared and threw itself at him, but the rogue demon had been expecting 
that, and he dove into the snow, delivering a powerful kick to the brute’s knee. 
There came a pop as the knee dislocated, and how the thing howled!

Neil rolled out of the way as it fell and drove his blade through its head. 
The big body shuddered with spasms coursing through it. Neil shook pale 
hair out of his eyes and withdrew his sword from the fallen ogre. He heard 
another thump behind him, and the remaining ogre smacked his leg with its 
flailing hand as it fell. Neil grimaced at the jolt that went through his leg, 
but his arm was throbbing. He wiped his blade on the ogre’s tunic, making 
a note to thoroughly clean it when he had the chance.

“You’re bleeding,” Shara noted when he approached her. She didn’t have 
a scratch on her.

“I’ll worry about it later,” Neil replied. “We must get these women and 
children back to the village.” He arched an eyebrow at her. “Did you intend 
to let the ogre get that close to me?”

She gave a noncommittal shrug. “I shot it, didn’t I? That is all that 
matters.”

The two unlikely companions turned their attention to the prisoners, 
who stared at them wide-eyed.

“This demon is with you?” one of the women asked in disbelief to Shara.
“Mother, he helped save us.” A little girl tugged on the woman’s sleeve. 

“He and the elf woman saved us.”
“Are any of you hurt?” Shara asked.
“Just some scratches and bruises, Miss Elf,” said another woman. “It’s 

mainly our nerves that have suffered.”
Shara nodded in understanding. “Come, let us get you home.”
The group gathered together and began the trek back to the village with 
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Neil bringing up the rear, keeping an eye out for more ogres. He ignored the 
backward glances they gave him. He supposed he was going to have to get 
used to it. He still wondered how Shara had heard of him and why he was 
important enough to gain the attention of the ambassador.

Neil wanted to help, but he was not looking for fame, and all this 
attention made him uncomfortable. He knew recognition would come the 
more he aided, and while he wanted to remain out of the public eye, he knew 
he couldn’t help and stay unknown at the same time. If he wanted to save 
more lives like these villagers, he was going to have to get used to the stares.

The humans praised Lilin when they caught sight of her, and Shara let 
the children pet the mare’s sleek coat. Neil hung back with a little smile on 
his face. He hoped the trauma would not stay with the children long.

It was dark by the time they reached the village, but lanterns were hung 
outside doorways, and candles were in windows. Neil could see faces peering 
out, and when the villagers saw their loved ones returning, they shouted and 
ran to greet them, alerting others. Families rushed into each other’s arms, and 
there was laughing and weeping. People shook Shara’s hand, for which she 
gave an awkward smile for the gesture, thanking her heartedly.

No one acknowledged Neil, and he didn’t bring attention to himself. 
Shara eventually drew away from the crowd, and she and Neil slipped into 
the forest with the elf leading Lilin by the touch of her hand. It was enough 
for Neil to know the villagers were safe. And he was becoming more aware 
of other concerns, such as his arm, which was more painful now that the 
adrenaline had worn off.

“Sit down.” Shara indicated a log. His discomfort must have shown on 
his face. “I’ll take care of that arm.”

They could no longer see the village, and the voices from it were faint, 
and the forest was dark around them. Neil’s ears picked up the sounds of 
nocturnal animals moving about. He obeyed Shara, sitting on the log and 
holding out his arm. His sleeve was stained, and he could smell the dried 
blood. Shara took down a pack from Lilin and tore Neil’s sleeve to reveal 
the wound.

“It was ruined anyway,” she said in response to his slight frown.
The elf used the snow to help clean the wound. The cold made the 

sting worse. Neil hissed but didn’t complain. Shara, he quickly learned, was 
thorough but not exactly gentle.
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“What is Näenamarü Caelaynin like?” he inquired, seeking a distraction 
from her none-too-soft administrations.

Shara seemed surprised he called it by its elven name. “It is not like 
human settlements. It is as much forest as it is city. Mithorin is an ancient 
place, and in some areas, it is considered haunted. We are not the only elven 
community in the forest, but we are the largest and most welcoming to 
outsiders. You can get lost in Mithorin if it does not want you there. The 
eladiiral’na, our ancestors, built Näenamarü Caelaynin long before humans 
came to be.

“You’re lucky this doesn’t need stitching.” She pulled out a salve, which 
she started rubbing on the wound. It was cool on his skin and would have 
felt good if Shara had applied it a little more tenderly.

“Shara, you are going to shave off my skin,” Neil said with a grimace.
“Oh, deal with it,” she snipped. “Besides, this way I’m sure to get off any 

infected skin. You do not know where that ogre blade has been.”
Neil watched her bandage his arm, secretly glad she was almost done. 

“How long have you been an ambassador?”
Shara’s blue eyes looked at him sharply. “That’s enough questions for the 

night, Neil.” She tied off the bandage firmly and stood. “We’ll make camp 
and set out early tomorrow.”

Neil opened his mouth but then closed it, deciding not to push her. He 
was going to have to tread carefully here. “Thank you for treating my arm,” 
he said politely, standing and inspecting the ground for decent firewood.

“You’re welcome. Just don’t get cut next time. I’d like to save my bandages 
for something more serious.”

“I’ll be careful.”
“Good.”
Neil didn’t particularly want her treating his wounds again anyway.
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E llina headed away from the Academy with a determined set to her 
face and stride. The mages had agreed to send a group of thirty 
healers to the Hodi River, depositing them a day from the river 

itself, but the Kelsran temple refused to let its finest healers go, and the 
army would not send aid. To some, it might have seemed callous, but it 
was the Koshais’ own damn fault. They should have brought along their 
own healers. The mages even said that this was more to remind the demons 
that the elves have not forgotten because the Koshai could not be rewarded 
for their foolishness. Normally, the Koshai people were known for their 
wisdom, which only added to Ellina’s frustration. Why couldn’t they keep 
being wise?

Her house was built around a large maple, and the second story was 
actually a separate dwelling higher in the tree. A stairwell wound up the tree 
from the roof of the first floor. The second floor was where the rooms were 
located, and Ellina was on her way there now.

She entered the first floor, the main family dwelling. It was a circular 
structure with the kitchen and living area as one room, another smaller room 
on the far left from the doorway was the family library, and on the far right 
was her father’s studio. Ellina heard him in there now, singing softly. She 
smiled and poked in her head. Farethil was a potter, and his works lined 
the shelves of the studio. He made anything from pots and urns to small 
sculptures. While he worked from home, he often sold his crafts at the 
market. The elf was sitting at the wheel, his foot tapping the pedal and his 
hands molding the clay as he sang:
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My lady’s gone away
But she’ll be back again, I pray

From spring to winter and all the days
I’ll wish for my lady
Who has gone away
Gone away, away

“What are you making, Father?” Ellina asked.
“A replacement for that bowl you dropped last week.” He didn’t look up, 

and showed no sign that he felt she had interrupted his song.
Ellina winced, but she saw the corner of Farethil’s mouth turn in a smile. 

“The mages are opening the portal. I’m going with the healers.”
Now her father did look up, and his blue eyes searched her. “You’re 

leaving already?”
“Yes, I just came home to pack. Would you tell Mother? I don’t think I 

have time to go over there.”
Farethil dipped his hands in the water bowl and rose. A little frown was 

on his face. He wiped his hands on a rag, though clay remained. “I hope this 
isn’t sending the wrong message to the Koshai.”

“I hope so, too,” she said honestly. “I don’t want them to think they can 
get away with this.” She sighed and hugged her father. He smelled of old pine 
and clay, a scent that had always comforted her. “I best get my things together. 
The portal should take us about five miles from the Hodi River.” She smiled 
up at him, knowing what he was going to say next. “Don’t worry. I’ll be safe.”

“I know I cannot convince you not to do this,” Farethil said grimly. “It is 
your duty as a healer, novice or not.” He kissed her forehead gently, a gesture 
he often did. She was a grown woman now, but she knew she would always 
be his little girl.

Ellina hugged him again and then left the studio and climbed the stairs 
that led to the door of the roof. The door was a thick wooden slab on the 
ceiling that could be pushed up and slid back. Ellina did so, and the cold 
winter air greeted her, tickling her cheeks. She could see the sky through the 
branches of the maple. Ellina hopped onto the roof and looked out at Silver 
Crescent, admiring the thick, old trees that made the houses seem small. She 
had seen this sight all her life, but she never got tired of looking at it. This 
was her home; these were her people.
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“Are you coming up or not?” a familiar voice quipped.
Startled, Ellina tilted back her head to see Gildas’s masked face in her 

bedroom window.
He’s in my bedroom, she thought with some disbelief. Gildas is in my bedroom.
She hurried up the staircase. At the top, there was an entryway and then 

three separate bedrooms. Ellina entered hers to find Gildas sitting on her bed.
“What are you doing here?”
Gildas is in my room!
“I take it the mages approved?”
She nodded, taking her brooch and putting it on a book of herbs. The 

book vanished into the brooch, and she went around her room, doing the 
same to other items she might need. Nearly everyone had little trinkets that 
could hold a person’s possessions. It was a basic magic item that most had, 
but some could afford one that held more than others did.

Ellina realized Gildas was following her and paused in gathering her 
things and faced him. “You still haven’t answered my question.”

“I’ve told you about Shri, have I not?”
“Yes, and you aren’t too fond of him.”
Gildas gave a wry smile. “But I might have to agree with him.”
“Agree with him about what?” Ellina selected a pair of breeches and 

tunic, both a dark blue, and a thicker, fur-lined cloak.
A blush came unbidden to her cheeks. Gildas was here, and she had to 

change. She darted behind the changing screen, a secret part of her wanting 
Gildas to follow her.

You fool, she silently scolded herself. Stop acting like a lovesick village girl. You’re 
better than that.

“So what is he right about?” she inquired, trying to fill the silence.
“I fear the mistake we’ve made, Ellina,” the Ginjo confessed. “Celestials 

have broken away from mortals, and the kureida have taken advantage of it.”
Celestials were the only ones that called demons “kureida,” and it had 

confused Ellina at first, but she was used to it by now.
The elf maiden fastened the belt of her tunic, and now decent, she 

stepped out from behind the screen and began braiding her hair. Gildas 
hadn’t said anything more while she changed.

“I’m surprised a Lesvan is the one to remind you.”
“I know.” Gildas sighed. “But he is right. We thought the War of the 
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Races would never happen again. What event like that happens twice?” He 
shook his head at his own question and sat down on her bed again. “And 
thus, we became careless. The fights with the kureida were nothing more than 
separate events. We ignored the rumors about Asmod having a descendant. 
The kureida are too chaotic to band together and fight like that again. But 
Shri believes what most of us don’t, and I know that what is going on with 
the kureida is not normal. I hate admitting the Lesvan is right and not just 
because I don’t like him. But because I don’t want it to be true.”

“But you fear it is?” Ellina pinned her cloak with the brooch.
Gildas nodded. “I think we’ve all ignored the signs because we didn’t 

want to believe.”
Feeling a little fear rise in her stomach, Ellina sat down beside him and 

put her hand over his, giving it a gentle squeeze. “If Shri is right, then this 
battle at the Hodi River is only the beginning, and I guess it is all the more 
important for us to save the Koshais’ foolish skins.”

“We’ll be helping from the air,” Gildas explained. “It will not be much. 
We are not wasting our resources on something that could have been avoided.”

“Gildas,” Ellina murmured, putting her other hand on his cheek. His 
green eyes falling on her rewarded her. “When that treaty was signed, no one 
could have known things would take the turn they did. Not even gods can 
know something like that.”

Gildas let out another sigh, and he stood, though he hadn’t let go of her 
hand. Ellina’s heart skipped, and she followed suit so she didn’t look like a 
smitten girl.

“I best go,” she whispered. “They will not wait for me.”
“Take care of yourself.” He dropped his hand. “I will visit when I can.”
Ellina gave him a quick hug and hurried out, still feeling the sensation of 

his hand in hers. Their good-byes always seemed so abrupt, and they hadn’t 
spent a lengthy amount of time together in a good while. She lowered herself 
down from the roof of the first floor, not bothering to go back through the 
house. The Koshai better be worth this!

A group of about thirty healers was in the central chamber of the 
Academy, perhaps the most impressive building in Silver Crescent. Its inner 
walls were white marble with flecks of gold, and in the middle of the floor was 
a large eight-pointed star, two of its tips glowing and a blue arch stemming 
from them. A deep purple light filled the arch.



52

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

Ellina’s throat was suddenly dry. They were going through the portal 
without knowing the exact location, and the danger was high. Two mages, 
a man and woman, stood near the portal. Both were elves, for no other race 
was allowed to study magic in Silver Crescent.

“No more than three at a time,” the man informed them. His voice was 
clear and carrying across the crowd. “Step quickly and quietly, please.”

Ellina moved closer to the front, wanting to get this over with. She 
watched the first three healers step through the portal, and her heart pounded 
when they disappeared in the veil of purple. Did they make it to the other 
side?

Two more sets of three went, and then Ellina stepped forward with two 
others whom she knew to be full-fledged healers based on their white robes 
and blue sashes. They all exchanged glances. They must have recognized her 
as an apprentice, but they didn’t say anything. Ellina instinctively closed her 
eyes as she stepped into the portal, and she felt like the ground shifted under 
her feet. Her stomach lurched, and her breakfast threatened to come up.

For a moment, purple lights danced behind her eyelids, and she stood 
still, waiting for it all to pass and fighting down a sense of panic. She couldn’t 
feel the other two elves beside her, and it was as if she were all alone in a world 
where there was nothing but purple lights.

When things were at last still and she heard voices, the young elven 
woman slowly opened her eyes and peered around. The purple lights were 
gone, and she stepped away from the portal so she wouldn’t block anyone 
coming through. She realized her hands had been gripping her tunic, and 
she forced herself to unclench them. The location was a thinly wooded area 
with the trees bare of leaves. Around her were the other healers that had gone 
before her, along with the two she had accompanied. Ellina breathed a sigh 
of relief and started to relax.

And then someone screamed.

Artemis couldn’t resist returning to the Tapestry. A part of it wanted to meet 
the Allowed, to see what they were like, but if it did, it might never be able to 
come here again. So it moved cautiously among the threads, feeling a little fear 
but also excitement. This place was outside Celestia because Celestia was but 
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one part of it. Was there something beyond even the Tapestry? It was made 
up of a multitude of worlds, but what if the Tapestry itself was only one of 
many? Maybe not even a god could comprehend such a thing.

Again, Artemis thought it caught a glimpse of black hair, just the ends. 
It stood still, waiting to see something else. Sometimes it would see half a 
face of someone, and other times, it would see whole bodies, but always for 
only an instant. They passed through here without even seeing the threads. 
Artemis had yet to meet another like itself, who could stay and see. Perhaps 
there were others, but they could not see one another. Perhaps they got but 
a glimpse of Artemis.

It made sure never to lose itself completely in this place, especially now 
that it was awaiting orders. If only it could see into one of these worlds!

“Drifter!” came a sharp hiss.
Artemis pivoted to see a tall, hooded figure in a white robe with a thick 

blue stripe down both sides standing before it. Artemis could not see what 
was under the hood, but it sensed power, close to that of a god, yet different 
from any kind it had ever felt before. One of the Allowed! Artemis knew this 
even though it had never seen one before.

“Drifter,” the Allowed said again.
Another identical figure appeared next to it. They reached for it, and 

Artemis cried out in fear and ran. It had to focus to get back to Elisiarim, 
but its fright wouldn’t let it. Artemis glanced over its shoulder to see a net 
flying toward it, opening like a mouth. It wrapped around Artemis, tripping 
the Glarent.

“No, please!” it cried. “You don’t understand! I’m not—”
Artemis jolted back into awareness, finding itself among its companions 

and in front of the emerald pool. Its heart pounded, and it found itself 
panting, but no one seemed to notice. How could it have escaped? Normally, 
it had to will itself to leave the Tapestry. The event could almost be seen as a 
dream in which one woke up just as one was about to die. Unsettled, Artemis 
nevertheless took a deep breath and waited silently. No one even glanced at it.

The signal to go came as a whisper in the air to the Glarent, and they 
jumped in pairs through the emerald pool. Artemis felt the cool liquid strike 
its body as it plunged in, and for a few seconds, all it could see was the green 
water, but then it was falling, speeding through water and light to emerge in 
the sky above Elyshaeza. Artemis felt the winter air through its robe, and it 
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couldn’t help a shiver. Elisiarim had a temperate climate, and Artemis was 
not used to the cold. It would not freeze, but it still felt the chill. Now that 
it was here, it pushed the incident with the Allowed to the back of its mind.

Below it, humans and demons fought furiously, and there were inhuman 
roars and yells of pain. Artemis couldn’t help the knot of fear in its stomach. 
It was not powerful like its companions. Could it fight? It glanced at Daryn, 
who was the one to train it and the only one to show any real patience with 
it. Now, Daryn eyes were focused on the battle below.

“Strike as many as you can!” someone declared in Celestial. “But do not 
fight them on the ground! Attack!”

The Glarent had an arsenal of attacks and could fight with weapons and 
magic. Several in the band sent a volley of small lightning bolts raining down 
on the kureida. They were aimed carefully, so as not to strike the Koshai. 
Cracks of lightning filled the air, and it reminded Artemis of the maelistral. 
It fired a bolt of its own, but it was only about the size of a dagger. Still, the 
bolt struck a demon in the head, splitting the skull. The kureida barely had 
time to utter a sound before it died.

Some of the Koshai were shouting and pointing up at the Glarent. They 
probably hadn’t been expecting any aid from Celestia. Artemis flew lower, 
and a flying demon that resembled a dragon soon met it, but it had burning 
orange eyes and dark gray scales tinged with crimson, like stones spattered 
with blood. Small for a dragon, it was still the size of a large horse with 
pointed teeth as long as Artemis’s finger. It snarled and lunged at it with maw 
wide open to tear Artemis.

The Glarent dove out of the way. A screech from below made Artemis’s 
ears ring and sent it spiraling through the air. The world past by dizzyingly, 
and it only barely managed to gain control of its spinning. The sound had 
thrown off Artemis, causing it to lose control. It reeled, trying to focus and 
remain in the air. Around it, some of the other Glarent were also trying to 
recover. A kureida with two elongated faces that looked like they were in 
a perpetual scream was staring up at the Glarent, and Artemis knew that 
demon had been the source of that terrible sound. It shouted a word, and a 
beam of icy blue light shot from its palm, streaking toward the two-headed 
demon.

The light struck the creature in the chest and should have killed it, but 
the thing remained standing. There was a black, smoking spot on its chest 
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where it had been hit, but no gaping hole. The kureida screeched again, and 
Artemis yelled in pain, clamping hands over its ears. There was nowhere to 
fly to escape that sound.

Artemis looked around and noticed some of its companions were faring 
better. They wore grimaces of pain, but they weren’t immobilized like it was. 
Artemis forced itself to concentrate on the battle and not be overcome by that 
scream, even as its stomach twisted.

Another winged demon was suddenly in front of it, this one far bigger 
than the one Artemis had encountered earlier. It had dark blue skin and 
lacked scales, but its hide was no doubt still tough. It was far bigger than the 
previous flying demon, and its talons could rend Artemis in half. Its wings 
were so glossy that the Glarent could see a warped reflection of itself. The 
demon’s eyes were like burning coals, and its tail, broad at the base, tapered 
to a thin, whip-like appendage. Indeed, it swung that tail, and there was an 
awful cracking sound, like a flail. It hadn’t actually aimed the tail at Artemis, 
but it was using it as a display.

On the ground, far more humanoid demons were fighting the Koshai. 
Artemis thought it even saw some Ilyus-gur down there. It dove, intending 
to fly around this newest threat. But that tail came out like the whip it was, 
striking Artemis in the side. The Glarent yelped in pain and again went 
tumbling through the air, only just managing not to plummet to the ground.

Dizzy, it righted itself and gasped to see a demon staring right up at it. 
The demon looked like a human man one would find on the street, except 
its teeth were fangs and its eyes were an inhuman yellow. It leered and hurled 
a fireball at Artemis, who dodged out of the way but felt the heat on its face, 
and the dark blue demon that had attacked it wasn’t finished yet. It wrapped 
that wicked tail around Artemis’s ankle, pulling it close.

As the demon drew it to its gaping maw, Artemis would have rather 
faced the Allowed. Desperately, it launched a spell of force into the demon’s 
face. The kureida’s face caved in, and it barely had time to howl before its 
windpipe collapsed. It released Artemis and plunged to the ground, Koshai 
and demons alike scrambling to get out of the way. Artemis winced as some 
Koshai weren’t fast enough.

Again came that terrible scream from the demon, and Artemis wanted to 
shriek in turn. It summoned another small lightning bolt, but as it was about 
to throw it, a Koshai warrior thrust a spear into the side of the demon. It 
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snarled and made a grab for him, but the man danced out of the way. Artemis 
didn’t understand how a mere spear could wound it when a Glarent attack 
couldn’t, but even with blood leaking from its side, the kureida was far from 
finished. It screeched, and the warrior stumbled. Deciding it had to help, 
Artemis dove toward the demon, ignoring protests from another Glarent, 
Daryn. Artemis had to end this kureida’s screaming.

The young Glarent called upon its sword, a weapon made of icy blue 
light and one it didn’t like to use. Like a plunging raptor, Artemis held out 
its sword and used its momentum to drive the blade into one of the demon’s 
faces. The demon let out an awful keening noise that made Artemis gag, 
but the elongated face it had struck oozed dark, thick blood, and Artemis 
knew to avoid contact with the stuff. The young warrior who had stabbed 
the demon in the side stared wide-eyed at Artemis for a brief moment before 
ramming his spear again into the demon, widening the wound he had already 
created. The demon’s blood smelled foul, but Artemis swallowed bile and 
struck its other face. Once more, there was that horrible keening sound, but 
the demon was dying.

“Look out!” the young Koshai suddenly cried, pointing behind Artemis, 
who whirled just in time to see a hairy kureida pounce.

The monster pinned the Glarent to the ground, knocking the wind out 
of it. Covered in dark brown fur, the demon somewhat resembled a hairy orc 
with a piggish face. But it had long claws and teeth that jutted up from both 
its upper and lower jaws, like some weird fish from the ocean depths. Artemis 
could smell decay on its breath as the demon raised its claws to swipe.

The hairy kureida was knocked off Artemis by a light spear that went 
clean through its other side. Artemis knew it was a Glarent weapon, and it 
looked up gratefully to see Daryn.

“Artemis, you fool!” Daryn cried. “Get off the ground!”
Feeling like the demon had broken at least one rib, Artemis stood, but as 

it was about to take off, something slammed into it again and sent it spinning 
once more through the air. But this time, Artemis was closer to the trees, 
and a tree stopped its spinning. The impact was worse than when the demon 
pounced on it. Pain encompassed Artemis’s body, particularly its arm, and 
it cried out in agony briefly before its vision began to fade. The last thing 
Artemis thought was that it had disobeyed orders.
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L igo took a last look around to make sure no one was nearby and 
opened the door to Kom’s old office. He’d come here several times 
to stare at the mirror. It was so fascinating in its horror and mystery, 

and Ligo had convinced himself that, because it was in Celestia, it couldn’t 
do much harm, frightening though it was. It was his secret. He hadn’t told 
anyone what the package was, and no one had asked. Either Gildas had 
forgotten he’d sent Ligo to investigate the item, or he had too many other 
things on his mind. That one always seemed to be thinking about something. 
Gildas took a lot of responsibility on to himself.

The Ginjo sat at the desk and stared at the foggy surface of the mirror, 
waiting for the whispers. They didn’t always come, but when they did, Ligo 
tried to discern them. Logically, he should throw the thing away or at least 
tell someone about it.

Ligo was rarely taken seriously. He was the youngest of the Ginjo, and 
Shiket was a smaller continent consisting mostly of tropical forests. Its fair-
skinned people had dark hair and either black or green eyes. Ligo was proud 
of the soil he literally came from, but out of all the Farthest Lands, his was 
considered the least significant. Only Gildas and Togoso had ever shown 
him much respect.

Togoso. Ligo stared at the mirror, wondering what the angel was doing now.
Kom’s betrayal had been so hard on him, and being anywhere in the 

Solver seemed to bring back a memory. Togoso had always been kind to Ligo, 
and the Ginjo wished the angel would stop grieving and come to the Solver 
again. Well, he did come to the Solver, but it was usually just to see Gildas.

The fog in the mirror began to swirl suddenly, and Ligo leaned forward. 
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He heard the whispering again, and it sent chills up his spine, but he listened 
harder, trying to pick out individual voices. He could not make sense of the 
words at first, but then, Ligo began to get the impression the mirror was 
speaking directly to him and it had a message for him.

Perhaps, Ligo thought as he listened, this mirror could be of use to me. If I could 
learn the secrets of the Hells, then I could help Celestia. This mirror could give me power.

Of course, he amended, he would use that power against the mirror.
“You can’t fool me,” he muttered to it. “I know you’re trying to convince 

me you can offer me greatness.”
The fog began to swirl faster, and Ligo felt as if it were trying to suck 

him in. The whispers had become a chant. He panicked and flipped over the 
mirror. The whispers ended, and he leaned back with heart racing.

“I really need to stop coming here,” he told himself. “This mirror is 
from the Hells.”

Ligo stood and slowly backed out of the room, watching the mirror 
warily. His body was tense, and his heart was still pounding. In the threshold 
of the office, he stood, staring at the mirror’s back. It looked so ordinary, like 
a mirror from a vanity set. But it was much more. Kom had brought it back 
for a reason, and the mirror must hold some purpose, some secret.

Ligo shut the door quickly and a bit loudly and gave a relieved sigh. 
Smoothing out his robes, the Ginjo figured he should talk to Gildas.

Just not about the mirror.

Collie thought her heart would jump out of her chest by the time they 
reached the Pocket. Her life had changed in a matter of minutes, and she 
kept expecting for it to be a dream, but the sensations were too real to be a 
conjuring of her mind.

“You can let go of my arm now.” Shri gave her a nudge.
“Oh, sorry,” she said sheepishly and released his arm but stayed close as 

she looked around, wide-eyed.
She expected some force to boot her out any minute. Mortals were not 

allowed in Celestia! Not the living anyway. She saw a single black stone 
structure off to her right, thrusting up toward the sky.

“Is that the Solver?” she asked in a small voice.
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“Indeed.” Shri smiled.
“Are…are we going there?”
“Not yet,” he answered. “But as I said, you could be of use to me.”
“And what if I’m not?”
“I suggest you find a way to be,” the Lesvan said.
Collie felt fear rise in her gut. He guided her to the edge of the meadow, 

and she wondered if they were going to go through that mist that surrounded 
the pseudo-dimension. Shri waved his hand, and Collie jumped as the air 
shimmered and a mansion appeared before them. She stared in disbelief. A 
mansion had just appeared out of thin air! She hadn’t even heard Shri utter 
a word.

“I thought the only building in the Pocket was the Solver.”
“It usually is,” Shri told her. “I suspect I will be staying in this area for a 

while, and you need a place to live. This mansion goes wherever I want it to.”
Collie stared at the mansion dumbly a moment, still trying to make sense 

of what she had just seen. Magic could do such things, of course, but having 
never actually seen it until now, she was baffled.

Shri nudged her again out of her stupor and led her up the six stone steps 
to the big mahogany double doors. The mansion was made of pale stone 
with dark latticework climbing up at the corners. Windows were framed in 
spiraling white designs, and Collie could see figures carved into them. She 
craned her head back to look up at the stone wall and counted seven stories.

“Who lives here, aside from you?” she asked.
“Servants mostly,” he replied. “Though I have plenty of celestial guests.”
“Servants?” Collie echoed. “Are they not celestial then?”
Shri smirked down at her. “They are indebted souls. I saved them.”
He opened the door and ushered her in, and Collie’s next question was 

forgotten as she stepped inside. The floors were a dark wood, and tall wooden 
pillars that looked like they had gold running through them stretched to the 
ceiling. A huge crystalline chandelier hung from the high ceiling, filling the 
room with light. Collie counted twelve doors in the foyer alone. A staircase 
that split off in two directions was also a dark wood. The hallways above 
had railings part of the way, and then they were obscured by walls that had 
draping on them depicting Shri. Collie blinked, unsure what to make of that.

The Lesvan must have mistaken her expression for one of wonder, for he 
smiled brightly. “Magnificent, aren’t they?”
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“Um…yes,” she managed, not wanting to insult him. “They are…well 
done.”

The girl saw movement by the railing and viewed a woman in white livery 
hurrying down the stairs. As she got closer, Collie noticed she was an elf with 
light brown hair and green eyes.

“My lord, welcome home.” She bowed and curtsied at the same time. As 
she straightened, her eyes fell on Collie, and she looked surprised.

“This is Collie, Silina,” Shri explained. “I found her.” He then spoke to 
her in a language Collie didn’t understand, and she figured it was celestial 
in nature.

The elf smiled and held out her hand to Collie, who took it hesitantly. 
She looked over her shoulder at Shri, uncertain. He simply smiled at her and 
disappeared. She stared. Her eyes were trying to see what was no longer there.

“You’ll get used to him doing that.” Silina’s voice was soothing. “He 
comes and goes as it pleases him.”

She escorted Collie up the stairs, and the girl was almost in a daze as 
they walked down the hallway. Beautiful statues—thankfully of celestials 
other than Shri—lined the walls, along with paintings showing strange scenes 
that Collie suspected she wasn’t supposed to understand. Her eyes traveled 
upward, and she gasped at the hundreds of tiny lights floating on the ceiling, 
bathing the hallway in a warm glow.

“He’s keeping me here, isn’t he?” she asked.
Silina gave her a reassuring smile. “It will be all right. The master isn’t 

so bad once you get to know him.”
“Am I…am I going to be a servant then?”
Silina didn’t answer, but she led her into a room that was twice the size 

of her whole house. Collie gaped at the large canopy bed with lavender velvet 
covering and the oak nightstand that was next to it. The floor was a dark 
cherry wood with a large cream-colored fur rug spread over much of it. A 
marble fireplace was in the center of the far wall, and there was an oak vanity 
and wardrobe that was wider than Collie’s arm span. A pale green changing 
screen with doves trailing ribbons in their beaks was near the fireplace. Collie 
could see the silhouette of a tub behind it. On the other side of the bed was 
a bookshelf, but it was currently empty except for three books. They looked 
like a set.

The girl stared up at Silina in questioning wonder. The elf smiled 
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warmly and gestured for her to go behind the changing screen. Water already 
filled the tub, and there was a small table with a water pitcher and bottles of 
what she presumed were soaps.

“The first order of business is a bath,” Silina stated, indicating the tub.
Collie hesitated. She wasn’t sure she wanted to be naked in front of a 

stranger, even though it was another woman.
Silina seemed to sense her discomfort. “It’s all right. I bathe all of Shri’s 

guests.”
Collie gave a weak smile and did as she was bid, taking off her dress and 

undergarments and unbraiding her hair, revealing her thin, fifteen-year-old 
body. The water, she found, was quite warm. At home, they had heated the 
water in the winter, but only until it was lukewarm, so at first, the water was 
almost too hot for her. Silina gave her a few minutes to get used to it and then 
retrieved one of the bottles from the table and moved behind Collie. The girl 
felt Silina’s slim fingers start working the soap into her hair, and there was a 
minty scent. It felt good to have someone else wash her hair, even though she 
wasn’t used to being doted on.

“How did you come to be here, Silina?” she finally found the courage 
to ask.

“I lived in a small elven settlement several leagues from any city. Orcs 
attacked it, and there were few survivors. I was not one of them. My soul 
should have gone to Arasaen’ell, but instead, I wound up in the Crossing in 
front of a strange door.”

A dead woman was washing her hair. For a moment, Collie considered 
bounding out of the tub, but where would she go? And Silina looked alive. 
Collie thought she even saw her breathe. The girl forced herself to calm down 
and reminded herself that she was here for one reason or another, and being 
in Celestia meant Silina was probably not the last spirit she’d encounter.

“What is the Crossing?”
“Shri will likely show you at some point,” Silina said. “It’s basically a 

place in Celestia that leads to other realms. There are bridges that connect 
them all. You’ll learn things here that you’d never imagine, Collie. For 
instance, there are parallel universes, and the vast expanse that is our universe 
is only one of them.”

Had she been less shaken by the turn of events, Collie would have asked 
more right away. She tipped back her head as Silina poured water over her 
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hair to rinse it. When the elf pronounced it “squeaky clean,” she moved on 
to Collie’s arms. She let the girl wash her chest and lower body, and when 
Collie was clean from head to toe, the elf ushered her to stand and bend 
her head forward. Collie obeyed, and a towel was wrapped around her head. 
Silina helped her out of the tub and enveloped her in another bigger towel 
that was warm and soft.

“At the Crossing, I was confused and frightened,” Silina said. “I saw 
spirits going to other doors, and in the distance, I saw one that I somehow 
knew would take me to Arasaen’ell, but I couldn’t get to it. The bridge I was 
on did not have a visible path that led to the door.”

“What do these doors look like?” Collie asked as Silina clothed her in a 
pale yellow robe. It was satin, and Collie ran her hands over it several times, 
never having felt anything so soft.

“They look more like portals than actual doors.” Silina led her over to 
the vanity. She took the towel from Collie’s head and started combing her 
hair with an ivory comb. The girl had always used a wooden one. “They are 
of varying colors and shapes, and they lead to the realms. A spirit will usually 
appear in front of the intended door. Shri told me the portals are not always 
a direct entrance to the respective realms. Some lead to more pathways you 
have to go through before you reach whatever afterlife your soul is meant for.”

“Like Shuran’s realm,” Collie said softly. “There is a bridge you have to 
cross, and there are guardians at the bridge. They dictate whether you can 
pass or not.”

Silina nodded. “The door to Arasaen’ell leads you to a shroud, and there 
you wait until the shroud parts and you enter into the realm of Nelathorian 
and Kelsra. I didn’t end up in the portal I was supposed to. Shri later told 
me that sometimes the spirit wind is errant and steers souls in the wrong 
direction, taking them to the wrong doorway. They will often wander the 
Crossing aimlessly until an avatar or angel finds them.”

Worry must have shown on Collie’s face, for Silina put a hand on her 
shoulder. “It doesn’t happen often, and it’s not like the spirits fade. Help 
eventually arrives.”

“So Shri was your help then?” Collie asked. “Why didn’t he take you to 
the portal to Arasaen’ell?”

“Because he is Shri,” Silina said with a rueful smile.
Collie was given a lavender dress that was more form fitting than anything 
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she’d ever worn, and it was the softest cotton she’d ever felt touch her skin. 
The curved neck showed her collarbone but nothing lower, thankfully. The 
dress fell to her ankles, and she was given black shoes. Silina smoothed out the 
hairs that had gotten ruffled by the dress and braided them. Collie couldn’t 
help but turn around and look at herself in the mirror.

“I look like a young lady,” she said, stunned.
Silina laughed. “That’s what you are, my dear.”
“Yes, but I’ve never felt like one before.” Collie looked at the elf, searching 

her eyes. “This is to be my life now, isn’t it?”
“I do not know what Shri has planned for you,” Silina said. “But yes, you 

are to remain in Celestia. I am sorry this was so sudden, and I am unsure why 
Shri has brought you, but you must make the best of it.” She smiled. “You’ll 
get used to it, Collie. Master Shri is…well…Shri, but he’s not so bad.”

A few hours later, after Collie had had a chance to explore her room and 
the dresses in the closet and she had calmed down some, accepting her situation, 
the door opened without warning. Shri smiled at her from the threshold, and 
Collie’s eyes were drawn to the black vines embroidered throughout his elegant 
white robe. He had changed clothes since she had seen him last.

“Good day, Collie.”
“You should knock before entering someone’s room,” Collie admonished, 

but she knew Shri would do just as he pleased.
“Come. I am going to put you to good use.”
Collie didn’t like his wording, and her heart started pounding, but she 

obediently followed him. “Where are we going?”
“To the Solver,” he replied simply. “They have a large library that I think 

will prove helpful.”
“But mortals—”
“Aren’t allowed, I know,” Shri said flippantly. “But this is all part of the 

plan. The Ginjo must learn that, if they do not stop acting foolish, we will 
all pay.” He smiled at her and gave her head a light pat. “Your job, Collie, is 
to find evidence that I am right. I’d do it myself, but I have other things to 
do and cannot spend my time holed up in a library.”

Collie stared up at him. “So I’m going to be holed up in a library?”
The Lesvan chuckled. “Not all the time, I assure you. You can come and 

go as you please.” He reached into his robe pocket, which Collie hadn’t even 
noticed he had, and held out a plain brass ring. “This is for you.”
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Collie slipped it hesitantly on her finger. It was too big, but it shrunk, 
melding to the digit. Collie gasped in surprise and almost pulled it off.

“So skittish.” Shri chuckled again. “This is a teleportation ring, but a 
limited one. It will allow you to teleport from the Solver library to here and 
back, but nowhere else. You can come and go as you like, so long as you spend 
adequate time researching.”

They were outside now, crossing the grass to the Solver. The grass 
flattened when she stepped on it but then righted itself, as if she left no tracks. 
The misty veil that surrounded the Pocket made her feel even more isolated 
and trapped.

“And where will you be?” Collie asked.
“I will be around,” he told her. “I won’t leave you alone all the time. Do 

not worry. I will want to know what you have found after all. But as I said, 
I have a busy schedule.”

“What exactly am I looking for?”
“Anything on the War of the Races,” was the prompt reply.
Collie’s eyes widened. “That is a heavy topic.”
“I know,” Shri said. “Few celestials like to study it nowadays.”
“Why?”
His eyes narrowed. “Because they do not want to admit how blind and 

stupid they have become.”
As he had done with her room, Shri entered the Solver without knocking. 

Collie was struck with how dim the place was. Religious texts commoners 
had access to describe the Solver as being built for “function rather than 
aesthetic appeal.” Collie had still pictured fine marble floors and pillars.

Apparently, Shri shared her sentiments. “Rather drab, isn’t it? I’ve talked 
to them about adding some charm, but they won’t listen to me.”

“And you obviously do not listen to us either,” said a cold voice. A Ginjo 
had appeared out of thin air and was striding toward them.

Collie squeaked and took a step back at the sight of the white mask, 
shoulder-length black hair, and black robe. There was no strap to the mask. 
It looked like a second skin.

“Keiji,” Shri said pleasantly, “it is so nice to see your dour face.”
“You cannot bring mortals here!” Keiji spat. “Or is it your goal to break 

every rule in the Pocket?”
“Almost there.” Shri grinned.
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“What is the girl doing here?”
“This is Collie Waylin, and she is going to do work I do not have time 

for. In other words, she is going to be using the Solver library.”
Keiji’s eyes bored into Collie, and she shrank back and lowered her gaze.
“She’s timid,” Shri said. “Being in the library is perfect for her.”
“You’ve ruined her life, you know,” Keiji accused. “She cannot go back 

to Elyshaeza.”
“No, which is why she will be staying with me.” Shri patted Collie on 

the head.
“And if she does not prove useful to you? What will you do then?”
Collie looked up at Shri, who shrugged. The girl felt a chill go through 

her. She saw movement out of the corner of her eye and turned her head to 
see another Ginjo coming toward them. He had red hair the same length as 
Keiji’s, but he was taller. As his green gaze fell on Collie, she could tell he 
wasn’t any happier than his fellow Ginjo.

“Ah, Gildas, I was wondering when you’d show up.” Shri beamed. “Surely 
you will see my side. If this girl can find out what we need to know—”

“The girl cannot stay here!” Keiji snapped. “Gildas, talk sense into 
this man.”

“That’s impossible when he has his mind set on something,” Gildas 
pointed out. “Shri, what is the meaning of this? You can’t just snatch a 
random human and bring her here.”

“I already did.” Shri’s face grew serious, and he took a step forward. “I 
know this library holds the histories of dark times, but they have been long 
forgotten. Thus, I am assigning Collie the task of digging through all that 
history. She loves books, so she’s the perfect candidate.”

Two pairs of eyes turned to her, and Collie swallowed and gave a hasty 
bow, uncertain of what to say or do. Shri abruptly started speaking to them 
in a language Collie couldn’t begin to guess. Shri took her hand and held it 
up, displaying the ring. Then he made a waving motion with his hand. Collie 
watched the Ginjos’ faces as Shri spoke. Keiji seemed annoyed, and Gildas 
seemed resigned. The latter muttered something, and Shri nodded. Keiji 
replied in a protesting tone, and Gildas put a hand on his shoulder.

“Wonderful,” Shri said in Common, likely for her benefit. “I’ll just take 
her to the library then, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Shri,” Gildas said, “why do you of all people care?”
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Shri just smiled and led Collie down the hall with a rather triumphant 
look on his face. She hurried along beside him, wondering what had passed 
between the three celestials, though she suspected it had to do with her 
comings and goings. She glanced back, and the two Ginjo were still standing 
in the hall, watching them.

“You won’t be able to leave the library without an escort,” Shri explained.
Collie was starting to feel like a prisoner, but she didn’t say so.
“You’re feeling a bit like someone from those books you read, huh?” 

Shri asked. “Someone who has been plucked from everything she knows and 
thrust into something she doesn’t understand.”

Collie gave him a wan smile. “Yes, I do feel like that.”
Shri stopped at a doorway and turned to her. “Listen, Collie,” he said in 

a low voice. “This may all seem very impulsive on my part, but I have been 
considering it for months. I do not care for humans, but I am on the mortal 
plane often. The kureida, which mortals call demons, are up to something, 
and I intend to find out what. You are going to help me by looking up 
everything you can on the War of the Races. I want you to write down 
anything you find interesting and share it with me, understand?”

Collie nodded mechanically. “Have you been watching me specifically?”
Shri smirked. “No. I’ve been searching for a human to do the job, but 

the fact that it is you wasn’t planned. Still, I guess something good came out 
of those goblins stealing my cloak.”

Not sure how to feel about that, Collie watched Shri open the door, and 
she peered inside. Her brown eyes widened at the sight of the tall ceilings 
and shelves of books. There was only one window, but there was a second 
floor, even as most of the shelves almost reached the ceiling. It wasn’t a full 
second story, but more like a balcony that encircled the room. Ladders were 
at the end of the shelves on both the first and second floor. The air smelled 
of old books, paper, and ink. The girl craned her head back. Her mouth 
was open in awe.

“Don’t fall over.” Shri pushed on her back.
“Are these all the books in Celestia?” Collie asked.
Shri chuckled. “Goodness, no. But considering the Solver’s function, it 

makes sense that it would have such a library.” He smirked down at her. “I 
knew you’d be perfect for this task.”

“So you want me to find all I can on the War of the Races?”
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“Yes,” the Lesvan confirmed. “Or anything that might be relevant, even 
if it isn’t directly related. I will come by later.”

“Are you sure this is all right?” Collie asked timidly. She didn’t want to 
get on the wrong side of the Ginjo.

Shri laughed. “No, but it doesn’t matter. You’re here now, and if they 
kicked you out, it’d be one more sign of their denial.”

Collie swallowed again, feeling as though she no longer had any control 
over her life, and Shri’s smile was hardly reassuring.

“You’re so skittish,” the Lesvan said, “and with your hair and eyes, you’re 
just like a little mouse.”

Collie blinked, not sure whether she had been insulted or not. “There 
are mice in Celestia?”

“Of course there are,” Shri replied as if it should be obvious. “The spirits 
of animals have to go somewhere.” He brushed back his long hair and smiled 
at her. “Now, I have things to do, both here and on the mortal plane, so I’ll 
leave you to your work.”

He gave a flourishing bow that was somehow mocking and walked out 
the door, leaving Collie alone and uncertain. She stared at the closed door 
before looking around the library once more, pivoting slowly to take it all 
in. She’d always wanted to be in a place like this, but she hadn’t thought this 
was how she’d wind up in one.

“Gods,” she sighed. “Where do I start?”

The streets of Jys were notorious for the dregs of humanity. Thugs, murderers, 
and other lowlifes called this city home. The docks stank of old rotten fish 
and sewage. Even the brine of the sea smelled sour here. Old crates were 
stacked along the pier, and badly repaired boats lilted in the water. Few honest 
ships docked in the port of Jys.

The old man with the filthy cloak and stooped frame fit right in. He called 
himself Om, and his eyes were pale with age, and he smelled of disease and the 
dirty streets. In other words, he was like so many others, hardly worth the notice.

“Hey, old man,” someone called as he passed an alleyway. A group of 
five thugs was sitting around a brazier they’d probably stolen. “We’ve been 
waiting for you. You’re late.”
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Om smiled coldly. “I’m never late.” He caused the men to exchange 
glances. “Perhaps you are just early.”

“We’ve been here since dusk,” the speaker argued. “It may have been early 
then, but now it’s late.”

Om sensed someone watching him, and he glanced over his shoulder to 
see a small boy silently staring at him. He wore clothes that were too big for 
him, and he watched solemnly with gray eyes.

“That brat has been watching us for nights now,” one of the thugs 
complained. “Hasn’t come closer or said a word, but he won’t go away.”

“He could rat on us,” another protested.
“Then let’s get this over with.” Om felt a bit unsettled by the boy’s gaze, 

too, which was ridiculous because there was nothing intimidating about him 
and nothing frightened Om.

“Do you have it?” he asked eagerly.
“If you have the money,” one of the thugs said firmly.
Om remembered his name was Tordin. Om grinned, exposing his 

decaying teeth. He dug out a pouch of coins from some hidden pocket in his 
filthy cloak and held it out. In turn, Tordin handed him a bag of what Om’s 
veins craved. He opened it and peered in, looking at the red powder within. 
Demon mist was a potent drug, but it was cheap and accessible if one knew 
where to look.

Om dipped a dirty finger in the powder and tasted it, testing its quality. 
Sweetness filled his mouth, and he nodded in satisfaction. Now all he had to 
do was find a nice place to enjoy it.

A sharp pain lanced through his neck, and he whirled to see the boy still 
staring at him.

“Maybe he wants some,” one of the thugs said in an amused tone.
The others chuckled. Om glared at the boy, who cocked his head to 

the side, gazing at him impassively. He couldn’t have been more than ten, 
but his gray eyes had more wisdom in them than his age would suggest. 
Gray eyes…

Om snarled and rounded on the thugs. His teeth elongated, and he threw 
himself at Tordin. His chipped nails became claws as he pounced. The man 
gave a startled cry that ended in a gurgle as Om ripped open the thug’s neck 
with his teeth, tasting blood fouled by a life on the streets. The others started 
to lunge at him, but he bellowed and leapt at them. They yelled in terror, 
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raising crude weapons to try to fend him off. These humans were no match 
for the spell of fire he threw at them. The smell of burned flesh added to the 
stench of the streets. It was supernatural fire, and it burned them quickly, 
going out before it spread.

Om turned to face the boy again, wanting to know what he thought of 
that display. The boy was still standing there, but his eyes were narrowed.

“You didn’t like that much, did you?” Om taunted. “I was merciful, you 
know. I could have used regular fire, and they would have burned slowly.”

When no reply came, Om rushed at the boy. His afflicted appearance 
was gone. He was quick and nimble, like the child who had hopped up onto 
a crate. Om’s nostrils flared, and he breathed in the sweet scent of the boy 
over the stench of the docks. He knew that scent well. He licked his lips in 
a somewhat lewd manner.

“Come here, child. Let me taste you.”
The boy glared and stamped his foot on the crate. Om went flying back, 

pushed by an invisible force. He skidded on the street, tearing his cloak. His 
claws dugs into the ground, stopping his slide. The boy was still on the crate, 
watching him.

“For once, I’d like you to fight me like you mean to kill me,” Om snarled 
and sprinted toward him, shouting a curse.

A twirling black orb hurtled toward the boy. The child jumped, landing 
on the other side of the crate. The orb sailed overhead, and Om swore. He 
rounded the crate with fire in his hands, and there was nothing there. He 
swore again and looked around for the insolent thing.

“Come out, you cur,” he growled in challenge.
He wanted to force the boy to fight him, to hurt him. He wanted an 

opponent who aimed to slay him. Om searched the surrounding area, craning 
his senses. He went to the old alley with the ashes of the thugs littering the 
ground. The brazier still burned, and some other pathetic soul was likely 
to come along and use it. Om’s eyes scanned the alleyway and wandered up 
the walls to find the boy on the roof. Om grinned wickedly and conjured a 
shadowy rope, which he flicked at the boy. It wrapped around his ankle, and 
he cried out.

Om pulled, and the boy toppled to the ground. He grunted, and Om 
heard the wind rush out of him. But he was up on his feet before Om could 
strike another blow, recovering faster than any human child. He threw light 
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in the disguised demon’s face, and Om reeled back, clawing at his face as the 
light blinded him. When it faded, the boy was gone again.

Om roared, and as he did so, he shed his filthy disguise, becoming none 
other than Kom, the Fallen who had betrayed Celestia so long ago, looking 
much as he had that day, save for that his teeth were now fangs and his nails 
were claws.

“One day, you will have to face me,” he vowed, his breath rasping. 
“One day.”
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fter the War of the Races, Notton became a walled city. The 
walls were high enough that enemies would have trouble scaling 
them, and two watchtowers guarded heavy iron gates. During 

the day, Shara had explained, the gates were usually open, for Notton was 
an active trade city, even in winter. Neil saw a caravan entering the city as 
they approached, and as the wagons reached the gates, guards came out 
to inspect them, asking the drivers from whence they came and what they 
carried.

“We are here to see Lord Rorimys,” Shara informed Neil, staying well 
behind the bustle. “He governs Notton, and he knows you are coming. Keep 
your hood up as we go through the streets, understand?”

“Yes, but what about the guards?” Neil looked over her shoulder. “They 
will want to see my face.”

“They know mine,” she assured him. “And I am under direct orders to 
bring you here.”

More than ever, Neil wondered how word of him had gotten out and 
why Lord Rorimys wanted to meet him. Shara hadn’t improved much as a 
traveling companion, though she talked to him a little more. It was never 
about anything personal; nor did she tell him more about Silver Crescent. 
Rather, she had begun briefing him on Notton so he would be familiar with 
it by the time they arrived, which took less time than Neil had expected. In 
spite of the many awkward silences between them and long stretches with 
little exchanged, the days had passed quickly.

The rebel demon obediently pulled his hood over his head, making sure it 
shadowed his face. He kept quiet as they neared the gates. Lilin’s tail swished 
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idly, and she snorted as they stood behind the caravan. Her breath steamed 
in the winter air.

Neil watched merchants reveal their wares—seemingly textiles—to the 
inquiring guards. “How do they manage to bring caravans here in winter?”

“If the merchants can do it, they will,” the elf said, not directly answering 
his question. “Money doesn’t stop flowing just because there is snow.”

One of the guards saw them as he was coming down the line, and he 
furrowed his brow. They no doubt looked out of place behind the human 
caravan.

“State your business, please,” the guard ordered.
He looked to be in his mid-thirties and wore a deep blue tabard with the 

emblem of Notton emblazed on the front, a downward pointing sword with 
a fox leaping over the hilt.

“Shara Aotallin, ambassador of Silver Crescent,” Shara replied. “I have 
come on official business for Lord Rorimys.” She reached into her satchel 
and held out a folded piece of parchment.

Neil watched the guard’s eyes scan over the page. He frowned and studied 
Neil, who fought the urge to meet his gaze, instead ducking his head lower, 
even as the movement doubtless made him seem more suspicious.

“Who is your companion?” the guard asked. “I know you, Lady Aotallin, 
but this one is a stranger to me.”

“He is part of the official business mentioned on that document,” Shara 
told him firmly. “Your lord is expecting us. May we pass this caravan? I’d 
rather not wait.”

The guard regarded them a long moment, and Neil expected him to 
demand he take down his hood.

“Wait.” The man trotted over to speak with another guard, likely one 
of higher rank.

Neil watched discreetly as they conversed, and both glanced in his 
direction more than once. Over the noise of the caravan, he heard snatches 
of their conversation. The guard was expressing his confusion. The elf lady 
was an ambassador and, by all accounts, should be allowed passage without 
delay, but who was the hooded one who rode behind her?

“Perhaps I should just reveal myself,” Neil whispered to Shara. “I already 
look suspicious.”

“No,” the elf said with a hiss. “You just stay quiet and concealed.”
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Neil sighed, a bit tired of this woman ordering him around. He 
understood her reasoning, but he felt deception would only make things 
worse in the long run. He should at least be honest about the fact he was a 
demon.

As if she knew what he was thinking, Shara glanced over her shoulder at 
him. “Don’t be stupid, Neil. Showing your face won’t get them to trust you. 
Let me handle this.”

“Yes, my lady,” he muttered, hating the submission. He’d had enough of 
that in the Hells, but it would do little good to argue now after coming all 
this way, so he seethed in silence.

The guard finally returned and took Lilin’s reins. “I’ll take you inside 
the gates.” He still eyed Neil warily.

“Good,” Shara said with an approving nod.
Eyes followed them as they were escorted around the caravan to the 

city gates. Shara inclined her head to them, but Neil just watched out of the 
corner of his eye. Some of those gazes held frustration, probably because 
these two figures on horseback were being let in before wagons full of goods. 
Neil realized then that it was indeed a good thing he had not shown his face. 
Merchants seeing a demon let in ahead of them would have been bad for the 
Notton economy. He wasn’t about to tell Shara she was right, however. He’d 
given her enough ground.

Neil’s amber eyes widened slightly at the sight of the city, that is, what he 
could see while still keeping his face shadowed. Smells of food, horses, bodies, 
spices, and many others filled his nose, and people of all walks of life milled 
about. He mostly saw humans, but there was a spattering of elves in the mix 
and even the occasional dwarf. Shara had to steer Lilin away from a cart full 
of potatoes driven by a dwarf with a pale beard. She glared over her shoulder 
at him, and he glowered back before driving his donkeys on.

The moment over, Neil turned his attention back to observing his 
surroundings. Most of the buildings were made of various kinds of stone, but 
there were some wooden structures amongst them. Neil saw deep alleyways 
that would make good hiding places.

“What is the crime rate here?” he asked.
Shara gave a light shrug. “It’s a city with a large population. Any such 

place is bound to have crime. Notton has been fortunate enough to have 
always been ruled by fair leaders who have done their best to help the 
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people.” Her brow furrowed. “Lately, however, there have been some…strange 
happenings.”

“Happenings?”
The elf woman shook her head. “Never mind. I am sure Lord Rorimys 

will tell you.”
“What about Silver Crescent?”
“We do not have to worry about such things.” Shara lifted her chin. 

“Not in Silver Crescent, and Mithorin is too sacred a place for us to defile.” 
She was silent for a while, concentrating on navigating her horse through 
the throng. Then she sighed. “We aren’t perfect and can be cruel, just like 
anyone. But it is rare when we hurt one of our own, and we are not given 
to murdering in cold blood.” Again, she paused. “Well, not in Mithorin 
anyway. There are too many other dangers we have to worry about to fear 
others of our race.”

“Such as demons?” he questioned wryly.
“Demons do not often come to Mithorin,” the elf answered. “And that is 

a blessing because there are plenty of other creatures who are a danger to us. 
Mithorin is prehistoric, Neil, and though my people have called it home for 
several thousand years, there are beings there that are even older. Of course, 
the Catharin have managed to discover more of Mithorin’s secrets.”

“What are the Catharin?” Neil was hungry for information about Shara’s 
people and where she came from, but he saw the corner of her lips turn in a 
frown from over her shoulder.

“Never mind.” Her tone was final. “I have already said too much. Besides, 
we are almost there.”

Sure enough, they had neared the castle grounds, and Neil wasn’t 
surprised to see that it too was walled. He tilted back his head, holding his 
hood in place with one hand, to look up at the rounded towers and banners 
hanging out the windows with the same design that was on the guard’s 
tabard. Neil had heard that castles had a more solemn appearance to them 
than palaces, which were grand affairs, but the castle of Notton seemed to 
be making an honest attempt at being more appealing.

“Are you and Rorimys good friends?” Neil asked.
“As an ambassador, I meet with him often,” Shara said. “I guess you 

could say we are friends, though not on a first name basis. In fact, none except 
family and close friends know the names of the nobles. We all call them by 
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their last names. To the city, Rorimys is Rorimys. Keep that in mind as you 
meet other royals.”

“You seem relieved to be here.” He then silently wondered if she were 
relieved to be rid of him.

“My brother has been living here for several years,” she told him. “I’m 
excited to see him and his partner, Saeris, who is the captain of the guard 
here and a good friend of mine.”

“In a human city?” Neil asked incredulously.
Shara’s cheek moved as she smiled. “His presence has proven invaluable. 

He guards Lord Rorimys and several of his relatives, who live in near 
proximity.” She wrinkled her nose slightly. “And that includes his cousin, 
Sandermick.”

“You don’t like him much, I take it?” Neil asked.
“He makes Saeris run stupid errands for him, and he’s an overall pompous 

fop. I’m being nice when I say that.”
Neil chuckled, and they rode in silence until they reached the wrought 

iron castle gates. Through them, the rogue demon saw the courtyard and 
smiled to see soldiers sparring. Their jests and laughter carried over the wall.

Shara again announced herself to the guards, who stood at attention 
when they saw her, and they gave a brief nod and opened the gates. The 
soldiers had stopped their sparring and were staring at him and Shara as 
they entered.

“Leave your horse here, my lady,” the guard said. “A stable hand will be 
along shortly.”

The two dismounted, and Neil gave Lilin a pat on the flank before 
following Shara and the guard to the castle door. The elf told him to take 
off his hood, and though he had thought it better to leave it down before, 
now he wasn’t so sure he wanted it off. At a firm look from Shara, however, 
he did as he was bid…again.

Neil tensed slightly as the door opened. Memories of the Hells came 
back to him. One never knew what was behind a closed door. Fortunately, all 
that was behind this door was a butler, who gawked at him. Neil gave him a 
polite nod. He still felt the presence of the guard behind him.

Composing himself, the butler bowed. “Welcome, Ambassador. I’m sure 
the two of you are anxious for a bath and refreshments, but Lord Rorimys 
would see you now.”
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“That is fine, Edmard,” Shara assured him. To Neil, she said in a low 
voice, “The sooner we find out whether he’ll even give you scraps off the 
table, the better.”

Neil chose not to comment, and he followed Shara and Edmard silently. 
If Rorimys was already waiting for them, then the guards at the city entrance 
must have sent word the ambassador had arrived.

Stone could be drab, and Rorimys had dealt with that by large windows 
and colorful draping. Large paintings of past rulers hung on the walls, and 
armor from different eras was on display. Neil wondered how they barred the 
windows during an invasion. Instead of torches, lanterns had been hung on 
the walls to reduce smoke. Servants in pale gray livery and more distinguished 
folk hurried by. All of them stared at Neil, and a few even made warding signs. 
He ignored them, reminding himself that they would see him differently one 
day. He hoped anyway.

Neil watched Shara’s cloak sway as she walked and noted how the light 
from the windows and lanterns caught her hair. He wondered what her story 
was. How had she come to be ambassador, and why did she hate demons? 
Well, nearly everyone hated demons, but Neil suspected Shara’s reasons were 
on a more personal level.

A purple rug covered the hallway floor, and statues of nymphs and deities 
were stationed in alcoves. The servant stopped them at mahogany double 
doors with golden carvings depicting trees and bounding foxes. Neil saw 
Shara straighten her hair and cloak, and taking his cue, he did the same, as 
ridiculous as it felt. Shara gave him a small smirk.

The doors swung open, revealing the throne room. A glorious mosaic of 
the heavens was on the ceiling. Sword-bearing angels were portrayed in their 
entire splendor. Neil peered at it, awed.

One of the angels looked like—
“Welcome, Ambassador,” said the man on the throne.
Neil’s attention snapped back to who was in front of him. Lord Rorimys, 

a middle-aged man, bore his years well. His hair was still a rich black except 
for gray at the temples. It was cropped short but thick. His face was chiseled 
with only small crow’s feet around his dark brown eyes. He was fair-skinned, 
if darker than Shara.

“I was informed of your coming,” he told them in a clear voice. “And 
it is custom for a governor or king to sit on his throne while greeting 
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guests. However,” he added, rising, “I much prefer to stand in front of 
them and speak. At least to those I know.” He stepped down from the dais, 
straight-backed and sure. Shara and Neil both bowed, and Rorimys nodded 
respectfully in turn. “It is good to see you again, Lady Aotallin.” His gaze 
shifted to Neil, taking in his gray skin and amber eyes. “You must be the 
demon everyone keeps talking about.”

“Everyone, Sire?” Neil said, echoing.
“Those who know anyway,” Rorimys amended, “which, I assure you, are 

currently very few. Now, what is your name?”
“Call me Neil, my lord,” Neil said with another small bow.
“As I thought.” Rorimys gave a satisfied nod.
He clapped his hands before Neil could ask what he meant, and a woman 

who had been standing near the door hurried forward.
“Bring some refreshments to my private lounge,” Rorimys ordered.
The woman curtsied and scurried off. Neil watched her go out of habit.
“Follow me,” the Lord of Notton said briskly.
He led them through a side door in the throne room, which opened to 

the lounge room. It consisted of plush violet pillows around a low table. A 
large, cream-colored rug was spread out across much of the floor, and two 
violet chairs in front of a fireplace, which must have been lit before they came. 
A small oak table was between the chairs, obviously for holding drinks and 
snacks. A big glass window that also functioned as a door opened up on to a 
balcony. Silk curtains were pulled back to let in the winter light.

Rorimys sat in one chair in front of the fireplace and gestured for Shara 
to take the other. Neil had to sit on the floor, and he tried not to take offense, 
yet it was another reminder that, not only was he an outsider, he was not 
trusted and about as low as a servant, perhaps even lower.

They had just gotten settled when a servant brought in three cups of 
cider and plates of small, round sweet cakes. The cup was warm in Neil’s 
hands, but the cider had a tangy smell to it that suggested it was more than 
just cider.

After a few moments of silence in which the three of them simply ate and 
sipped their cider, Rorimys cleared his throat, making Neil look up.

“It is good you are here, Neil,” he said. “I have need of you.”
“What would you have me do?” Neil asked slowly, holding a sweet cake 

in his hand.
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“So far, two things.” Rorimys held up that number of fingers. “The 
second, I will tell you later, but the first is where you do the talking.

“For seven weeks, give or take, I’ve been having dreams in which I am…
visited. This visitor told me of you, Neil, and also that the demon activity 
might mean something more than it has in the past. As someone from the 
Hells, you have inside knowledge.”

So this was one of the ways Neil was expected to demonstrate his 
loyalties. Indeed, when he first came to Elyshaeza, he had hoped that he would 
get the chance to tell someone of important dealings in the Hells. But it still 
seemed strange that this was the first test. From Rorimys’s perspective, how 
would he know Neil was telling the truth?

“Where do you want me to start?” he asked.
“Anywhere.” Shara sipped her cider. She hadn’t asked him anything 

about the Hells during their journey, but now she apparently was interested. 
“Throughout the millennia, demon activity has fluctuated. Skirmishes are 
not uncommon, but things seem…different now. The fights appear random, 
but reports indicate they’re more organized. Saeris has reported demonic 
attacks that had clearly been planned, and there were leaders of sorts within 
the groups.”

“Demons are never entirely chaotic,” Neil said. “There is order within 
the Hells, and demons acknowledge a hierarchy.”

“I was not implying they don’t,” Shara responded sharply. “Small 
skirmishes do not usually have distinguished leaders, however, and for the 
demons to be organized on the surface is abnormal.”

“Asmod has a daughter,” Neil told them, figuring he might as well reveal 
it. The last thing he wanted was to conceal Hell’s insolent queen. “Her name 
is Helcol. She has only come into power within the last three hundred years, 
and she wants to pick up where her father left off.”

Rorimys took another bite of sweet cake, watching Neil the whole time. 
“Sounds feminine,” he said sarcastically.

“Oh, she’s feminine,” Neil replied with a slight smile that quickly 
faded. “But she’s also a ruthless killer. However, she is reckless and prone to 
misjudgment, which makes her more dangerous in ways.” He took a drink 
of his cider. “Asmod, since he is now trapped in the Hells, wants Helcol to 
spread the power across the mortal plane. She does not want to destroy it. 
Conquer, yes, but not ruin, for if she did, there would be nothing to rule over. 
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It is what Asmod had wanted as well. The rulers of the Hells are brutal, but 
they are not driven by the simple fact that they are evil.”

Indeed, the rulers of the Hells were not single-minded creatures who 
reveled in destruction just for the sake of it. They were intelligent with 
personalities consisting of more than just mindless evil.

“Why did you leave the Hells?” Shara’s cup was in her lap with both 
hands around it, and her blue gaze was measuring. “So you could make up 
some sob story and find acceptance?”

“Shara…” Rorimys began in a placating tone, but Shara cut him off.
“You think you can do a few good deeds and be labeled a hero?” the elf 

snapped.
“Shara,” Neil said in a level voice, “if you doubt me so, then why did you 

bring me here? Were you just following orders?”
“Don’t challenge me, demon.”
“That is enough,” Rorimys said sternly. “Neil, I do not trust you. However, 

I am willing to give you the chance to prove you are who you claim to be. 
But”—he held up a finger—“I am only doing this because of my visitor.”

“No offense, my lord,” Shara said, “but you trust your dreams?”
“I trust the visitor in my dreams, Shara.” Rorimys nodded to Neil. “If 

what you say about Helcol is true, then it likely won’t be long before an army 
is amassed and the demons attack.” He stared into the fire. “Perhaps another 
large battle between us and the demons will occur, but as long as it is not a 
repeat of the War of the Races, we can fight it.”

“And if it is a repeat?” Neil inquired softly.
“Then we will need to do what our ancestors did,” Rorimys decided 

firmly. “Only better.”

After seeing her room, Shara went to the castle library. Her shoes made little 
noise on the stone floor. She needed to wash the road off her, but she wanted 
to see two people first.

The elf woman entered the library and looked around at all the shelves, 
most of which were floor-to-ceiling. The ceiling itself was not as tall or large 
as some libraries, but the lower ceiling made it cozier. Still, she was surprised 
it suited her brother’s needs.
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Shara found Tekril at a table near a window with Saeris staring out 
at the training grounds below. Tekril, of course, had his nose in a book 
with others open on the table and papers spread out so they covered much 
of the table’s surface. Strands of hair had escaped his ponytail and fell in 
his face, and parts were disheveled, likely due to him scratching his head 
in thought.

“Making it so others can’t share the space, brother mine?” she teased.
Tekril looked up in surprise, but his face broke into a smile when he saw 

her. He stood and rounded the table to embrace her. “Shara, it is good to see 
you,” he said warmly.

Tekril had the same light brown hair and blue eyes that Shara did, but 
his nose was a little pointier. It had been far worse when he was younger, and 
the other children would call him “bird.” Fortunately, it fit his face better 
now and wasn’t so prominent. But he had kept the habit of running a finger 
up and down its length, often when he was embarrassed, excited, or troubled 
about something, and he did have a way of peering at things that made him 
look like an inquisitive bird.

“This is a delight,” Tekril gushed. His eyes were wide with happiness. 
He rubbed his nose, as if on cue, and Shara had to smile.

“What are you studying this time, Brother?” she asked.
“Botany,” Saeris answered for him, coming forward.
“So many species of plants are out there,” Tekril declared excitedly. “I 

want to know everything about them!”
Shara laughed and patted the scholar on the shoulder. “Better than 

insects.”
“He did that when he was younger,” Saeris reminded her.
The three of them were childhood companions and had played and 

grown up together, even as their interests went in different directions. With 
his long black hair, indigo eyes, and lithe but strong frame, Saeris was dreamy. 
Shara would find her heart skipping whenever he looked at her with those 
eyes, but that was before…a lot of things.

Shara chuckled and glanced down at the drawings her brother had done 
and then reminded herself why she here. “Tekril, Saeris.” Her change of tone 
made them both look at her. “I’ve returned with the supposed rebel demon, 
Neil.”

“And what do you think of him?” Saeris asked.
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Shara sighed and stared at the books in the shelf beside her. “I’m confused. 
He’s been nothing but kind to me, and I don’t think he’s lying.”

“Then I don’t see the problem,” Tekril said simply, sitting back down and 
leaning over his texts. “Ah, here it is. The difference in makeup between—”

“Tekril!” Shara forced the other elf to look at her again. She grew 
uncomfortable under his studious gaze. “What?”

“I think lilies would look lovely in your hair, Sister dear,” he stated.
Shara huffed and crossed her arms. “Tekril, this is serious.”
Saeris came up behind the elven scholar and took out his ponytail, 

pulling back his hair and finger-combing it. “You’re going to get your hair 
in the ink again, Tekril.”

“Oh,” the scholar said sheepishly. “Thank you.” His eyes turned to Shara. 
“Sister, I am not versed in the minds of the demons, but I know this. They 
are a form of other. They are different from elves, humans, dwarves, and even 
dragons, even though they do share commonalities with wyrms, but it doesn’t 
mean they are static, just as we aren’t. We all have the capacity for good or 
ill, and I’m sure the demons do as well.”

Saeris tied back Tekril’s hair again with the leather cord and returned to 
the window. “We know your hatred for demons, Shara,” he murmured. “And 
I do not blame you. I hate the foul things as well, but I agree with Tekril. If 
he has been helpful and has given you no reason to kill or mistrust him, then 
I suggest seeing what happens.”

“I’m surprised you’re so easily accepting,” Shara said wryly. “You haven’t 
even met him.”

“He might be able to help us,” Searis replied. “Would I trust him with 
my life? No, but I will give him the benefit of the doubt. He could be what 
we need. Something could be going on, and even if it isn’t, any edge we can 
get on the demons is a boon.”

“In other words,” Tekril said, dipping his quill in ink, “judge him for 
his character, not race. Like a good book with a boring title or cover, you 
might just be surprised.”

Shara couldn’t help but smile at her brother. Tekril was often 
absentminded and could go off on tangents, but Shara trusted him and Saeris 
like she trusted no one else. Could she trust Neil like that? Her hatred for 
demons ran deep, but if Neil had wanted to hurt her, surely he would have 
done so by now. She tried to tell herself that, but her past welled up in front 
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of her every time she did, and all the demons had taken from her remained 
sharp in her memory.

She forced those thoughts out of her head, remembering present concerns. 
There was another reason she and Neil were here, and though Rorimys hadn’t 
said it, the second thing he wanted Neil to do probably was related to the 
current mystery going on in Notton.

“Saeris, have more people gone missing?” she asked.
Saeris nodded grimly. “Yes. It’s been happening over the past few months. 

The kidnappers leave no trace, and there is no pattern to it either.”
The last time Shara had been in Notton, a few people had been reported 

to have vanished, but they were seen as isolated incidents, and Shara hadn’t 
concerned herself with them. But she’d since gotten reports that more were 
missing, and the city guard was starting to have concerns. When such things 
happened, people like Saeris became involved.

“Have there been any clues?” she asked.
“Nothing definitive,” Saeris replied. “My scouts have reported more 

demon sightings, but I tell myself Alovalianevansrae still burns brightly and 
this could perhaps be just another phase in the fluctuating demon activity.”

“And as long as that sacred star burns…” Tekril mused. “The War of 
the Races shall not repeat itself.” The scholar closed a book and stacked it on 
top of another. Then he took a half-filled sheet of paper and began writing 
more on it.

“Surely you are curious, Brother,” Shara maintained. “Alovalianevansrae 
will not go out right away, and these increased demon activities can’t be 
ignored.”

“I agree.” Saeris again stepped away from the window. “But with these 
disappearances, Notton currently has bigger problems.”

“Do you think Neil will help?” Shara didn’t know whether she wanted to 
be proven wrong about the rebel demon or not. If she were, she would have 
to change her perception of him, but if not, her world would be the same.

“Either he will or won’t.” Saeris shrugged. “There is only one way to find 
out. He must follow Lord Rorimys’s orders.” The warrior grimaced. “And 
that means seeing Sandermick.”
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T he first sensation that came to Artemis was pain. Everywhere hurt, 
but it forced itself to remain still and not let anyone know it was 
awake in case it had somehow been captured. Instead, it listened 

to its surroundings. Other than the discomfort, things were fuzzy at first, 
but Artemis was soon able to pick out hushed voices and groans of pain. It 
felt something soft beneath its back. A blanket over it? Someone was holding 
its arm and…bandaging it? The Glarent slowly opened its eyes and realized 
it was in a large tent made of some kind of animal hide. To its surprise, a 
young elf female was wrapping its arm in gauze. She was tender about it, as 
if Artemis were made of glass.

“Where…am I?” Artemis asked hesitantly.
The elf looked at it in surprise and then lowered her eyes. “You are in 

camp set up by elven healers and Koshai. My people heard of the battle and 
sent healers since the Koshai did not bring their shamans.” There was a hint 
of scorn as she said that, and Artemis too wondered why the Koshai hadn’t 
brought their healers.

“Are you from Näenamarü Caelaynin?” Artemis asked. “How did you 
get here so quickly?”

The elf ’s face became solemn. “By a portal,” she answered. “It was risky, 
and some paid for it. The Koshai weren’t the only ones we had to treat.” 
Her blue eyes shifted around the tent, and Artemis turned its head slowly to 
follow her gaze.

Humans lay in various injured states, some critically. Artemis could sense 
how close to death they were. Others would make a full recovery. Those who 
were awake seemed to be making effort not to look in its direction.
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“There are other medical tents. This is but one of them.”
“You can look at me,” Artemis assured her. “Please do.”
The elf slowly turned her eyes in its direction. “I am sorry it took so long 

for you to receive medical attention,” she whispered.
“Huh?” Artemis was confused. “How long have I been out?”
“A couple days,” she said. “We thought your wounds would heal quickly 

since you are a celestial, but when that didn’t happen, I decided to care for 
you. I don’t know how to mend a Glarent, so I’ve just been tending to you 
the way I would a mortal. It seems to be working. I’ve been caring for you 
for the last day. We also thought…” she paused and bit her lip, as if afraid 
to say what was on her mind.

“Speak,” Artemis bade.
“We thought your companions would come and fetch you. A few of the 

other Glarent fell, according to some of the Koshai, but their bodies were 
retrieved when the battle was over. We thought they would come for you as 
well, but they haven’t.”

Artemis sighed and closed its eyes a moment. By now, the other Glarent 
would have noticed its absence, and if they wanted Artemis, they would have 
come for it. Its abandonment was just confirmation of what it had always 
suspected.

“Should we continue to wait for them?” the elf asked.
“No,” Artemis murmured, opening its eyes but not looking at her. “They 

don’t need me.”
She must have heard the sadness in its voice, for she fell silent. Artemis 

felt the throbbing in its body, and now the pain was in its heart as well. 
Artemis had never loved or known love, but the bands looked out for their 
members. Even though it was more out of a sense of duty than anything 
else, they took the responsibility seriously, yet by leaving Artemis, they 
were forsaking that duty. It had killed a demon, so it wasn’t entirely inept at 
fighting. Surely Artemis was still useful, and even if it were a burden, they 
could have still brought it back to Elisiarim

“When you are healed, you can return on your own, right?” the elf 
inquired. “You have a broken arm and a couple fractured ribs, but you do 
seem to be healing remarkably well. Perhaps it is the celestial blood after all.”

“I can return,” Artemis said slowly, thinking.
It did not have all the answers as to why it was left behind, but the 
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message seemed clear enough. Do not return. This was not a test to see if 
Artemis could return, but rather a test to see if it would obey final orders.

“I can,” it said again. “But I will not. They do not want me, for I cannot 
serve as I should.”

The young elven woman frowned. “Don’t celestials look out for one 
another? I didn’t know they would abandon one of their own like that.”

“This is the first incident I’ve heard of as well,” Artemis said.
“I should ask Gildas,” the elf whispered, almost too soft for Artemis to 

hear.
It looked at her in surprise. “You know Gildas?”
The elf blushed. “Yes, we are friends. I know it’s unusual and disapproved 

of by some celestials.”
“Oh, you must be his elven friend,” Artemis said with a little smile. “I 

have not spoken with Gildas on personal matters much, but he has mentioned 
you. Your name is Ellina Alshavisin, isn’t it?”

The elf nodded shyly. “How many celestials has Gildas told?”
Artemis shrugged. “Likely only the Ginjo and Gildas’s closest friends 

know for certain.” It hesitated. “There are rumors, which is why I couldn’t 
help but ask him. The few times I have spoken with him face-to-face, he was 
always kind to me.”

“Well, perhaps he will help you return to Celestia,” Ellina said with a 
smile.

The Ginjo had more authority than even many celestials realized, but 
that did not mean they would be able to secure a place for Artemis back in 
Elisiarim. There were other realms that would welcome it, but Band Seven 
had left one of its members here on Elyshaeza. There was a reason for that, 
and much as the knowledge saddened and irked it, Artemis would obey this 
last order.

So what would happen to it? Where on Elyshaeza could it go? For the 
first time, Artemis felt something Glarent normally did not experience, 
loneliness.

The tent flap parted, and Artemis lifted its head to see who came in, but 
Ellina gently lowered it back down.

Then she stood to face the newcomer. “The Glarent is awake and 
speaking, but weak.”

The person who had entered came over to where Artemis could see, 
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and its eyes widened a little. This young Koshai warrior had helped it slay 
that two-headed demon. His long black hair was braided, and his frame was 
youthful and lean. His dark eyes gazed at Artemis with something between 
concern and reverence. Ellina had pale skin, but the Koshai’s was deep with 
a red tone to it. Everywhere she was light, he was dark, but Artemis was 
probably odder than both of them. Koshai reminded it somewhat of the Ginjo 
Hok’ee’s people from Maya-Kee, from what it had heard of them. It tried to 
roll onto its side, for it felt exposed like this, but the motion hurt.

“I will come back later,” Ellina told the Koshai, and with a last glance at 
Artemis, she left the tent. Artemis wanted to follow her, to see the sky, but 
it knew it couldn’t yet.

The young warrior knelt beside it. His tunic and trousers were made of 
animal hide. Other than a cut above his right eye, he didn’t appear injured.

“I found you lying under a tree,” he said softly. “I couldn’t just leave you 
there, and the other Glarent had not come for you.”

Artemis didn’t want to talk again about being left behind. The Koshai 
appeared awkward, as if uncertain of what to say or do. Artemis was among 
mortals, and they would see it as something special, something to be treated 
with respect. Artemis wanted kindness but not reverence. It had to make this 
warrior speak to it like he would a fellow human.

“My name is Artemis,” the Glarent said. “Thank you for bringing me 
to safety.”

This didn’t seem to make the man any less awkward, so Artemis asked 
him for his name in turn.

“Taliyen.” The young man glanced at Artemis. “Son of Maliyen of the 
Gray Hawk tribe.”

Artemis offered a smile, hoping to ease the awkwardness, though it felt 
out of place as well. It was the only celestial among mortals. It needed to find 
a place to go, a purpose if it had to stay in Elyshaeza.

At that moment, the tent flap opened again, and a tall Koshai warrior with 
toned muscles and chiseled features entered. His expression was unreadable. 
Like Taliyen, he wore his black hair in a braid, but his dark eyes held years’ 
worth of wisdom. He carried himself like a veteran warrior, straight-backed 
and with an awareness of the world around him. His eyes fell on Artemis, 
and he nodded respectfully, but he did not act like Ellina or Taliyen had. 
He did not have any visible injuries, and if there were wounds beneath his 
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clothes—hide like Taliyen’s—that caused him pain, he did not show it. 
There was something about him, and Artemis felt it should know him, but 
that could not be. It had never met a mortal before, and it was sure it would 
remember this man.

Taliyen’s eyes had widened when the man entered. “Ishon-Zhrin,” he 
gasped.

The name meant nothing to Artemis, but that didn’t change the feeling 
that it knew this man from somewhere. How was that possible?

“Taliyen, son of Maliyen,” Ishon-Zhrin addressed the young man. 
“There is a matter I wish to discuss with you.”

Taliyen’s eyes darted around the room, as if unable to believe he was the 
subject of Ishon-Zhrin’s attention. “Here?”

A few of the wounded watched them—or watched Ishon-Zhrin at 
least—but most were oblivious. Ishon-Zhrin spared them a brief glance and 
sat cross-legged next to Taliyen.

“You have yet to undergo your Journey, yes?” the man said by way of 
answer.

Artemis heard the emphasis placed on the word, and it knew a Journey 
wasn’t simply traveling. It was something important.

“I have not, no,” Taliyen said in a hushed tone. “I had thought this battle 
at the Hodi River would be it or at least part of it.”

Ishon-Zhrin shook his head. “A Journey is more than just a battle, 
Taliyen. You know this.”

The young man lowered his eyes and nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Ishon-Zhrin’s eyes shifted to Artemis, who met his gaze tiredly. Its body 

hurt, and the knowledge of its abandonment weighed heavily on it. “Take me 
with you,” it whispered. “Please.”

Taliyen gasped at the request, but Ishon-Zhrin showed no expression. He 
remained silent, studying Artemis. Someone coughed, and another sighed in his 
sleep. Artemis didn’t want pity, but it needed a place to go, and it did not know 
much about the layout of Elyshaeza. It would need a guide. It hoped it did not 
become a burden to these two men, but it was going to have to start somewhere.

“Very well,” Ishon-Zhrin finally consented. “You may accompany us. 
Perhaps you will be good for Taliyen’s Journey. We leave as soon as you are 
healed, so rest.” He rose in one fluid motion and left the tent as quietly as he 
had entered, leaving Taliyen and Artemis staring after him.
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“Who is he?” Artemis asked.
“None know much about him,” Taliyen replied softly. “He has no family 

and never has as far as anyone can remember, but no one questions. He is a 
living legend.” The young man shook his head in disbelief. “I cannot believe 
he will be with me on my Journey.”

“What is this Journey? I have heard the Koshai have spirit animals and 
guides. Is this how you meet yours?”

“Oh, no,” Taliyen said with another shake of his head. “I have already 
met my spirit animal. A Journey is a rite of passage, and it is different for 
each Koshai. I thought this battle would be mine, but I guess it is to be more 
extensive, and I did not learn what I am supposed to.”

“And what is that?” Artemis asked.
“I do not know, but the end of the Journey comes when I find out.” 

Taliyen offered Artemis a small smile. “And to have you along as well, I am 
blessed, Glarent.”

“Please, do not treat me as if I am something special,” Artemis murmured. 
“I cannot return to Celestia, so I will not be treated as though I am a celestial. 
A fellow mortal will suffice.”

Taliyen frowned but nodded slowly. “I will try. You should rest, Artemis.”
The words further reminded Artemis of its fatigue, but it waited until 

Taliyen had gone before closing its eyes. It resisted the urge to enter the 
Tapestry. It needed rest, and it tried to make its aching body relax. Band 
Seven had left it. Very well, it would carve its own path. With that decision, 
Artemis slipped into sleep.

Shri hated Jys. It was dirty and smelly, and he couldn’t understand why any 
mortal would live here. He winced as his boots sloshed through filthy water, 
and he brought his dark blue sleeve to his nose, trying to blot out the smell 
of rotting fish. Someone shouted from off in the distance, but Shri didn’t pay 
much attention. He entered an alleyway that stank of urine and trash that 
must have included a body. The space was narrow, and Shri could almost feel 
the filthy walls touching him. He rounded a corner, and a drunken beggar 
reached for him with grimy hands. Shri wrinkled his nose in disgust and 
kicked the man in the face.
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“Don’t touch me,” he hissed at the unconscious fellow.
The alley opened into an only slightly lighter street, still near the docks, 

with a stack of crates that looked like they had simply been dumped there 
with no plans to be moved. Fog was starting to creep in, and Shri sighed. Of 
course, he would be made to wait. He could see his breath and feel the cold 
air prick his skin.

At last, he saw a small figure moving from another alleyway toward the 
docks. Shri smiled and stepped forward. “You could have chosen a more 
fitting form. Not to mention a better meeting place.”

The boy stared up at him with gray eyes and black hair falling in his face. 
“Shri,” he said by way of greeting.

“Come now. Change back. It will be more comfortable for both of us.”
The boy hesitated, but then his form shifted, growing taller, wings 

expanding from his back, and becoming that of Togoso. “What are you 
doing here, Shri?”

“I received your message that you wanted to talk,” the Lesvan replied 
simply. Fog was starting to curl around their ankles. “Aside from me, you and 
Gildas seem to be the only celestials who acknowledge change is in the air.”

Togoso arched an eyebrow in question.
“Oh, come now, Togoso,” Shri said. The area made him impatient. “You 

aren’t stupid, and since you’ve been watching your deranged friend, you must 
have some insight.”

“Kom has been interacting with humans,” Togoso told him. “He’s been 
buying demon mist from dealers. That drug was made by kureida, and even 
though it has been diluted so humans can sniff it, it still has an effect on 
demons.”

“Why do you think he is purchasing it?” Shri asked.
“I suspect he’s bored.”
Shri laughed. “Bored?”
“He’s waiting for something. Helcol might be planning a move. And yes, 

I know about her.”
“I knew you would.” Shri coiled a strand of his own hair around one finger 

idly as he talked. “You realize Kom will want you to bear witness, don’t you?”
Togoso furrowed his brow. “What?”
“Whatever he does to help Helcol, it will be one more betrayal to Celestia 

and you. He’ll want you to see.”
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Pain crossed Togoso’s face, and he sighed. Shri thought the angel a fool 
for clinging so long to Kom. “Togoso, if you do not let go of this pain, it will 
destroy you. Then again, perhaps it already has.”

Togoso suddenly sprang at Shri, pushing him against a crate. “Do not 
presume to know me,” he snapped. “I am not the only one who is running 
from something. I know about the szazarsol who put you in his so-called 
tutelage.”

Shri’s eyes narrowed, and he shoved Togoso back. “Do not presume to 
know me, Togoso,” he advised coldly. “You will never understand the ways 
of the szazarsol.”

“I don’t have to,” Togoso retorted. “I’ve met Yisrael. That’s all the 
explanation I need.”

Shri felt anger building in him, but he forced it down. It would not do to 
lose his temper. “Under what circumstances did you meet Yisrael?”

“Half a century ago, I went to Lesvan with four Seraphim because they 
found a child who had fled the szazarsol,” Togoso said.

Shri remembered Samuel, and he smirked. “It happens.” The Lesvan 
adjusted his sleeve, which had been rumpled when Togoso pushed him. “So 
were they going to return him?”

“No, they took him back to his parents,” Togoso answered.
Shri examined his nails nonchalantly. “So you wanted to talk to the 

szazarsol about their…unethical training methods?”
“The child was not of Lesvan origin, Shri,” Togoso replied evenly. “He 

was kidnapped.”
“In other words, he probably wouldn’t even have survived the training,” 

Shri remarked. “So I take it you met Yisrael when you confronted the 
szazarsol?”

“Yes, and I hope never to meet him again.”
Shri smirked again. “Ah, yes, one never wants to cross with Yisrael.”
“The szazarsol are more a cult than a sect, Shri,” Togoso argued.
“I don’t see how that has any merit,” Shri insisted, not wanting to speak 

of the szazarsol. “And I have not come here to discuss morals with you.”
“So what do you want?” the angel asked. “Or have you just come here 

to taunt me?”
“I wouldn’t come to a place like this just to taunt you,” Shri assured 

him. “You are the one who summoned me.” He glanced at the fog, which 
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was starting to make his skin prickle for some reason. “What do you think 
of the kureida activity? Do you think it is leading up to something?”

“I think it means something, yes,” Togoso admitted quietly. “I think it 
would behoove us all to pay more attention to what the demons are up to. If 
Asmod’s daughter is indeed amassing an army, then we could have a second 
crisis on our hands.”

“Despite our differences, I’m glad you see things my way.” Shri searched 
Togoso’s face, noting the handsome features and those sad gray eyes. Few 
knew the depth of betrayal the angel had experienced when Kom turned to 
the Hells.

The fog had thickened considerably around them, and Shri frowned. 
“This is not a natural fog.” He summoned his sword, Diamond, a thin, 
translucent blade that had served him well over the centuries.

Togoso’s hand was glowing with a dark blue light, a spell at the ready. 
Shri saw hulking shapes move within the fog, and he exchanged a quick glance 
with Togoso. He knew those shapes belonged to demons. Were they Kom’s 
lackeys or just here to prey on miserable human lives? Shri smiled grimly. 
Fighting demons was more rewarding that snuffing out pathetic goblins. Shri 
liked things to be easy, but he sometimes craved a fight with kureida. It was 
in his blood to hate them after all.

Six demons emerged from the fog, all ugly and resembling scaled trolls. 
“Brutish, but not powerful,” Shri said dryly. “Definitely lackeys.”

Togoso made no comment, whipped out a stream of light like a flail, and 
wrapped it around one of the demon’s waist. The creature howled as the light 
burned it, not because of its holiness. The light would have burned anyone.

Shri met the sword of an oncoming demon. The sound of the blades rang 
across the pier. The fight might attract humans looking for trouble, but Shri 
felt little concern. These brutes were weaklings. After a few flicks of the wrist, 
Shri’s first opponent was dead. A demon grabbed his robe, and he whirled, 
spinning Diamond. A clawed hand grasped the blade, and the demon leered 
at him, not seeming to care that blood was leaking from its palm.

“Get your filthy paws off me.” Shri blasted the demon in the face with a 
small globe of dark light.

A heavy weight smacked into him from behind, and Shri tumbled over 
the now-headless demon. A rusty blade was pressed to his throat, and he felt 
hot breath on his skin.
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“I have you now, angel,” it cooed.
Shri slammed his back into one of the crates. The impact made his jaw 

hurt, but it dislodged the demon.
“He’s the angel.” The Lesvan pointed to Togoso, who was fending off 

two of the demons.
One of them grabbed his wing and pulled, trying to throw him off 

balance. Togoso yelled in pain and rammed a light dagger into the demon’s 
chest. Didn’t Togoso have a sword? The other pounced on him, knocking 
the angel to the ground. It ripped at Togoso’s shoulder, coming away with 
a chunk of flesh. Togoso screamed, and Shri growled, hurling a conjured 
dagger at the demon.

It struck the demon in the forehead, and Togoso punched up with his 
good arm. His fist glowed with blue light. The demon’s eyes rolled back, and 
its neck snapped. The two demons still standing were closing in on the angel, 
attracted by his blood. Shri quickly disposed of the one he had slammed into 
the crate and leapt on the back of one them, deciding to return the favor. He 
shoved Diamond through its spine, feeling the sword graze the bone. The 
demon howled and stiffened beneath him. He pushed off the now-paralyzed 
monster and lopped off its head.

The surviving demon had a hold of Togoso, having wrapped him in the 
fog. It cackled at the vainly struggling angel. Shri rubbed his right wrist, 
feeling the crystal. It helped him focus. The demon grabbed Togoso’s hair, 
and the angel winced and glared at it.

“I think I’ll take him to the Hells with me,” the demon said with a sneer. 
“Angels are always…welcome guests.” It grinned at Shri. “Shall you fail to 
save this angel as well, Shri? That other one is still missing, isn’t he?”

Sahariel. The name echoed in Shri’s head, the name of an angel who had 
disappeared years ago. Shri was the last one to have seen him, so he was 
naturally blamed for his disappearance, but Shri had not been with Sahariel 
when he vanished.

“Spare your taunting for someone who will actually be baited by it,” Shri 
advised. “And I am not going to ask how you know my name.” He spread his 
fingers, and black thread entwined around them. He held his hand up for the 
demon to see. “You know what this is, don’t you?”

The demon’s eyes widened, but it pulled Togoso against it. “Trap me, 
you ensnare him, too,” it threatened.
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Shri sighed theatrically. “Oh, you demons, so foolish.” The net of shadow 
shot from his hand and wrapped around the demon’s head, missing Togoso 
completely. The startled demon released the angel and stared at Shri in horror.

“Now,” the Lesvan said calmly, “tell me who sent you.”
When no answer came, Shri tightened the net, and the demon gagged, 

choking.
“All right,” it croaked. “I’ll tell you. It—”
The demon’s head exploded, spraying gore all about the docks. Shri 

dodged out of the way, but Togoso, still reeling from his shoulder wound, 
wasn’t so lucky. He grimaced in disgust and glared at Shri.

“I didn’t do that,” Shri responded to his unspoken accusation. “These 
kureida must have had a death spell on them that would activate if their boss’s 
identity were in jeopardy.”

Togoso’s shoulder was healing slowly, hindered by the fact that it was a 
demonic wound. He wiped gore off his face. Luckily, these demons didn’t 
have burning or poisonous blood. And he stood slowly, eyeing the corpses 
around them. The fog was still thick, but there was nothing unnatural about 
it now. It was simple harbor fog. Shri inspected one of the corpses, looking 
for a clue as to who had ordered them here. Such a lowly group couldn’t have 
been targeting them specifically, could they?

“It was Kom,” Togoso said with certainty. “He was sending them after 
me since he knows I’ve been watching him.”

“Don’t flatter yourself,” Shri sniffed, though he couldn’t completely 
doubt Togoso’s claim. “You should return to Celestia to get your wounds 
properly healed.”

Togoso glared at him but then sighed and nodded. “I plan to. We should 
dispose of the bodies.”

Now that they were dead, Shri could incinerate the bodies as he had the 
goblins, and he wasted no time in doing so. Their bodies burst briefly into 
flame and then vanished. Shri smirked to himself, but he frowned when he 
saw the marks the demon had made on his robe. It was easily fixed, but it 
was still frustrating.

“I see where your priorities lie.” Togoso scowled, clutching his injured 
shoulder.

“I take pride in my appearance.” Shri expanded his senses to make sure 
they were alone.
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The skirmish hadn’t attracted anyone, and the area was once again quiet. 
The two celestials stood in silence a moment. Was Kom a part of Helcol’s 
plans, or did he have his own agenda? Either one was possible. Those demons 
could have simply been sent to Jys to cause havoc, but they were drawn to 
Shri and Togoso. Or, as the angel thought, they were sent for him. Togoso 
was making things more difficult for Kom, at least here. But Shri suspected 
his influence had reached elsewhere, too.

The name Sahariel flickered through his mind, and he tried to picture 
the missing angel’s face. There had been a time when Shri would venture into 
the Hells to rescue captured angels, but he lately had other things occupying 
his mind. The Lesvan rubbed the crystal again, feeling it under his sleeve.

“I’m surprised you don’t go visit your Ginjo friend as much anymore,” 
Shri said after a time.

Togoso shrugged. “We are both busy.”
“You know his affair with the elf girl will be fleeting, don’t you?”
Togoso scowled at him. “Don’t you know the meaning of privacy?”
Shri gave a tittering laugh. “His affections for that girl are no secret, but 

do you think anything will come of it? She is quite young for an elf, and they 
live in different worlds. Her heart could change.”

Togoso rolled his eyes. “You know nothing on matters of the heart, Shri. 
The only person you have ever loved is yourself.”

“I just haven’t found anyone worthy.”
Togoso snorted. “The gods save whoever is.” He stretched his wings and 

winced visibly.
Shri thought there were definite advantages to not having groups of 

feathers sticking out of one’s back.
The angel gave a resigned sigh. “Shri, I may need—”
The attack happened so quickly that Shri had no time to react. A 

gray-blue tentacle the width of a tree trunk shot from the water and coiled 
around Togoso, dragging him off the dock with a loud splash. Shri cursed 
and jumped after them. The cold water hit his face and body. The water was 
dark, but he could see the tentacle disappearing with a struggling Togoso. 
Shri swam after them, cursing the angel for not using his powers. Kraken did 
not usually come this close to shore, so the tentacle must have belonged to a 
demon, or a demon was controlling the kraken.

Shri cursed again when they disappeared in the murky water. The stuff 
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was foul on his lips, and he hated to think of what was dumped into the 
harbor. A sharp tug on his ankle almost made him swallow the disgusting 
water. He glanced down to see one of the tentacles wrapped around his ankle 
and snaking up his leg. He was yanked downward, and he twisted, searching 
for the body of the monster.

But the water was disorienting, and as he was pulled down, Shri could 
hardly see his hand, let alone the source of the tentacle. To make matters 
worse, he could feel his lungs starting to protest. While able to hold his 
breath longer than a mortal, Shri was not the type of celestial who could 
spend hours under water. Neither was Togoso.

Hating Jys more than ever, Shri sent a blast of power downward, hoping 
he would strike the tentacle and whatever it belonged to and didn’t hit 
Togoso in the process. The spell was a spiral of dark purple light, and ripples 
expanded through the water, throwing off his spell. Shri drew Diamond, 
knowing a sword did not swing well under water. But he thrust down, where 
he still felt the tentacle on his ankle. Dark blood welled up in the water, and 
the Lesvan felt the tentacle release him. Kicking himself away, Shri swam 
upward. He needed air before he tried to rescue Togoso again.

A boom, muffled by the water but still loud enough that Shri felt it in 
his bones, blasted him out of the water. He caught a glimpse of the dreary 
city as his whole body breached the surface. He somehow managed to keep 
a grip on Diamond and gasped for air before hitting the water again, and 
the murk once more swallowed him. Wary about the source of that boom, 
he cautiously but quickly swam downward again. Togoso hadn’t resurfaced, 
but Shri needed to find him, if possible, and that monster, so he could kill it.

Something surged from the water below him, and he saw Togoso 
swimming frantically toward him with a massive tentacle close behind. Shri 
dodged and then thrust his sword into the tentacle. More blood leaked into 
the polluted water, and the tentacle thrashed and smacked Shri in the side, 
sending him spinning through the water. He grimaced reflexively, and water, 
foul and stinking, filled his mouth.

Togoso grabbed him and hauled him toward the docks. The tentacle 
disappeared into the depths, but Shri didn’t stay to watch. His throat itched 
with the need to cough, and they both breached the water, gasping and 
coughing. Shri spat out the water, managing not to retch in front of the angel. 
Panting and dripping, they hoisted themselves onto the docks,.
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“It was in its death throes when I swam toward you,” Togoso said, 
gasping. “That boom was from me.”

“Amazing,” Shri said wryly. “You’re not so useless. Forgive me for 
stabbing a creature in its death throes.”

Togoso glowered at him and then stood slowly, wincing from some 
unseen hurt. He rubbed his shoulder and sighed. “I didn’t clearly see the 
creature, but I don’t think it was a kraken. It was a kureida of some kind. 
What it was doing in the harbor, I know not.”

Shri dismissed Diamond and wrung out his hair, grimacing at the 
thought of the filthy water in his locks. He was taking a bath and having 
his clothes scrubbed as soon as he got home. “It might have been left by the 
others we encountered or it was here on its own. Either way, it’s further proof 
they’re becoming more active.”

Togoso looked around and sighed. “Thank you for trying to save me. I 
wasn’t sure if you would.” When Shri didn’t reply, the angel looked at him. 
“I was going to say that I might need your help.”

“Help with killing Kom?” Shri gave a mock bow. “You have only to ask.”
“No,” Togoso said firmly. “I meant with monitoring the kureida. We 

must commune with each other and keep an eye on them.”
“We don’t have to go that far.”
“You’re infuriating,” Togoso grumbled.
“I pride myself in it.” The Lesvan stepped back, feeling the call of a bath. 

“Now that we have established our plans, I must return. I have things to do. 
See yourself tended to.”

With that, he vanished, returning to his mansion in the Pocket. He 
wanted to find out more about the recent whereabouts of the szazarsol, but 
that could wait. It wasn’t that important, for his world was not there anymore. 
Still, it might be a good idea, just to see. That is, of course, after a long soak 
in warm celestial bath water.
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N eil had managed to scrape the snow and mud off his boots, and his 
clothes were dry after leaving them in front of the fire overnight, 
but best of all, he was clean. His warm soak in the bath had eased 

sore muscles and cleared his pores of dirt. Now, clean in body and attire, 
he tied back his hair and stepped out into the hallway, where a servant was 
waiting.

“I’m ready,” he told her.
She eyed him nervously but gestured for him to follow her. She looked 

to be in her late twenties and kept glancing over her shoulder at him. Neil 
offered her a smile every time, but she’d quickly look away.

Shara met him on the way, also escorted by a servant, who seemed more 
at ease. The elf met his gaze and gave a nod of greeting but said nothing. She 
was beautiful in a pale green dress draped in silk with small pearls on the 
collar. Her hair was wrapped in a braid around her head, and she looked every 
bit the noble fey lady, whether she was of noble blood or not. Neil thought 
about complimenting her but decided it would be best to keep his mouth 
closed on the subject.

They were led to the lounge room again, and Rorimys was sitting at 
the table. Neil had thought they’d meet in the throne room, but the man 
was apparently at ease in more familiar quarters. The rebel demon bowed 
respectfully to the lord, who nodded in turn.

“Lady Aotallin, Neil,” Rorimys greeted. “It is a fine morning. I hope 
you slept well.”

“Yes, thank you,” Neil and Shara said simultaneously.
The elf gave him a skeptical look, and he shrugged.
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“Please, be seated.” Rorimys gestured toward the pillows around the 
table. “As you can see, tea has already been prepared, and breakfast will be 
along shortly.”

The two complied, Neil wondering if the Lord of Notton always 
discussed important matters while eating. The violet pillow was soft but 
awkward for him to sit on. He eventually found the cross-legged position 
worked best, and though a kneeling Shara scowled at him, Rorimys didn’t 
appear to mind.

“Every city has its share of problems,” Rorimys began, a teacup in his 
hand. “Some cities, such as Jys, have a lot of them. I try to be a fair ruler and 
not leave my people impoverished. The poor can move up in life, if they find 
the means.” He took a sip of tea. “But every city has its violence, and Notton 
is no exception.”

Two servants came in bearing silver trays with rice porridge, warm slices 
of bread, and some dried fruit. One of the servants added tea to the pot on 
the table, and both retreated before Neil had a chance to thank them.

“Please, eat,” Rorimys requested. “I find my guests speak better when 
their minds are not on food, and I presumed you both would be hungry.”

Because of the variety of cultural influences, food and dining utensils 
were blended together, as was seen by the fact that Neil had been given a 
spoon, a fork, and chopsticks. For a moment, no one spoke as they all took 
their first few bites of breakfast. Shara, Neil noted, had a slight frown on her 
face, and he doubted it was because of the food. Elves, he had heard, liked 
their formalities in court. She probably didn’t think it very decent to be eating 
a full meal while talking about serious issues.

Rorimys dabbed at his face with a napkin and cleared his throat. “I 
brought up crime because Nottonians have been disappearing over the past 
few months, and no one knows how or why. But more importantly for you, 
Neil, is that my cousin Sandermick thinks someone has plans to kill him.”

“My lord, forgive me, but how is that more important to me?” Neil asked.
“Because you are a rogue demon in a city that has dealt with its fair share 

of demons,” the human explained. “You can’t just sit and wait for people to 
accept you. You must prove yourself. Sandermick’s servants have been turning 
up dead, and he views it as a warning. I want you to find the killer. You will 
be staying at his mansion until the case is solved.”

Neil glanced at Shara, who appeared none too happy.
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“Shara will be staying there as well,” Rorimys said. “She is to 
accompany you.”

“My brother Tekril and Saeris will, too,” the elf woman said. “Saeris is 
over there frequently anyway.”

“Yes, and I am sure he can help in solving the case, though to my 
knowledge, he, like the city watch, is focused on the disappearance of the 
Nottonians.”

“Again, my lord, forgive me.” Neil inclined his head. “But if my acceptance 
is the goal of this, then shouldn’t I be helping in the city where—”

“The goal is to find who is killing Sandermick’s servants,” Rorimys said 
firmly. “My cousin’s life is possibly at stake.” He finished his cup of tea and 
then poured another. Neil waited as the Lord of Notton took some bites of 
rice. “Captain Saeris says he suspects either demon or cult activity. Has he 
mentioned this to you, Shara? I know you went to see him.”

“No,” Shara answered. “Saeris doesn’t talk much about such things. 
Tekril and I have to press him to hear anything about fights he and his 
soldiers have had with demons while on patrol in the countryside. If he deems 
it important enough, he’ll say something, but Saeris likes to take things 
into his own hands.” She stirred her soup idly. “I’m sure he could solve the 
mystery of the murdered servants. He works for Sandermick almost as much 
as he does you, my lord, and I’m certain he’d be willing to hunt down the 
culprit if the man’s life were truly in danger.” Neil detected the faintest hint 
of disdain in her voice.

“I have no doubt.” Rorimys dabbed at his mouth again. “But my cousin 
and I both have suspicions that a demon is doing the killings.” He smiled at 
Neil. “And what better to catch a demon than another demon?”

Neil didn’t answer, but he was already puzzled. The timing was odd, 
and the idea of solving murders in order to prove he was on their side seemed 
ridiculous. Of course, Neil wanted to find his place, but who was to say 
finding the killer would do the trick, and what would they have done if the 
killings hadn’t been happening? Taking on the role of a detective had not been 
something that ever crossed his mind. Neil hadn’t thought of doing anything 
extraordinary to earn his keep, but merely to live among the goodly races and 
show he wasn’t a threat. If something came up, he wouldn’t mind helping, of 
course, and if someone’s life were in danger, he would do what he could to 
aid him, but using that as a way of verifying his intentions seemed wrong and 
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even a little contrived. A threat to a noble, not to mention the disappearances, 
were both serious issues.

Nevertheless, Neil smiled and inclined his head. “I shall do my best, my 
lord. Whether it is a demon or not, I will find the killer.”

Rorimys eyed him as he picked up a slice of bread. “See that you do.”

Collie could not say she was used to working in the Solver library, and using 
the ring to teleport from it to the mansion was still a little unsettling, but at 
least she had something to keep her occupied. And she had been allowed to 
take a few of the books back to the mansion, though mostly she had to rely on 
notes. She had been told that the language of the books changed depending 
on who was looking at them, and they were in Common when she looked at 
them, so she never actually saw the letters change, something she would have 
liked to have witnessed.

She soon discovered that was not the case with all the books. Some 
remained in foreign tongues with strange characters that she couldn’t even 
began to decipher. The girl speculated that the ones that didn’t change were 
the ones she was not supposed to know the content of.

It was odd to be in a library in Celestia, but the place was so normal. 
It looked like something one would find on the mortal plane. There was 
even dust, and some of the pages had yellowed. It baffled her. Couldn’t they 
preserve the books in perfect condition and make the place clear of dust? 
After her third sneezing fit triggered by pulling books off shelves, Collie 
decided to bring up the issue if she got the chance.

The girl was also still unused to wearing such nice clothing, and Silina 
tsked at her if she wore the same dress for more than two days straight. Today, 
she had donned a magenta dress with white lace on the cuffs and hem. Her 
hair was in a loose side braid, and she toyed with the end of it as she read.

She was writing down a list of famous demon fighters—and she wasn’t 
sure how relevant that was but figured it might lead to something—when she 
thought she heard faint whispering. She ignored it at first, assuming it was 
just part of the air in the Solver. She couldn’t just label something as strange 
anymore, for it could be perfectly normal here.

The sound persisted, and Collie stopped her work to listen. It was like 
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tiny voices in the air, but she could not tell what they were saying. She tilted 
her head and determined they were outside the library. More curious than 
afraid, Collie wiped her quill clean and opened the library door. She was 
getting tired of sitting anyway.

“Hello?” she called into the hallway, but it was empty of anyone she 
could see.

The Ginjo had told her sternly that she couldn’t leave the library without 
an escort, but being as no one was here to escort her…

The girl scowled inwardly. She was starting to think like Shri. But she 
could use a good stretch, and they couldn’t honestly expect her to stay put 
forever, could they? Resolved to find the whispering, Collie headed down the 
hallway. It was so different from home, but it still seemed so drab with its 
dark purple rugs and wooden pillars. At least Shri’s mansion had things to 
look at, even if it was a little too lavish for her tastes.

For being a tower, the Solver had long hallways, and there was no 
roundness to the walls to suggest it was in fact a tower. Many of the doors 
in the hallways were closed, and when she came across one that was open, 
she couldn’t help but push it wider. A tall window rose from a window seat 
to the ceiling, revealing blue skies. There were so few windows in the Solver!

Feeling a little afraid but still curious, Collie ignored whatever else was 
in the room and went over to the window and peered out, hands against the 
panes. There was no ground. It was as if she were high in the sky. That sky 
changed as she watched, becoming a thick, white fog. Shapes moved within, 
and she could sometimes see the outline of wings. She caught a glimpse of a 
six-winged being passing through the mist. Ten young girls with blue dresses 
were linked with a long sash, and they were singing, but all she caught was 
“La, la, la.”

They looked like something out of the folk stories she’d heard when 
she was younger. The girls joined hands and started dancing in a circle, 
still singing. Collie’s breath caught as something emerged from the mist 
in the middle of the circle, and a naked woman, barely shrouded in the 
mist, took shape. Her eyes were closed, and she hung limply in the air. The 
girls still sang their happy-sounding song, and the woman’s eyes suddenly 
snapped open. They were entirely blue with no pupils. She looked right at 
Collie, and the girl felt like a physical force pushed against her, knocking 
her backward. She landed on her backside with a grunt, sliding across the 
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floor and almost hitting the wall. Looking up, she saw that it was just blue 
sky once more.

Breathing a little heavily from the shock, Collie stood. What had she 
just witnessed? She hurried out of the room and pulled the door back to its 
original position, so no one would know she’d been in there.

Back in the hallway, the girl heard the whispering again, and pushing 
the experience with the window aside, she followed it. The whispering grew 
louder as she came to another open door. Still a little shaken by being thrown 
to the ground, she cautiously peeked in and saw a Ginjo sitting on the floor, 
rocking back and forth. A mirror was in front of him. The whispers were 
coming from the mirror! Fear almost made her bolt, but the Ginjo didn’t 
look well.

“Um…excuse me,” she said softly. “Are you all right?”
The Ginjo didn’t respond, so she tried again. This time, his dark eyes 

blinked and then widened when he saw her. He scrambled to pick up the 
mirror. “Please, don’t tell anyone! Gildas will have my head!”

“Tell anyone what?”
“Tell them that you saw me here.”
Collie frowned. “I heard voices coming from the mirror.”
“Huh? Oh, it’s nothing.” He gave her a nervous smile. “I am Ligo. You 

must be Collie.” He tilted his head. “Aren’t you supposed to stay in the 
library?”

“Well, yes,” she said sheepishly. “I heard the voices, so I came to see.”
Ligo stood. “You are curious, like me.” He clutched the mirror tightly 

to his chest. “I…I won’t tell anyone you came. Just please don’t tell the other 
Ginjo I was in here.”

Collie was concerned, and the idea of a whispering mirror frightened her, 
but she nodded. “Come.” She beckoned for him to follow her. “We should 
leave before we both get caught.”

Ligo nodded but hesitated, gazing down at the mirror in his hands. He 
muttered something Collie didn’t catch and set it on the desk. The Ginjo 
smoothed his robes and took a deep breath. His masked face looked a little 
strained, but he smiled and followed her out. “I’ll take you back to the 
library.”

“Thank you.”
Collie refused to look at that windowed room as they passed it again 
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and in fact remained silent on the walk back to the library. The mirror 
couldn’t be anything good, of that she was certain. What had she seen out 
that window?

Shri was awaiting them in the library, idly thumbing through a book that 
appeared to have no title. “Ah,” he said when he saw them, “there you are.”

He snapped the book closed, and it vanished. He arched a brow at Ligo, 
who scowled at him and wheeled out of the room, slamming the doors 
behind him before Collie could say anything. Even Ligo, who seemed friendly, 
apparently did not like Shri.

“Where were you?”
Collie edged toward the table where she’d left her things. “I heard voices,” 

she said a little defensively. “So I followed them, and I found Ligo…” she 
trailed off, remembering what she had promised him.

Now Shri arched a brow at her. “Yes?”
Collie fidgeted. Ligo had said not to tell the Ginjo where she’d found 

him. He hadn’t mentioned Shri. “There is a…strange mirror in a room down 
the hall,” she confessed. “The whispers were coming from it, and Ligo was 
looking at it and rocking.”

Shri frowned. “So, he just can’t leave it alone, can he?”
“This has happened before?” Collie asked, concerned.
“Ligo thinks that mirror is special for some reason,” Shri replied. “It 

was the artifact Kom brought back all those centuries ago, before the War of 
the Races. I didn’t know it was a mirror, but I knew he was having trouble 
leaving whatever it was.”

“Kom,” Collie said in disbelief. “Isn’t he a fallen angel?”
“That’s not what I’d call him, but yes.” Shri sauntered toward the window. 

The light caught on his white hair. He would be so much more pleasant to be 
around if he weren’t such a snob. “He brought back an item from the Hells, 
and it was left in his office instead of destroyed.”

“Why?”
“Because the Ginjo are fools.” The Lesvan shrugged. “So, it is a 

mirror, hmm?”
Collie bit her lip, nervous but wanting answers. “I…also saw something 

else. When I passed one of the rooms, I saw a window, and when I looked 
out, there was mist and then—”

Shri’s eyes narrowed. “You saw the White Ether?”
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Collie shrank from his gaze. “I don’t know. Did I? There was a 
woman who—”

“She was a celestial spirit.” Shri crossed his arms. “Like everyone in there. 
The White Ether is where celestials go when we die, no matter what plane we 
are from. Of course, the Ginjo would be the ones to have access to it, though 
I doubt that window has ever been opened.”

“The door to the room was open,” Collie insisted. “Why?”
Shri shook his head. “The Ginjo do what they like around here. They 

have power, more than I care to admit, and they can commune with the…
dead. Perhaps they were seeking something.”

“What about the dancing girls and the woman? They were dancing in a 
circle, and she appeared, and her gaze threw me back!”

“I didn’t see it, little mouse.” Shri’s brow was furrowed. “You likely 
witnessed something you weren’t supposed to. Events still go on in the White 
Ether, but they are events even living celestials do not understand. I know a 
few who can actually go there and speak with the departed.” His golden gaze 
turned wistful for a moment, but then the look was gone. “Do not go in there 
again,” he advised sternly. “You are lucky you were only thrown back. I will 
not have you getting yourself killed, Collie.”

Collie scowled at him, and he looked back at her with a steady gaze. 
“What, Shri?”

“I was going to wait until you’d settled in a little more,” he said 
thoughtfully. “Yet I think now is a good time. Come with me, little mouse.”

“I thought you wanted me to get back to work,” Collie protested, though 
in truth she didn’t relish in the idea of being shut in the library again.

Shri escorted her outside, and before she could ask where they were going, 
he hooked an arm around her waist and lifted her effortlessly into the air. 
Collie squeaked and shut her eyes.

“You don’t like heights?” Shri chuckled.
“I don’t mind being in a tree, but there comes a point when it is too high,” 

Collie protested, still not opening her eyes and gripping his arm.
“What if you had wings?” the Lesvan asked. “Don’t all children dream 

of flying?”
“Well, I don’t have wings, and I’m not a child.” She didn’t want to give 

him the satisfaction to know she had dreamed of flying many times.
Collie dared to open her eyes but nearly shut them again when she saw 
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the ground below them. She swallowed and decided it’d be better to look 
up. They passed through a thin veil of mist, and the sky suddenly tilted, as 
though some force had pushed them upright. Collie knew that, if Shri hadn’t 
been holding onto her, she would have toppled forward. Shri took a step, and 
Collie blinked and then gasped at the sudden sight before her. They were no 
longer in the sky of the Pocket, but on a platform with a bridge leading off it.

Shri let go of her and stepped away. “Welcome to the Crossing,” he 
announced grandly, sweeping out his arm.

For as far as Collie could see, there were bridges, crisscrossing each other. 
Some were joining together, and others seemed to go on and on. There were 
bridges above and below their platform, and many led to other platforms. 
All the bridges looked as though they were made out of compact, pale sand 
and resembled pathways as much as they did bridges. There were free-floating 
platforms, looking like earth motes, while others were supported by pillars 
Collie could not see the bottom of. On the platforms were what looked like 
portals. Some glowed with various lights, others were black, and still others 
had a misty quality to them. Many things in Celestia seemed misty, Collie 
noted, like veils hiding secrets.

“All these lead to different worlds?” she asked.
“Yes,” Shri replied. “They lead to spirit worlds, other dimensions, and 

other realms in Celestia. Somewhere out there is the realm of Shuran and 
Humina and other universes. Everything you can think of and plenty you 
can’t. Even oblivion has a door.”

Collie swallowed at that thought and gaped at the sight around her again, 
and that was when she saw them, spirits. They walked across the bridges, 
some moved slowly, and others hurried. There were those who moved in 
groups, in pairs, and alone. Collie watched them in captivation. The portals 
flashed as the spirits entered them, and then were still again, as if nothing 
had disturbed them. Collie saw a line of dwarves marching in silence. She 
couldn’t clearly see their faces, but they all had wounds.

“What happened?” she wondered aloud.
“Likely a mining accident,” Shri answered. “No mortal race mines better 

than the dwarves, but accidents happen. Their wounds will go away once they 
reach the realm of Brumor and Nandin.”

The dwarf spirits descended a bridge and to a rounded portal that was 
a deep amber. One by one, they filed through, going to their gods. As each 



106

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

one stepped through the portal, Collie could just make out the relaxation in 
their faces as their pain finally ended. A few glanced back, as if reluctant, but 
with a gentle nudge from their fellows, they continued forward. None seemed 
to be aware of Collie and Shri watching them.

“Have you heard the creation story of our universe?” Shri asked suddenly, 
disrupting her observation. His hands were clasped casually behind his back.

“Huh? Yes, the gods created it.” The scene before her still distracted 
Collie.

“Yes, but who created the gods?” Shri pressed.
Collie wondered if she was being tested, and she didn’t want to sound 

ignorant, but she had never thought of it. To her, the gods had always been. 
There were some things you just didn‘t question. “You tell me.”

The Lesvan laughed. “I shall.”
Collie realized he was serious. “Shri, I don’t think now is the time to—”
“There is more than one universe,” Shri said as if he hadn’t heard her. 

“We, in fact, are in one universe that makes up the multiverse. And within 
each universe are many dimensions other than our own, and each one could 
have been created a different way. In ours, before there was the universe as 
we know it, there was the void. Nothing is an absence of something, yet in 
order for something to come from nothing, there has to be, well, something. 
Our universe, with all its worlds, resides in the Tapestry. Some dimensions, 
such as ours, remain vacant for eons.

“But then, a rift in the parallel, now older dimension, caused energy to 
escape and enter the nothingness. The energy began to congeal until it formed 
a single, tiny form.” He touched his forefinger and thumb together and then 
separated them, and as he did so, a small black shape appeared, looking like 
an egg. “Like this. The energy harbored in this egg-like form was beginning 
to seethe because so much mass was inside such a small place.”

The black egg, now floating above his palm, started to writhe, as if 
something were trying to get out of it. A fascinated Collie watched it. 
Suddenly, the egg burst, startling her and sending black, ash-like debris 
fluttering about until they vanished in midair.

“As you can guess,” Shri said, grinning at her, “the egg-shaped bundle 
of energy exploded, and particles and matter went everywhere. Some matter 
stuck together, and others did not. It was complete chaos. Materials collided, 
things came into being, and some of these things absorbed others, altering 
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both. Elements and matter created from this explosion joined together, and 
some of this energy started to gain a consciousness, becoming sentient balls 
of energy essentially.”

From his palm, he formed an image, like he was projecting a bit of the 
night sky. Collie found herself leaning forward. Smoky substances and tiny, 
various-colored specks floated in the image, some bouncing off each other, 
others connecting, and still others bursting into yet smaller particles. The 
colors swam in Shri’s gold eyes.

“How does one gain consciousness from matter?” Collie flicked her eyes 
up to him before gazing at the image once more. She could hardly take her 
eyes off it.

Shri chuckled and closed his hand. For an instant, the image shone 
between his fingers, but then it winked out, much to the disappointment of 
Collie. “When things are right for life, then life happens. The universe—or 
multiverse—is cyclical, little mouse, and sooner or later, change will happen. 
By being sentient, they were now aware of their own powers and forces. They 
reached out with these powers and natural forces to bring together other 
particles. Others they left alone to let the universe do with them what it will. 
These sentient balls of energy started making things out of the particles and 
matter they had collected, acting much like gravity. In fact, some ancient 
philosophers contemplated whether the gravity that originally pulled these 
things together was a deity.”

Collie raised a skeptical brow.
Shri laughed. “I never said I believed it, but whatever amuses you mortals. 

Out of these particles, elements, and matter, they made such things as stars 
and planets. With awareness came curiosity and a desire to do things. The 
sentient beings began to experiment.”

“Can’t you just call them gods?” the girl quipped.
“They aren’t gods yet, little mouse. In fact, they are little more than balls 

of energy with an intelligent awareness. They learned how to make their 
own realms by examining the components that made up other dimensions. 
Through this process and via learning more about themselves, they discovered 
the elements needed to make what we call life. From this life came spirits. 
These spirits helped their creators and influenced this new world.”

“Weren’t there spirits before the sentient beings created them?” Collie 
asked.
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“The kami, yes.” Shri nodded his approval. “Kami help make up the 
cosmos. They are a type of spirit, yet so much more. They are everywhere, 
from nature to stars to a person’s psyche. They connect us all to the cycle of 
life and the workings of the universe.” His voice took on an almost wistful 
note for a moment, but then it was gone, and his haughty tone returned.

“But the beings were not satisfied. They wanted a form, an identity, and 
so they used the forces and elements of life and took shape. And then, Collie, 
they became deities. They created their realms, and Celestia was eventually 
born. The deities, of course, were not finished.” Shri wasn’t either apparently. 
“After setting things in motion, they knew that certain occurrences would 
take care of themselves. The spirits that the deities had created were morphed 
into celestial beings. Not like the gods, but more than mortal. Now that 
the deities had shaped themselves to their liking, they began to have greater 
ambitions. Gathering up the necessary elements, they made Sûnshenilisia, the 
planet on which Elyshaeza is a continent.” His gold eyes flicked down to her. 
“You know what a planet is, yes?”

Collie scowled and gave a vexed sigh. “I’m not stupid, Shri.”
He gave her that infuriating grin and produced a small ball of light, which 

he bounced up and down in his palm, like he had the black egg. “The gods 
gained personalities, and some of these personalities began to clash. There 
were arguments about which races should inhabit Sûnshenilisia, for, there were 
animals and plants by now, but the gods wanted something more, something 
that resembled themselves. Remember, we are all made of stardust, and the 
gods used stardust to make us. Nelathorian and Kelsra made the eladiiranl’na, 
and Koragon, the dragon god, made the wyrms. The dwarves and others were 
next. Humans were the last race, created by Shuran and Humina.”

“What about the Farthest Lands the Ginjo carry?” Collie whispered, 
wrapped up in Shri’s story, though she still didn’t understand the point of 
his lecture.

The Lesvan smiled and winked. “No, the gods of those lands did, but 
Shuran and Humina insisted Sûnshenilisia belonged to their lands. The 
Farthest Lands disrupted the natural evolution, so their gods were forced to 
remove them, but Shuran and Humina sparked the creation of the Ginjo.”

“What about the demons?” Collie inquired. “How did they come to be?”
Shri turned to her, and for a moment, she couldn’t help but stare. Were 

all beautiful men so arrogant? It wasn’t fair.
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“The god Mephistishon was somewhat of an outcast among the others,” 
the Lesvan said. His voice was oddly somber, and his hand was wrapped 
around his lower right forearm. Collie had noticed he did that often when he 
was contemplating something. “He experimented with elements and evolution 
in ways he shouldn’t have, creating mutated creatures that had no place in this 
new world, the kureida. They were different from the other monsters. They 
were viewed as pure abominations, even though some looked like humans, 
and some weren’t actually that malevolent, but that didn’t matter apparently. 
Shunned, the kureida were driven into the earth. This angered Mephistishon, 
and he wanted to prove that the supposedly goodly races could be just as 
nasty. He drew on their negative emotions to lend power to his creations. He 
used the darkness in peoples’ hearts to help the kureida become true monsters, 
but even then, not all the species were single-minded. Asmod himself is a 
complex being.

“The species expanded, varying in degrees of power and intellect. Some 
races, the kureida included, are born with such a large capacity for evil that 
it affects their very being. And yet one must wonder where you draw the 
line. Humans, elves, dwarves, and certainly dragons can become evil and 
dangerous. Angels can fall, and a child born in squalor can become rich and 
greedy, preying on those who used to share his pain. A wolf kills a lamb, 
the predator preying on the weak. But is that wolf evil, or is it just following 
its nature? A wolf has to eat, too, so where do you draw the line between a 
creature following its nature and a creature being evil?”

“Doesn’t it come down to choice?” Collie wasn’t sure how to answer 
him. “A wolf can’t decide whether it wants to kill a deer. It has to, or it will 
starve. But a human can choose.” She frowned up at him. “I thought you 
hated demons.”

“With a passion,” Shri assured her. “I also question the idea of good and 
evil. A man who hurts children and puppies can’t get much lower in life, can 
he?” The Lesvan looked down at his hands, perfect and pale. “You would 
be surprised to learn what goes on between some celestial groups, Collie,” 
he whispered. He dropped his hands and looked at her. His smile was back. 
“That is none of your concern, however.”

Collie thought she had almost caught a glimpse of another side of Shri, 
but it was gone before she could consider it further. What was beneath that 
confident, vain exterior? For just a moment, she fantasized that there must 



110

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

be more to Shri. Granted, some people were just naturally arrogant and 
collected, full of confidence in themselves and their abilities. Maybe Shri was 
simply one of those. He’d taken her away from all she’d known and planned 
to use her somehow. Now that the shock had mostly worn off, she knew she 
should be furious. Living mortals did not belong in Celestia. There may not 
be long-lasting consequences for Shri, but what about for her?

“I am not the one you need,” she found herself saying. “I will be of little 
to no use to your plans. I will only hinder them. If you’re too busy to take 
time to study up on the War of the Races, then why did you bring me here? 
Shouldn’t you be doing whatever has been occupying your time?”

Shri’s gold eyes shifted to look at her, and he gave her a slow smile. 
“You really want to go back to the miserable existence of a peasant, Collie?” 
he asked with an almost taunting note in his voice. “Besides, you know too 
much about Celestia. I cannot take you back, not even if I were to wipe your 
memories. Which I could do, I assure you.”

The thought made Collie shudder. She didn’t want anyone touching 
her mind. “So what happens to me when I find what you need and am…no 
longer useful?”

The Lesvan shrugged. “You can stay in my home. There is really nowhere 
else for you to go, little mouse.”

“I’ll become a house servant like Silina, won’t I?” Collie was used to labor, 
but she wasn’t sure if she liked the idea of being a servant to this Lesvan for 
the rest of her life and possibly after, too.

“You will need to do something,” Shri told her. “I can’t just let you 
lounge around my mansion and not make yourself useful even after your 
original purpose is fulfilled.”

Collie gave him her best glare, letting him know what she thought of 
that, but he just smirked.

“I believe the War of the Races or something very much like it is 
imminent.” The Lesvan was once more looking out at the expanse of the 
Crossing. “And I want to know the history so we can be prepared.”

Collie couldn’t hide her surprise. “You don’t know any of it?”
“Oh, I know plenty, but over the centuries, other things have become 

important in the minds of many celestials, myself included. Things that are 
in the history books are not on angels’ tongues. We made mistakes, but we’ve 
forgotten them. What I need from you is to find anything and everything 
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you can on the War of the Races and all the people involved. One sentence 
could be the key to it all. Mortals and celestials have forgotten so much.”

“Why do you care?” Collie asked. “I mean, why take this up personally?”
Shri smiled. “Well, it is important, and the kureida have been…active 

lately. Maybe I am wrong, and it is nothing, but if I’m right, I can rub it in 
the others’ faces.”

“That’s your reason?” Collie was incredulous. “Just so you can be smug 
about it?”

Shri laughed. “It is more than that, I assure you. That is just a bonus.” 
His gaze moved downward, and Collie followed it.

Far below them, she thought she caught a glimpse of what looked like 
water. “Is that the River Styx down there?”

“That’s one name for it, yes.” Shri nodded. “And there are more bridges 
that go over it. It winds through a mountain pass, and there are three bridges 
you can cross, depending on your deeds in life. The Styx leads to other realms 
as well, not always pleasant.”

“I have heard of these places.” Collie shuddered.
“Luckily for you,” Shri said, “Shuran’s realm is not one of those. Many 

people return to nature, becoming spirits. Your ancestors are all around you, 
Collie. Some people are reborn as something else. Some become angels. To 
some religions, there is no punishment after death, no Hell. Everyone goes 
to the same place when he or she dies. Speaking of Hell,” he said, taking 
the conversation in yet another direction, “you’ve heard the saying about the 
Hells, I take it? ‘Four Hells to start, Seven Hells there were, Nine there are, 
Ten there is yet to be, and the Eleventh one is yours’?”

Collie nodded, and her skin prickled, but it made her think of something. 
“Why did Mephistishon make more Hells?”

Shri’s gaze was thoughtful. “No one is entirely sure, but it is doubtful 
he did it all himself, and even we celestials know there are likely older, more 
baneful powers in the Hells than Mephistishon. What we do know is that 
the first Four Hells belong to him and he has placed underlings to govern 
them to an extent. The number four is believed to be bad luck, which is why 
wards are placed over a child’s bed during that year to ward off evil spirits. We 
know there are Nine Hells, but we can only guess what the last two contain. 
There are records of the Seven Hells, but the only thing we know about the 
other two is that they exist.”
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Collie felt a chill creep up her spine. “And there could be Ten, and when 
you say the ‘Eleventh one is yours,’ you are cursing someone. The saying is 
pretty common.”

“Among both mortals and celestials alike.” Shri turned back toward the 
portal behind them, and Collie thought she caught a glimpse of sky. “It is 
time to go back.”

“Why did you show me this place?” Collie asked. “I take it you weren’t 
supposed to?”

Shri brushed white hair over his shoulder. Collie doubted it ever got 
tangled. “Simply to show you, Collie dear.” He patted her head yet again. 
“That and so you understand. Perhaps it will help you in your research.”

The girl frowned, knowing he wasn’t telling her everything. “Is it because 
I’ll be staying in Celestia? If you’ve shown me this place, couldn’t you show 
me the White Ether or at least tell me more about it?”

“I have told you the White Ether is where celestials go when we die,” Shri 
said. “I have thought about your encounter with that woman and concluded 
she was likely a guardian of some sort, meant to prevent you from seeing too 
much. Dead gods and celestials still have some influence on other parts of 
Celestia, but you are a mere mortal, little mouse, and do not have the privilege 
of seeing what is in the White Ether.”

“What kind of a place is it?” she pressed. “Do evil and benevolent deities co-
exist in the afterlife? Deities fighting fill stories. What happens when they die?”

“A deity only dies if another deity kills it,” Shri said. “Or it is completely 
forgotten, not even known by a different name. When that happens, it passes 
into the White Ether. There, it retains a consciousness and sense of identity, 
and it can interact with others within the White Ether, but it can never 
become a deity again. The same holds true for the spirits of celestials. I have 
been to the White Ether and saw some rather interesting things. It is not a 
bad place, not so different from some parts of Celestia really, and I saw a few 
celestials that had died that I had known and conversed with them briefly. 
It was a comfort to see them well, and I would return there, but really, only 
certain types of living celestial are allowed. To the rest, myself included, it can 
be taxing on our souls, to the point where, if we stay too long, we ourselves 
will die and join their ranks because our energy becomes tied to the place. 
To answer your question, opposing deities are forbidden to interact in the 
White Ether, so there is little conflict between them.”
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Shri looped an arm around Collie and stepped through the portal 
and into the sky. She had the sensation of falling forward, and then they 
straightened out and descended once more into the Pocket. Collie glanced up, 
but all she saw was the sky. There was no portal to the Crossing. She stepped 
away from Shri as soon as her feet touched the ground, still unused to be 
carried in the air. The Lesvan smiled at her and led her back to his mansion. 
The grass whispered under their feet.

Collie was amazed he displayed anything remotely resembling affection 
toward her. For someone as arrogant as he was and someone who hated 
mortals, he sure didn’t hesitate in touching her. Her mind reeled with all she 
had heard and seen, and she had to admit she’d enjoyed the lesson. It also 
made her realize the long, eventful life Shri had lived, the things he had seen, 
and the places he had been. The village girl hadn’t even begun to scratch the 
surface of his life.

Shri suddenly stopped, and there was a slight frown on his handsome 
face. His eyes were focused on his mansion. Collie followed his gaze and 
saw someone on the steps, but her human eyes couldn’t make out who it was 
from where she stood.

“Ligo,” Shri said to her unspoken question, “since when does he come 
to me?”

“Well, we did just see him a short time ago.” Collie wondered why Ligo 
would need to see them again so soon.

The Lesvan quickened his pace, and Collie wondered if he were eager to 
get rid of the Ginjo.

Ligo must have seen them, for he ran to greet them. His robed form 
hurried across the grass. Collie, her mind still on the conversation with Shri, 
tried to focus on what was now going on.

When Ligo reached them, he appeared nervous, and his dark eyes shifted 
to Collie. “It’s the mirror. It’s…darker, and the whispers are louder.” He 
licked his lips. “Could you come with me?”

Collie glanced up at Shri in question. They had just seen Ligo, and he had 
gone back to the mirror. This worried her, and a Ginjo, a powerful celestial 
being, was turning to her, asking for her company. Shri rolled his eyes and 
shrugged, gesturing for Ligo to lead them to the Solver. It amazed her how 
like a second skin the masks were, allowing the Ginjo to show emotion. The 
result was somewhere between fascinating and unnerving.
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Ligo eyed Shri as they hurried toward the Solver, and Collie thought 
his gaze was suspicious. Why did the Ginjo dislike the Lesvan so much? 
Had Shri done something to earn their displeasure, or was it simply his 
arrogance?

No one spoke until all reached Kom’s office, and Collie, not knowing 
what to expect, couldn’t look at the mirror when she saw it. Shri, however, 
strolled right up to it and ran a slender finger along its edge. Collie heard 
Ligo suck in a breath at that.

“See?” Ligo said. “I came in here to check on it and—”
“Why?” Shri asked firmly. “You should have gotten rid of it, Ligo. This 

is a thing from the Hells and has no place here.”
Ligo looked taken aback. “I thought that, as long as it stayed in the room, 

it would pose no problem.”
“Why do you come to check on it?” The Lesvan stepped away from the 

desk, looking repulsed. “At the very least, this room should have wards.”
“As long as it remains here, it should be fine,” Ligo protested.
“Then why are you so concerned about what it is doing?” Shri demanded. 

“If it can really do no harm, then leave it alone.”
Collie furrowed her brow at the Ginjo. “Why are you so intent on 

keeping it, Ligo? It’s evil.”
Ligo seemed at a loss for words. “I…I think it’s worth examining,” he 

said lamely.
Shri’s gold eyes fixed on the Ginjo, and something seemed to pass between 

the two celestials. Ligo eventually shuddered and looked away. “Please, just 
leave it where it is.”

“If anyone is going to study it, I should,” Shri said. “I can handle its 
influence better than you, Ligo.”

“It has no influence!” Ligo insisted.
His tone made Collie flinch and Shri arch an eyebrow.
“Indeed,” Shri said wryly. “No influence at all.” He fixed his sleeve, 

though it looked fine to Collie. He was always playing with his clothing. 
“We’ll leave it where it is for now, but if it does anything else, Ligo, it will 
be destroyed, understood?”

“It’s ultimately a mirror.” Ligo sounded a little cross. “A mirror from the 
Hells, yes, but the power in the Solver should neutralize it.”

“Then why did you come get us?” Collie asked.
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“I thought you should know,” Ligo said defensively. “Besides, Shri, since 
when do you care?”

“I don’t really, except I don’t want it to interfere with everything else. 
Now is not the time to have something from the Hells in the Solver, my dear 
Ginjo.” He stepped toward the door in a fluid motion. “For now, I will leave 
it to you. Come, Collie. You have work to do.”

With a worried glance at Ligo, Collie followed the Lesvan. The thought 
of the mirror made her shiver, and his lost expression tugged at her heart. 
“Should we really leave him alone with it?”

“It is his choice,” Shri said as they headed down the hall. “He must suffer 
his own folly. If that mirror turns out to be more than he can handle, then 
that is his problem.”

“I think he needs help.” Collie felt irritated. Shri could be so heartless.
Shri looked down at her and smiled. “Then he better ask for it.”
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S aeris’s face looked tight as he, Neil, Shara, and Tekril made their way 
through Sandermick’s courtyard, escorted by a guard clothed entirely 
in purple. Sandermick in fact shared property with Rorimys, and his 

mansion was also behind the castle wall. Several acres of the castle courtyard 
belonged to him.

Neil had met Saeris less than an hour ago, but already liked him, and 
Saeris seemed more relaxed around him than Shara did, even as he was the 
one who fought with demons. Neil could tell the elf was not thrilled about 
being here, though he said he came often, for Rorimys’s soldiers frequently 
serviced his cousin as well. It was clear to the demon that Shara and Saeris 
did not like Sandermick.

Tekril, for his part, did not show his opinion of the man, but he was 
obviously fascinated with Neil. He had stared at him the whole time they 
were making introductions, his eyes wide and curious. Normally, Neil would 
have felt uncomfortable under such scrutiny, but Tekril didn’t seem afraid of 
him, and there was a harmless air about the scholar.

The morning air was crisp and sharp, and Neil could smell the snow and 
warm bodies of his three companions. He tried not to linger on Shara’s scent.

“Sandermick treats his servants and guards well, but that is not enough 
to make me like him,” Saeris told Neil, keeping his voice low. “You’ll soon 
understand what I mean.”

Sandermick’s mansion was a large stone structure with fewer windows 
than Neil had anticipated. There was extensive shrubbery and topiary art 
around, and there would be plenty of green here once spring arrived. A 
servant was pruning the bare bushes with clippers, and his eyes bulged 
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at the sight of Neil. He made a sign against evil. Neil ignored him and 
walked on.

A butler met them at the door, and he bowed low at the sight of Saeris. 
“Captain Isamal,” he greeted warmly. “I take it you are here to see Lord 
Sandermick?”

“Yes, Frerik,” Saeris replied. “Is he in?”
Frerik bowed again and opened the door, not even looking at Neil. “He 

is waiting.”
The four nodded to him and entered the mansion. Tekril craned his 

head, peering up at the ceiling. Neil followed his gaze and saw a large 
chandelier that expanded much of the ceiling. Diamonds hung from its long 
gold arms, and the whole thing glittered from the light streaming in from 
the windows. Shara just looked at it and rolled her eyes. Saeris gave Tekril a 
gentle nudge, and the scholar blinked and followed them.

Sandermick’s extravagant mansion had gilded statues and fancy paintings 
depicting what were no doubt famous battle scenes. The walls were stone, 
but wooden support beams crisscrossed the ceiling. The statues gave way 
to gold gargoyles, which puzzled Neil, but when he looked to Saeris for an 
explanation, the elf just shook his head.

Tekril studied one of them. “Interesting, uh…change in subject.”
“My sentiments exactly,” Neil said. “Haven’t you been here before?”
“Yes,” the scholar said. “Though the décor still baffles me.”
“Quiet!” Shara cautioned. “We’re almost there.”
Indeed, they soon neared double doors, which Frerik pushed open in a 

grand gesture. “Captain Saeris Isamal and guests,” he announced.
Sitting next to a fire in a lounge room more lavish than Rorimys’s was 

Sandermick with a glass of wine in his hand. “Ah, wonderful,” he said 
enthusiastically. “You may leave us now, Frerik.”

When the butler had departed, Sandermick beckoned the four of them 
forward. He was a fat man with black hair that had been oiled so much that 
it looked greasy, and he had dark, deep-set eyes with a mole at the corner of 
his left one. Several gaudy rings were on his stubby fingers, and they gleamed 
in the light. This was Lord Rorimys’s cousin?

“You must be Neil.” His voice sounded like he had a wad of spit in his 
mouth or swollen jaw. “My cousin mentioned you.”

Neil was somewhat surprised Sandermick didn’t seem alarmed by the 
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fact that he was a demon, but then again, he had probably already been 
informed of Neil’s identity. He bowed respectfully. “I was informed you had 
need of my services. Several of your servants have been found dead, correct?”

“Yes,” Sandermick answered with a frown at the reminder, putting his 
glass on the side table and pushing himself out of his chair with a grunt.

He wore varying shades of purple about his person, from the deep violet 
vest to a blouse and trousers that were a few shades too dark to be lavender. 
His boots, while looking black to most, were in fact a very dark purple to 
Neil’s sharp sight. The rebel demon resisted the need to snort at the smell 
of him. Saeris was right. This human did indeed wear too much perfume 
and sweat.

“Ambassador Aotallin,” Sandermick said pleasantly to Shara, “it is nice 
to see you again.”

He took her hand and kissed it, even though she had not offered it. 
Neil saw disgust in her rigid stance and tight lips. The man ignored Tekril 
completely, not even looking at him.

Sandermick cleared his throat and once again focused on Neil. “Your 
friends here will be of some assistance to you,” he told him. “However, I am 
counting on you to find whoever is threatening me and bring him to justice. 
If you fail me, then my cousin implied you were to leave this city.”

Neil kept the surprise off his face, once again feeling this was all foolish. 
Not the murders themselves, but the fact that whether or not he could stay 
hinged on solving the mystery. It seemed like Lord Rorimys was looking for 
an easy out. He was curious about Neil, but he was also wary, and he would 
not settle for anything less than something involving violence for the demon 
to prove himself. Neil was sure these murders had not been staged, but he 
thought it a little wrong that they were using it as an opportunity to test his 
loyalty. And if Sandermick’s life were as threatened as the man thought, then 
by all rights he should have more people looking for the killer.

“Pardon me,” he said. “If you truly feel threatened, my lord, then why 
did you wait until my arrival to look for the killer?”

“We didn’t,” Sandermick replied. “The city watch and all manner of 
detectives have been through my house, and no clues have turned up as to 
who the assassin is.”

“What about priests?” Tekril spoke for the first time since they’d entered 
the room. “If it is a demon or malevolent spirit, perhaps a priest could—”
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Sandermick shook his head sharply. “I am a gods-fearing man, but the 
priests will likely ask for money. They preach humility and charity, yet they 
are always asking for coin, the hypocrites.”

Judging by his extravagant home, Neil had no doubt the human could 
afford to pay a priest, but he said nothing.

“Captain Isamal here works for both Lord Rorimys and I.” Sandermick 
gestured toward the elf. “As the lord’s cousin, I am under castle guard 
protection. Saeris is over here often enough, should you have any questions 
about patterns of the guards.” The human studied Neil with those dark eyes. 
“I realize you must think this all rather strange. You must feel like we are 
taking advantage of you.” He held up a hand to prevent Neil from speaking. 
“I see you as a blessing, Neil. I am running out of options, and you arrived 
just in time.” The human scratched his fat neck. “The reason I want you 
working solo is because all those who have worked in groups have failed to 
catch the culprit. The killer likely expects to be hunted by hound dogs, not 
a lone wolf.”

“I would like to help, too,” Tekril said hesitantly. “I can at least keep 
records of where the bodies were found, their age—”

“Up to you, scholar,” Sandermick said with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
“I know you follow the captain around like a puppy, so as long as you stay 
out of the way of the investigation, you can stay here.”

“Lord Sandermick,” Shara said curtly, “please do not speak to my brother 
in such a way.”

Sandermick looked at her in surprise. Neil saw Saeris hide a smile by 
pretending to stare at the fireplace. No doubt Sandermick wasn’t used to 
a woman putting him in his place. A man like him couldn’t possibly be 
married.

“I want you to figure this out on your own because everything else has 
failed,” Sandermick clarified, still eyeing Shara. “It will also demonstrate 
your skills.”

Before Neil could respond, the nobleman indicated they should follow 
him, and they accompanied his waddling steps as he led them down a hallway. 
Tekril was turning his head this way and that, looking somewhat like a bird 
as he walked close behind Saeris.

“Was there any pattern to the deaths?” Shara asked. “Are the servants of 
a certain age, and is there a particular way they were killed?”
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“No,” Sandermick replied, huffing slightly from the walk. “That is one 
of the reasons why tracking the killer has been so hard. The deaths are not 
evenly spaced either.”

“It sounds like the killer knows what he or she is doing,” Neil mused. “By 
being so random, it makes it more difficult to track whoever it is.”

Sandermick stopped at an alcove that surprisingly had no statue in it. 
“This is where the last body was found. It was a young man, probably in his 
late twenties. He was a stable hand but moved up a little over the last few 
years. Besides, I prefer my stable boys to be of a certain age.” He smiled, like 
it was some private joke, but it made Neil cringe.

“So he was found here,” Tekril prompted.
“Yes,” the human said. “His throat had been slit.” Sandermick rubbed 

his chin. “Now that I think about it, there is one thing that is consistent 
about each of the deaths. All the victims had their eyes closed, as if the killer 
had shut them.”

“Oddly respectful,” Tekril observed. “Maybe the killer regrets what he’s 
doing but has no choice?”

“Yes, I believe so,” Shara said. “Think about it. If this is a warning to 
Sandermick and the lord is his ultimate goal, do you think he’d want to kill 
the servants?”

“I do not think that is it,” Saeris said suddenly. “Otherwise, he’d go after 
Sandermick directly. If he is trying to make a point, he obviously feels there 
is a reason he should kill the servants.”

“Why shut the eyes then?” Tekril asked.
“We are assuming it’s a man,” Neil pointed out, but no one commented.
“Where is the body?” Shara asked.
“I had it burned,” Sandermick admitted. “I couldn’t just leave a dead 

body lying around!”
“It means we can’t do an autopsy,” Neil observed.
“Why would we need to?” the human said defensively. “It was obvious 

his throat was cut.”
“Perhaps,” the demon muttered.
He crouched, and his amber eyes scanned the ground for any signs that 

human eyes might have missed or might have found if they looked closely. 
He spotted a strand of brown hair about four inches long and held it up for 
the others to see.
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“That would be the young man’s,” Sandermick confirmed. “He had 
brown hair about that length.”

“This is all I could see,” Neil said, straightening. “Unless the killer has 
brown hair and the same cut, nothing of his was left, at least nothing visible.”

“Perhaps you should hire a wizard,” Shara suggested. “In fact, my lord, 
I’m surprised you haven’t.”

“That would cost money, too,” the human said sullenly.
“Forgive me,” Tekril said. “This is your life at stake, my lord. Wouldn’t 

spending a little money be worth it if we could catch the killer?”
Sandermick gave a thoughtful frown and stared at the floor. Then he let 

out a resigned sigh. “I’ll think about it.”
“Good man.” Neil nodded. “Now, where might I be staying?”

Shri couldn’t deny he was curious about the mirror, but his conversation with 
Collie had reminded him of something or someone else.

The Lesvan knew which door Collie had opened that showed her the 
window to the White Ether, and rules of forbidding had never stopped him. 
Shri had a sense of honor, even if it was his own, and there were certain laws 
one must follow, but Yisrael had taught him that laws often prevented a 
person from reaching his full potential and were meant to be broken. Those 
who could not break them were weak. Of course, breaking rules within the 
szazarsol was cause for punishment, but Yisrael saw his people as outside 
the normal order.

The Ginjo were the only ones allowed past this door, but that did not 
stop Shri. Glancing around to make sure he was alone, Shri unlocked the 
door with a whispered word. The Ginjo underestimated his capabilities all 
the time, and it made him smirk.

The large window added light that was lacking in much of the Solver, 
illuminating the scrolls on the walls and books on the shelves. These were 
books one would not find in the Solver library, and Shri could imagine Collie 
gaping at the sight of the strange text. It made his smile widen. That girl was 
as cautious yet curious as a mouse.

There was no furniture in this room, other than the bookshelves, and 
the eyes were drawn to the window.
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Shri touched the crystal under his sleeve. “Azzahn, alaash,” he whispered.
A shadowy substance hung over his skin, shielding him from the effects 

of being in the White Ether. Shri was many things, but a liar wasn’t one of 
them. He had been truthful when he had told Collie that being in the White 
Ether as a living celestial was exhausting, and the last time he had been there, 
he had not known about this spell. He closed his eyes a moment. The shield 
felt like a caress, taking him back to a time many centuries ago. Shri had felt 
the touch of many, but he had never let them see him vulnerable and had never 
let them know whether they pleased him, save for perhaps with a smile. He 
kept himself detached at a distance and made sure he was always in control.

Yisrael had taught him that, once your lover had seen you in pleasure, 
you could never go back and were open to humiliation. It didn’t matter if they 
satisfied you. You must not let them know they did. Be in control. Always. 
Yisrael, of course, had seen himself as the exception to everything in Shri’s 
life, and that was one of the many reasons Shri hated him. Yet this shadow, 
those blue eyes, and soft smile…

With effort, Shri pushed those eyes out of his mind. He just needed the 
shield, but he still put his hand over the crystal and felt warmth spread up 
his arm, and he could the sense that the crystal—or rather, the one in the 
crystal—was amused.

The latch on the window was locked, and Shri could not open it with 
the ease he had the door, but that didn’t matter. There was another way to 
open this window. Shri summoned Diamond and dashed his finger across 
the blade. Blood started to trickle down his finger, but he stopped it with 
a thought, and like a worm, the blood hopped off his finger and onto the 
window. It squeezed into the latch, and Shri heard a click as the window 
unlocked and slowly swung open.

Smirking, the Lesvan stepped up to the entrance of the White Ether. 
All he could see was mist and shapes moving within it. In the distance, he 
heard voices but could not make out the words. The mist was pale, not the 
ominous gray of the mirror.

“Akane!” Shri called. “I would speak with you.”
The voices faded, and the shapes in the mist froze. Then the mist began 

to clear, revealing a stone pathway that led up to a tall wooden building with 
a tiled roof and a beam on top in the shape of a dragon. The walls were 
painted with scenes of cranes and dragons. Shri heard wind chimes, and he 
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felt eyes on him as celestial spirits came into focus. They knew he was living 
and were likely puzzled by the shield around him. Some lounged under trees 
or strolled around the yard, but Shri kept his eyes on the woman sitting on 
the front porch of the building known as the Eternal Hall, a turtle in her 
lap. Her black hair spilled out across the porch, and a pale pink robe clothed 
her lithe frame. Her eyebrows were little rhinestones, and her dark eyes were 
deep pools.

“What do you want?” She stroked the turtle’s shell with a creamy hand, 
not looking at Shri.

Behind her, the door to the Eternal Hall was open partway, and Shri 
saw a starry night sky and silvery beings. He felt an urge to go in, to mingle 
with them. Though he could not make out their features, he knew that would 
change if he went in. Celestials he had known were in there, and they would 
speak with him if he called. They would welcome him, and this time, he 
would not have to worry about losing his own life. Beyond that door was 
eternity for gods and celestials, and Shri would be filled with more knowledge 
than he had ever had before, awareness he craved. Perhaps Aliasialan knew 
how to—

“Shri, don’t,” Akane advised firmly. “You are not invincible, and if you 
go in there, that shield will not last. Azzahn will become fatigued.”

Shri’s jaw tightened. “Don’t say that name. Not here.”
“But you were thinking about breaking the crystal,” Akane said. “You 

can’t hide from me.”
Shri let himself smile and sat in front of her. The turtle craned its little 

neck toward him, and Shri gingerly touched its head.
“What did you want to speak with me about?” Akane finally looked at 

him. “Little Man knows you are troubled.”
“In life,” Shri said, pulling his hand away from the turtle, “you made it 

your life’s work to find out about hellish artifacts and what they are capable 
of. During that time, did you ever study a hellish mirror?”

Akane pursed her lips. “Yes, once, and I avoided them after that. I learned 
all I wanted.”

“What did you do with the mirror?” Shri asked.
“I left it in the Hells, of course,” she replied. “You see, mirrors can act 

as gateways, and I didn’t really want a gateway to the Hells in my house.”
In spite of himself, Shri felt a chill go down his spine. Ligo was right in 
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that the mirror was safer in the Solver than anywhere else in Celestia, and it 
was the Ginjo’s fault for letting it gain a hold on him, but Kom had brought 
it back from the Hells. Why? Had he been planning to use it to infiltrate 
Celestia?

“So that’s what he brought back,” Akane said. “Interesting.”
“Stop reading my mind.” Shri frowned.
“I’m not,” Akane replied. “I can’t help that Little Man tells me these 

things.” She cooed at the turtle. “Now, Shri, why are you really here?”
Shri glanced again inside the building, and he felt it pull at him again, but 

he resisted. As much as he wanted to enter, he was here to speak with Akane.
“How many have entered the White Ether recently?” he asked.
Akane shrugged daintily. “Some,” she replied vaguely. “No one you 

would know, however, and to answer another unspoken question, I do not 
know how to free your friend, and I am not going to call for Aliasialan 
because he is with people who love him and he is happy.”

“Aliasialan might know,” Shri insisted. “I would speak with him for only 
a moment, Akane.”

“No.” Her eyes were flashing. “If he were so useful to you, you should 
not have killed him, though he is happier here than he ever had been in life. 
Thorasin is here, for one thing.”

Shri felt cold anger seep out from his skin. “I did not kill him, Akane,” he 
said evenly. “You should know this by now, and if you do not, ask Little Man.”

“Oh, I know it wasn’t your hand that slew him,” Akane sniffed. “You 
were the one who found him in a pool of his own blood. He died in your 
arms.”

Shri scowled at her, not liking the reminder. Thorasin had been 
Aliasialan’s twin brother, and after his death, Aliasialan had lapsed into 
despair, but he still served Shri faithfully until that day. For years, Shri was 
blamed for the celestial scholar’s death, but he was eventually able to prove 
his innocence. They still hadn’t found the killer, and many still accused Shri 
of indirectly killing Aliasialan.

“Does Aliasialan blame me?” Shri asked. “Ask him, Akane. Call him 
and Thorasin.” Something moved out of the corner of his eye, and two of 
the silvery figures had drifted closer to the doorway. “Though it looks like 
they have already come.”

Akane rose, still holding Little Man, and stood in the doorway. Some 
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conversation Shri couldn’t hear seemed to pass between Akane and the two 
figures, and they eventually made a bowing motion and floated away. Shri 
watched and suppressed a vexed sigh. Akane turned back to him. Her face 
was unreadable.

“I am sorry, Shri, but I cannot let you in. You originally requested to 
see me, and that is all you can do here now that you have made that request. 
Besides, while Aliasialan might forgive you, Thorasin might try to destroy 
that shield.” Supporting the turtle in one arm, Akane took Shri’s arm in 
her free hand. “Why have you really come to see me?” she whispered. “Is it 
because of this mirror?”

“Yes, and kureida activity,” Shri confessed. “It has increased again, but 
things are different than the last time, and it has been confirmed that Asmod 
indeed has a daughter, Helcol. I think something is coming, but few other 
celestials want to admit that. The War of the Races was not to happen again.”

“You think it might?” Akane guessed.
Shri nodded grimly. Battles with the demons were commonplace for both 

mortals and celestials, but with the rise of Helcol, the demons had someone 
to lead them in greater attacks with greater ambition. With that, Shri feared, 
could come another War of the Races. Keldrin had sealed away Asmod, but 
the Lord of the Hells was still alive, and he could still produce offspring 
with female demons.

“I can do nothing for you,” Akane said. “I don’t see why you bothered 
coming here. I am a Greeter now, welcoming the recently departed celestials 
into the White Ether.” She eyed him sidelong. “Which is more than I ever 
was while alive and at your side. You gave me nothing, Shri.”

The Lesvan shrugged, not having an answer. He and Akane had seen 
many realms in Celestia together, and Shri knew she had loved him, but 
he could not return it. Things grew sour between them for a time after 
Aliasialan’s death, and they were just becoming friends again when Akane 
died. In death, she had chosen to be a Greeter. Shri had gone into the Eternal 
Hall, had walked its passageways, and seen the celestial dead. He felt a 
yearning to see the beauty of that building again, but Akane was right. He 
must resist it, even though he had the shield.

“I will tell you something about hellish mirrors.” The woman knelt once 
more and cradled Little Man in her lap. “It is unclear how many exist, and 
how Kom managed to snag one, I do not know. They can store great power, 
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and as I mentioned before, they can act as gateways, but that isn’t all. Unlike 
celestials, when demons die, they do not come to the White Ether. They are 
either reborn in the Hells, or they become part of the Hells.” She stroked 
the turtle’s shell thoughtfully, but her tone was grave. “Sometimes, however, 
demonic souls are used to make instruments, artifacts other denizens can use.”

Shri felt his blood grow cold at her implication. The mirror Kom brought 
back was made from demon souls. Were the souls making those whispers?

“I do not think the mirror is made of souls.” Akane’s head was tilted to 
the side in thought. “Though it probably contains demonic souls and they 
are what fuel its power, whatever that is. As for how to destroy it, I do not 
know. I never figured that out. I know little about them really.”

“Well, thank you for the knowledge,” Shri said sincerely, even as his 
mind whirled.

If he destroyed the mirror, what would happen to the souls it held? 
Shri would wait to tell the Ginjo and to see what they came up with. They 
were supposed to be brilliant after all. Surely they could figure out how to 
dispose of the mirror. Besides, they wouldn’t have to deal with the thing at 
all if it hadn’t been for Ligo. Therefore, the mirror was ultimately the Ginjo’s 
responsibility.

“Have you ever loved anyone, Shri?” Akane whispered, caressing Little 
Man’s head.

Shri laughed and swept out his arms dramatically. “Why, Akane, I love 
all of Celestia.”

“But you love yourself most of all,” the Greeter accused.
Shri just gave her a disarming smile and a flourishing bow. “Give my 

greetings to our friends.” He left the porch, ignoring her stare.
The shield was starting to wear off. The pull to venture into the building 

was becoming stronger. It was time to leave.
“Shri!” Akane called after him. “I hope your life finds meaning.”
Mist had begun to swirl around Shri again, responding to his desire to 

return and obscuring his surroundings. He looked over his shoulder at Akane 
before he lost sight of her and waved.

“Akane, my dear, meaning is something my life has never lacked.”
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I n his long existence, Gildas could not remember a time when there wasn’t 
something weighing on his shoulders. When the Glarent had returned 
from the battle at the Hodi River, they had reported nothing unusual 

about the demons. There had been an assortment of species, but nothing 
unusual. And save for their zealousness, it was the same as any other fight. 
Why did the demons go out of their way to provoke the Koshai when they 
could have just ambushed their village? Even after the War of the Races, 
there had been fights with the demons, but they were scattered and lacked 
organization, and it was quite rare to see the more powerful ones above 
ground. To Gildas, the attack at the Hodi River had appeared organized and 
planned, and it felt different, but Gildas wasn’t entirely sure how. Nor could 
he make a move based solely on feeling.

Band Seven had revealed they had left Artemis on Elyshaeza and had 
firmly requested it not be retrieved. Gildas had the authority to override 
that request, if he chose, and he had been tempted to, but Daryn had been 
adamant that Artemis remain behind. Doing so felt like sentencing Artemis 
to death, but Gildas had reluctantly agreed. In the end, the Glarent had to 
make their own decisions about their bands.

Frustrated, he walked slowly to his room. Each Ginjo had his own 
separate chamber, but they shared a hallway. This was how he heard the 
muttering coming from Ligo’s chamber. Frowning, Gildas tested the door, 
and finding it unlocked, he opened it and looked inside. Ligo was beside his 
bed, which was little more than a cot, and rocking back and forth with the 
mirror in front of him. Its surface was gray and misty, and Gildas could hear 
whispers. When Ligo had grudgingly told the other Ginjo about the mirror, 
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they had ordered him to leave it alone and in Kom’s office. The truth was, 
while the mirror was a concern, Gildas had other things on his mind. He 
had remembered that Kom had brought back an artifact and sent Ligo to 
find out what it was, not thinking much of it. Now, he was wishing he had 
never sent Ligo.

“Yes, yes,” Ligo muttered. “No, no, yes.”
“Ligo!” Gildas said with a hiss. “Ligo, snap out of it!”
His voice must have reached the other Ginjo, for Ligo’s eyes widened and 

he shook his head, as if trying to clear it. When he saw Gildas, he snatched 
the mirror and held it to his chest. “Gildas, what are you doing here?”

“Ligo, I told you to leave that in the office,” Gildas scolded. “It’s 
dangerous.”

“No, it’s not.” Ligo licked his masked lips. “Yes, it is a little frightening, 
but its powers cannot hurt us in the Solver, Gildas. It’s safe. Nothing has 
happened.”

“It’s driving you mad, Ligo,” Gildas pointed out. “Who knows what that 
thing is capable of?”

“Well, no one seems to be trying to find out!” Ligo snapped. “I discovered 
it.” He rose, still clutching the mirror. “You all think you’re superior to me, 
but we’re all equals here, Gildas. You don’t see me trysting around with some 
elf girl.”

Gildas’s eyes narrowed, even as he rationally knew that was a lame 
comeback from Ligo. “I am not trysting with anyone, Ligo,” he said coldly. 
“I would not do that to Ellina. If anything, it is you who are being seduced.”

“I am not seeing anyone. You are the only one who has ever had a lover.”
“You are the one having the affair.” Gildas refused to be baited, even 

though the comment stung. “The mirror is seducing you, Ligo.” He held out 
his hand and beckoned. “Give it to me.”

“No!” Ligo cried. “You’ll destroy it.”
“Ligo, it’s from the Hells,” Gildas pressed. “Voices come from it. Its 

surface changes. You must let me dispose of it.”
A horrified Ligo backed away from him. “Gildas, please, we have so few 

things to call our own. Let me have this mirror.”
“What are you going to do? Hang it on your wall?” Gildas stepped 

forward. “Ligo, do you realize the hold it has on you?”
Ligo licked his lips again and glanced down at the mirror. Gildas could 
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tell he’d reached him, though he was still surprised when tears fell from Ligo’s 
eyes. He was the only one of them who ever cried. Gildas waited tensely, 
ready to take it by force if necessary. With the demonic threat hanging over 
Elyshaeza, the last thing he wanted to worry about was a danger in the Solver 
itself. He felt relief when Ligo finally held out the mirror to him. Gildas 
snatched it, ignoring the chill that crept up his arm. He got the impression 
the mirror was displeased, which made him all the more eager to destroy it.

Gildas patted Ligo on the shoulder. “Take it easy.”
Ligo nodded, sniffed, and sat on the bed, not watching as Gildas exited 

the room. He didn’t want to leave Ligo like that, but he had to destroy the 
mirror now, before Ligo tried to take it again. With a sigh, Gildas walked 
quickly to the armory, which was also where they examined magical items…
and destroyed them. Ligo would get better once this hellish artifact was gone. 
Gildas gritted his teeth against the chill in his arm, and he hoped it wouldn’t 
affect his ability to perform the spell.

Whispers emanated from the mirror, trying to work their way into his 
head, but he pushed them out. He got the feeling that the mirror was feeding 
off his scattered thoughts, images of the past that still followed him like 
ghosts sometimes. The memories made his skin burn, and he thought wryly 
that the heat would drive out the cold in his arm.

By the time he reached the armory, the face of the mirror was black. Kor 
was there, polishing a spearhead that glimmered in the light that came from 
an unknown source. He frowned at Gildas, seeing the mirror.

“It’s time we got rid of this foul thing,” Gildas stated. “It is driving 
Ligo mad.”

“Of course he’d be the one to succumb to it,” Kor snipped, standing.
Kor and Ligo had never been overly fond of each other, though they’d 

work together if they had to. Gildas and Jabilo had tried time and time again 
to settle the differences between them, but some things never changed.

“I take it you want to be alone while you do this.” Kor’s tone indicated 
it wasn’t a question. He set the spear against the wall.

“Yes,” Gildas confirmed. “I will let you know when I am done.”
“Good luck.” Kor nodded and left the room.
His long brown hair fell over his shoulders as he walked. Gildas watched 

him go, knowing some of his bitterness was justified. When Shuran and 
Humina first created the planet Sûnshenlisia, on which Elyshaeza was 



130

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

now a continent, there were too many lands, and the oceans were being 
cut off, making it difficult for sea creatures to thrive and the planet to 
continue to evolve properly. So, Humina and Shuran drew soil from six of 
those continents: Nihon-Zhong, Celtikan, Maya-Kee, Afrikaa, Shiket, and 
Shoshon. From this soil, they made the Ginjo and gave them necklaces to 
bear these continents. The people of these lands could travel to neighboring 
lands, never knowing that they were passing from one necklace to another. 
Gildas knew the people of his land, Celtikan, had been to Afrikaa and 
possibly Nihon-Zhong.

Shiket, Ligo’s continent, was the smallest of all of them, breaking off 
from Elyshaeza. Shoshon was a far cry from Shiket, and it was a rich land, 
and its people had evolved faster than on any of the other lands. The native 
spirits of Shoshon did not want the gods to take them from Sûnshenlisia, 
and though they eventually submitted, they allowed Shuran only enough soil 
to create part of a Ginjo. To finish making Kor, Shuran and Humina had to 
take soil from Elyshaeza. Shuran was powerful enough to have been able to 
defy the spirits, and Kor felt he had been cheated.

Keiji had truly managed to befriend Kor, and the two were often seen 
together. Being a Ginjo could be a lonely existence, which was one of the 
reasons things would be easier if Ligo and Kor got along better. Gildas didn’t 
know how, but Keiji, rather taciturn himself, had somehow reached Kor, and 
though he would never voice it to anyone, Gildas had his suspicions about 
them.

With a sigh, he pushed it all out of his mind. He had to focus on the 
mirror now. Setting it on the table, he took a deep breath and started chanting, 
and the intonation helped to further push away his troubled thoughts. Sigils 
formed in the air and floated down to the mirror, settling on it like leaves on 
water. The whispers turned to shrieks, and the mirror began to rattle on the 
table. Gildas concentrated, not missing a beat as he chanted the spell that 
would destroy the mirror. Symbols danced in his vision, and all else faded 
except the task at hand.

The screams made his ears ring, but he did not lose focus, and the 
mirror’s edge began to ooze out as the thing melted. It had been a while since 
he’d used his power like this, and the warm, tingling sensation that filled his 
body was pleasing. It took concentration, but his world narrowed to just him, 
the mirror, and the spell. Symbols danced in his head, and he did not have to 
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think about which ones to use. In his centuries upon centuries of existence, 
Gildas had learned spell components that came without thought.

The mirror turned to thick liquid, like quicksilver, spreading across the 
table before it dissolved completely. The air felt hot, and a sense of wrongness 
filled it, but Gildas didn’t dwell on it. This mirror needed to go. There were 
no screams, which surprised him, considering the voices, but he didn’t linger 
on the oddness of it or the ease in which the mirror was brought to ruin.

When at last it was gone, Gildas let out a long breath and stared at the 
table where the mirror had been. That had been easier than he had expected, 
and it would trouble Ligo no longer, and they could start properly clearing 
out Kom’s old office. The feeling of malice vanished with the mirror. Gildas 
stared at the spot it had been, and a bit of the weight that had been on him 
lifted. Once Ligo pulled himself together, he would be back to normal, and 
the mirror could be forgotten.

“Now, to tell Kor he can have the armory ba—” He gave a start when he 
saw Ligo standing meekly in the doorway.

“So, it is gone now?” Ligo whispered with his head lowered.
“Yes.” Gildas again pushed away the knowledge of how easily he had 

destroyed it. “It can’t harm you any longer. And before you protest, Ligo, it 
was harming you.”

“I know.” Ligo sighed. “Once you took it away, I realized. No, I realized 
before, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. The mirror felt…special to me.”

Gildas frowned but put his hand on Ligo’s shoulder. “You are a Ginjo,” 
he murmured. “You have strength to you. Find it, and you will get through 
this. You are better off without it.”

Ligo leaned into Gildas, who awkwardly wrapped his arms around him. 
“It will be all right,” he said reassuringly. “You are a Ginjo. Take pride in 
that.”

“Gildas, would you have tea with me?”
Gildas smiled and patted Ligo’s shoulder. “I’d love to.”
He’d do anything to help Ligo forget about the mirror.

“I must ask, Shara,” Neil said as they walked around the mansion courtyard 
in the snow. “Is this really all to prove whether I am trustworthy or not?”
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“Well, the murders are real,” Shara replied. Her red cloak was 
sweeping lightly around her feet. “We want to see whose side you are 
ultimately on.”

“I understand, but it is just a little strange.” Neil was finally giving voice 
to his thoughts. “I know the killings have been looked into before I came 
here, but this just seems too easy, too coincidental.”

“Neil, you are more famous than you know,” Shara said with a quirked 
smile. “As I told you when we first met, word of you has spread, and from my 
understanding, Rorimys’s visitor has something to do it.” She shook her head 
and rolled her eyes. “He accuses me of being superstitious, yet he is putting 
a lot of faith in his dreams.”

They walked in silence a moment, wrapped in their own thoughts. Fresh 
snow had fallen overnight, but many feet had already trampled it. Neil’s 
amber eyes swiveled to watch people moving about the courtyard. Two guards 
were playing a dice game, and they bantered good-naturedly. Another was 
drilling younger soldiers, and two ladies had laid out a thick blanket in the 
snow and were watching them and giggling. Neil arched a brow at Shara, who 
rolled her eyes again. He chuckled but didn’t say anything.

“When you came to the surface,” Shara said suddenly, “were you prepared 
to fight your own kind?”

“Yes,” Neil answered without hesitation and then smiled dryly. “In fact, 
that was how I had planned to prove myself, not by finding a murderer. Make 
no mistake, Shara. I want to help find the killer, but using the murders as 
a means to prove myself just seems…” He searched for a word, but all that 
came to mind were ridiculous and silly, both of which he’d used. “What 
about the missing Nottonians?” he finished lamely.

“The watch and city detectives are the ones dealing with that,” Shara 
reminded him. “It is a bigger case, and they make a living solving crimes, so 
they are best suited for it.”

“As I am best suited for finding the killer of Sandermick’s servants?” Neil 
said skeptically. “It seems rather low to use this incident as a way to show 
where I stand. I would have liked to have proven my loyalties on my own, but 
the path is being decided for me. The investigation seems to have gone lax 
before I came, and if Sandermick is really so fearful, why hasn’t more effort 
gone into finding the killer?”

“Great effort had gone into it before you arrived,” Shara retorted. 
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“Notton is a city, Neil. You’ll have a much easier time finding a killer in the 
mansion than you will a kidnapper in the city itself.”

“If that is so,” Neil said in a low voice, “why hasn’t he—assuming the 
killer is in fact male—been found yet?”

Shara huffed. “I do not know,” she said in a frustrated tone. But whether it 
was with Neil or the situation, he couldn’t tell. “The killer, whoever or whatever 
he is, knows what he is doing. He wants Sandermick to be on his toes, so he 
leaves the bodies of his victims in plain sight, yet no one has seen him kill.”

She suddenly looked past Neil, and her eyes widened a little. He followed 
her gaze to see Tekril hurrying toward them with his breath coming out in 
white puffs and hair falling out of his ponytail.

“Sister, Neil,” he panted. “There has been another killing. Sandermick 
found a body under his bed!”

Neil frowned. “Just now? It is midmorning already. Was Sandermick 
still abed?”

“Another servant found it when she went in to clean.” Tekril brushed 
away a strand of hair. “Sandermick has a lot of servants. That’s one of the 
reasons the killer has been able to strike this much.”

Neil felt a little shiver go up his spine. He and Shara had just been talking 
about the murders, and now, another body had been discovered. No doubt, 
the killer had put the body under Sandermick’s bed intentionally and done 
it earlier this morning.

The two of them followed Tekril to Sandermick’s room or, rather, the 
hallway just outside it. Sandermick himself was standing in the threshold 
of his chamber with his wide body blocking the view. He was sweating, and 
his face was flushed.

“You are supposed to be stopping this,” he accused Neil, jabbing a finger 
at him.

“I am trying, my lord,” Neil replied calmly. “May I see the body?”
“I will not allow you into my private quarters,” the human said. “Jeni, 

bring the corpse.”
Neil glimpsed movement over Sandermick’s shoulder, and a woman 

came forward, sniffling. Sandermick shuffled out of the way to let her pass, 
and when he did, Neil saw the body, a plump, young woman, probably barely 
into her twenties. Her throat was slit, and her eyes had been closed. Jeni had 
lowered the corpse to the ground and was weeping, rocking back and forth.
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Neil crouched in front of her. “Were you the one who found her?” he 
asked gently.

Jeni nodded. “I went in to clean.” She tried to control her sobs. “I found 
Tani’s body stuffed under the bed!”

“When was the last time you saw her?” Neil asked.
“Early this morning. She offered to do my chores because I hadn’t been 

feeling well last night. I am better now, so I was going to clean…” She had 
not been looking at him the whole time she was speaking, but now she did, 
and her teary eyes widened in fright. “Demon!”

“It’s all right, Jeni.” Sandermick patted her head. “This is the Neil, the 
one I mentioned. You may go now. Leave the body here.”

Jeni sniffled and rose, obviously reluctant to leave her friend’s body, 
but she probably didn’t want to be around Neil either. Sandermick shooed 
her away and then glowered down at the body. “How long has she been 
dead?”

The blood had dried around the wound, and the skin was cold. Neil 
could smell the dried fluid, but the body had not yet started to stink, at least 
to human noses. Neil could detect the faint whiff of death.

“A few hours,” he answered. “She was probably placed under the bed 
once you had left your chambers, my lord. Obviously, the killer wants these 
bodies to be found, and he likely wanted to show you that he can slip in and 
out of your chambers easily.”

“Why is he targeting servants though?” Shara asked of no one in 
particular.

Neil gave her a helpless shrug.
“None of the victims share any resemblance,” Tekril said. “Sometimes 

murderers go after a certain type, but the servants are of different ages and 
appearances. One will have brown hair. The next, blond.”

“Why do you have so many servants, Lord Sandermick?” Neil asked. 
“I realized this is a big mansion, but you seem to have enough for a castle.”

“Some of them were my cousin’s,” Sandermick admitted. “He gave 
them to me at my request. I have no wife or children, and I like a full house. 
This has been going on for a couple of months, as was mentioned, but there 
wasn’t always a killing every night. In fact, there was a lulling period in 
which we thought the murders had stopped, but then bodies began turning 
up again.” He dabbed at his brow with a handkerchief but then scowled. 
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“I almost wish the killer would just come at me since he’s proven he can 
enter my room.”

“How many servants have been killed?” Neil realized no one had ever 
told him.

“Ten now,” Sandermick answered shortly.
Neil glanced at Shara, who met his gaze with an unreadable expression. 

A nobleman such as Sandermick was bound to have enemies, but an assassin 
should have been sent directly to Sandermick instead of killing innocent 
servants. Whoever it was clearly intended to send some kind of message, but 
what? Looking down at the body once more, Neil feared for the next victim 
and when the killer would strike again.

Artemis had been given some spare clothes from the Koshai warriors to help 
keep it warm. The hide clashed with Artemis’s gold skin, but it didn’t care. 
The chill was lessened, and it was grateful for the gesture.

The Koshai had continued to eye Artemis with mixed emotions. By now, 
they all knew it had been left behind, and each probably came up with his 
own reasons for it. Artemis was tempted to announce its own conclusions, 
but it would be leaving soon anyway.

Indeed, its wounds had healed within the next couple days, and Ishon-
Zhrin had deemed it and Taliyen ready to go. Now, the three of them were 
on their third day out. Artemis blew out its breath, watching the white puffs 
dissolve. It couldn’t help but be fascinated by this phenomenon and grinned 
each time it did it.

The first time, Taliyen had laughed at it. “It’s just steam caused by the 
warmth of your breath.”

“Elisiarim has a mild climate,” Artemis replied. “I’ve never seen my 
breath before.”

Taliyen still smiled whenever Artemis puffed out its breath to make the 
white steam.

The Glarent had been given a cord to tie back its long gold hair, and 
its feet were warm in fur-lined boots. While it missed Celestia and its 
abandonment weighed on it, Artemis couldn’t deny it was beginning to feel 
some excitement about traveling on Elyshaeza.
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The snow crunched under its feet, and it marveled at the whiteness and 
sound. Celestia had cold places, but Artemis had never seen them. It was all 
such a new experience for the young Glarent.

Ishon-Zhrin called a halt around midday, and they ate from their trail 
rations. Taliyen’s surprise had been evident when he learned Artemis in fact 
needed to eat just as they did, if not as much.

“You did well in battle,” Ishon-Zhrin said to Taliyen as they ended their 
lunch. “That does not mean you couldn’t use some practice.” He wrapped 
up the jerky he hadn’t eaten and put it in his pack.

Taliyen stared at the older man in bewilderment. “Now?”
“No better time.” Ishon-Zhrin picked up his spear.
Artemis had learned the Koshai warriors carry various weapons. They 

favored the arrows, knives, and spears, but they would also use swords and 
slings. Ishon-Zhrin wrapped the head of his spear in cloth and tossed a piece 
to Taliyen so he could do the same.

“There is always room for improvement.” Ishon-Zhrin stomped down 
snow.

Taliyen’s grip was steady, but Artemis saw some nervousness in his 
eyes. Taliyen would be fighting his idol, and his every move would be 
critiqued.

Artemis sat on a blanket in the snow and watched, curious to see how 
this would go. The two warriors circled each other, and Artemis observed 
their movements as best it could, but it wasn’t the best strategist. They locked 
spears, much like swords. With the heads covered, they were almost like staffs. 
Ishon-Zhrin broke away from it first, and Taliyen stumbled back. The young 
warrior had survived the battle at the Hodi River and fought demons. Why 
was he struggling with Ishon-Zhrin?

The veteran seemed to notice this as well. “Do not hold back. Fight me 
as you would anyone.”

“I am,” Taliyen insisted with his jaw clenched.
As if to prove his point, he lunged at Ishon-Zhrin with his spear aimed at 

the older man’s stomach. Ishon-Zhrin stepped to the side, blocking Taliyen’s 
thrust as he did so, pushing the spear aside. Taliyen kept coming forward, 
trying to work around Ishon-Zhrin’s spear, but the veteran was always a step 
ahead. It became like a dance, and while Artemis heard muttered curses under 
Taliyen’s breath and saw frustration in his face, Ishon-Zhrin was quiet and 
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expressionless. He was in a place no one could reach, the calm and confidence 
obtained by such warriors.

The older man ducked under Taliyen’s spear strike, and the spearhead 
was at his throat. Artemis’s breath caught. Ishon-Zhrin was so fast! Taliyen 
was panting, and he dropped his spear and held up his hands in surrender. 
They stood like that a moment and locked eyes until Taliyen lowered his and 
Ishon-Zhrin stepped back.

“You let emotions rule you,” he said. “That will get you killed. Do not 
let your opponent know what you are feeling.”

Artemis rose slowly, waiting until it was sure the two were done. Then 
it fetched Taliyen’s water flask and handed it to him.

“I still think you did well,” it said sincerely. “Daryn said I was impossible, 
and you fought better at the Hodi River than I did. You’re a good warrior, 
Taliyen.”

Taliyen scowled. “If Ishon-Zhrin wanted to, he could kill me with barely 
a thought. I know he wouldn’t, but that’s not the point.” He gave an angry 
shake of his head. “I got lucky at the Hodi River. That was the point of this 
lesson. I mustn’t rely on luck.”

Artemis didn’t have a response, so he fell silent, and they stood awkwardly 
a moment, watching Ishon-Zhrin finish gathering their supplies, even though 
Artemis knew they should be helping.

“I don’t know what to call you,” Taliyen said quietly.
“I am Artemis.”
“I mean what pronoun to use,” Taliyen clarified. “I can’t keep calling you 

‘it.’ That’s dehumanizing.”
“I am not human.”
“Neither are elves nor dwarves,” Taliyen argued. “We call them male or 

female.”
“Most demons have a defined sex,” Artemis pointed out. “So do orcs, yet 

they are often referred to as ‘it.’”
“Yes, but they are…lesser,” Taliyen argued. “Celestials are not.”
“Not every celestial has a defined gender, Taliyen.” Ishon-Zhrin slung 

his pack across his shoulder. “And some humans do not either. It is true we 
often call demons ‘it.’ Even if their sex is clear to us and it is true that the 
term is degrading, but Artemis is Artemis, and Artemis will decide what 
pronouns we call it.”
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“Celestial has a pronoun for sexless celestials,” Artemis explained. “But 
the mortal tongue does not, at least most of them. It, therefore, is fine. I’m 
all right with that, Taliyen. Really.”

“Your name is Artemis,” Taliyen mused. “That may technically be a 
unisex name, but it is still used more often for females. Can I call you she?”

Artemis didn’t know how to answer to that. Among the Glarent, gender 
had never been an issue. The Ginjo had also viewed it as degrading, but 
Artemis had never thought much of it. Now, however, Taliyen was desperately 
trying to find a label for Artemis. It knew Taliyen had good intentions and 
was just trying to make things easier, but were they easier for Artemis? Should 
it have a defined gender while on Elyshaeza? Its body was that of neither male 
nor female, and it didn’t have a perceived gender because it didn’t feel as one 
or the other. It was Artemis, a Glarent, and that was that.

“If that’s what you want,” it found itself saying.
“I mean no disrespect,” Taliyen said hastily. “But your name is more 

feminine, and your face is, too, despite your androgynous appearance.”
“Careful, Taliyen,” Ishon-Zhrin cautioned. “The world isn’t as binary as 

many try to make it.”
Artemis knew the young man was trying to be respectful. He saw it as 

desensitizing and did not want to treat Artemis that way.
“You can call me what pronoun you want,” it said slowly. “But just so 

we’re clear, I’m still Artemis.”
With that, it turned away, not wanting to discuss the subject anymore. 

There had been several awkward silences between Artemis and Taliyen since 
they started traveling together, and it wished they would stop. It liked Taliyen 
and wanted to be his friend, but the young warrior hadn’t known how to 
act toward it because it was a celestial, and now he didn’t know whether to 
address it as male or female.

Artemis focused on the sound of the snow crunching under its feet. It 
tried not to think of Elisiarim, of what it had left behind, and told itself it 
had not belonged with the other Glarent anyway.

Ishon-Zhrin suddenly held up a hand to halt them and pointed east. 
Artemis saw smoke curling above the tree line, and its heart twisted. The 
smoke was thinning out, as if whatever it was had been burning for a while, 
but Artemis knew it wasn’t a simple campfire.

“I’m surprised we didn’t see that earlier,” Taliyen said.
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“It’s the way the tree line is and the angle.” Ishon-Zhrin beckoned them 
to follow. “We best take a look.”

They had been skirting woodlands, and there were pockets of more 
densely populated trees. The smoke looked like it was coming from beyond 
one of those groves. Ishon-Zhrin quickened the pace, and Artemis felt its 
heart twist further. The veteran must have known this was something dire.

They had gone a mile when they reached the source of the smoke, the 
remains of a village. Many of the houses had been burned to the ground, and 
others were barely standing. The smell of char and something more putrid 
filled the area. A building, possibly an inn, crumbled before Artemis’s eyes. 
There was no one in sight, but the Glarent felt death throughout the place, 
and it stumbled on the body of a young woman. Her eyes had been gouged 
out, and parts of her were burned. It felt bile rise in its throat and turned 
quickly away. The woman’s soul had left her body hours ago, likely in the 
night.

“Shuran and Humina shelter you,” it whispered.
Taliyen, walking among the buildings, touched the burned skeleton of a 

house tentatively. “What could have caused this?”
“Demons, I suspect,” Ishon-Zhrin answered grimly.
He was kneeling next to another body, but Artemis didn’t go over to 

inspect it. After the War of the Races, demons still troubled Elyshaezans, 
and some years were worse than others were. This could be just one of those 
worse years, but it still filled Artemis with dread. Unlike the Hodi River, they 
could not tell whether this attack on the village had been planned. It could 
have been random. It could have been many things.

Feeling death all around it, Artemis wandered mutely through the village. 
The residue smoke burned its nose. Shuran and Humina had received many 
souls recently.

A heavy weight suddenly slammed into Artemis’s side, ramming it against 
a wall, which crumbled under its weight. It covered its face instinctively as 
debris fell on it. But that became the least of its worries as it felt sharp claws 
dig into its ankle and pull. Nothing heavy had fallen on it, and whatever had 
a hold of it dragged it out easily. Artemis grabbed one of the collapsed house 
boards and swung it awkwardly. Its assailant was a demon, of course, and 
the board struck it on the side of the head. It swapped angrily at the board, 
pushing it aside. The demon was shorter than those Artemis had seen at the 
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Hodi River, but it was all muscle and savage power. Its scaly flesh was a dark 
blue, and its head resembled a lion’s in shape with its black and long mane. 
Its teeth were the length of Artemis’s hand, and bat-like black wings jutted 
from its back. Demons were so varied in the Hells that Artemis did not know 
this one’s species, and thus, it didn’t know what it was capable of, though it 
was probably one of the demons who used fire because it had lingered in the 
burned village, maybe to feast on the dead.

Artemis summoned its light dagger and punched up at the demon, 
hitting it under the chin. It felt the dagger start to slide past the scales, but 
the demon jerked away. The Glarent rolled to its feet, snowing falling off its 
clothes. The demon eyed the dagger in its hand.

“Since when does a Glarent travel alone?” it asked in a guttural voice. 
The sound startled Artemis.

“Not alone,” came Ishon-Zhrin’s calm voice. His spear was leveled at 
the demon.

“Are you the one who destroyed this village?” Taliyen aimed his bow.
 The demon chuckled. “Not just me.”
Fire sprang in front of the two Koshai. It melted the snow, burning in 

spite of the wet ground. Artemis felt the heat and its skin prickle. The fallen 
boards of the house caught fire, and the rubble behind Artemis burst into 
flame.

“That’s not ordinary fire!” Taliyen backed away from the heat of the flames.
Artemis tried to escape in the other direction, but the demon blocked it. 

It wanted its celestial blood. The demon laughed, and Artemis conjured a ball 
of dark silver light and threw it at the demon. But it lacked concentration, and 
the ball burst harmlessly against the demon’s chest. Something like spider silk 
shot from the demon’s fingertip and coiled around Artemis’s arm.

Through its clothes, Artemis felt a stinging sensation, and it batted at the 
silk, but it only succeeded in getting the stuff on its hand. Its palm burned, 
and it almost didn’t see the demon leaping at it. Artemis threw itself on the 
snow, just avoiding more fire the demon hurled at it. The snow felt cool on its 
burning arm and hand, but Artemis had no time to lay there and be soothed. 
Taliyen and Ishon-Zhrin had come around the other end and engaged the 
demon. Artemis scrambled to its feet, determined to help. It tried to ignore 
the fear in its gut that it would take more than one of them to bring down 
this demon.
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Ishon-Zhrin launched himself at the demon, sliding his spear into its 
skin. The monster roared in pain and swiped at the spear even as Ishon-Zhrin 
pulled it free. Surely the weapon would have shattered if Taliyen hadn’t 
driven his own spear through the demon’s shoulder, deflecting the strike. The 
demon’s arm flailed in pain, smacking Taliyen in the chest and sending him 
sprawling. Artemis scooped up a ball of snow, and in desperation, it used a 
spell to harden the flakes into crystals. It blew them at the demon, and the 
tiny shards cut into its skin. The creature roared and flailed more wildly, 
falling onto the snow.

Ishon-Zhrin took the opportunity and pounced, leaping on its belly and 
plunging his spear into its gut. The monster howled and struggled futilely, 
pinned. Ishon-Zhrin twisted, and Artemis swallowed bile at the sound of 
ripping flesh and innards. At last, the demon gave a final convulsion and lay 
still. The fire vanished as if it had never been, and the only sounds were the 
breathing of Taliyen and Artemis. Ishon-Zhrin didn’t appear out of breath 
at all.

“Come,” the veteran said. “I have seen enough. Let us leave this place.”
“If you train me, the next fight will go better,” Artemis reasoned.
“The fight went just fine,” Taliyen insisted.
Artemis scowled.
“No, Artemis is right,” Ishon-Zhrin relented. “Very well, Glarent. We 

start tomorrow.”
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T he window in the library did not provide enough light to 
illuminate the whole room because the window wasn’t that big, 
and Collie had tried to figure out where the rest of the light was 

coming from, but couldn’t. The library was far better lit than any other part 
of the Solver she’d been in before. The Ginjo had been reluctant to allow 
her into the library, and she found it odd that they let her in at all. This was 
the library in the Solver, a place no living mortal should be. Shri was likely 
right that she had seen—and thus read—too much, even though the texts 
that didn’t change into Common were off limits. Once she had found what 
Shri wanted her to, would she still be allowed in here?

Her thoughts drifted from the mirror, to Ligo, to Shri, to demons, 
and, even sometimes, to her village. She had always felt out of place there, 
especially after her parents had died, but she didn’t belong here either. She had 
loved her aunt and uncle because they were family, but she had certainly never 
been close to them. Did they miss her? Had the villagers searched for her?

She had lost track of how long she had been here, but for much of the 
time, she felt lost about what she should keep notes on. The girl scoured 
the shelves, examining any volumes with a title that even remotely suggested 
demons or the War of the Races. Collie moved to the second floor, not 
because she’d finished looking on the first but because she needed a slight 
change in scenery.

Tiredly, Collie searched the shelves, having little confidence she’d find 
anything of note. There were five shelf levels on the second floor, and on the 
third shelf was a beige book that caught her eye only because it stood out 
among a row of dark brown ones. Recordings of Those in Time, it read. Curious, 
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she took it down and flipped through it slowly, not knowing what to expect. 
It seemed to contain journal entries or memorials from various persons. But 
then a name caught her eye, and though the person himself was unknown to 
her, she recognized it as an Elvish name.

Feeling she was onto something, she took the book back down to her 
table and sifted through it more slowly. And sure enough, an entry by the 
infamous Na’lan Keldrin was contained in the book. Relieved she may at last 
have found something, Collie began to read.

As soon as I sealed away the foul demon lord, light rose from the place 
of the stone mound, shooting into the sky. The meteors still rained down, 
burning up before they touched the earth, yet it seemed like there was not 
a place in the sky not filled with them. The light was unlike any light 
I had ever laid eyes upon. It consisted of substances I do not know the 
name of. No one did. But the light passed beyond our sky, ascending so 
far that all lost sight of it. General Ilgril, my dearest friend, came up 
beside me and helped me away from the Seal, for it had begun to tremble 
with the force of the light.

I know not how far the light traveled, but suddenly there was a flash in 
the sky. Not close, but in the universe, where the stars come from. I have 
heard it said that, by the time the light of the stars reaches us, the stars 
are much older, and some may even have died. Thus, all we see is the 
remnants of them.

Yet not this star. We saw its creation before our very eyes. It was bigger 
than all other stars in the sky, yet smaller than our sun—which, I have 
also heard say, is a star. The ground beneath our feet began to shake, and 
cries of alarm rang out. The Seal itself trembled, and for a moment, I 
feared I had failed in securing our enemy. Ilgril pulled me farther back, 
away from the rocky mound. The blood from his arm wound stained 
the front of my armor, but it did not matter, for I was already soaked 
with crimson fluid.

I could imagine the star writhing as it came together. Usually, it takes 
centuries for a star to complete its transformation, but not this one. This 
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star was formed not by the universe, but by fears and hopes, failures and 
triumphs. It was made from the power of an old magic that cannot be 
tapped into by any mortal mage, no matter his skill.

I know not how long it lasted, for I confess I was in and out of 
consciousness. I regret that I did not see every moment of the star’s 
creation, for if I did, I would I have recorded it.

Ilgril, my dear friend, was able to see it, however, and though my words are 
what he has told me, I trust him more than I do anyone but Nelathorian 
himself. He told me that, at one point, the star seemed to come even closer to 
us, and Ilgril said he imagined he could feel its heat. If it came any nearer, 
its power would burn and devour us all, but such was not the nature of 
this star. The demons, terrified of what happened to their lord and at the 
sight of this new star, fled. Our armies chased them, slaying many.

My people named the star Alovalianevansrae, and this battle became 
known as the Ending Battle, for Asmod was sealed away for good.

It was with humility and, I shall admit, no little embarrassment that 
I learned the meadow was named after me. I confess that there are 
times when I wish my name was not associated with that place, for 
like all battlefields, it is a place of death, and rumors circulate of ghostly 
encounters, and not just of humans or elves, but of demons. Yet the Seal, 
forged by the gods, stays in its rightful place, forbidding Asmod to leave 
the Hells.

Ilgril and I both withdrew from the army five years later. Our hearts 
were too heavy with memory, and so we retired to a calmer life. Thus, it 
is here that I sit, recording these events, so fresh in my mind that it is as 
though they happened but yesterday. I confess both of us are often plagued 
by nightmares, and Ilgril tends toward melancholy, though I manage to 
lift his spirit most days.

If I were to describe all the horrors of that battle, then I doubt I would be 
able to finish this documentation. No, I shall leave that to a braver soul.
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Three years after the Ending Battle, scholars began to mark the time period 
prior to it as B.K.S., or Before Keldrin’s Seal (again, it is with some 
embarrassment I accept this) and A.K.S., or After Keldrin’s Seal. How 
strange it is to be labeling time periods this way myself!

But I digress. It has been seven years since the Ending Battle, seven years 
since King Olandion signed the treaty with the celestials so we may not 
make the same mistake. Perhaps (and gods forgive me if I presume too 
much), celestials and mortals are not so different. The demons have become 
less organized and more tribal, for they no longer have a leader to unite 
them. While Asmod is still alive, he is out of reach and cannot watch the 
demons like he once could. May the coming generations never know the 
terrors of Asmod’s reign.

 Na’lan Keldrin, 5th Apkit, 107 A.K.S

Collie turned the page and found a drawing of the Seal. In its center was 
a tree with curling branches, and it took up most of the forefront of the Seal, 
but behind it, she could see an eight-pointed star. She turned the page again, 
but there was nothing more of Keldrin’s. The next recording was by someone 
she’d never heard of, and it wasn’t about the Ending Battle or the demons 
at all, for that matter. It was by a farmer in A.K.S 179 lamenting about the 
drought. She understood his hardship, but it was hardly helpful now.

“That’s it?” she asked dubiously. “Surely he must have written more!”
“Find anything interesting?” Shri came into the room with his usual 

impeccable timing.
His caramel-colored robe had white fringes on the collar and sleeves. 

His hair was in a thick braid, and she wondered if he realized how feminine 
he looked sometimes.

“Yes, but not enough.” She leaned back with a sigh.
Shri picked up the book and held it in a long, slender hand. His face 

was thoughtful.
“Don’t bother reading the current page,” Collie said sullenly. “It has 

nothing to do with the demons.”
“Ah, but it does,” Shri corrected as his gold eyes drifted over the page. 

“The farmer wouldn’t know it of course, but this drought swept through 
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much of western Elyshaeza for nearly a decade. The first couple of years, 
in which this man, Egor Frysin, was writing, they blamed it on the lack 
of water. In the following years, there was enough rain to sustain the 
land, but nothing grew. They discovered, six years into it, that demons 
had poisoned the land. It took another three years to figure out how to 
combat it.”

“That doesn’t really help us with the War of the Races, does it?” Collie 
asked.

“No, that it doesn’t,” Shri agreed. “Still, it was a battle of sorts. Sometimes 
I wonder if the war ever really ended. Oh, yes, there was the Ending Battle, 
and Asmod was sealed away, but we still fight demons, and that farmer’s 
account is just proof that they can get the best of us.”

“If you think the war never ended, then why do you think history will 
repeat itself?” Collie asked.

Shri set the book back on the table. “Because the skirmishes with the 
demons and the terrors they cause are nothing compared to the War of the 
Races. However, I feel that events are showing it is all too likely that there 
will be a second war, a real war.”

The thought made Collie shiver, but she tried to think more about her 
current focus. “There has to be more writings by Keldrin.” A part of her just 
wanted to read anything by that famous elf, whether it was on the War of 
the Races or the weather.

“Oh, there are,” Shri assured her. “Keldrin was a thorough man, and he 
knew the importance of recording history.” He smirked. “It was well known 
he and Ilgril were more than just friends.”

Collie knew, but she still blushed and had the discomforting feeling that 
Shri would go into more detail if she let him. The man had no shame or 
respect for privacy.

“That’s sweet,” she said sincerely. “If not what we’re here to discuss. 
You’re the one who wanted me to do this, so don’t distract me.”

“As you wish, little mouse.” Shri chuckled.
“Why do you call me that?”
“Because you remind me of one,” he answered as if it were obvious. “Now, 

have you found anything else?”
“No.” Collie sighed again.
Her eyes drifted to all the books she’d pulled down off the shelves. Why 
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was it so hard to find information on the War of the Races? All the thoughts 
of demons made her think of something else, something much closer to them.

“Shri, what about the mirror in Kom’s old office?” she asked softly. 
“Shouldn’t we be looking for information on that?”

Shri’s eyes focused on her, and she got the impression he hadn’t thought 
of that.

“It doesn’t matter,” the Lesvan said. “Gildas destroyed it. Apparently, he 
found Ligo with it and managed to snatch it from him.”

Collie felt relieved. “Oh, that’s good! I was starting to really worry about 
Ligo, but he’ll be all right now, won’t he?”

Shri opened another book on the table and idly flipped through the 
pages, as if he needed something to do with his hands. “Perhaps, and perhaps 
not,” he said vaguely. “We shall see.”

“Fine.” Collie crossed her arms, annoyed that he didn’t seem to care. 
“Then take me to Keldrin’s Meadow.”

Shri’s head snapped up, and he looked at her sharply. “No, Collie. That 
is no place for mortals.”

“Afraid?” she challenged, meeting his gaze.
Shri intimidated her, and she knew he could make her polish his shoes 

if he wanted, but she was tired of being pushed around. He’d taken her from 
her home, put her in his mansion in Celestia, and then demanded she do 
research for him. Well, if she were going to do that, he’d better start accepting 
her methods. As much as she loved books, she was not going to find all her 
answers here.

Shri scoffed. “Collie, going there could be your death, and I am not too 
keen on going there either.”

“So it really is haunted?”
“Very, including those of kureida.”
Collie shivered but then straightened her spine. “Nevertheless, if we are 

going to be successful at this and if you truly are as passionate about this 
as you claim, then you will take me there.” She arched a brow. “Or are you 
too busy?”

Shri’s disapproval was clear on his beautiful face, and Collie barely hid 
a smile. It was nice to finally have an advantage.

“Very well.” The Lesvan sighed. “However, there are other things to do 
first.” He closed the book he’d been looking at, and a small, glowing ball of 
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light appeared in his hand, which he bounced in his palm. “I will take you 
in a couple of months.”

“You want to wait that long?”
“I want to give you more of a chance to find something first,” he answered.
Collie rested her elbow on the table and leaned her head in her hand. 

“You really don’t want to go, do you?”
“Not particularly, but mostly for your sake,” Shri said.
“You’re powerful. You can protect me.” Collie enjoyed the moment. She’d 

caught him off balance.
“It would still be…an inconvenient situation, Collie,” Shri replied slowly. 

“You won’t find answers in Keldrin’s Meadow, just ghosts and other undead 
creatures.”

“Take me to see Na’lan Keldrin himself then. We’re in Celestia. You can 
enter Arasaen’ell, can’t you?”

“I can and have,” Shri said warily. “Last time, Ilynsaen chased me out.”
“Chased?” Collie couldn’t suppress a giggle. “Does anyone like the 

Lesvan, aside from Lesvan themselves?”
“Yes.” Shri still bounced the light. “The elven gods just are not one of 

them. They’re also rather fond of Keldrin and Ilgril, so I think they were 
protecting them from my interrogations, though that has never stopped 
me.” He fixed her with a stern gaze. “I have no problems going to Arasaen’ell 
myself, but I cannot take you.”

“I thought you had a tendency to break the rules.” She’d backed Shri into 
a corner, and it amused her.

“I do.” Shri was clearly tired of the topic.
Collie had to look away from the ball then, for it was distracting her. She 

opened another book and stared at its pages, not really seeing the words. “You 
know, this might be easier if you didn’t have so many enemies.”

“It’s not my fault they don’t like me.”
Collie rolled her eyes. “So you will take me to Keldrin’s Meadow, right?”
“Yes.” Shri sighed, and she saw the ball of light disappear out of the 

corner of her eye. “In two months, if you don’t find anything that would give 
us reason otherwise.”

“I accept.” Collie turned to him. “Thank you, Shri. Remember, you are 
the one who wanted me to do this, but I need resources.”

Shri nodded, pulling his braid over his shoulder. “Very well, little mouse. 
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Since you’ve indulged me, I will do the same.” He held up a cautionary finger. 
“But if and only you don’t find all that we need.”

“Understood,” Collie assured him.
Shri nodded a good-bye to her and left, his robe swishing around his 

feet. When the door closed behind him, Collie rotated in her chair to look 
out the window. She had a small victory, and she suspected she’d be relying 
on those for a while.

Gildas sat at his desk and tried hard not to think about the fact that Shri 
was yet again in the Pocket and with a mortal, no less! He had recently talked 
with the Lesvan about the disposing of the mirror and was again reminded 
of why he didn’t like Shri. Silina was already dead when Shri took her in, but 
this was a blatant act of defiance. What point was Shri trying to prove, other 
than that he somehow always managed to get his way?

The Ginjo rubbed his temples and leaned back in his chair with his 
eyes on the high ceiling. Now that the mirror was gone, he had more time 
to think about other problems. Getting involved with Shri was foolish, but 
then, could Gildas really scorn his actions when he himself fancied someone 
on the mortal plane? No, Shri didn’t fancy Collie. He was using her. There 
was a difference, and Gildas wasn’t bringing Ellina to Celestia.

A knock on the door made him straighten. It was likely Ligo. His fellow 
Ginjo hadn’t improved much, and Gildas had never seen him so withdrawn. 
Then again, it had only been a couple days. Still, Gildas had expected a faster 
recovery.

“Come in,” he said.
The door opened, and Gildas stared. It was not Ligo who stood in the 

threshold, but an angel with long black hair, groomed white wings, and gray eyes.
“Togoso,” Gildas said breathlessly.
“Hello, old friend.” Togoso inclined his head. “I am sorry I have not 

come sooner.” He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him.
Gildas stood and walked around the desk to clasp Togoso’s hand. 

“Togoso, I am glad you have come.” He embraced the angel tightly and only 
pulled back after a long moment. Despite being in Jys, Togoso was as clean 
as any angel.
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Togoso looked past Gildas and around the office. “Little has changed, 
I see.”

“Only the papers on my desk,” Gildas said wryly, which earned him a 
chuckle from his friend.

Togoso’s expression sobered. “I wish I could say I simply came to visit, 
but Shri has come to me.”

Gildas ran a hand through his red hair. “I had a feeling he would. I’m not 
sure why he chose to involve himself now. We aren’t his ideal allies.”

The angel gave a wry smile. “Indeed.” He wandered over to the desk and 
placed his hands on it. Gildas noticed a small cut on the back of his friend’s 
palm. Togoso turned to face him again with his hands still on the desk. “I 
suspect the szazarsol have something to do with it,” he murmured.

“Not even they would approve of such a thing,” Gildas reminded him.
“Exactly.” Togoso pushed himself from the desk. “He’s defying them. 

He is proud of his past association with them, but I think he hates them as 
much as he loves them. They would never involve themselves with anything 
like this, and you know Shri. He loves to break the rules.”

“Yes,” Gildas muttered, thinking of Collie, the poor girl thrust into this. 
It wasn’t her fault the Lesvan defied the laws. “I think it makes him feel like 
he’s in control.”

Togoso nodded and picked up a small stack of papers from the desk and 
sifted through them. “Have the Horin come back?”

“Not since that day,” Gildas answered. “I thought you knew that.”
The angel shrugged and continued to look through the pages, making 

no comment on them.
Gildas was silent for a long moment, and then against his better judgment, 

he spoke. “Togoso, it’s been centuries since Kom left. Centuries! He betrayed 
us, my friend. Do you still think he will come back to us?”

Togoso stopped shuffling the pages. His wings drooped, and he sighed, 
finally putting the papers down. “I keep hoping,” he admitted quietly. “I 
remember him as he used to be, Gildas. I know that part of him is gone, but 
I hope it’s not gone completely. I want to believe it’s just buried deep inside 
him, and if I keep trying, he’ll eventually come back. He was an angel once, 
my friend. He can be so again. I have to believe that.”

“Do you think they’d allow him back, even if he did?” Gildas asked. 
“After all he’s done?”
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“I know.” Togoso sighed again. “But I feel that, if I abandon him, then 
he’ll be lost forever.”

Gildas shook his head and exhaled. “He does Helcol’s bidding.”
“Yet he was an angel once,” Togoso insisted. “He was not born a demon, 

Gildas. I know angels fall, but we let it happen! We don’t try to help them or 
bring them back. We assume them to have dark hearts, so they become our 
enemies once they fall.”

“Of course.” Gildas frowned. “They’ve fallen, Togoso. That’s why they’re 
called Fallen.”

“And we all assume we can’t help them. Kom was your friend, too, 
Gildas. But when he converted, you named him an enemy.” The angel flexed 
his wings, looking agitated. “I’ve been debating talking to the Seraphim 
about it.”

Gildas’s eyes widened. “Togoso, don’t. They will as soon kill Kom as 
help him.”

“They might,” Togoso persisted. “They might, Gildas.” He gave the 
Ginjo a rueful smile. “I have friends in high places.”

Gildas rolled his eyes at the comment, but then sighed. “You do what 
you feel you must.”

“Thank you,” Togoso replied.
He fell silent, staring at the floor. As an angel, Togoso didn’t actually 

reside in the Solver, but he used to come often enough that it had been like 
his second home. Just like Kom, Togoso had had an office here, but now he so 
rarely came that his presence was almost foreign, though welcome to Gildas.

“How long will you be staying?” The Ginjo tried to make his voice light. 
It had been too long since he’d seen Togoso, and there was much he wanted 
to stay, but didn’t know where to start.

Togoso shrugged. “However long I think is necessary.” He stretched his 
wings again, and then his gray eyes looked squarely at Gildas. “Take me to 
his office.”

Gildas didn’t have to ask who “he” was. He hesitated, then nodded, and 
gestured for Togoso to follow him. The angel folded his wings close to his 
body as they went down the hall. Had it really been so long since they last 
walked together?

Now that the mirror was gone, the Ginjo had decided to leave the door 
to Kom’s office ajar. Ligo had been advised not to go in there, and Gildas 
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hoped his friend was following that. Too much went on in Celestia to be 
monitoring his fellow Ginjo.

The two friends strolled down the hall in silence, so much unspoken 
between them. In the initial years after Kom’s betrayal, it was all Gildas could 
do to keep Togoso around. There was a period of time when Togoso spent 
many hours at Gildas’s side like a shadow. Worried for his friend, Gildas 
hadn’t minded. Eventually, the angel returned home, but he would frequently 
visit Gildas. He grew stronger, but he was still melancholy. Once the rumors 
of Helcol started circulating, Togoso had begun spending more time on 
Elyshaeza and less time in Celestia.

Gildas was jarred from his thoughts when they came into sight of Kom’s 
office and saw that the door was closed.

“Is something wrong?” Togoso must have seen him frown.
“I’m not sure,” Gildas replied softly.
He turned the knob, and the door opened with a small creak. He peered 

in, searching for anything amiss. It didn’t take him long to see it. There on 
the desk was the mirror.

Gildas hissed and strolled quickly to it. Confusion, anger, and more than 
a little fear twisted his gut. “I disposed of this!”

Togoso joined him, tilting his head. His feathers stood a bit on end, 
obviously sensing the malevolence from it. “Where did this come from?”

“This is what Kom brought back all those centuries ago,” Gildas told 
him. “I destroyed it recently.” He furrowed his brow and corrected himself. 
“Or at least I thought I did.”

He had seen it destroyed. He had seen it vanish. So how in the Hells had 
it come back? Gildas had disposed of or at least neutralized plenty of hellish 
items in his life. He’d known what he was doing, so where had he gone wrong?

It took him a moment to realize Togoso was rummaging around in the 
desk drawers, pulling out papers and thin books.

“What are you looking for?” Gildas asked.
The angel didn’t answer, but he just kept searching the drawers. He must 

have found it, for he made a satisfied noise and pulled out a folder stuffed 
with papers. “Kom stopped recording after a while, but he kept notes on the 
Hells,” Togoso explained.

Gildas frowned. “We searched for such things. We looked high and low 
in this room. How is it you were able to find it and we weren’t?”
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Togoso just gave a sad smile and shook his head. His eyes fell on the 
mirror, and his face hardened. “What should we do with that?”

Gildas let out a frustrated breath. “Put wards on the door to prevent 
anyone from entering or anything leaving. That is the only thing I could 
think of for now. We’ll have to decide another course of action later.” He 
wanted to solve this puzzle. How had it gotten back in the room? What had 
he done wrong?

Outside the room, Gildas closed the door—perhaps a little harder than 
needed—and took two steps back. “Will you help me?”

Togoso nodded and joined him, setting the folder on the floor and 
standing a step behind the Ginjo. And together, they raised their hands. 
Togoso’s wings were flared, extending halfway out from his body. As one, 
they began chanting. Their hands glowed, and light sprang from their palms, 
hitting the door, and without moving their hands, they controlled the light, 
forming warding symbols all over the door. It was a typical warding spell, 
but with Togoso’s help, Gildas could make it stronger. He felt the energy of 
the chant go through him, filling him. The powers the celestials used were a 
form of magic because they also drew from the Tapestry, but it was not the 
magic of wizards. It was as though a warm light was spreading through him, 
and he welcomed it. The wards dimmed as the spell completed, and they 
were visible but not stark.

“Thank you, my friend,” Gildas said, satisfied.
Togoso bent and picked up the folder, tucking it under his arm. “Of 

course.” He put a hand on Gildas’s shoulder. “I hope it is enough.”
As do I, Gildas thought grimly. He looked at the angel as Togoso examined 

the wards, double-checking them. There was so much between them, and 
seeing him here after so long was almost surreal.

“Togoso…”
“Yes?” Togoso looked at him. “What is it?”
Gildas started to say what he had on his mind but asked instead, “Would 

you like to go on a walk?”
Togoso smiled. “I’d love to.” His gray eyes met Gildas’s, and they just 

stared at each other a moment. Togoso broke his gaze first. “I’ll try to come 
here more,” he promised softly. “This place is nicer than Jys.”

Gildas chuckled. “I would hope so.” His eyes widened when Togoso 
stepped closer, and he held his breath, waiting for something.
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The angel looked over his shoulder and frowned. “Is Shri here?”
Gildas shook himself and followed Togoso’s gaze. He saw a figure 

disappear around a corner, and the white hair and saunter was unmistakable. 
“Yes.” He was relieved and disappointed that Togoso had seen the Lesvan. 
“It’s a long story.”

Togoso shifted the weight of the folder in his arms. “I have time.”
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T he night was still young, and Shara knew Tekril would be 
awake. Their room was the first guest room on the second 
floor, for Saeris refused to sleep in the barracks, much to 

Sandermick’s chagrin. They each had a room at the castle but had been 
staying here since Neil became involved. Saeris and Tekril had brought 
over most of their belongings, whereas Shara had kept most of hers at the 
castle. She could easily go there if she needed something. Because of the 
murders, fewer people were out. Shara only saw two servants on her way 
to Tekril.

When she reached their room, the elf woman knocked on the door four 
times in rapid succession. “Brother, it is I.”

“Come in, Shara,” came Tekril’s voice.
Shara stepped into the room, feeling a little more at ease as she saw the 

hearth fire and her brother sitting at a desk in a satin night robe, writing 
something on parchment.

“Where is Saeris?” she asked.
“He’s in the bath.” Tekril gestured toward a door on the far side of the 

room. “You seem troubled, sister dear.”
“I don’t trust Sandermick,” she stated flatly. “I never have.”
“Neither have I.” Saeris came into the room, drying his black hair with 

a towel.
He too had a night robe on, and had she been any other woman, the sight 

would have made Shara’s heart start racing, but they were beyond that point. 
Still, she did find him beautiful.

“The death of the servants and the citizens are connected.” He walked 



156

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

back to the washroom and hung up the towel. “And one way or another, 
Sandermick is involved.”

“Do you think the person—or persons—targeting the servants is 
responsible for the missing?” the scholar asked when Saeris rejoined them.

“No,” Saeris replied. “The reasons are connected, but the killers are not.”
“You seem so certain of this.” Shara arched her brow.
“I am,” the elven soldier responded.
Both Shara and Tekril waited for him to elaborate, but he didn’t.
“You aren’t telling us something,” Shara accused.
Saeris moved to stand behind Tekril’s chair, still facing Shara. “Trust me.”
“I do, but if you know something, you need to tell us.”
“So far,” Saeris said, “they are only suspicions.”
The man was often cryptic, but this was important. Shara gave a 

frustrated sigh. “I’m tired of doing nothing.”
“We all are,” Tekril huffed. He stood and came over to her, wrapping his 

arms around her. “Did you know you’re my favorite sister?”
“I’m your only sister,” she reminded him playfully.
“You’re still my favorite,” he returned in the same tone. He released her 

and stepped back. Saeris came up behind him and toyed lightly with his hair.
“I will help Neil, Shara,” Saeris said in an assuring tone. “I want this to 

end as well.”
Shara blew out a breath. “Thank you. I believe you. I just wonder why 

whoever is killing the servants appears to be warning Sandermick. I wouldn’t 
shed a tear over his death, but why go through all the trouble of killing the 
servants when the assassin could just kill Sandermick and be done with it?”

“If we knew the answer,” Tekril said, “we wouldn’t be having this 
conversation.”

Shara frowned at him. “Brother, don’t make light of this.”
“I’m not,” the scholar said defensively. “I am well aware of the severity 

of our situation.” He sighed heavily. “I feel helpless, too, Shara. At least you 
have weapons. I am no fighter. Oh, I’ve been taking notes about the murders, 
but when the Hells break loose, there isn’t much I’ll be able to do.”

His shoulders slumped. Saeris, still behind him, wrapped his arms 
around him and whispered something in his ear. Tekril gave a small, grateful 
smile. Shara took his hand and squeezed, feeling the fine callouses that comes 
with holding a quill.
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“I love you, Brother,” she said. “You help in more ways than you know.” 
She dropped his hand. “I should return to my chambers. I’ll see you at two 
in the morning.” She turned and headed toward the door.

“Shara,” Saeris said grimly.
She could tell he was right behind her, and indeed, when she turned 

around, he was close enough for her to hear him breathe. “You shouldn’t 
corner a female when you’re in nothing but a night robe,” she teased, though 
her voice sounded nervous in her own ears. They’d been close like this plenty 
of times, but sometimes the intensity of his gaze set her off balance.

“Take care of Neil,” he whispered. “I am not saying you should trust 
him with your life, not yet, but give him the benefit of the doubt. I do not 
think he would hurt you.”

Shara swallowed, fighting down a wave of memories, and forced 
herself to meet his indigo eyes. “I…am trying. He is…different than 
other demons.”

Saeris nodded. “I’ve seen plenty of demons in my time, Shara, and he 
is unlike any of them, but if others are to see him like we do, he has to do 
this, and while we can help to a degree, he must do most of this on his own.”

“I know,” she murmured. Her heart was beating a bit fast. “He has told 
me he thinks it foolish, but he is also eager to help. You know something, 
don’t you, Saeris?”

“I may, and I may not,” he replied. “It is not for me to say.”
Shara started to step back, but her foot hit the door, and she realized she 

couldn’t step back. “What do you want, Saeris?”
“As I have said, give Neil a chance.”
“I am trying, as I’ve told you.”
The soldier nodded and moved away, and Shara resisted the urge to let 

out a breath. She caught Tekril’s gaze and noted her brother was scowling. 
Saeris must have seen it out of the corner of his eye for he looked at the 
scholar and winked. Tekril huffed and crossed his arms.

“Funny,” he said sarcastically.
Saeris smirked at him and shrugged. “You best go now, Shara,” he 

advised. “Or do you want to see me change?”
Shara opened her mouth to retort, and Tekril let out a strangled noise. 

Saeris laughed, a low, rich sound, and patted the scholar on the shoulder. “I 
owe you, I know,” he said.
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Shara found a pair of her brother’s shoes by the door, and she threw one 
at her friend. He caught it effortlessly.

“You could have let that hit you,” Tekril muttered.
“Yes, but it wouldn’t have had the same reward for you as it would have 

if I’d actually been caught off guard.” Saeris then whispered something in 
Tekril’s ear again, and the scholar blushed and smacked him on the arm.

Saeris chuckled and strode toward their bed, where a set of nightclothes 
were. Tekril rubbed his nose with his index finger and watched him. Then 
he glanced at Shara. “That was my shoe.”

“It still is your shoe,” Shara said, relaxing now.
Tekril rolled his eyes, glanced at Saeris, and then back at her. “Indeed.”
Taking that as her cue, Shara turned and exited the room with a chuckle. 

When she’d closed the door behind her, she let out a long breath and headed 
back to her room. Saeris’s indigo eyes burned behind her eyelids. His loyalty 
to Tekril was absolute, and Shara wouldn’t trade that for anything. They had 
always had an understanding, and Shara had never wished for things to be 
different between them, but it didn’t change the fact that Saeris was beautiful 
and had a certain effect on her. Yet his brilliant eyes weren’t the only ones that 
hovered in her thoughts. Amber eyes on a dusky face came to her unbidden.

Artemis once again got a glimpse of the evening sky as it landed on its back, 
knocked down by another of Ishon-Zhrin’s kicks to the stomach. The man 
said he was even being gentle so as not to damage anything.

Artemis squinted as Taliyen’s face came into view. “I’m fine,” it assured 
him and took the offered hand, wincing as it stood. It was aware of all its 
aching muscles.

“That is enough for today.” Ishon-Zhrin tucked away his spear. “Taliyen, 
help me gather firewood. Artemis, you rest.”

Artemis didn’t protest, though it wondered how they managed to find 
dry wood in snow. In the mere days since they had left the burned village, 
Ishon-Zhrin had been rigorous in his training, and Artemis almost regretted 
asking. In spite of its sore body, it was glad for the opportunity.

“Will we be going to any cities?” Taliyen threw some sticks on a pile. 
They looked wet. “I’ve never seen one.”
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Artemis had seen cities in Elisiarim, but not on the mortal plane, and it 
perked up at the possibility.

“The closest one is Ardall.” Ishon-Zhrin struck a flint.
The wet wood failed to ignite, so he tried again. It took a few more 

attempts, and the warrior didn’t speak until he had the fire going. In the short 
time it had gotten to know him, Artemis had learned that Ishon-Zhrin would 
say only as much as he wanted. Taliyen called him a complicated man of few 
words. Artemis had to agree.

“I would like to see a city,” Taliyen maintained, spreading out a blanket 
near enough to the flames that he could sit and have heat, but far enough that 
the blanket was unlikely to catch fire.

“We have no need to stop at Ardall.” Ishon-Zhrin fished through his 
pack until he came out with the rations for the evening meal: jerky and bread 
again and some tea leaves.

Artemis knew there were spices in Ishon-Zhrin’s bag, and it thought that, 
with the proper ingredients, it could make some nice soup. If they stopped in 
Ardall, maybe they could get food and cooking supplies.

“I would like to see it as well,” Artemis piped up. “Do we have coin to 
go shopping?”

“Yes,” Ishon-Zhrin said slowly, placing the teakettle on a heating stone 
near the fire.

He always seemed to have enough water for tea and drinking. Artemis 
saw he carried several flasks of the stuff, and there were plenty of streams 
around here, which they would often stop at, but it couldn’t help wonder if 
one of those water flasks were magical.

“Let’s go then,” Taliyen said. “I want to see a city.”
“If we happen to pass one, we will,” Ishon-Zhrin replied tonelessly.
Taliyen frowned, and Artemis got the impression the veteran had little 

intention of entering a city. The Glarent looked up at the darkening sky, 
seeing the first stars, including Alovalianevansrae. The sight of the famous 
star made it recall the burned village and the demon. What if there were 
something more going on? What if the ransacking of the village were a 
prelude to something bigger? The thought made Artemis shiver. The land 
wasn’t ready for another War of the Races. Then again, it probably never 
would be.

The three ate their meal in silence, nothing around them but wilderness 
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and the winter air. Artemis was no longer interested in the steam made by its 
exhalation, and it ignored the sight. It was, however, aware of all the aches in 
its body from the training. Ishon-Zhrin was still respectful, but he did not 
hold back in his training just because Artemis was a celestial, and in spite of 
the pain, it was glad for this. It wouldn’t learn by being pampered and revered. 
It needed to be treated like any mortal pupil.

Ishon-Zhrin understood this, and Taliyen was beginning to as well, for 
he stopped wincing whenever Artemis was hit. He also spoke to Artemis 
more readily, but gender was still an awkward topic between them. Taliyen 
continued to insist he needed to be able to call Artemis something other 
than “it,” despite the fact Artemis, in turn, insisted it didn’t care. Taliyen had 
unintentionally made the subject of gender an issue for Artemis, something 
it hadn’t needed to consider before.

It glanced down at its golden hands. Its fingers were slim and long. 
Feminine, as Taliyen had said. When he had first said as much, Artemis had 
asked what else about it was feminine. Taliyen’s cheeks had colored, as if 
embarrassed he had even noticed. When Artemis had pressed him, Taliyen had 
relented and said its hair—not the length because Taliyen and Ishon-Zhrin 
also had long hair—but its waves. Apparently, Artemis’s rounded cheeks were 
more feminine as well. When Artemis had questioned further, Taliyen had 
blushed even deeper and refused to say more. They hadn’t discussed it since.

After the meal, the three set up their bedrolls, and Ishon-Zhrin said he’d 
take first watch. Crawling under its blankets, Artemis felt the urge to visit the 
Tapestry, despite almost being caught last time. The Allowed had called it 
a Drifter, and Artemis asked what that meant. If one of the Allowed caught 
it, the gods might not even know what would become of it. Still, it couldn’t 
resist the call of the Tapestry anymore.

Willing the other sounds to fade, Artemis closed its eyes and slipped into 
rest. It wasn’t long before the threads of the Tapestry appeared and, with it, 
the temptation to peer into other worlds. Artemis resisted, instead keeping 
an eye out for any of the Allowed.

There must be secret places in the Tapestry where the Allowed stayed, a 
world between the worlds. Artemis had no idea where or how to look for such 
a place, and even if it did, that would be risking too much. If it was going to 
be here at all, it was safest just to wander.

Artemis could roam for hours with nothing changing. The threads 
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were like a grid, woven tightly together yet spaced apart on the inside of the 
Tapestry. In a way, the Tapestry itself was a world.

Suddenly, it found itself facing a different direction but didn’t remember 
turning. Things looked the same, but Artemis knew it had been turned 
around. It swallowed a lump of fear. This had never happened to it before, 
and while it tried to tell itself it meant nothing, a sense of foreboding touched 
it. Just as Artemis was about to close its eyes to return to Elyshaeza, it saw 
one of the Allowed, white-robed and tall, gliding toward it. Frantic, it tried 
to will itself back but found it couldn’t. Panic surged through Artemis. It 
had always been able to return before.

“I’ve been waiting for you, Drifter,” the Allowed said.
Artemis recognized it as the one it had encountered last time. “Y-you 

have?” Artemis stuttered.
“Yes.”
Artemis swallowed again. The Allowed was now close enough to touch, 

but its hood hid its face. “What do you want with me?”
“To talk,” was the simple response. “It has been a long time since I have 

seen a Drifter.”
Artemis had not been expecting that answer, and it blinked in surprise 

and confusion. A low table with a small teapot and two cups abruptly 
appeared between them. Artemis could smell the tea, and it stared.

“Please,” the Allowed said, gesturing to the table, “sit.”
When Artemis didn’t move, the Allowed lowered itself into a kneeling 

position, easily sitting on the threads. Slowly, Artemis followed suit, not 
wanting to be rude. Here they were, between worlds, sipping tea.

“Do not be afraid.” The Allowed’s voice was gentle. “I mean you no 
harm. Really, I just want to talk.”

“About what?” Artemis asked stupidly, looking at the tea. The kettle and 
cups were red ceramic, simple but elegant.

“You as a Drifter,” the Allowed answered. “Though you probably don’t 
even know what that is. Most who are do not.” It took a sip of its tea. The 
shadows of its hood hid its lips.

Artemis could feel the Allowed’s eyes on it.
“I am called Tosaida,” the Allowed said. “What is your name, Drifter?”
“Artemis,” the Glarent murmured, folding its hands around its teacup 

and not knowing what to make of all this. “What is a Drifter?”
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“Many pass through the Tapestry,” Tosaida said. “Most do not even 
realize it and spend no longer than an instant here, but a few can actually 
traverse through the Tapestry, sending their awareness here and wandering 
about. They are fully aware of their surroundings and remember their time 
here. We call them Drifters.”

“The last time we met,” Artemis said, “you sounded as though I was 
forbidden to be here.”

“You are,” Tosaida replied easily, so different from when they’d last met. 
“Yet you are here nevertheless, and I sense something special about you.”

Artemis looked up in surprise. “Special?”
Tosaida nodded. “The Allowed tend to the Tapestry. We are privy to 

things no other celestials are and know more than most could ever hope to 
learn.” It took another sip of its tea. “Yet Drifters are still a mystery to us.”

Artemis took a cautious drink of its tea. It hid its surprise at the vibrant 
taste of it. It felt the warmth of the tea spread through its body and had to 
admit it was pleasant. “Why are Drifters a mystery?”

“Because there are so few of them,” Tosaida explained. “And we do not 
understand what is about them that permits them to linger in the Tapestry 
and remember what they see.”

“You wish to study me?” An incredulous Artemis felt the fear come back. 
“I will not become an experiment.”

Tosaida waved a hand in assurance and shook its head. “I am not 
suggesting any such thing, at least not in the way you are probably thinking. 
I do, however, want you to visit often.”

An uncertain Artemis looked down at its cup. “This is unexpected.”
“I understand,” Tosaida said. “I am not asking you to decide here 

and now.”
“If I accepted,” Artemis said cautiously, “what would you have me do?”
“I want to see what your capabilities are.” Tosaida gestured to the threads 

around them. “There are worlds I want to show you, things I want to teach 
you, but only if you are able to learn them. If your capabilities do not permit 
it, you will not learn.” Tosaida raised its teacup again. “I have been waiting 
for the chance to speak with a Drifter.”

“If I refuse, will I be forbidden to come here?” Artemis asked.
“Would it stop if you were?” Tosaida’s voice held a smile. It set down the 

cup and leaned forward a little with one hand on the table. Its fingers were 
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long and pale. “You are a Glarent, yes? I have watched Elisiarim. Like you, 
I am genderless. Such things do not bind the Allowed. There is no need for 
those details here. We are the Allowed, and that is that.”

Artemis thought about its conversation with Taliyen and the young 
warrior’s attempts to place a gender on it. “In some worlds, gender is necessary,” 
it found itself saying, but its voice sounded pitiful to its own words.

“Indeed.” There was a definite smile in Tosaida’s voice now. “For what, 
though? Society? The need for balance? For everything to have an opposite? 
Opposites, it would seem, are the workings of the universe. Light cannot be 
light if there is not darkness, and nonconformity is the opposite of conformity, 
yet conformity would not be such if there were nothing to oppose it.”

Artemis nodded, not having a reply. It liked philosophy, to contemplate 
the deeper things in the world, but its nerves were still on edge, and it was 
not in the mood for such conversations.

To Artemis’s surprise, Tosaida suddenly pulled down its hood, revealing 
long, sapphire blue hair and matching eyes. Its features were androgynous, but 
it had a stronger jaw than Artemis did, a more defined nose. Taliyen might 
have called it masculine, but it wasn’t defining, and had Tosaida possessed a 
sex, it would have been hard to tell.

“Do the other Allowed know?” Artemis inquired.
“They do.” Tosaida nodded, long hair spilling over its shoulder.
Artemis found itself fascinated by its locks. There were celestials with 

blue hair, but Artemis had never had the urge to touch it. Something about 
Tosaida put Artemis on edge while it put it at complete ease at the same time.

“You aren’t what I expected,” Artemis admitted. “I thought you would 
punish me. The last time we met, you tried to capture me.”

“You surprised me,” Tosaida confessed in turn. “As I said, Drifters are 
rare, and I wanted to speak with you. My surprise led me to act rashly, so 
when you fled, I tried to catch you. It is my duty to defend this place, and 
anyone who lingers can be a threat. You are a Drifter, but it is a natural 
reaction for me to try to catch something foreign. Forgive me.”

Artemis was about to reply when it noticed a green tendril floating across 
the table at eye level. It was no thicker than a sewing thread, but it glowed in 
the way no simple thread did.

“Ah.” Tosaida smiled. “A new world is being born and added to the 
Tapestry. Watch, Drifter.”
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The tendril slithered through the air, and Glarent and Allowed followed 
it with their gazes as it latched on to one of the threads of the Tapestry. It 
melded with the thread, becoming barely visible. Artemis stared, trying to 
discern it amongst the gold, but it could not.

“To you, all the threads are gold, are they not?” Tosaida asked. At 
Artemis’s nod, it continued. “To the Allowed, the threads are different 
colors. I can still see that new green thread. That world is now parallel to 
those it joined with. Think of it as a parallel dimension to one or more of 
those worlds. To you, all the threads appear the same, but to us, each one 
is, in fact, numerous threads twined together. One thread is, in fact, several, 
kind of like yarn.”

Artemis shook its head, overwhelmed by the idea of so many worlds and 
possibilities. “I…I will take your invitation,” it said carefully.

Coming here would give Artemis a feeling of purpose, and if being a 
Drifter was as rare as Tosaida implied, then maybe it possessed something 
none of the other Glarent did. And it felt it could have a friend in Tosaida.

The Allowed smiled. “Excellent.” It rose, and the table and tea vanished. 
Artemis’s cup disappeared out of its hands. Tosaida chuckled softly. “Return 
whenever is convenient for you, and we shall begin.”

Artemis stood as well, and it could feel excitement replacing fear. No 
longer would it simply wander this place and ponder. It would come here to 
learn.

“That time, I’m sure, will be soon.” It found itself smiling. “I can come 
when my companions sleep, for my body is also at rest.”

“I will expect you the next time you sleep then,” Tosaida said.
Artemis gave a nod of farewell and willed itself out of the Tapestry, just 

in time to feel Ishon-Zhrin gently nudging it awake. It was its turn to take 
watch. Artemis smiled to itself, even though its body protested getting up. 
It was good at watching.
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C ollie knew it was going to be a bad day when she tried to get out 
of bed and nearly fell on her face because the sheets were tangled 
around her foot. She had no problems dressing herself in the dark 

blue dress with velvet embroidery, but she dropped the hairbrush on her toe. 
Silina hadn’t come in with her breakfast like she normally did. The room 
had no kitchen, so Collie couldn’t make something for herself, and as she 
was waiting for the elf to arrive, she had discovered that somehow her notes 
had gotten all scrambled, though they’d been in order the night before. By 
the time she’d gotten them straightened out, Silina still hadn’t come. Collie 
didn’t know where the kitchens were, and she had work to do.

Her stomach growling, the girl left her room with notes in the dark 
leather satchel Shri had given her. She had gone without food before, but it 
didn’t stop her from being hungry. Collie supposed she should have just used 
the ring to teleport herself to the Solver, but she had wanted the walk, so she 
decided to take the stairs. That had been a bad idea. She tripped, and while 
she managed to catch the railing to keep from falling, her satchel slipped, 
and her notes fluttered around the staircase. Frustrated with her morning, 
the girl shoved the notes into her satchel, meaning to sort through them once 
she reached the library.

Not wanting anymore accidents, Collie activated the ring and sighed in 
relief when she reappeared in the Solver library. The feeling didn’t last long, 
for she discovered someone had put away all the books she’d stacked neatly on 
the table. Setting her bag on the floor, Collie took up the task of finding the 
books she’d been using. Some she didn’t need, but others she hadn’t finished 
looking through, and she grew increasingly frustrated.
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“Looking for something, little mouse?” Shri’s melodic voice came from 
behind her.

“Information,” she snipped. “What else?”
“I took Silina to one of my other residences,” the Lesvan told her. “I had 

some things for her to do there, but she’ll return this evening in case you’re 
wondering why there was no breakfast for you.”

Collie scowled, thinking Shri could have let the elf make breakfast first, 
but didn’t comment aloud. In the end, missing breakfast was a minor thing. 
Shri took down a book and rifled through it. She wished he’d stop doing 
that. If he were curious, then he could do this himself! If he were as busy as 
he claimed, why did he keep coming to check on her?

As if he knew what she was thinking, the Lesvan set the book back and 
smiled at her. “I know you are vexed we cannot go to Keldrin’s Meadow 
sooner. I have my reasons for wanting to wait.”

“I know,” she said crossly. “You’re busy.”
“It’s not just that.” Shri adjusted the lacy ruffles on the collar of his purple 

robe. “Why don’t you find information on the place and see if it answers any 
of your questions?”

“Because I want to see it for myself,” Collie asserted. “Shri, I love reading, 
but books aren’t going to give me the real thing, and if it is haunted like you 
say, then people won’t have recorded any key information we could find there.”

“And you are brave enough to go?”
“Are you?” she shot back.
Shri frowned. “Of course, little mouse, but I have power, and you do not.”
“Then you’ll just have to protect me,” she said decisively and continued 

to search the shelves.
Collie saw him follow her out of the corner of her eye as she made her 

way over to the table with three books in her arms. Ignoring him as best she 
could, she sat down and opened one of the books, looking at the contents 
page. The silence between them was heavy.

“I have to go to Lesvan,” Shri told her suddenly after a moment. “There 
are things I need to do there.”

“Go ahead,” she said shortly.
“I’ll check on you later, Collie.” A frown was in his voice, and he left 

the room.
The girl waited a moment, looking at the closed door, before she sighed 
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and closed the book. She was not in the mood to research. If Shri was going 
to do his own thing, then she would as well.

Collie opened the library door and peered out into the hallway, checking 
to see if it was empty. Then, with a deep breath, she stepped fully out of 
the threshold. She took a step and then another and another. She smiled to 
herself, feeling oddly triumphant. Collie was doing something she shouldn’t 
be, but at that moment, she didn’t care. Let them find her. They couldn’t 
possibly expect her to remain solely in the library, especially if this was to be 
her life now. She might as well make the most of it. And this time, she wasn’t 
following any whispers, but doing it simply because she wanted to.

Still, she was cautious and listened for the sound of footsteps, even as she 
thought she might not hear the Ginjo coming. This place definitely did not 
remind her of any stories of Celestia she’d heard. There were several hallways 
she could go down with so many doors, most of which were closed. What 
did the Ginjo have to hide? Didn’t they get lonely when they were the only 
ones living in such a large place, especially because it was rare when angels 
came here anymore? For that matter, where were the stairs? This was a tower. 
Surely there were stairs!

The girl jumped when she heard what sounded like a door closing, but 
when she looked behind her, no one was there. She didn’t dare call out, so 
she just kept walking, albeit at a faster pace until she was in another hallway. 
The scenery hardly changed. There were a few statues, but Collie didn’t know 
who they represented, and there were no decorations on the walls. What did 
the Ginjo do in their spare time?

Collie found herself in the hallway where Kom’s old office was, and she 
gasped when she saw an opened door. Her heart skipped, hoping that was 
not the room she suspected it was. She hurried toward it, and her fears were 
confirmed. She’d been told wards had been placed on it, so how had they 
been broken? Collie pushed the door open further and then jumped back, 
expecting something to be lurking behind it. When nothing attacked her, 
she stepped cautiously into the threshold. Her eyes went to the desk, and she 
gasped again to see that the mirror was missing.

“Oh, dear gods,” she breathed and hurried away. She had to find one of 
the Ginjo. She didn’t care if they scolded her for being out. “The mirror is 
gone!” Collie yelled as she ran, not knowing where to look and calling to 
anyone who might hear.
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Sound must carry in the Solver, for she soon saw two robed figures 
walking briskly toward her. She recognized Gildas and Keiji, and while the 
latter made her nervous, she was glad to see Gildas.

“What did you say?” Gildas asked. “What about the mirror?”
“It’s missing!” Collie gasped. “I saw that the door was open and the wards 

broken, so I looked in, and it was gone!”
“The wards were broken?” Keiji said incredulously. He frowned at Gildas. 

“I thought you and Togoso placed sufficient wards on the place.”
“I did,” Gildas insisted. “Only another Ginjo would know how to break 

them, and none of us…” He trailed off, and his eyes suddenly widened. “Ligo!”
“We should have known,” Keiji said in a vexed tone. “He’s been acting 

strange. I think the mirror has some kind of hold on him.”
“We must find him then.” Collie was glad when the other two nodded.
“Keiji, alert the others!” Gildas ordered.
The other Ginjo hurried down the hall, vanishing as he did so.
“Collie, come with me.” Gildas held out his hand, and she took it. She 

was getting used to him having a mask for a face.
“I know I wasn’t supposed to leave the library, but—”
“It’s all right,” Gildas assured her as they hurried along. “It was only a 

matter of time before your restrictions got to you.”
Collie gave a small smile, relieved he understood. Now, of course, their 

biggest concern was finding Ligo. Had he really taken the mirror? Had it 
somehow possessed or manipulated him?

As they searched, Collie finally saw stairs, though she could have sworn 
they hadn’t been there before in hallways she’d been down. Was it because 
Gildas was with her and they only appeared for a Ginjo?

One hallway they came to did have open doors, and Collie tried to peek 
in as they passed.

“Those are our rooms.” Gildas paused in front of the last open door. 
“That is Ligo’s.”

Collie opened her mouth to suggest they look around, but Gildas steered 
her forward.

“Shouldn’t we look everywhere?”
“The other Ginjo have been alerted,” he answered. “Each one is to look 

in different areas. We are doing our part.”
Collie wondered if that were enough but decided not to question. Gildas 
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knew what he was doing. The girl lost track of where they were and how long 
they searched. She knew she wouldn’t have been able to make her way back 
if Gildas hadn’t been with her. At one point, Gildas stopped and seemed to 
be listening to something. He muttered something under his breath and led 
Collie back the way they had come until they were in front of Kom’s office 
again. The other Ginjo were gathered there as well.

“No sign of him,” Kor said grimly. “Or the blasted mirror.”
“How could they both have vanished?” Jabilo demanded. “The mirror 

could have sucked Ligo in somehow, but it couldn’t make itself disappear, or 
it would have done so already.”

“Perhaps,” Hok’ee said thoughtfully, rubbing his masked chin, “Ligo 
took it somewhere, but then the mirror may have pulled him in.”

“We do not know any of this for certain,” Gildas pointed out.
“What else could it be?” Keiji asked. “I doubt Ligo would go to another 

part of Celestia just to hide the mirror.”
“Ligo was the last person we should have sent to retrieve that damn 

package,” Kor said crossly. “The rest of us could have handled that hellish 
thing better.”

“We did not know what it was,” Jabilo reminded him with a shake of his 
head. His tight curls bounced slightly. “I see your point though. Someone 
else should have gone in the first place.”

Gildas sighed regretfully. “I should have seen the signs,” he murmured.
Collie looked around at all the Ginjo, their faces showing anger, concern, 

and frustration. The masks did not hide their expressions well.
She swallowed hard. “So is Ligo…gone?”
For a long moment, no one answered her. They wouldn’t abandon him, 

would they?
“Ligo bears Shiket,” Hok’ee said quietly. “If we do not find him, then 

that country will be lost.”
The others nodded and muttered amongst themselves in that strange 

language of theirs. Collie waited anxiously for their conversation to conclude.
“Girl,” Keiji said sternly. His dark eyes fell on her. “You stay out of this 

and remain in the library, as you were told.”
Collie frowned. She didn’t know how she was supposed to concentrate 

with Ligo missing, but she knew she didn’t have the authority to argue with 
the Ginjo, so she sighed and nodded, hanging her head in resignation.
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“Come,” Gildas said gently. “I’ll take you back.”
The girl let the Ginjo lead her back to the library with neither one of 

them speaking. She wanted to help them solve the mystery, to be good for 
something, and she wanted to find Ligo. Gods knew what kind of things the 
poor man was going through. Her throat felt tight, and she forced back the 
tears, not wanting to cry in front of Gildas.

He opened the library door for Collie, and she didn’t look at him as she 
walked in, though she gave a nod of her head in thanks. She shuffled her way 
to the table she’d been working at and sat down with a heavy sigh. She felt 
so useless, and she couldn’t stop thinking about Ligo. They of course didn’t 
know whether the mirror had done something to him, but it was the only 
explanation. Even the Ginjo thought so. And here she was, unable to aid him 
or any of them. Alone in the library, Collie let herself cry.

A gentle breeze played with the grass that never flattened no matter how 
many feet traversed it. The air smelled of nutmeg and cloves, and in the 
distance shone the marble of Ethorian’alk Moril palace with winged beings 
flying around its spires. It was not surrounded by a city, but it was one in its 
own right. Lesvan was dotted with places like these, each one claiming to 
be the best.

Shri smiled and strode confidently to the palace walls. He was not afraid 
of this place or anyone who lived here. This was his home.

Upon seeing him, two of the winged creatures swooped down, landing 
in front of him. Their faces were stern. Their skin was blue; their hair was 
a dark green. Their black eyes were slightly slanted, and they had a row of 
pointed teeth. Their wings looked like giant blue leaves, and they wore dark 
green pants that stopped at their shins, and their torsos and feet were bare. 
They looked like they belonged in water rather than flying around spires. 
Both were male, and while they carried no weapons, their six fingers were 
lethal. They were the Avan.

“Shriesval’el Tridesor den Moril,” one greeted. His hair came to his 
shoulders, and curled inward at the ends. “You have not been summoned.”

“Of course not, Commander Kleer den Ava,” Shri said smoothly. “I came 
of my own volition. I used to live here as well.”
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“Used to,” the other one emphasized. His long hair was in dozens of small 
braids with beads at the end. “Then you joined the szazarsol.”

Shri waved a trivializing hand. “I hardly see that as a reason to turn me 
away from my own home, Tiren den Ava.”

Tiren glanced at Kleer, but the commander did not take his eyes off Shri. 
“What are you doing here?”

“By using my full title, you acknowledge I am still part the Moril line, 
which resides here,” Shri pointed out. “I wish to speak with the Elite, if any 
of them are around.”

“They are,” Kleer said slowly. “I cannot guarantee they will wish to speak 
with you.” His eyes roamed over Shri’s light blue robe trimmed with white 
lace and the gold circlet in his hair, which he had made sure to don.

“I will handle that myself, thank you.” Shri was growing somewhat 
irritated.

With another glance at each other, the Avan led him inside. Shri 
remembered them, and it was no secret that the two of them were more than 
just partners in the battlefield. They flanked him, their wings folded against 
their backs. Shri let his eyes wander around the hallway, which was gilded 
in silver. Tall pillars stretched to the ceiling, and large windows were on the 
upper part of the walls, like a cathedral. Light spilled into the hallway with 
a rosy glow. Tall cedar doors stood like soldiers along the walls, some open 
and others closed. Shri saw celestials moving about in some of those rooms, 
and he even recognized several, but if they saw him in turn, they did not 
acknowledge him.

Lesvan consisted of various types of celestials, many of which were only 
found in the realm of Lesvan. The Avan originated from a small corner 
of Lesvan known as Ava, and for ages, they couldn’t be found in any other 
part of the realm, but that changed after they were given chances to prove 
themselves in battle. Now, nearly every Lesvan lord had Avan in his army. 
They were an all-male species, and as such, it was only natural that Tiren and 
Kleer were partners. Shri had spent enough time around the Avan to know 
one partner would choose to bear the children, if desired. Their bodies would 
morph, giving them the ability to carry children for twelve weeks. They bore 
live young, and after the birth, their bodies returned to normal. The Borali 
were the female version of the Avan. Both were strange, but they were not the 
strangest things Shri had seen.
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A Lesvan coming out of a room saw them and stopped. It was a woman 
with white hair in a chignon and an elegant, voluminous gold robe fanning 
out around her feet. Her eyes were gold like Shri’s, and she watched him with 
a haughty air. Her eyes were flashing in challenge. When they reached her, 
Shri gave her a graceful bow.

“Lady Elosia,” he purred. “What a pleasure it—”
“What are you doing here, Shriesval’el?” she demanded.
Shri managed to keep the frown off his face. “I wish to see Commander 

Avas Hi’lanquin of the Elite.”
“Speak it, and I will see it delivered,” she said shortly.
Shri shook his head. “With all due respect, my lady, I must deliver it 

myself.”
“What makes you think he will want to see you?” Elosia’s gold eyes 

regarded him with barely disguised hatred.
Shri just smiled and stared at her, waiting.
“Oh, very well,” she said with a vexed sigh. “Come with me. Kleer, Tiren, 

you may be off. Thank you for escorting him.”
“We’ll chat some other time,” Shri called after them as they walked off, 

but they did not respond. Their backs were stiff with tension.
Elosia led Shri wordlessly into a huge circular area made of white marble 

and a domed glass ceiling. The sun lit up the room, revealing small inscriptions 
on the floor in an archaic language. Shri had never tried to decipher it, and as 
far as he knew, no one else in Moril Palace had either. Ten statues of legendary 
Lesvan stood in silent vigil in alcoves. Their white marble eyes watched Shri 
and Elosia. They were the ten founders of Moril, who had carried their secrets 
with them to the White Ether. Shri had never tried to speak with them when 
he visited. He wondered if Akane had and what she would say.

“Wait here,” Elosia ordered.
Without pausing to see Shri’s reaction, she walked briskly back the way 

they had come. Shri moved to one of the pillars and leaned against it, waiting. 
His heart was a little jumpy, but he didn’t let his nervousness show. Either 
this would go well or it wouldn’t.

It had been seventeen years since he been back to Moril and, before that, 
one hundred and fifty. They had never forgiven him for joining the szazarsol, 
and even after he’d renounced it centuries ago, they still greeted him with 
cold stares. He hated to admit it, but he was lucky Kleer and Tiren let him in.
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Briefly, Shri wondered how Collie was doing. What had she found, and 
why was she so eager to go to Keldrin’s Meadow? If Shri had thought it worth 
visiting, he would have gone there himself a long time ago. It was a death 
trap for Collie, but he supposed he should give her a chance, and he did say 
he’d take her. Shri was many things, but a liar wasn’t one of them. He could 
imagine the wide-eyed expression she’d have if he brought her here. She had 
probably never seen so much marble in one place. Moril was famous for its 
marble architecture.

It felt odd to be here again. Lesvan was such a vast place with different 
areas having various landscapes and people. Shri’s race was simply known as 
Lesvan, for they were one of the most common and oldest celestial races in 
Lesvan. They all had white hair and gold eyes with graceful, slender features. 
They were renowned for their beauty, and Shri was proud of his race. Moril 
did not hold the entirety of his people, and whatever their opinion of him, 
not all of Lesvan saw him as a traitor.

He finally heard footsteps, and five figures dressed in gold and bronze 
silent armor entered the room. Five sets of eyes fell on him, but the one in 
the front held his attention.

Commander Avas Hi’lanquin was an imposing sight. He was shorter 
than Shri by a few inches, but his presence made him seem taller. His lustrous 
brown hair fell to his shoulder blades but was layered in front, the shortest 
going just past his jaw. Slightly rounded angles softened his face, making him 
look younger than he was. But that was offset by his penetrating green eyes 
that seemed to search a person’s soul. His wings were white tinged with pale 
silver, as were the wings of the other Elite. Shri remembered him well, so he 
met him with a smile.

“You should be honored I came to speak with you,” Avas said crisply, not 
returning the smile. “I have better things to do with my time.”

“Of course,” Shri said with a disarming grin. “I wouldn’t dream of 
keeping you from your duties. I shall make this brief.” He made sure their 
eyes met his. “Gentlemen, I want to bring to your attention that a second 
War of the Races could be nearing our doorstep.”

One of the Elite snorted. “You came all the way here and summoned us 
to say that? I am more likely to sprout a tail than there being another such 
war, Shri. Battles with the kureida happen all the time. It is nothing to be 
concerned about.”
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“And even if it were,” another piped in, “we Lesvan need not involve 
ourselves. All Lesvan armies have other priorities.”

That was certainly true. Even during the War of the Races, the number 
of Lesvan fighters actually aiding the other celestials had been small, and 
none of the Elite had been involved. Lesvans often considered themselves to 
be separate from all other celestials, so they did not involve themselves in any 
affairs that would put them with the mortals. Indeed, they even fought the 
demons on other planes. The Elite went to planes and fought creatures Shri 
had never seen. It didn’t mean they had to brag about it. The five members 
before him served Moril, at least as much as the Elite served any individual 
household. Their overall duty was to the realm of Lesvan itself.

“I think it is time we do concern ourselves with it,” Shri replied. “Asmod 
has a daughter, Helcol, and she is going to pick up where her father left off. 
This time, the war—”

“What makes you so certain anything will happen, Shri?” Avas asked. 
“Do you have any evidence to prove this?”

“The increase in kureida activity for one thing.” Shri folded his 
hands behind his back. “And yes, I know there have been upstarts before. 
Kureida battles seem to come in spurts, but it feels different this time. The 
demons—”

“You cannot base this on feeling.” Avas sounded annoyed. “There has to 
be crucial evidence. Helcol is young and not powerful enough to lead such 
an assault.”

“On the contrary,” Shri corrected. He was starting to get tired of being 
interrupted. “Normally, I would agree with you, and with you being a 
commander, you know better than anyone else not to lead an army into 
battle based on feeling, but Helcol is not a force to be taken lightly. She is 
young, and that makes her rash, but she is also quite powerful. I have been 
watching the mortal plane, and while there are skirmishes with kureida, as 
per usual, they are more focused now. The most recent fight was at the Hodi 
River. The demons wanted to provoke the Koshai. It was deliberate, and it 
is dangerous to write it off as a one-time incident. The demons likely knew 
that river was sacred. They have been observing mortals.”

Avas shook his head. “It is not our concern, Shri. I am surprised you are 
so involved with the mortals.”

“It concerns Celestia, too,” Shri asserted. “It did during the War of the 
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Races. Celestia was victorious, but the cost was high. If the powers of Lesvan 
had aided in the fight, the casualties would have been less, I am certain.”

The Elite on Avas’s right stomped the butt of his spear on the floor. 
“Enough,” he snapped. “This is foolish, and you are wasting our time. Go 
home, Shri.”

“This is my home, Yolin Ilandror.” Shri grew irritated. “It is you who 
are being foolish. I hope a second War of the Races does not happen, but it 
is better to be prepared, yes?”

“Then you prepare and help the mortals yourself,” Avas hissed. “You 
always did pursue useless endeavors to disgrace your family. Joining the 
szazarsol was just the first of many.”

Shri stifled his mounting anger with effort. “This isn’t just about me, 
Commander.”

“Oh? You are actually doing it for the sake of Celestia and not your own 
recognition?”

Shri couldn’t deny it would nice to be recognized for having insights 
others did not, but this was bigger than him. He wasn’t that self-absorbed. 
“This is for more than just one plane,” he persisted. His hand itched to be 
holding Diamond. “You are the fools not to see that.”

Yolin barked a laugh. “I did not join a cult even after they raped my 
mother and murdered my young sister.”

Shri stiffened and raised his hand to summon his sword, but Yolin 
grabbed his wrist.

“Don’t even think about it,” the Elite warned. “You never can face things 
that are your fault. I am surprised Lady Elosia let you in after what you did 
to her sister. You betrayed your family, Shri. Face it.”

Shri growled and twisted his wrist free of Yolin’s grip and stepped out of 
reach. He briefly imagined slitting the man’s throat, but he was outnumbered, 
and he did not want blood to be spilled in Moril.

He forced a smile on his face, though it was more of a sneer. “Very well. I 
see we are not on the same page, gentlemen, so I will leave now, but remember, 
if I am right, then you will have to face it.”

Yolin suddenly drew his sword, and the light caught on the pale metal. 
Shri knew this to be an open invitation to a dual. The Elite behind him 
backed up, giving them ample room, should Shri accept.

“I should have expected as much from you,” Shri replied calmly, though 
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he cursed inwardly. Maybe blood was going to be spilled. If he backed down, 
he’d be considered a coward. “What are the conditions?”

“Win,” Yolin answered. “And blades only.”
“Very well,” Shri said. “I accept.”
Diamond appeared in his hand. It was full of divine power and made 

an excellent weapon. He could use it to confuse his enemies because it was 
transparent. “Just remember, Yolin, you brought this on yourself.”

“Cocky as always,” Yolin said with a snort. “One day, you’ll regret being 
born, Shri.”

“I doubt that,” Shri returned with a mocking smile.
They struck at the same time. Their swords were instantly a blur. Shri 

knew the Elite would not be as easily fooled by Diamond, for their eyes were 
sharp and trained to watch for such things. They were called the Elite for a 
reason, but the szazarsol had trained Shri.

Yolin’s dark eyes burned with aggression and the force of his strike against 
Diamond made Shri’s arm tingle. A lesser warrior would have dropped his 
sword, but not Shri. Pain could be used to channel energy. He twisted, getting 
out of the blade lock and hearing the sound of the blades sliding against each 
other echoing in the room. Shri darted to the side, and Yolin pursued. Shri 
levitated, leering down at his opponent.

“I’ll cut off your wings,” he taunted. “And use the feathers to stuff my 
pillow.”

Yolin snarled and flew straight at him. Shri twirled Diamond like a baton. 
The light shone through it, creating a kaleidoscope-like effect. The Elite blinked 
rapidly and flew to the side. Shri twisted to keep Yolin in front of him.

“Cheater!” Yolin accused, shaking his head to clear his sight.
“I’m not cheating,” Shri replied. “You said use blades only. This is my 

sword.”
Yolin growled and lunged forward, thrusting his sword into the light 

spectacle that was Diamond. Shri swung his head to the side. The sword 
narrowly missed him, and he was forced to release Diamond. The sword 
clattered to the ground, and Yolin smirked and struck out at Shri, who dove 
down, thinking grimly that Yolin had gotten lucky. That light trick would 
not fool him again. Something heavy pushed him to the ground, and Shri 
grabbed his blade and rolled out of the way just as Yolin’s sword came at his 
head. He jumped to his feet, ready to meet Yolin’s charge.
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“Must you always lunge at me?” Shri said in a bored tone. “It’s getting old.”
Yolin snarled and flicked his sword out in front of him like a wand. 

Purple ripples came out of its tip, and they struck Shri in the stomach, 
sending him skidding across the marble floor and into a pillar. The wind 
rushed out of him, and for an instant, all he saw were purple circles in his 
vision. When his sight cleared, he drew in a ragged breath and coughed. A 
metallic taste filled his mouth, and he coughed again into his hand, which 
came away red.

“Tainted by the szazarsol.” Yolin was standing two yards away. “Your 
blood is red like that of a mortal’s, Shri.” The Elite nicked his finger on his 
blade and held the digit out over the floor. A few drops of silver liquid fell, 
glinting in the light. “This is how your blood should be. But there is no trace 
of silver or gold in you, Shri.”

The Lesvan braced his hands against the pillar and pushed himself to his 
feet, glaring at Yolin. “You took it a step too far, Yolin,” he said with a hiss. 
“You used the power in your blade. At least I only used Diamond’s natural 
design. That’s dishonorable.”

“What would you know about honor?” Yolin challenged. “Ethorian’alk 
Moril is still reeling from your betrayal.”

“I betrayed no one.” Shri was standing straight now. He was not about 
to be seen as weak in front of these bastards. “You are merely jealous because 
you know that, if I hadn’t joined the szazarsol, I would be in your place, and 
you would never have been accepted into the Elite.”

Yolin’s eyes narrowed. “I climbed my way to the top legitimately, you 
worm,” he retorted. “You are the traitor.”

Shri raised his chin defiantly, and he strolled confidently to pick up 
Diamond. “I take it this is a draw?”

“Only because of how much the sight of your red blood disgusts me,” 
Yolin leered.

Shri snorted and retrieved his treasured blade. He raised it above his 
head, and it vanished with a wink. “Well, if this is a stalemate, I shall leave 
you now. Good day, gentlemen.” He pivoted on his heel and started to walk 
past them, giving them a wide berth. And he was somewhat surprised they 
were letting him go so easily.

“Tell me,” Yolin mocked. “What did it feel like being in in Visisch 
Yisrael’s sheets?”
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Shri stopped dead in his tracks with cold, white anger twisting in his gut. 
The clinking sound of cracking ice came from beneath his shoes as a thin 
layer of it spread across the floor. Some of the Elite cried out in shock as they 
doubtless felt the chill through their boots. Shri could see his breath as he 
slowly turned to face Yolin, whose eyes had widened in shock. Shri knew his 
own eyes were burning amber fires. He wanted nothing more than to strike 
this man dead using the power of his rage.

“Yolin, you asäilji,” one of them hissed.
Shri approached Yolin, who, to his credit, did not back down. Shri took 

satisfaction in seeing ice crystals forming in the Elite’s hair. He flicked one 
with his fingers, making Yolin jump.

“Tsk,” Shri said in a low voice. “You flinched. I didn’t think the Elite 
allowed such a display.”

He put his hand in a comradely fashion on Yolin’s shoulder, and the man 
stiffened and gave a ragged yelp as an electric shot went through him. He 
stumbled but caught himself. His hair crackled, and dark, zigzagging lines 
appeared on his skin.

Shri smirked and stepped back. “I will not waste anymore of my energy 
on you,” he said in a deadly whisper. “I will not taint this place with your 
blood.” He turned to the others. “Avas, I’d choose my selection of warriors 
differently next time, if I were you.”

With a scornful bow, he left the room, the ice fading with him as he did 
so. He could feel its coldness seeping back into his body, and it melted as his 
natural temperature replaced its chill.

As Shri moved down the hallway, refusing to look at anyone who saw 
him, the knot of anger faded, and he took a long breath. The Elite had 
ignored his warning, which he vowed to make them regret.

“Elite fools,” he muttered under his breath.
Yolin’s words were like a hot iron in his head, but he pushed them away, 

willing himself into calm. He was better than they were. The Elite was only 
a title. All his past actions, trials, and successes had given him the power and 
confidence he needed.

Outside once more, Shri breathed in the air, taking in its scents. The 
Avan flew overhead, but he did not look to see if Tiren and Kleer were among 
them. He walked gracefully across the grass, hardly making a sound as he 
left Moril. Maybe it wasn’t his home after all.
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T he snow crunched beneath Neil’s feet as he walked through the 
courtyard with Saeris as the morning sky was pale overhead. The 
off-duty elf had invited Neil to join him. The rogue demon had 

expressed his confusion about his role to Saeris.
“I will do what I can,” Neil said, “but I don’t understand why they are 

testing me this way.” He smiled wryly. “I guess the important thing for me 
to do now is solve these murders.”

Searis’s gaze was steady. “Neil, you cannot let others choose what tests 
they give you. If you are to make your way in a world that has a natural 
prejudice against you, then you cannot wait for people to ask you to prove 
your loyalties. You must do it yourself.”

“Then why am I doing this?” he asked.
“Because it is necessary,” was the flat reply. “Do you not want to?”
“I do,” Neil assured him. “Using it to prove where I stand seems 

contradictory. I would rather do it because it is the right thing, not because 
it is demanded of me. What if these murders weren’t happening?”

“Then Lord Rorimys likely would have come up with something else for 
you to do.” Saeris shrugged.

“You are just as adamant about me doing this solo as everyone else,” 
Neil accused.

“Because I believe you can do it.” Saeris placed a hand on Neil’s shoulder. 
He was the only one who was not afraid to touch him. “And I want to be 
correct.”

Neil cared about solving the case, but he still felt some frustration at 
having it thrust upon him just so he could demonstrate his loyalties. Neil also 
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knew that a demon could play along, solving the mystery and pretending to 
be on their side but betray them later. While he was grateful for the chance, 
he wondered if that had crossed the mind of his companions. Then again, if 
it had, what did that mean for him in the future?

“Rorimys let Sandermick live on his property out of the goodness of 
his heart.” Saeris glanced up at the mansion so close to the castle. “I do not 
know the details, but Sandermick is estranged from much of the family. 
Only the lord of this city enables him to have his luxuries.” His glorious 
eyes fixed on Neil. “Rorimys is a fair ruler, and I am proud to serve him, 
even though it means I sometimes answer to his cousin as well. I miss Silver 
Crescent, but I have no regrets coming here. Shara is an ambassador, and 
Tekril can pursue his hobbies while being at my side.” He smiled wistfully. 
“It’s not a bad life.”

Neil was about to comment when a sudden scream of horror rent the air, 
stealing the smile from Saeris’s face. Both snapped their heads up toward the 
library window, where the sound was sharpest, especially to Neil.

“Shara,” Saeris gasped.
They dashed inside, dodging out of the way of startled servants. The 

timing was eerie, and Neil’s skin prickled. If the killer were one the move, 
maybe they could catch him. They sprinted up three flights of stairs with feet 
pounding on the steps. As they got closer to the library, he heard Shara’s voice.

“No, Tekril! No! Please, open your eyes!”
Saeris heard it, too, and ran even faster, making it to the open library 

door just as Neil did. The elf let out a strangled gasp, and Neil’s eyes widened 
in shock. Blood was splattered on the shelves, floor, and walls. Shara knelt 
beside Tekril, who lay in a pool of crimson fluid. She had torn her sleeve to 
cover Tekril’s throat, and he had numerous stab wounds on him.

“I…came to speak with him.” Shara shook her head as if trying to banish 
a nightmare. Her face was stricken in horror and disbelief. “And I found him 
like this.”

The attack was recent. The blood on the walls was still fresh and bright. 
Neil put his ear to Tekril’s chest, and his sharp hearing picked up a faint beat.

“He’s alive,” Neil said. “Barely. Shara, find a healer. We might be able to 
save him, but you must hurry.”

Shara nodded and dashed out of the room. Neil hadn’t bothered to 
mention he didn’t know how the scholar was still alive.
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“This makes no sense.” Saeris shook his head. His face was a mixture 
of anger and sorrow.

Neil thought the comment a little strange, but his main focus was on the 
scene before him. The smell of blood was both intoxicating and disgusting.

“I’m going to look for more survivors.”
Neil skirted around the shelves, using his keen senses to detect life. 

Everyone in the library had been slaughtered, and they were all as innocent 
as Tekril. Neil swallowed his anger and resisted the urge to punch something. 
He forced himself to stay calm and focus. Doing so was hard when he found 
ten other bodies, one of which was a young girl. Her pale gray uniform 
suggested she was from a school, and she looked no older than fourteen. She 
likely came to study at the library, though Neil wondered why she hadn’t gone 
to one of the larger facilities. He silently cursed the heartless bastards who 
did this. They were more demonic than he was.

Then the girl’s hand twitched, and she moaned. On second glance, she 
had fewer wounds than Tekril, but she still needed tending to, and fast. Neil 
gently scooped her up, and she moaned again but did not open her eyes. He 
heard footsteps and Shara’s voice, followed by that of whose he assumed was 
the mansion priest’s. He rejoined the others, but they didn’t notice him, for 
they were intent on Tekril. The priest looked around the room in horror, and 
his mouth moved wordlessly. Shara nudged him and indicated her brother, 
and the priest composed himself.

He knelt before the injured elf and held his hand over his neck and torso. 
He began to chant, his voice low and solemn. The mood was tense, and Neil 
held his breath. He watched Tekril’s face, waiting for some sign of life. Shara 
was staring at her brother just as intently. Saeris’s gazed looked like it could 
burn holes in the floor, and Neil almost pitied whoever did this when Saeris 
got a hold of him.

Tekril inhaled sharply, and his eyes opened, but they were glazed and 
unfocused. He coughed, and blood leaked from his mouth.

“He has a chance,” the priest breathlessly said, standing. “If you take him 
to the Kelsran Temple. He is beyond my abilities.”

Saeris picked up Tekril, who groaned in pain. His head fell against 
Saeris’s chest. Neil still carried the girl, but not even the priest noticed her, 
and though he thought about saying something, he held his tongue. Servants 
gaped at them, and a few made signs against evil.
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They moved as fast as they could to the temple, stepping out into the 
cold winter air. Most of the snow had been cleared out of the street, and 
what hadn’t had been trampled by so many feet that it had turned to slush. 
People stared at them as they passed, and Neil caught alarmed murmurs. 
The girl still didn’t wake, but Neil was glad her breathing was normal. With 
the proper care, she would live. Shara stayed close to Saeris. Her hand was 
on Tekril’s head as she talked softly to him. Neil could smell their fear and 
anger, sharp and tangy. Tekril was well loved by these two, and after this, 
they might help him Neil solve the case after all.

Kelsra’s temple was made of white stone and was two stories with stained 
glass windows on the second floor. They depicted an elven woman holding 
a man in her arms with her hand over a bloody wound. It was not painted 
morbidly or grotesquely. In fact, it was beautiful. There were twelve stairs up 
to the portico, and the temple doors were open despite the cold. Still, they 
startled a priestess who was passing the threshold as they burst in. Notton 
was a racial melting pot, even though it was called a “human city,” and 
Kelsran priests were among the most healers in Elyshaeza. All those who 
tended this temple were elves, and many moved about the temple.

Two priestesses came forward, one the priestess they had surprised. Saeris 
began speaking to them in Elvish. Their eyes widened in alarm, and one eyed 
Neil suspiciously, but she took the girl from his arms, replying to Saeris in a 
brisk voice. The other gestured for them to follow her, but when Neil started 
to, she held up a hand and shook her head.

“You wait here,” she told him firmly in Common.
Shara looked back at him, and he shook his head. “Go. He is your 

brother. I will wait here.”
She nodded and gave him a small, grateful smile before hurrying after 

Saeris and the priestess. They went into a room and closed the door, shutting 
out his view of what transpired. With a sigh and nothing better to do, Neil 
leaned against the wall and looked around, taking in the scene. The interior 
was square, and tall white pillars inscribed with runes rose to the ceiling, 
acting as support for the second floor, which was not a complete story. It 
was more of a veranda, and those above could look down at what was below. 
Neil did see doors and hallways, however, so there was probably much of 
the second floor out of sight. On the domed ceiling was a large painting 
of an elven woman in white with her arms out in front of her. In her left 
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hand, she held an injured sparrow, and in her right, the same sparrow was 
stretching its wings, ready to fly. She had long silver hair, and a child knelt 
at her side. Her hair was around his arm like a bandage, and he was gazing 
up at her in gratitude. Behind her was a clear blue sky, and her eyes were like 
emeralds. Neil craned his neck to peer at her. The painting was so real and 
breathtaking.

“Have you been helped, sir?” asked a sweet voice.
Neil blinked and scolded himself for being caught off guard. “Oh, yes.” 

He hid his surprise. “I am just waiting.”
The elven woman before him was stunning. Her eyes were green like the 

painting, but her thick wavy hair was golden, not silver. She wore a white robe 
like all the healers, and a blue star was on her forehead. She smiled at him, 
and he felt warm all of a sudden. Was she a high priestess?

“You’re bleeding.” She reached out to touch his chest.
He could feel her touch through his shirt, and he took a step back. “It 

is not mine,” he assured her, not wanting to offend. “I am fine. I am just 
waiting.” He pointed toward the door where his companions had gone.

“Ah,” she drew out the sound, and he felt his neck grow hot.
What was it about her? Not even Shara, who was beautiful and whom 

he cared for, made him so at a loss. Her green eyes regarded him, and despite 
their glittering, he could not tell what she was thinking.

“You’re a demon,” she observed, not sounding at all disturbed by the 
fact, and she touched the tip of his nose with her finger. “I see your soul,” 
she cooed.

Neil’s heart thudded in his chest, and he swallowed. Her eyes were 
green pools he could get lost in, and her smile was dazzling. She seemed 
otherworldly.

Her eyes flitted up. “Look!” She pointed upward, and he obeyed, 
wondering what had her so excited, but there was nothing that he hadn’t 
seen before.

“I don’t—” he started to say but then realized the woman wasn’t there.
He looked around, but he saw no sign of her. She couldn’t have walked 

away that fast. No one else was paying him any mind, other than the 
occasional wary glance. Unnerved, Neil decided to wait outside on the steps. 
He made sure to stay within sight so Shara would see him. Trying to get the 
image of that woman out of his head, he observed people in the streets. A 
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young human girl hurried up the steps with a book tucked under her arm. 
She barely looked at him as she ran inside, slowing down once she entered 
the temple. A woman met her, and he heard her apologize for being late. Her 
little brother’s dog had gotten loose, and they had to catch it. The woman 
accepted her apology and led her farther inside.

Neil’s thoughts drifted back to the massacre. None of the previous bodies 
in Sandermick’s had been so mutilated, and certainly no more than two at 
a time. Perhaps the killer knew they were on to him and wanted to make a 
statement. Still, eleven people…

His musings turned over and over on themselves, and he could come up 
with no answers. As he was deep in thought, it took him a moment to notice 
the girl from the library coming toward the doorway, watching him. She 
approached slowly, and he stayed sitting, not wanting to frighten her. Her 
brown hair, which had been a mess when he’d found her, was in two braids, 
and except for the tear on her sleeve, she looked fine, but Neil knew injuries 
were under her dress. Her dark eyes appraised him, and she eventually stood 
on the steps.

“My healer told me you were the one who brought me,” she said softly 
with hands clasped in front of her.

“Yes,” Neil replied. “I found you in the library.”
“Thank you,” she said. “Tekril has told me about you.”
“You know him?”
She nodded. “I’ve been in the library before.” She inclined her head. “I’m 

Meera. Your name is Neil, right?”
“Yes.” Neil offered her a friendly smile.
And to his relief, she returned it. She had some freckles on her nose, and 

her eyes lit up when she smiled. He could smell the herbs they used to treat 
her wounds and the slight residue of magic.

“I never thought I’d be talking with a demon, much less have one save my 
life.” Her voice was quiet and cultured, and if using Sandermick’s library weren’t 
cue enough, he could tell she was of good standing, if not high nobility.

“Life takes odd turns sometimes, doesn’t it?” Neil said wryly, thinking 
of when Shara found him in the forest, seemingly coming into his life out 
of nowhere.

“Yes.” She rocked back on her heels and looked at him a little shyly. 
“Well, I’m glad you aren’t mean and you aren’t scary.”
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Neil smirked. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”
They both saw an elven man approach from the inside the temple and 

stand in the doorway. He eyed them briefly before staring ahead. His face 
was unreadable. His eyes were a deep blue, his skin was slightly tanned, and 
his hair was a honey blond. By the way he held himself and his robe, Neil 
could tell he was a priest.

“Elves are so pretty,” Meera muttered. “Even the males or men. I’ve heard 
both terms used. It’s not fair.”

Neil chuckled. “Indeed.”
Two elves stopped at the bottom of the steps, laughing, and Neil could 

tell by the resemblance in their brown hair and green eyes that they were 
siblings. The female said something, and Neil saw the male’s cheeks color, 
and she gave him a playful shove. Meera arched a brow at Neil, who shrugged. 
With another push at her brother, the elf maiden waved and walked off. The 
male smoothed out his dark blue robe, and his eyes widened when he saw 
Neil. He stared, and Neil nodded respectfully.

“Calen.” It was the blue-eyed priest in the doorway. Neil saw his mouth 
twitch in a smile.

Calen tore his eyes from them and hurried up the steps. His own face 
broke into a smile. The two elves embraced, and when Neil saw them kiss, 
he turned his face away politely.

Meera giggled. “You see,” she whispered when the two had gone inside. 
“Even the males are attracted to each other. They’re so beautiful that the rest 
of us can’t compete!”

Neil laughed. “Love is love.”
“Still not fair,” Meera said, but she was grinning.
The grin soon faded, and with a sigh, she sat down next to him, and they 

both fell silent for a moment, watching passersby.
“Where are you going to school?” Neil asked eventually.
“Tara’s Seminary for Girls.” Meera shrugged and glanced at him. “I know 

what you are going to ask, and to answer, the school is short on funding, so 
we don’t have all the books we need. Sandermick’s library isn’t the biggest, 
but he lets us use it rather than give us direct funding.” She rubbed at her 
shoulder and winced.

“Don’t,” Neil chided gently. “You’ll open your wound.”
She looked vexed, but she stopped with another sigh.



186

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

“Meera,” Neil said hesitantly, “there is something else I must ask you.”
Meera’s gaze shifted toward him once more. “Yes?”
“Did you see your attacker?”
Meera bit her lip and stared at the steps. “Yes,” she murmured. “There 

were two of them. I couldn’t see their faces, but they wore maroon robes.”
Had there been two killers all along? Neil frowned thoughtfully. Maroon 

robes…
“I hope you find them,” the girl said suddenly. “And whoever is kidnapping 

people.”
“So do I,” Neil said with a deep sigh of his own. “So do I.”
Meera stood and smoothed out her torn dress. “It looks like I’ll have to 

get a new uniform,” she said sullenly.
“I think Mistress Tara will understand.”
“Oh, it isn’t Tara,” she replied. “Tara was the founder, but she has been 

dead for years. No, the headmistress is Fyona, one of Tara’s descendants.”
“Ah, well, Fyona will understand then.”
Meera nodded absently before turning to him. “Good luck, Neil,” she 

said sincerely, and she bit her lip again and hesitated. “Will I see you again?”
Neil smiled and touched her arm gently. “If Notton will still have me, 

then I’m sure you will.”
Meera returned the smile and gave a little bow. “Good-bye, Neil.” She 

hurried off, darting through the crowd.
Neil watched her go until she was out of sight. He hoped she would 

not end up among the missing. He shifted his weight and turned his 
attention back to the temple, just in time to notice his companions emerge 
from the room. He stood, relieved to see Tekril being supported between 
the two of them, limping and with a bandage around his neck but alive. 
Neil stepped up to the entrance to meet them and saw more bandages 
through the tears in Tekril’s clothes. When the scholar saw Neil, he offered 
a wan smile.

“It seems Kelsra has blessed you,” Neil commented when they reached him.
“Seems so.” Tekril’s voice was hoarse.
“The healers said he should make a full recovery,” Shara told him. 

“Though he’ll have a couple scars.”
“Scars are nothing.” Saeris took Tekril’s full weight easily as Shara 

carefully stepped away. “His life is what matters.”
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There was still anger in his indigo eyes, but also intense relief. Shara 
joined Neil at his side and placed a brief hand on his arm. Her face was 
unusually gentle. Neil wanted to take her hand and hold it, but he instead 
simply smiled at her before turning a serious expression on Tekril.

“I would ask you some questions.” He did not want to burden the scholar 
so soon but knew it had to be done. “Just not here.”

Tekril licked his lips and nodded. “I know what you are going to ask, 
and unfortunately, I don’t have much I can tell you. I barely saw my attacker 
before it happened. I was in and out of consciousness after that.”

“It makes no sense,” Saeris muttered.
The four of them made their slow way back to Sandermick’s with Tekril 

often needing to stop. Eventually, Saeris just picked him up despite his 
flustered protests. Once again, people eyed them as they passed, and Neil 
watched them warily, on edge, especially when they reached Sandermick’s. 
The servants stared at them again, and a few even tried to follow but stopped 
at a stern glance from Saeris.

They decided it was best if they spoke in Shara’s room, and Neil’s eyes 
swept over her chamber, noting how clean and sparse she kept it, not what he 
had expected, but her scent lingered in it, and it wasn’t her room entirely. Her 
chamber at the castle likely had more things. Neil found himself wanting to 
see it, to know what kind of possessions Shara had.

There was a dark blue divan, which Saeris set Tekril on, and Shara 
perched on the edge of her bed, which also had a dark blue covering. Saeris sat 
on the floor and leaned against the divan. There was a single chair, the same 
shade as the divan, by the fireplace. Neil took it and folded his arms across 
his chest, trying to appear casual, though the atmosphere was not.

“All right,” he said gently. “What do you know?”
“Almost nothing.” Tekril leaned his head on the arm of the divan. “As I 

said, I did not see my attacker.”
“Not even a glimpse of clothing?” Shara frowned.
Tekril shook his head. “All I know is that it was a man. I got a glimpse 

of his hand as he stabbed me, and it was too big to be a woman’s, and it was 
a human hand.”

“And there was only one of them?” Neil pressed. “Meera, the girl I saved, 
said there were two. There were eleven victims, and while it’s possible for one 
man to accomplish that, it would be difficult.” He furrowed his brow. “And 
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so far, the servants have been turning up one at a time. Why the sudden 
increase in numbers?”

“What if it weren’t a human?” Shara asked. “What if it were a demon?”
“It was a human,” Tekril insisted. “I know that.”
“It was two,” Neil said.
Saeris had remained silent. His look was pensive. Tekril touched his hair, 

and Saeris’s eyes flicked up, but he didn’t turn to look at Tekril.
“What doesn’t make sense?” Shara asked the soldier. “You keep saying 

that.”
“It doesn’t,” Saeris replied. “Don’t you agree?”
“We do,” Shara said. “But do you have anything to add?”
Saeris shook his head, but his look was brooding.
“The killer—or killers—was brutal in the attack,” Neil mused. “Looking 

as though he swung, stabbed, and hacked at random until his victims fell. 
Tekril, you truly don’t remember anything? You had about six stab wounds 
that I could see. Did you hear anyone coming?”

“I did,” Tekril said slowly. “I just didn’t pay much attention. People come 
and go in the library all the time, so I didn’t think anything of it.” He rubbed 
his nose nervously. “I felt a pain in my side, and I was yanked out of my chair. 
My assailant proceeded to…injure me further.”

Anger was burning in Saeris’s eyes again, and Neil knew the elf would 
seek revenge. The rebel demon started pacing with questions rolling in his 
mind. Perhaps he could speak with Meera again, and he was just about to 
mention the maroon robes when Shara spoke.

“Tekril,” she said in a gentle tone, “you had to have seen something. Even 
if you didn’t see your attacker’s face, you must have seen clothing.”

Tekril scratched his nose again and ducked his head down. He squirmed 
a bit and winced as his side scraped the divan. Saeris turned to look at the 
scholar. “Tekril, you know how important this is.”

“Meera said they were wearing maroon robes,” Neil told them.
Saeris looked at him sharply, and Neil could imagine his thoughts 

turning. The elf knew something. Tekril’s eyes darted around the room, and 
he swallowed hard. Neil could tell there was something the elf wanted to say, 
but something was holding him back.

“Did they threaten you?” Neil leaned forward in his chair.
Tekril shifted again, looked around at his three companions, and then 
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slowly nodded. Saeris said something to him in Elvish, and Tekril shook his 
head. Saeris spoke again. His voice was quiet. Tekril’s face took on a panicked 
expression, and his voice was shaky. Neil reminded himself that he was going 
to have to learn Elvish one day.

Tekril yelled something and grabbed on to Saeris’s shoulders. Tears were 
in his blue eyes. Shara gazed at her brother sympathetically and came to sit 
beside him on the divan. Saeris rose to his knees and whispered in Elvish to 
him. When Shara looked at Neil, he cocked his head in question. She held 
up a hand for him to wait, and she and Saeris continued to talk in coaxing 
tones. As Tekril started to speak, Neil tried to remain patient. There must 
have been a reason they were speaking in Elvish.

Shara finally nodded and kissed her brother on the cheek. She rose 
gracefully and looked at the two men. “You can stay here as long as you need.”

Tekril gave her a drawn smile and nodded. Shara gestured for Neil to 
follow her as she neared the door, and the two left the room. The elf quietly 
closed the door behind her and was silent for about a dozen paces before she 
started speaking.

“There were three attackers,” she told Neil. “Not two. And they were 
all wearing maroon robes, as you mentioned. Tekril said one of them pinned 
him to the floor and threatened to punish him severely if he told anyone.” 
She gave an angry shake of her head.

Neil’s jaw tightened. While one held Tekril, the other two must have 
gone around the library and completed the slaughter. He remembered the 
smell of blood, thinking of the poor scholar lying helpless. Thank the gods 
for the Kelsran healers.

“Is that all?”
“As he said, he was in and out of consciousness.” Shara headed up a 

staircase with Neil close behind. “All of them appeared to be men, and they 
attacked with abandon. Tekril was afraid they would hurt us, but we assured 
him we would not be caught unawares.”

“They could have eyes and ears,” Neil pointed out.
Shara shrugged, and Neil saw they were heading to the library. “Granted, 

but it is unlikely they would bother to monitor Tekril. He was just another 
victim they intended to kill.”

“So why even bother warning him not to say anything?” Neil asked.
Shara stopped and turned to him. There was frustration on her pretty 
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face. “His wounds would have been fatal if we hadn’t gotten to him, Neil.” 
Her voice was sharp but with a hint of desperation. “They meant for him to 
die! Why my brother? He never hurt anyone.” Her hands clenched into fists.

“Shara,” Neil murmured, putting a light hand on her shoulder.
He was glad she didn’t pull away. He could see the library doors, still 

open, and hear voices inside discussing the mess. One of them was an outraged 
Sandermick, demanding to know who did this and how long it would take 
to get the bloodstains out. The other voice sounded like it belonged to the 
mansion priest, and a third was one Neil didn’t recognize, but he likely was 
of the city watch. Neil pulled Shara around a corner, and she followed him 
without protest, probably hearing the voices as well.

A few paces down the hallway, Neil stopped. “The attack on the library 
was a warning,” he whispered. “And whoever the killers are, they have lost 
their humanity.”

“Just like demons,” Shara muttered. She must have seen him wince, for 
she added apologetically, “Most demons anyway.”

“Yes, most demons,” Neil agreed quietly.
Shara’s blue eyes searched his face, and he met her gaze. He could smell 

her sweet, cool scent, and despite the events, not a hair was out of place. Gods, 
she was beautiful. It wasn’t beauty that addled the senses, like that strange 
woman in the temple, but it was a beauty one could stare at.

“You really do want to help, don’t you?” she asked as if she’d discovered 
something.

“Yes, of course.” Neil was a little put off. “I may not relish the motives 
for putting me in the role of detective, but I do want to help. You just realized 
that?”

Shara gave him a rueful smile. “I wasn’t sure,” she admitted and lowered 
her eyes. “My views on demons were so set. I didn’t want to believe it could 
be otherwise.” She shook her head. “I don’t know what to make of you, Neil.”

“Am I so terrible?” he whispered.
“No, and that is the problem,” she said. “I promised myself that I would 

never trust a demon.”
“Yet you trust me?”
“Yes,” she answered softly. “I think I do.”
She looked at him again, and for a moment, they stared at each other. 

Neil wondered what she was thinking and what she saw on his face. He 
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wanted to caress her cheek, but he couldn’t push her trust. He was about to 
speak when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to 
see Saeris grimly walking toward them. Neil found it a little eerie that the 
elf had located them so easily.

“Where is Tekril?” Shara demanded.
“Still in your room,” Saeris answered. “Go to him, Shara. I don’t want 

him left alone for long, and I’d like to speak with Neil.”
Shara frowned but nodded. She put a brief hand on Neil’s arm and 

hurried off. Her feet made little noise.
Saeris waited until she was out of sight and then gestured toward Neil. 

“Follow me.”
Curious, Neil obeyed, keeping silent as the elf led him back down the 

hall, away from the library. His gait was brisk. The elf didn’t even glance 
in the direction of the library. Saeris’s shoulders were tense, and Neil could 
tell much suppressed anger was under his skin. Neither spoke until they had 
exited the courtyard and were on the city streets. Neil felt exposed among 
all these people, yet they were less likely to report overhearing anything he 
or Saeris said.

“How is Tekril?” Neil ventured.
“He is calmer now,” Saeris said. “Still a little fearful, but that is 

understandable.” His jaw tightened. “They will pay for what they did to him.”
“First, we have to find out who they are,” Neil reminded him. “Tekril 

said they were human, but are they connected with the one who is killing 
the servants?”

Saeris didn’t answer but glanced back in the direction of the mansion. 
“Why Tekril?” His tone implied he was talking more to himself until he 
looked back at Neil. “The three of us grew up together. Shara and Tekril have 
always been close, and their families were well acquainted with the king and 
queen. I came from a long line of warriors, and with my family being among 
the guard, it was only a matter of time before the three of us met.” He gave 
a slight smile. “And that time wasn’t long at all.”

“So what made you become a soldier here instead of in Silver Crescent?” 
Neil asked.

Saeris shrugged. “Things…happened, and through a number of 
circumstances, Tekril and I wound up here. We are still in service to Silver 
Crescent, of course, but—” he said, shrugging again.



192

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

“You love him, don’t you?” Neil watched Saeris.
“There are many kinds of love.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Would you think less of me if I said yes?” The elf ’s intense eyes turned 

to him.
Neil thought of the two elves at the entrance to the Kelsran Temple. “No.”
“While my affections for Shara run deep as well,” Saeris said, “Tekril is 

the one I want, and I would not trade him for anything. Shara and I have a 
bond, but it is different.”

“Are you hungry for revenge now?” Neil pulled up his hood. He didn’t 
like the stares, and many people wore hoods to protect their face from the 
chill.

“Yes,” the elf answered sharply. “I have my suspicions and—”
“You seem to have a lot of suspicions,” Neil pointed out. “Yet you won’t 

share them with others who are trying to solve the case.”
Saeris frowned. “I do not want to say anything until it is confirmed.”
“And perhaps sharing your thoughts would help,” the rogue demon 

offered.
They had stopped across the street from an old warehouse that had 

clearly been vacant for years. People skirted around it, as if afraid it would 
collapse as they walked by. Neil wondered why it hadn’t been torn down.

“I do know that the missing Nottonians and the murders in Sandermick’s 
house are connected,” Saeris admitted.

“You think it is the same culprit?”
“I never said that.”
It was Neil’s turn to frown. This elf knew more than he was saying. 

“What would servants have to do with missing citizens? And what about the 
maroon robes? You seem to know something about that, too, Saeris.”

Saeris’s eyes were fixed on the warehouse. His expression was unreadable. 
“Have you ever been summoned or worshipped, Neil?” he asked quietly.

Neil blinked in confusion. “What?”
“Sometimes, cults will summon a demon,” Saeris said thoughtfully. “Or 

a demon will make people think they are a god and worthy of worship. Has 
that ever happened to you?”

“No,” Neil answered. “My particular species are not good for such 
things.”
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“Ah,” Saeris said. “I see.”
Neil studied the warehouse, and something about Saeris’s questions came 

together. He remembered Rorimys mentioning cult activity. “You think a cult 
is involved and its members wear such robes.”

“Clever, Neil,” Saeris said with a wry smile. “Yes, I have suspicions.”
“But why would members of a cult attack the library?” Neil pressed. 

“And why kidnap people? Are they looking for recruits?”
Saeris didn’t answer, and Neil wondered what was on the elf ’s mind, 

but he got the sense Saeris was not going to enlighten him. “We should go 
back, yes?”

Saeris nodded curtly but didn’t move, still staring at the warehouse. A 
few people muttered that they were in the way, and Neil tried to step to the 
side, but the elf remained where he was. Someone passed by with a hot roll, 
munching happily. Neil’s nostrils flared at the scent of it, and he made a note 
to find the vendor of the sweet rolls, if they would sell to a demon.

“Mark my words,” Saeris said in a low voice, drawing Neil’s attention 
back to him. “Tekril’s attackers will pay.” Those indigo eyes settled on Neil. 
“And I may need your help.”

Neil brushed back his cloak briefly, revealing his sword. “That’s what 
I’m here for,” he promised.
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T here was fear in the Solver. Even Collie could sense it. The entire 
place had been searched, and the mirror had not been found. 
And worse, neither had Ligo. Tensions were high, and even Shri 

sounded concerned. Collie found she was coming to count on his presence.
Collie sighed, staring at the page of yet another history book that yielded 

little. Or maybe it said more than she was garnering and she was just too 
distracted to see it. Shri hadn’t come to see her yet, and the Solver seemed 
even quieter than usual, if that were possible.

What if Ligo had been sucked into the mirror and was in some terrible 
place? It made Collie shudder to think it. Gildas had been the most distraught 
over his disappearance, and she suspected he blamed himself, for whatever 
reason.

Collie pushed back her chair and stood, knowing she wasn’t going to 
be able to concentrate. Even though the Ginjo insisted they had sufficiently 
searched the Solver, she decided to go on a hunt of her own. It was better than 
just sitting there. The Ginjo may have insisted she stay out of it, but she was 
tired of being idle, and she no longer feared being caught. If Shri happened 
to show up, he could just wait for her.

“He always manages to find me anyway,” she muttered. “He’ll probably 
complain about my choice of attire.”

Her hair was in a simple ponytail today, and her dress was her favorite 
sky blue with lace at the sleeves and hem. Not too fancy, but it satisfied Silina.

Collie stopped and scanned the area, trying to remember the direction to 
Ligo’s room, and sighed when she realized she didn’t know how to get there 
on her own. The stairs wouldn’t appear just for her. With nothing for it, 
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she started walking in the direction she thought it was. The Solver had been 
combed for clues, but Collie had to wonder just how thorough the search 
had been, and she felt that the clues would be in Ligo’s chamber. If only she 
could remember where that chamber was! The purple carpeting beneath her 
feet yielded no answers, and Collie knew she could spend all day looking for 
it and not find it.

“The library not giving you answers you seek?”
The voice was soft, but it made her jump, and she whirled to find Hok’ee 

standing there. His look was placid.
“I was trying to find Ligo’s room,” Collie admitted slowly, nervous in 

spite of her decision. “I know the Ginjo have searched everywhere, but I felt 
I should try to help.”

Hok’ee regarded her for such a long moment that Collie shifted her 
weight anxiously, feeling self-conscious under his gaze. His mask was truly 
a mask; his expression was unreadable.

“Come,” he finally said and offered his hand.
Collie took it, surprised by the gesture, but she still assumed he was going 

to escort her back to the library. It didn’t take her long to realize Hok’ee 
was actually leading her elsewhere. Her heart leaped. Could he be taking her 
where she wanted to go?

Hok’ee held her hand gently, but she could feel the strength in his 
fingers. They didn’t speak as they walked, though Collie was brimming with 
questions. The Solver was so quiet, empty. She wanted to speak with Gildas, 
but she had not seen him since Ligo disappeared.

Now that they weren’t speeding through the Solver, Collie got a better 
look at her surroundings as they walked, not that they were much different 
from what she had already seen. The dim light that came from an unknown 
source lit the hallway, revealing the same carpeting, drab walls, and closed 
doors. Hok’ee did not let go of her hand. Nor did he look at her until they 
at last stopped in front of an open door.

“Call me when you have finished, and I will return you to the library,” 
Hok’ee informed her. “Look as long as you like.”

“Thank you,” Collie said sincerely. “I must ask, why are you doing this?”
“Because you requested it,” Hok’ee replied simply. “And because you were 

the one to first discover Ligo was missing.” The Ginjo walked away before 
Collie could ask anything else.
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Ligo’s chamber was as it had been the last time she saw it, clean and 
empty. There was a bookshelf, a small closet in the far right corner, and 
a nightstand on the left side of the bed with a partially burned candle. A 
desk was across from the bed, and Collie went over to see what was on it. A 
large piece of parchment had been spread out across the desk. Ligo had been 
working on an uncompleted map, it looked like, but of course, she didn’t 
know what it was of, and none of the labels were names she recognized.

Collie turned away from the desk to go look in the closet and nearly 
laughed aloud at what she saw. Five black robes hung in the closet, and one 
dark gray one seemed of somewhat finer quality. So the Ginjo did change 
clothes. They were all just identical! No wonder Shri said they lacked clothing 
variety and fashion. Collie didn’t know why she found it amusing. It just 
seemed so absurd.

The girl closed the closet and scanned the room. Her eyes fell on the 
bookshelf. Well, if the Ginjo had five pairs of the same robes, then maybe 
they had secret passageways, too. After all, how much of a disappointment 
would it be if a tower didn’t have hidden rooms?

Collie searched around the shelves, stepping on the floor stones, pulling 
out books, and searching for a lever of some kind. She pushed on the shelf 
and pulled on it, to no avail. She pressed on the surrounding wall, but the 
shelf didn’t budge.

“Maybe it’s too cliché,” she muttered, disappointed.
With a sigh, Collie leaned against the shelf with her eyes scanning the 

room, looking for some sort of inspiration. The only thing that remotely 
resembled a lever was the candlestick, and Collie scowled. She was likely 
looking for something that wasn’t there, hoping against hope Ligo had a 
hidden door in his room. Frustrated with her mind and the whole situation, 
Collie stomped over to the candlestick, meaning to prove to herself she was 
just being foolish.

She pushed it down, muttering, “What are the chances it—”
A creaking sound made her jump, and she looked over her shoulder 

in wonder as the bookshelf moved, sliding across the wall to reveal a dark 
passageway. She could see stone steps spiraling downward, leading god knew 
where. Shaking her head at the circumstances, Collie stood in the threshold. 
She had no light source and could only guess where those stairs led. Feeling 
she had little to lose, the girl whispered a prayer to Shuran and stepped onto 
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the first stair. Small lights appeared along the edge of the steps, creating just 
enough light that she could see the step in front of her.

Collie’s heart beat fast in her chest, and she uttered another quick prayer 
before descending the stairs. This was the Solver, so surely there wasn’t 
anything too dangerous down here. Then again, perhaps this was why it was 
a secret. Did all the Ginjos’ rooms have such passageways?

Collie imagined the stairs leading deep into the bowels of the Solver. 
What was underground in Celestia anyway? She didn’t know how far down 
the stairs went, and her hands felt clammy. If there were a creature lurking 
down there, it would likely hear her loud, fearful breathing. Collie didn’t 
know what had made her consider the candlestick, but it seemed as though 
her wild imagination came in handy sometimes. Now she just hoped it didn’t 
land her in trouble.

She moved as quietly as she could, listening for any sound, but nothing 
came to her, not even the dripping of water. Collie didn’t count the steps, 
but at last, she caught sight of a dark room at the bottom of the stairs. It was 
indeed a dark room, and she could not see what it contained. The lights along 
the staircase were not bright enough to illuminate it. Collie pressed herself 
against the wall and tested the floor with her foot, making sure there wasn’t 
some hole she would fall through.

When her foot touched solid stone, she put down her other foot, and 
the room lit up. She didn’t know where the light was coming from, but the 
contents of the room made her eyes widen. It was like a treasure trove, and she 
half-expected to see a dragon guarding it. Items abounded in the chamber, 
and though Collie was no mage, she could feel the power of them. All along 
the wall stood gold and bronze statues, some of which held jewels in their 
outstretched hands. Others clutched weapons.

A long table was littered with artifacts, like a feast of treasure. Did they 
just stick items down here they didn’t want others to see? Maybe the mirror 
was here, but how to find it in this place? Collie tapped her chin as her eyes 
scanned the room. There was so much here: goblets, weapons she didn’t know 
the names of, orbs, scrolls she dare not touch, figurines of various animals, 
and nameless portraits, one of which actually winked at her! She squeaked 
in surprise, and she was glad Shri wasn’t here, lest he call her mouse again.

Eyeing the portrait, Collie waited a moment to see if it made another 
move, and when it didn’t, she continued her search. The entrance to this 
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place had been in Ligo’s room, so it would make sense that Ligo would have 
hidden it here, right? But where was Ligo? Had he remained with the mirror? 
She called out to him, but naturally, there was no answer. The picture didn’t 
wink, and nothing moved. There was a chest against the wall near the stairs, 
but it was locked, and Collie had no idea where to look for the key.

“It’s probably in here.” She sighed, hands on the chest. She climbed up 
on it for a better vantage point.

From here, she had a better view of the table. There was so much to take 
in, and it looked even more like a banquet of treasure. The items seemed to 
have just been placed haphazardly across the table with little organization. 
She tried desperately to see the mirror, but there was no sign. There were just 
goblets, circlets, coins, gems, and other trinkets she couldn’t identify. Collie 
hopped down, disappointed. Her eyes wandered over the room one last time, 
thinking that, if she just looked harder, she would see it, even though she 
logically knew she wouldn’t.

Collie started to leave, and then she heard it, whispering in a language 
she did not understand but recognized. The mirror was here somewhere, 
and the timing it alerted her of that fact was chilling. She listened and tried 
to follow it with her eyes as well. Her gaze settled on the painting that had 
winked at her, and it did so again. Collie swallowed, and for a moment, she 
thought about bolting and informing the Ginjo.

Instead, she pushed aside her fear and approached the painting. It was of 
a man who looked like he would be a court jester, not a celestial. His face was 
fair, and he had short, curly blond hair. The whispering was more focused 
here, and she scanned the perimeter of the painting with her hand, feeling 
for a latch of some kind. There wasn’t one, but there was a gap beneath part 
of the frame, and she pulled. The painting loosened from the wall, swinging 
outward on invisible hinges. It revealed a small cubby, and in it was a single 
item, the mirror. It was whole, as if it had never been destroyed. Its surface 
was black, and Collie’s heart pounded. Should she even touch it? Maybe it 
would be best if she went and got one of the Ginjo after all.

The surface of the mirror suddenly rippled, like water after a stone had 
been tossed, and she barely had time to back up before something burst from 
the mirror. The force of it knocked her down. Collie scrambled to her feet 
and felt fear chill her bones. A monster that appeared to be made of shadow 
loomed before her. It must have been ten feet tall, and it seemed to suck up 
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the light of the room, dimming the space. Its form undulated, switching 
between a humanoid shape and no shape at all. Its eyes were mere pinpricks 
of yellow light, and there was a gaping, contorted mouth that had no teeth 
or tongue, but it was like a hole in the shadow.

Beyond its looks, there was something about it, as if she should know 
what it was. It let out a scream like a banshee, and Collie was surprised her 
eardrums didn’t start bleeding. There were weapons in the room, but she 
didn’t know how to use them, and most were either fastened to the wall or 
in the hands of the statues. Besides, how did you fight a creature that was 
all shadow?

Her instincts were screaming at her to run, and she obeyed, dashing out 
of the room and up the stairs, moving almost blindly, intent only on staying 
ahead of that thing. The stair lights dimmed, and she knew the monster 
was close behind her. Something brushed her leg, and she screamed in sheer 
terror. The stairs seemed to stretch on and on, mocking her. Another shriek 
sounded, and she nearly pitched forward with her vision blurring and her ears 
ringing. With effort, she propelled herself onward.

The shelf was still open, and she burst through the exit into Ligo’s room, 
which darkened, and she knew the monster was right behind her.

“Help! Gildas, Keiji, help!”
Would they sense the intruder? Collie did not know how long she would 

last and was surprised the fiend hadn’t caught her already. Maybe it was toying 
with her, like a cat toying with a mouse. Shri would laugh at that analogy.

Collie was hardly aware of all the turns she took, but something must 
have been leading her in the right direction, for up ahead she saw Shri, and 
she called out to him desperately. He whirled, lavender robes swirling around 
him, and she could tell his eyes widened. He threw up his arms, and a pale 
blue light shot over Collie’s head. She heard a screech behind her, and she 
stopped at Shri’s side, nearly falling. The monster was writhing in the air, 
and Shri splayed his fingers. A blue spiral formed in the air, and Shri’s mouth 
moved.

“No, wait!” Collie grabbed his arm, even as she wasn’t entirely sure what 
compelled her. “Don’t kill it!” Shri looked at her like she was insane, and 
maybe she was, but she shook her head. “I…have this feeling. Please…”

Frowning deeply, Shri gestured, and something like water encased the 
monster. It struggled in its containment, but it could not break it.



200

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

“Collie,” the Lesvan said, “what in the Hells happened?”
“I found the mirror,” she said lamely, breathing hard. “And that monster 

came out of it.”
Shri stared at her like she’d grown two heads, and he seemed about to 

protest, but then just sighed. “That should hold it. I don’t know how powerful 
that thing is, so I made sure the shield was strong, though honestly, we should 
kill it.”

Collie didn’t know why she had stopped him from eliminating it. The 
thing was from the mirror and likely would have killed her. Something about 
it tugged at her memory, though she couldn’t explain that either.

“We need answers before we do anything else to it.”
“You must tell me what happened,” Shri said. “All of it.”
“It’s a long story.”
“Well, we have time.” He flashed a smile. “I’m always up for a good 

story.”

The latest body was a middle-aged man, and his death must have been 
excruciating. His feet had been cut off, and he had likely bled to death. This 
was more brutal than the previous attacks, save for the incident in the library.

“The killer is getting bolder,” Neil observed.
Sandermick huffed. “I don’t like that there is a murderer loose in my 

house. You need to keep a better watch, Neil.”
Neil made sure his voice held only patience. “My lord, I am doing my best 

to catch the killer—or killers—but he strikes at odd times, and as before, 
there is no pattern to his victims.”

“You can’t deny he is more aggressive now.” Shara stood at Neil’s side. 
She and Saeris had accompanied him to the crime scene.

“Why has he gone back to one victim?” Neil knew his companions didn’t 
have the answers.

Saeris’s intense gaze shifted to Sandermick and stared at him until he 
stepped back.

“Summon a priest,” Saeris said in a low voice. “He might have answers 
for you.” His eyes bore into Sandermick, who looked quite nervous, and Neil 
tried to discern what was passing between them but couldn’t.



R i s i n g  S t a r

201

Sandermick drew himself up and managed to glare back. “You may be 
captain, but you do not have the authority to demand such things of me.”

Saeris gave a shallow, cold bow. “I am recommending it, my lord. If you 
do not wish to be present during the priest’s examinations, then that is your 
choice, but Neil should be there.” Saeris looked at the rogue demon. “I cannot 
guarantee the priest will tell you what you want, but since the incident in the 
library, he has become more interested in these events.”

“I’m surprised he wasn’t before,” Shara muttered. Her bright blue eyes 
regarded Sandermick. “Especially if you thought a demon was after you, my 
lord.”

Sandermick looked flustered again, and sweat was beading on his brow. 
“I didn’t want the murderer to get suspicious, and priests costs money! They 
may be holy, but you still have to pay them!” He jabbed a fat finger at Neil. 
“I’m not paying you!”

Neil ignored the comment. “What about your own priest, Lord 
Sandermick?” he suggested. “The one who lives here in the mansion and 
helped stabilize Tekril? Surely he could help and provide some protection. I 
also believe it was your priest Saeris was referring to.” He received a confirming 
nod from the elven soldier.

“Like what?” Sandermick demanded. “Hang a talisman on my door or 
put paper wards around my room? I am counting on Neil to solve this crime. 
That is why my cousin sent him here.”

“I will solve it, my lord,” Neil assured him. “Still, a priest might not be 
a bad idea.”

Sandermick grunted. “Well, if nothing else, it might make me trust you 
more.” He threw up his arms in resignation. “Very well. Do what you must. 
The man should be around here somewhere.”

“I am right here, actually,” said a calm voice. They all turned to see the 
priest, indeed the very one who had come to the library, walking toward 
them. “I heard of the newest murder, and I came to bestow my blessings 
on his soul.”

Now that the urgency of saving a life was over, Neil felt awkward in the 
presence of a priest, and the man studied him with dark eyes. The priest had 
short, graying hair and lines around his lips and eyes, but he was handsome 
in an older gentleman sort of way.

“I never got to commend you for your performance the other day,” the 
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priest said to him. “You saved that girl’s life. I am glad we are finally able to 
meet, Neil. I am Father Talbit.”

Neil inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Father Talbit, have you 
tried to discover the nature of these killings?”

“Yes.” Talbit’s eyes fell on the dead man. “To be honest, I did that when 
the killings first began, even though Lord Sandermick did not request it. I 
wanted to find out for myself. I…” He trailed off and looked at Saeris, who 
arched an eyebrow. “There is…something dark here, but I cannot discern 
what it is.”

“Well, try again,” Sandermick said impatiently. “I want to know what 
is hunting me.”

Neil decided not to point out that Sandermick had objected to having 
a priest involved not a few minutes prior. Talbit drew forth a pendant from 
his plain brown robe and unfastened it from his neck, holding it aloft. It was 
a ten-pointed star with the lines of each point crisscrossing each other. The 
priest closed his eyes and began to chant softly in some archaic tongue. Neil 
felt a prickling on his skin, and he suppressed the urge to scratch. It grew 
worse as the priest continued to chant, and he gritted his teeth. Sandermick 
was licking his lips nervously, but Shara and Saeris seemed composed. He had 
been in hot places in the Hells, but he felt like burning hands were touching 
his skin. At last, it was over, and the itching subsided.

Talbit looked at Neil and smiled. “I know what you felt, and you should 
be glad it was only itching.” He patted Neil’s shoulder and looked at Shara. 
“You should trust this one, Shara.”

“Are you a priest of Shuran, Father Talbit?” Neil felt somewhat 
self-conscious.

“Humina, actually,” Talbit answered.
“What did you find?” Sandermick demanded.
At this, Talbit suddenly appeared nervous, and he glanced toward Saeris 

and gave a slight nod. Saeris’s face was expressionless, but Neil took note of 
that exchange.

“There is something…dark here, my lord,” Talbit confirmed. “Whatever 
it is, it is beyond my powers.” He gave Sandermick an apologetic bow. “Perhaps 
you could call a priest from one of the temples?”

Sandermick waved his hand dismissively. “No, no, it’s fine.”
“It could be something that isn’t human, my lord,” Shara pointed out.
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“It isn’t human,” Saeris confirmed suddenly. He looked squarely at Neil. 
“Do your job, Neil, and you will have your answers.”

“You seem to have them,” Neil countered, somewhat irritably. “Share 
your knowledge, Saeris.”

The elf ’s eyes narrowed. “I have told you what I know,” he said evenly. 
“Use that knowledge.” He nodded to Talbit. “Thank you, Father, you 
may go.”

Talbit bowed several times, once to each of them, and hurried off. Neil 
watched him go curiously, before looking back at the elf. Saeris stared back, 
not betraying his thoughts.

“Will someone get this out of here?” Sandermick gestured toward the 
corpse.

“I will.” Neil did not take his eyes of Saeris. “After Saeris tells me what 
he knows.”

“I have already told you, Neil.” Saeris’s voice was quiet.
Neil studied him a long moment. There was far more to this than the 

elf was letting on. Soon, Neil would have his answers, whatever it was Saeris 
said. He just hoped it didn’t cost him Shara’s newfound trust or Saeris’s and 
Tekril’s friendship.
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D emons did not need to sleep as often as some other races, but they 
needed time to close their eyes and rest. Since the attempt on 
Tekril’s life, the last few days had made it hard for Neil to do so. 

The library had been thoroughly cleaned, but Tekril had been spending most 
of the time in his room. Sandermick was getting impatient, and even Rorimys 
seemed disappointed when he sent an inquiry and Neil had to confess he’d 
made little headway. Father Talbit had been friendly with him, apparently 
feeling safe around him since the holy spell had only caused itching. Quite 
uncomfortable itching, to be sure, but he had not been shrieking or writhing 
on the floor. This had made Neil wonder why he had experienced no such 
sensations in the Kelsran Temple. In a holy place, shouldn’t he have felt 
something, maybe even resistance? He’d asked Talbit about it, and the priest 
had shrugged apologetically and had only been able to say that the temple had 
let him in for one reason or another. Neil thought of that strange woman and 
her hot touch and shuddered. He had told no one of the encounter.

All this on his mind made him unable to rest, so in the early hours of the 
morning, Neil decided to take a different approach to the murders and head 
to the kitchens. He would talk to the servants directly. He scolded himself 
for not thinking of it before.

Almost no one was about at this hour, but he suspected servants would 
be up prepping the kitchen for breakfast. Neil may have looked like he was 
strolling casually, but his senses were alert, his ears wereready to pick up 
any noise, and his sharp eyes easily pierced the gloom. He did not know the 
precise location of the kitchens, but he guessed it would be on the lower floors. 
It was good to be doing something, and he felt like he was in control of his 
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own decisions for the first time since coming here. They wanted him to find 
the culprit, but it was time he went about it his own way because the only 
other person who seemed to know anything wasn’t talking.

He had estimated correctly in going to the lowest floor, for he could smell 
the sweet aroma of bread. The kitchen door was closed, but there was a small 
window on it in which he could look through, and he saw three servants in 
white livery at work. One of them was a girl who didn’t look much older 
than Meera. He slowly pushed the door open and entered. All the servants 
turned at once, and the girl dropped the bowl she was carrying. Luckily, it 
had been empty.

“It’s all right.” Neil held up his hands in a placating gesture. “I merely 
have questions.”

One of them, a plump woman with graying hair in a bun fixed him with 
an icy stare, not seeming that intimidated. She held a rolling pin in her hand, 
and Neil contained a smile at the sight, for it was comical and brought to 
mind the typical representation of the kitchen mistress.

“Yer that demon who’s been lurkin’ around,” she said in a no-nonsense 
voice. She was definitely the head cook. “And s’pposedly yer tryin’ to find the 
criminal who keeps killin’ us off.”

“Indeed, then you know why I am here,” the rogue demon said.
“We don’t know anything,” said another girl, looking to be in her late 

adolescence. She was carrying a basket filled with herbs that appeared far too 
big and heavy for her to carry.

“Hush, Saria,” the cook scolded and then focused again on Neil. “What 
ye want to know, demon?”

“Anything you can give me.” He kept his voice gentle. “I have been told 
there is no pattern to the killings.”

“That’s true…for the most part,” said the younger girl, who was probably 
around fifteen. She had picked up her bowl. “All of those who have been 
killed personally attended to Lord Sandermick’s quarters.”

Neil furrowed his brow. “Based on the deaths I’ve heard and the two I’ve 
seen, that seems like a lot of servants to wait on one man.”

“Our lord has a retinue.” The cook shrugged. “We switch off attendin’ 
to him pers’nally. Those who have died happened to be the current group.”

“He seems to have a lot of servants,” Neil said. “I know this place is 
large, but—”
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“Some of the servants followed him from his ol’ residence.” The cook 
leaned one arm on the counter. “Don’ tell nobody I said this, demon.” She 
shook her rolling pin at him. “Lord Rorimys give his cousin this place outta 
the goodness of his heart. I don’t know nothing ’bout runnin’ a city, but 
I know about runnin’ kitchens, and when things get outta line an’ cause 
trouble, someone is gonna get demoted. I’ll tell ye this. Sandermick lives in 
the shadow o’ his cousin ’cause Lord Rorimys wants to keep an eye on him 
while keepin’ his loyalty.”

“What did Sandermick do to cause this?” Neil asked.
“Gods know.” The woman shook her head. “Rumors fly o’ course, 

anywhere from blackmailin’ to fatherin’ a daughter with a maid. For whatever 
reason, Lord Rorimys did not want to cut off no family ties, so he allowed 
Sandermick to stay here, but the only land he has is his courtyard. No serfs. 
No farms of any kind. I think he hires so many servants to prove he’s worth 
somethin’.”

“And so he can have people to boss around,” Saria piped in, apparently 
gaining control of her nerves.

“I heard he treats you well,” Neil said.
“He does.” She went over to a large fireplace and set logs into it. “Emali, 

bring that pot over here.”
The younger girl set the bowl on the counter and dragged over a large 

black pot from the corner, grimacing as she lifted it. “Why don’t you cut the 
herbs that were in your basket, Saria? I can do the fire.”

“I brought them in here from the cellar, so you cut them up.” She took 
the pot from Emali, hung it on the rack over the fire, and struck a flint. Sparks 
danced on the logs, and after a second strike, the logs ignited, and Neil could 
hear the crackling of the flames as they gained power.

“I can’t,” Emali said, whining. “You know the herbs make my eyes water.”
“Shut it, both of ye!” the cook snapped. “Emali, cut the damn herbs.”
Sulking, the girl took Saria’s basket and pulled some parsley out of it. It 

wasn’t long before she was rubbing her eyes.
“So, there was nothing else?” Neil asked. “The only consistency is that 

they all tended to his personal quarters?”
“Far as I know.” The cook went back to rolling the bread.
Neil sensed the conversation was over, so he bowed, thanked her, and 

turned to go out the door.
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“Find the bastard, demon,” the cook said grimly. “Bring him to justice. 
I can’t be losin’ more of me girls.”

Neil looked over his shoulder and nodded. “I will.”
Emali eyed him, chewing her lip thoughtfully. “Be careful, demon,” she 

advised in an oddly calm voice.
“I will,” he said again and left the kitchen.
The rogue demon felt familiar frustration building as he headed to the 

main floor once more. He was getting nowhere. Neil passed a window and 
glanced out at the sky, slowly lightening. There were still a few stars out, 
and he could see one of them was Alovlianevansrae, the brightest one. It was 
always the last star to fade in the morning and the first to come out at night. 
Neil rested his arm on the windowsill, thinking. What if the murders had 
something to do with whatever had happened within the royal family? Could 
a relative have hired an assassin? But if that were the case, then why waste time 
with the servants instead of just killing Sandermick directly? The questions 
had yet to be answered. The only thing that was even remotely explained 
was why Sandermick thought he was the ultimate goal. The servants had all 
personally attended to him.

Neil’s ears picked up the sound of footfalls, and he pushed away from 
the window. His hand came to rest on the pommel of his sword. What were 
the chances he’d witness a crime? It was possible for servants to be up and 
starting their morning chores, but he was the only other soul in this area 
unless the killer had already claimed his latest victim.

Saeris appeared from around the corner, and though his eyes widened 
a bit, he didn’t look too surprised to see Neil. In fact, he smiled. “Taking a 
new approach?”

“You could say that,” Neil answered. “What are you doing up?”
“I am a soldier. We work early,” the elf replied. “The barracks are 

this way.”
Neil nodded absently, but his eyes fell on a thin flash of steel in Saeris’s 

hand, a dagger.
Saeris must have seen his eyes drawn to it, for he held it up and flipped 

it, handing it to Neil, hilt first. It was of elven make. It was finely pointed, 
and its hilt was engraved with silver vines.

“Are you on patrol for the killer, too?” Neil asked.
Saeris didn’t answer. Instead, he looked out the window. “When I was 
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young, I would try to imagine what the birthing of Alovlianevansrae actually 
looked like,” he said wistfully. “It’s part of what inspired me to be a soldier. 
Every child wants to be a hero.” He shook his head at himself. “Now, I don’t 
long for that anymore. It was a child’s dream. I just want to do what it right.”

Neil offered the dagger back to him. “I need answers, Saeris. Please, tell 
me what you know, if not for my sake, then for Tekril’s and Shara’s. You owe 
them that.”

The elf regarded him for a long moment, thoughts Neil could not read 
in his indigo eyes. Finally, he gave a short nod. “Come with me.”

Not waiting for Neil to reply, the elf brushed past him to lead him back 
down to the lower levels. Curious, Neil followed him, falling into step beside 
the elf ’s swift stride. They walked by the kitchens and down the darkened 
corridor. The candles had long since burned out, and the curtains were 
still closed. Saeris parted one and opened a window. Without a backward 
glance at Neil, the elf crawled out the window, and Neil saw that they were 
on ground level. He hoisted himself up and climbed out easily, feeling the 
damp earth beneath his fingers. The snow had continued to melt, but the 
ground was muddy.

“Why didn’t you just use the door?” Neil shut the window. It closed 
with a click.

Saeris shrugged. “The window was faster.”
He took Neil across the courtyard. The mud squished slightly under 

their light feet. Neil could smell the wet, sticky earth and the cold air. It 
might not be snowing, but the air was still crisp and sharp. No shops were 
open yet, but Neil saw a few people about, wrapped in shawls and hurrying 
toward one place or another.

“The bakery will be open soon, won’t it?” he asked, wondering as he did 
so where Saeris was taking him.

Even to his keen eyes, things looked different in the dark, and he watched 
the alleys and few passersby carefully. One woman caught sight of them, and 
she made a sign against evil before dashing off with her shawl clutched tightly 
around her. Neil pushed her reaction aside.

“Yes,” Saeris answered shortly. “It will be.”
Then Neil saw where they were headed—the abandoned warehouse. He 

glanced at Saeris, but the soldier was focused straight ahead.
Up close, the warehouse gave off a feeling of foreboding. Neil could smell 
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the old, musty wood and saw the boards having visible splinters. It leaned 
inward slightly, as if it would collapse in on itself.

“This looks like a good place for a murder,” Neil said dryly.
“Funny you should say that,” the elf replied in the same tone.
Saeris glanced around and then lifted the heavy wooden latch on the 

doors. He dusted off his hands and pushed the doors open just enough to 
give them room to enter. Saeris slipped in and beckoned Neil to follow him.

The smell of old blood struck Neil’s nostrils, though he could not see 
the source. Crates and thick, old rope were piled in front of them, and there 
were gaps in the roof, but strangely, the ceiling beams remained intact. 
Neil’s skin crawled with the familiar feeling of the Hells, and his hand went 
to his sword. He followed the elf through the maze of crates, expecting to 
see the shadows move. Saeris ducked around another crate, and when Neil 
emerged behind him, his eyes widened. Beyond Saeris’s shoulder, the rebel 
demon saw what could only be an altar with smears of dried blood on it 
and the floor. It was just wood, but there were canals for the blood and 
manacles for the wrists and ankles. A hexagram was drawn in charcoal in 
front of the altar, and Neil’s blood churned as he read the symbols inside 
the hexagram.

In blood and sacrifice, we summon thee, thy name on our tongues. Shadow, flame, and 
blood, we give to thee, if thee have but to grace us. It was a fairly typical summoning 
chant, but it made Neil cringe.

“This is a cult meeting place, isn’t it?”
“Yes.” Saeris’s jaw was tight.
He neared the altar, slipped his finger in a notch in the floor, and pulled, 

revealing a trapdoor. Neil came over to peer in and gasped. Bloodied limbs 
lay piled beneath them, faces had gouged-out eyes, and matted hair gazed up 
at them. Their mouths were twisted in horror. The smell of death and fear 
stung Neil, even as the smell of blood was both disgusting and alluring, so 
much so that he could taste it in his mouth. He felt his own blood grow hot, 
and his palms ached to be holding his sword. With effort, he kept that part 
of him reined in.

“You can guess who they are,” Saeris whispered.
“The missing Nottonians,” Neil exclaimed. His voice sounded harsh to 

his ears. “They were victims of cult activity.”
Saeris nodded grimly.
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Neil fixed his amber eyes on the elf. “How long have you known, and 
why didn’t you tell anyone?”

“I had my suspicions, as I have said,” Saeris replied. “Rorimys knew of 
cult activity within his city, but I wasn’t positive the events were connected. 
After the massacre in the library, I came here to see how well founded my 
suspicions were.” He smiled gravely. “Obviously, they were right on the mark, 
and I do wish I had investigated sooner.”

“The cult members wear maroon robes, don’t they?” Neil asked. Some 
pieces were falling together. “It was cultists who attacked the library.”

“Yes,” Saeris answered quietly. “And I have a feeling they know I am on 
to them, which is why they threatened Tekril.”

Neil’s eyes roamed over the place, taking in the crates and rafters, the 
profanity of the place. He wondered what was in those crates and how long 
this warehouse had been abandoned…that is, until the cultists had taken it 
over. They must have been confident that no one else would come here.

Saeris closed the trapdoor and started walking out. His light boots made 
little noise. Neil followed him with once last glance at the altar. Summoning 
a demon always came at a price to the summoner. Hellish beings did not like 
being contained by a summoning circle at the whim of a mortal. When dark 
pacts were made, cultists rarely knew the full consequences of their actions 
until it was too late.

Outside, the world had brightened a little, and more people were emerging 
from their houses. Neil breathed in the city air, trying to make the tantalizing 
smell of blood go away. For a moment, he allowed himself to fantasize what 
it would be like to actually live here. He had wanderlust, but it would be nice 
to have a place to call home and come back to. Was it possible Notton could 
be that place? They were getting closer to solving the mystery.

“If you have figured out that cultists are responsible for the missing 
Nottonians,” Neil said as they walked, “is that the case of the servants as 
well?”

“Not exactly.” Saeris’s face was expressionless.
Neil studied him as they walked, mulling things over in his mind. 

He’d seen the anger in Saeris’s eyes when Tekril had been wounded and 
remembered him muttering, “It doesn’t make sense.”

Saeris’s continuous suspicions had been founded on something only 
he had known about. The elf had always appeared more concerned for the 
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missing Nottonians and the welfare of those he loved than the murdered 
servants. Neil thought about the exchange of looks Saeris and Father 
Talbit had shared. The priest had looked more nervous around the elf 
than Sandermick. Saeris felt the assault in the library had been a warning 
to him, and the cultists knew he was on to them, but what foundations 
would they have? Surely Saeris wasn’t the only one investigating the missing. 
They would have to have had a basis for wanting to weed him out. What 
threat had he posed to them that no one else had? Saeris was secretive and 
performing his own searches without letting anyone in on them, not even 
Tekril and Shara. He seemed to know more about this case than any of 
the others, and he wasn’t talking. And the knife Neil had seen the elf with 
this morning…

They had reached the courtyard of Sandermick’s mansion, and Saeris 
nodded to him. “Thank you for coming with me. I will see you later today.” 
He started to turn away, but Neil grabbed his shoulder, stopping him.

“It’s you,” Neil said evenly. “You’re the murderer of the servants.”
Saeris’s indigo eyes were steady in their gaze, and the elf gave a mirthless 

smile. “How did you guess?”
“I had my suspicions.”
Saeris chuckled, again without humor. “Strange how suspicions come 

together.” He glanced toward the rising sun, which promised a sunny but 
cold day. His sable hair caught the light. “I have my reasons,” he said quietly.

“Murderers usually do,” Neil replied in the same tone.
“Some just do it for the pleasure of it.”
“That’s still a reason,” the rogue demon said.
“But that was not my reason.” Saeris’s voice was now firm.
“Then what was your reason?” Neil demanded.
“If I told you now,” the elf said, “your purpose in this investigation 

would be mote.”
“What about Shara and Tekril? They will be devastated to learn you 

are the killer.”
Saeris closed his eyes a moment, the first sign of regret he had shown. 

“Yes,” he whispered, opening them. “But if you do your job correctly, all 
answers will come to light, and I believe Shara and Tekril will forgive me.”

“Is my role so important?” Neil was frustrated again. “What if I hadn’t 
arrived in Notton?”
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“Then I would have likely never been caught.” Saeris shrugged. “The 
reason your role is so important, Neil, is because of what you are.”

Neil frowned. “What about who I am?”
Saeris shook his head grimly. “To all but a few, you are not yet a who. You 

are a what. Something is coming,” he said softly. “I think more feel it, but few 
want to admit it. You are a demon, but one that does not seek to dominate 
or kill. That is why you are important, and if I had not been killing servants, 
Lord Rorimys likely would have found another way for you to prove yourself. 
Or he would have had you arrested or turned away. Be thankful you got this 
instead.” He held out his wrists to Neil. “Complete your tasks well, Neil.”

Neil had no rope with him, not having expected to be making any arrests 
this morning. He hated to turn in Saeris like this, having considered him a 
friend. “I’d say you’re under arrest, but I have nothing to bind your hands 
with.” Neil tried to put a little humor on the situation.

Saeris smiled softly. “It’s all right. I already know.”

Ellina massaged her temples. Her head was aching. The illustrations of bones 
and muscles blurred in front of her, and she pushed away the book with a 
vexed sigh. Training had consumed her time over the past several days, and 
while she enjoyed it, she had time for little else.

The elf maiden sighed. Her thoughts and headache proved too much of a 
distraction. Becoming a healer so she could aid others meant so much to her, 
but she was having trouble concentrating on her studies. Gildas was on her 
mind, but so was the possible danger. Were demons really going to become 
a major threat again?

Her headache was proving a distraction, so she stood and went downstairs, 
knowing she couldn’t concentrate on her studies. No one was home, but a 
teakettle had been kept warm. Ellina opened the cellar door, and the smell 
of damp earth and various herbs and spices met her. She was glad she had 
recently gone shopping for such things. It didn’t take her long to find what 
she was looking for, the kasiz root. She broke off a piece and chewed on it, 
finding it tasteless. But it would help with her headache.

Back in the main room, the elf maiden poured herself a cup of tea as 
she munched. The scent of the tea and root already eased her head and 
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calmed her. Turning to the window, she raised the teacup to her lips again 
and froze. Gildas was walking toward her house. His black robe was stark 
against the snowy ground. Ellina gasped and quickly set down the cup on 
the counter, almost dropping it. She dashed to the door, throwing it open 
just as he arrived.

“I saw you coming.” She smiled.
Gildas returned the smile. “May I come in?”
“Please do.” Ellina stepped aside to make room for him.
The Ginjo’s green eyes were contemplative within his mask. “May we go 

to your room? I’d rather not have your parents hearing should they come in.”
Ellina’s heart skipped at the thought of having Gildas in her room, and 

she merely nodded and led him back upstairs.
“You’ve being coming to see me often lately.” She tried to sound 

nonchalant.
She opened the door to her room for him and suddenly wondered what 

he would make of it. He had never seen her things before. They would always 
meet at their special tree or a café, though that produced stares.

Gildas’s eyes roved around the room before turning to face her. “I wish 
I could come just for the pleasure of seeing you,” he said with a rueful smile. 
“I have a favor to ask you.”

“Anything,” Ellina replied.
“Don’t say that before you know what it is I ask.” The Ginjo glided across 

the room to her desk. “How are your healing studies going?”
“Well enough,” Ellina answered honestly. “I am enjoying them, but I find 

it hard to concentrate lately.” She hoped he did not ask why.
Instead, Gildas simply nodded, as if he understood, and changed the 

subject. “When Kom returned from the Hells, he brought something with 
him, but after his betrayal, no one bothered to find out what it was until 
recently.” Gildas combed fingers through his hair. “I sent Ligo to find out 
what it is, and now he and it are gone. Well, the mirror—that’s what it is—
was found, but Ligo is still missing.”

Ellina’s eyes widened in horror, and she felt a pang for Ligo. Gildas would 
speak often of his antics, and she could tell he blamed himself for his fellow 
Ginjo’s disappearance. She sensed there was more he was not telling her and 
wouldn’t unless he felt the need to.

“I am sorry,” was all she could say.
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Gildas blew out a long breath and stared at the floor. A silence fell 
between them, and Ellina wanted to embrace him, but she resisted. “So, what 
is this favor?”

“You know of the Catharin,” Gildas said. “The old elves.”
The ancestors of the elves, the eladiiral’na, had come to Mithorin ages 

ago and had constructed Silver Crescent, the epitome of elven civilization 
and culture, but there were those who had broken away from it, those who 
were adverse to contact with any other race that a city, no matter how elven, 
would imply. So, they retreated deep into the forest and became known as 
the Catharin. Few from Silver Crescent had ever seen them.

“What about them?”
“I may need you to find them.”
Ellina’s eyes widened again, this time in surprise. All elves held some 

wanderlust, and many left home for a time, though they usually returned. 
The thought of discovering more of Mithorin’s secrets was tantalizing, but 
could she really leave? There was hardly a dull moment in Silver Crescent, 
so it wasn’t as though she longed for adventure. Traveling through Mithorin 
had its allure, but Ellina’s skills did not lie in combat, and she would almost 
certainly face danger in the depths of the forest.

“Why?”
“Because they possess old magic,” Gildas replied. “Magic that might 

help against the kureida.” He fixed her with an unreadable gaze. “In the 
past, you have expressed your longing to help me. Well, your desire to do 
so may be granted. I don’t like it, but, if you took a small band of elves with 
you to find the Catharin, perhaps they would help. Invoke Na’lan Keldrin’s 
name, if you must. Times are changing, Ellina, and I fear the change could 
be deadly.”

“You really think there could be something like another War of the 
Races?”

“At this point, I am not ruling out the possibility,” was the grim response.
Concern for her people increased Ellina’s fear. She couldn’t bear the 

thought of demons raiding Mithorin, raiding Silver Crescent. The Catharin 
had mysterious powers, but could they really be of use? Gildas seemed to 
think so, and as a celestial, he would know, but Ellina still had her doubts, 
ones she didn’t voice.

“If that is what you wish of me,” she murmured. “Though I think I 
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would better serve in continuing my studies. That way, if, Kelsra forbid, 
something does happen, I will be able to provide healing.”

“I do not need you to search for them yet,” Gildas assured her. “In fact, 
I may not need you to at all, but I wanted you to know the possibility exists, 
and I want you to be ready. In the meantime, continue your studies.”

“All right.” Ellina’s eyes were on the floor, again not knowing what else 
to say.

She wanted to help her people and Gildas, but going after Catharin 
was not what she had expected. Images of demons raiding her beloved city 
made her want to cry. This was a haven for the elves, and even though other 
creatures within Mithorin sometimes attacked and there was definite danger 
in this ancient place, they had always been safe from demons. If that changed 
though, then the Catharin would be in as much danger as everyone else. How 
much aid could they provide?

“Ellina.” The tenderness in Gildas’s voice made her look up, and she was 
startled to see how close he was.

She barely had time to react before he kissed her. She had imagined this 
happening many times and had tried to think of what his kisses would taste 
like. She could not even feel the mask. It was as if it were skin, and she felt 
heat rush to her face. Her heart pounded in her ears as she felt his tongue 
enter her mouth, and she tentatively kissed back, not out of fear, but because 
she had never been kissed before. Gildas’s arms went around her waist, pulling 
her close, and she gripped his shoulders. She wanted to stay in that moment 
forever, but the Ginjo abruptly pulled away, taking her breath with him.

“Stay safe,” he whispered. His voice was somewhat husky, and he squeezed 
her arm. “Stay safe.”

And with that, he was gone, leaving her stunned with the taste of his kiss 
on her lips. Where had he learned to kiss like that?

Ellina somehow found her chair and sat down heavily. Her heart was still 
beating rapidly. She was dimly aware that she had left her tea downstairs. She 
touched her lips, feeling giddy and a bit dazed. Now she really wouldn’t be 
able to concentrate on her studies. Sitting there, the elf maiden felt herself 
smile.
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“ s a Drifter,” Tosaida said, raising its teacup to its lips, “I’m 
sure you are naturally curious about the other worlds. It’s 
part of why you are here.”

Artemis took a sip of tea, tasting the rich flavor. All around them, the 
threads glowed. So many worlds surrounded them, and yet they were alone.

“I am curious,” Artemis confirmed. “I am curious about the beings that 
live there and how they live their lives.”

“You are curious about how Elyshaezans live theirs.” Tosaida smiled. It 
had taken to wearing its hood down around Artemis, and its blue hair still 
fascinated the Glarent.

Artemis returned the smile. “That is true. As well as other celestials. 
The Glarent are concerned with protecting Celestia. I’ve watched others in 
Elisiarim and sometimes wondered what it would be like to be them.”

“Why?” Tosaida asked.
Artemis hesitated, thinking how best to answer. It didn’t like being 

reminded of its failures. “I wasn’t strong like the other Glarent,” it admitted 
slowly. “I have little fighting skills, and the Glarent are a warrior species. We 
are protectors. The Glarent look out for others, and we care about people, 
but not on a personal level. We rarely form deep bonds, even among our 
own race. We protect, so others can love in whatever form that may take.” It 
traced the rim of its cup. “The others didn’t mind, but I wanted a friend. I 
thought Daryn was one, but it left me behind. I think I was more a burden 
than anything.”

Tosaida gave Artemis a solemn look. “You are different from your 
fellows, and difference can lead to a lonely existence. However, you should 
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not resent that difference. Instead, embrace it, and use it for good. You could 
bring change to the Glarent.”

Artemis barked a laugh. “How? I’m not even in Elisiarim anymore.”
“Are you forbidden to go back?” Tosaida asked.
“I don’t know,” Artemis replied a little irritably. “They left me, and the 

Glarent don’t usually leave comrades. I presume it means they don’t want me. 
I don’t think I’m forbidden to return, but I’m certainly not wanted.”

“The Glarent exist only in Elisiarim,” Tosaida mused. “So unique, yet 
with so many restrictions.”

Artemis didn’t have a response, so it drank quietly. It liked coming here 
and found it could speak candidly with Tosaida, but it did not like discussing 
why it had been abandoned.

“Will I meet any other Allowed?” Artemis desired to change the subject. 
“How many are there?”

Tosaida smiled. “That, Artemis, is a good question, and one not even I 
know the answer to. The Tapestry is expansive, and we tend to different areas 
of it. I have not met all the Allowed.”

“How many tend to this area?” Artemis pressed. “How many do you 
know, Tosaida? Is there a leader?”

“I know fifteen,” the Allowed answered. “And no, there is no leader. We 
are all equals, ruled by our duty. We do not need a leader.”

This confused Artemis, but it suspected that would change with time. 
“Are the Allowed permitted to have…relationships?” it asked slowly and felt 
its cheeks color. “Sorry, that is a silly question.”

“There are no silly questions here,” Tosaida assured it, even as it smiled. 
“We are not forbidden to, but among the fifteen Allowed in my company, 
there is only one couple.”

“Are you at least all friends?”
Tosaida shrugged. “Most of us, though some have our differences.” It 

leaned forward, propping its elbows on the table with a teacup in its hands. 
“Are you concerned we get lonely, Artemis?” Tosaida gestured to the threads 
surrounding them. “After all, for all these worlds, we are alone. But no, I have 
never been lonely.”

Artemis saw movement out of the corner of its eye and looked in time 
to catch a glimpse of that black hair and, with it, a sense of familiarity. It 
started to call out, but the figure disappeared.
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“I keep seeing that person,” Artemis said, frustrated. “Whoever it is isn’t 
a Drifter, but I feel that they are doing more than just passing through. All 
I see is black hair.”

Tosaida frowned. “Your mortal companions have black hair, do they not?”
“That means nothing,” Artemis said. “Many people have black hair. 

Whoever I’ve been seeing could be from any number of worlds.”
“Why does it bother you then?” Tosaida asked.
“Because I feel drawn to this person,” Artemis replied. “I don’t know why.”
“Then they are either from Celestia or Elyshaeza,” Tosaida reasoned. 

“If they were from a completely foreign world, you are less likely to feel any 
connection to them.” It sipped its tea. “It is possible to have a connection with 
someone in a parallel dimension, but in this case, it is unlikely.”

“I have seen others though,” Artemis argued. “Why do I not feel a 
connection to them as well?”

“It could be because you know this person,” Tosaida said. “For all 
you know, it could be one of your companions. I would caution you before 
inquiring though. As you know, most do not remember even passing through 
the Tapestry, and it may not be wise to tell them what you have been up to.”

Artemis suddenly felt a familiar pulling that indicated it had to return 
to Elyshaeza. “I best go. I think it’s morning, and I need to awaken.”

“Go, then,” Tosaida bade. “Come again when you can.”
Artemis nodded, regretting they had not yet gotten to any lessons. The 

Tapestry disappeared, and it became aware of someone gently shaking it and 
calling its name. It opened its eyes to find Taliyen crouched next to it.

“Breakfast,” the young warrior said. “You seemed tired last night, so I 
let you sleep.” A smile lit his face. “Ishon-Zhrin finally gave in and said we 
could visit Ardall.”

The fuzziness that came with waking vanished at those words, and 
Artemis sat up, excited. “I’m awake.”

Taliyen chuckled and left Artemis to roll up its bedroll. A fire was already 
crackling, and Artemis could smell the morning soup. It finger-combed the 
few tangles out of its hair and then joined its companions by the fire, where 
Ishon-Zhrin ladled out the meal. It blew on the soup to cool it and fished out 
the few chunks of meat with its chopsticks. It could tell by the chewiness that 
it was the last of the jerky, and it was even more resolved to buy ingredients

“It is five miles to Ardall,” Ishon-Zhrin informed them. “We’ll purchase 
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supplies and spend the night there. I made sure we had enough coin.” He met 
Artemis’s and Taliyen’s grins with a flat expression. “I understand we need the 
supplies. The Koshai live off the land, but even Taliyen obviously isn’t used 
to travel rations, and I will admit that the city does have its perks.”

They finished their breakfast, doused the fire, and set out. As they 
walked, Taliyen explained that Ardall was smaller than cities like Notton, 
but far larger than any town. It was the one most likely to see Koshai, and 
the tribal people had traded there in the past. Ardall was why many tribes 
carried coin. Its lord, Kymois, was an ally of Rorimys, and despite its small 
size, Ardall was known for its market.

Artemis became more eager the more it heard, but Taliyen appeared even 
more so, grinning like a boy. They saw farmsteads as they made their way 
toward Ardall. There were no crops this time of year, and a blanket of snow 
covered roofs, but smoke curled from chimneys, and some folks were out 
exercising their horses, and they waved to the three travelers.

At last, Ardall came into view, and they quickened their pace. In spite 
of its excitement, Artemis found itself growing self-conscious as they neared 
the city. It had left its hood down for most of the day, but now it pulled it 
over its head, not wanting to draw attention to its celestial nature. It wanted 
to be treated like any other traveler and hoped no one would demand it take 
off its hood. Its companions didn’t question it, apparently understanding.

Like most cities in Elyshaeza, Ardall was walled, but the gates were 
opened during the day. Guards in bronze tabards stood at attention, and 
after inspecting their supplies, they permitted the travelers to enter. Artemis 
was surprised but grateful they didn’t ask it to lower its hood. Almost 
immediately after they passed the gates, they came into the marketplace, 
which extended through most of the city. An assortment of smells greeted 
Artemis, many of which it didn’t recognize. There was bread and other 
pastries, meats, and spices, along with the smell of animals and people. Folks 
bartered, shouted, and purchased. The snow on the ground had been reduced 
to slush by so many feet.

Artemis stopped to watch a short man hang sausages on a long metal 
stick. He had set his booth up in what was likely a butcher’s shop, and he 
called out to the crowd about his fresh sausages. Artemis smelled the freshly 
cooked meat, and its mouth watered.

Taliyen grabbed its arm and pulled it away. “Stay close,” he whispered. 
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“We don’t want to get separated.” Even he eyed the sausages before leading 
Artemis away.

“We’ll procure an inn,” Ishon-Zhrin said. “Then we’ll shop for supplies.”
“What about that place?” Artemis pointed to a polished wooden sign 

that read Lucky Calf. A rough depiction of a smiling calf was carved below 
the words. “That’s an inn, right?”

“Indeed.” Ishon-Zhrin frowned.
Artemis peered through the windows to see quite a number of people 

sitting at tables, playing cards.
“Do they gamble here?” it asked.
“Likely,” Ishon-Zhrin replied. Disapproval was plain on his face. “Judging 

by the name.” He shifted his pack and exhaled. “Well, come on.”
He opened the door for them, and Artemis and Taliyen entered with 

Ishon-Zhrin close behind. There was a roaring fire in a large hearth, and 
lanterns hung from pegs on the wall, high enough that they were unlikely to 
be knocked down but low enough to provide lighting. The smell of cooked 
meat again filled Artemis’s nose, and its stomach rumbled. There was a 
stairway near the bar counter, which presumably led to rooms. Patrons played 
cards and, farther back, dice. Not all the guests were gambling. Some were 
simply enjoying a hot meal. There was chatter and the occasional grumble, 
but the crowd wasn’t boisterous. Ishon-Zhrin approached a stout man behind 
the bar, and Artemis and Taliyen followed.

“Excuse me,” the veteran said politely. “How much for a night? There 
are three of us, but we don’t mind sharing a room.”

“The rooms all have two beds,” the innkeeper informed them. “If one 
of you doesn’t mind sleeping on the floor, that will be three coppers. Baths 
will cost you four coppers, and you will pay for each meal.”

Ishon-Zhrin frowned but produced the proper amount, muttering a few 
words in his native Koshai tongue. “Just one bath, please.”

The innkeeper ordered one of the servers to show them their rooms and 
prepare a bath.

“Follow me, sirs,” the server said.
He was a young man with a dimpled smile, and he escorted them up the 

stairs. Artemis felt eyes on it but did its best to ignore them. It wasn’t going 
to take its hood off inside.

The room they were given was sparse but clean, and along with preparing 
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the bath, the server lit a fire. There were two beds and a window that was 
currently shuttered against the cold. The room was cold, but Artemis could 
already feel the warm glow of the fire.

“If you need anything else, just ring.” The young man indicated a bell 
by the door. “You can eat your meals downstairs or have them brought 
to you.”

“Thank you,” Ishon-Zhrin said. “That will be all for now.”
The server bowed and left the room, closing the door behind him. 

Artemis finally lowered its hood.
“Why only one bath?” Taliyen asked. “You expect us to share?”
“You and I will make use of the public bath house,” Ishon-Zhrin said. 

“The bath is for Artemis. I didn’t think it wanted to reveal its gold skin to 
people.”

“Thank you.” The gesture touched Artemis. “I wish I could disguise my 
flesh somehow.”

“You know,” Taliyen said, setting down his things, “people might stare, 
but I doubt you’ll have them flock to you. I don’t think you have to keep your 
hood up the whole time we’re here.”

“I already paid for the bath,” Ishon-Zhrin pointed out. “Taliyen is right, 
Artemis. You shouldn’t have to wear your hood this whole time.”

“I’d rather bathe alone anyway,” Artemis said. “Will you two return to 
get me so we can all go shopping?”

Ishon-Zhrin nodded and patted Artemis on the shoulder. “We won’t 
be long.”

The Glarent waited until it could no longer hear their footsteps down 
the hall and then stripped, feeling the cold floorboards. It slid into the warm 
water with a sigh. Its golden skin caught the light of the fire. The heat soothed 
muscles stiff from the cold. Its long hair fanned out in the water, and it closed 
its eyes, relaxing. It thought about visiting Tosaida, but its companions would 
return before long. The water eventually started to cool, so it stepped out 
and dried itself off before it left a puddle. It dressed and sat with its back to 
the flames to help its hair dry. Again, it considered going to the Tapestry but 
didn’t want to be in that state when the Koshai arrived.

At last, it heard footsteps and Taliyen’s voice. The door opened, and 
Artemis stood to greet them. Taliyen’s face was still flushed from the bath, 
and his hair gleamed.



222

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

“Talk about luxury!” Taliyen exclaimed. “You should have been there, 
Artemis.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourselves,” Artemis said. “Are we going 
shopping now?”

“Yes.” Ishon-Zhrin poured his coins on the bed.
Artemis wondered where he had gotten it all. The veteran divided the 

amount between the three of them. “Keep them in your pockets,” he told 
them as they prepared to head out. “Be careful of the cost of the items you 
are looking at. I am going to see if I can find a pawn shop.”

Once on the streets, the three of them split off, and Artemis lowered its 
hood. People gaped, and some children pointed, but Artemis just smiled and 
walked on. Folks bowed to it, their eyes wide. As self-conscious as it felt, it 
decided to keep its hood down for now. The various smells again greeted it 
as it strolled the streets. The air was chill, and there was a hint of snow. It 
would likely fall later.

Artemis wove its way through the crowd, trying to locate the right 
store and thinking about what it needed. It knew it had to be careful, not 
just with the coins, but it didn’t want to have to carry too much. Unlike 
most Elyshaezans, the Koshai did not have pendants in which to carry their 
belongings, though some did possess magical bags. Artemis had neither at 
this point, and as it sifted through the crowd, it considered searching for one, 
but it also needed to buy cooking ingredients.

“Maybe I can find a cheap one,” it muttered to itself.
It scanned the shop names and eventually found one that appeared 

promising: Holdings. Through the window, it saw satchels and simple lockets 
on display. A bell hung on the door chimed when Artemis opened it. There 
were a few customers in the store, and they stared at it, of course. Artemis 
just gave them its usual smile and ignored them.

The bags varied in size, and some had decorative designs on them. 
Artemis touched them, feeling the material and checking the cost. It liked 
the ones with animals or other designs etched into them but settled for a 
plain and inexpensive yet sturdy satchel.

It approached the counter with a smile, even as the shopkeeper gaped and 
gave a hasty bow. “Will that be everything for you, sir…uh…miss…uh…
Glarent?” he stammered.

“Yes, thank you.” Artemis dug for its coins. “Here you are.”
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The man’s hand shook as he took the coins, as if in awe of touching 
something that was in the palm of a Glarent. Artemis hoped he didn’t think 
the coins were blessed. It thanked him again and left the shop, the winter 
air hitting it and replacing the scent of leather. Word of its presence would 
likely soon spread, if it hadn’t already, but Artemis didn’t think to put up its 
hood again. It was going to be on Elyshaeza for a while, and it didn’t want 
to hide. Not too often anyway.

In Elisiarim, the Glarent were given what they needed and could request 
things, be that a new robe or a book, but they didn’t shop in the Elisiarim 
markets. Artemis would sometimes watch other celestials purchase items—
though currency functioned somewhat differently in Celestia—and it felt a 
small thrill to be doing exactly that. Shopping could certainly be difficult 
when watching what one spent, but it could also be fun, and Artemis smiled to 
itself, even as it realized mortal materialism was affecting it. It was sentenced 
to Elyshaeza, so by the gods, it would act like it belonged, even if it did feel 
like an outsider.

Artemis located a shop that was dedicated to herbs and spices, and the 
rich smells filled its nostrils. This store was more crowded than the leather 
shop had been, and less people paid attention to Artemis, though it still felt 
eyes on it. It scanned the shelves of spices, trying to decide which ones would 
work best. It sniffed some, and the scent of one was so strong that it burned 
its nostrils. Artemis sneezed, which drew a few chuckles.

“Do you need help?” a middle-aged, stocky woman asked, wiping her 
hands on her apron as she approached.

She smelled of basil, and her manner was brisk but friendly. She didn’t 
seem surprised that Artemis was a Glarent, but maybe she had recovered from 
her initial shock when Artemis first entered.

“I am not sure,” Artemis answered. “I am traveling with two Koshai, and 
all we’ve had are trail rations. I’m looking for something to add more flavor 
to our meals. I would like to make some soups, too.”

“Well, just about everything here will add some flavor,” the woman said. 
“If you don’t want it too spicy, I would recommend…”

Artemis listened as the shopkeeper rattled off the names of various spices, 
showing them as she spoke. Artemis did its best to keep track and eventually 
selected some thyme, nutmeg, garlic, basil, cinnamon, and parsley, along with 
some tea leaves, trying to tally up the cost in its head.
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“You’re a Glarent, aren’t you?” the woman asked as she packaged the 
items. “I heard some of your kind fought demons at the Hodi River recently. 
Were you there?”

Artemis paused in counting the coins. The woman was bold to ask such 
a thing. “Yes,” it said slowly. “I was.”

“My grandfather used to sit me on his knee and tell me stories,” the woman 
reflected. “He grew up during a time when the demons were quite active. As a 
youngster, I couldn’t fathom it. Demons weren’t seen much then in these parts, 
but now, I can believe it. They’ve been more aggressive these last few years. 
Several outlying villages have been ransacked, though no sightings near Ardall, 
thank Shuran.” She cocked her head. “Think it means anything, Glarent?”

“It might.” Artemis did not want to frighten her but remembered the 
village. “Have a good day, ma’am.”

It took the bag of spices before the woman could continue the conversation 
and shuffled out of the store, its good mood suddenly gone. Again, it had 
been reminded of its abandonment, and again, there was speculation about 
kureida activity. What would Celestia do if there were a second War of the 
Races? What would the people of Elyshaeza do?

No longer in the mood to shop, Artemis headed back toward the inn. 
Dusk was starting to set in anyway. It found its companions in the common 
room, and Taliyen waved it over. There were more patrons in now, and again, 
Artemis received stares.

It peered into Taliyen’s mug as it took a seat next to him. “What are you 
drinking?”

“Ale,” Taliyen answered proudly.
“Not at my approval, I assure you,” Ishon-Zhrin said petulantly. “Alcohol 

impedes a warrior’s senses. I would have the tea if I were you, Artemis.”
“Try this first.” Taliyen pushed his mug toward Artemis. “Just a sip.”
Artemis hesitated, deterred by the smell of alcohol, but it raised the 

mug to its lips and took a sip. At first, all it tasted was sweetness, but then 
a burning filled its mouth, and it coughed, just managing to force the stuff 
down its throat so it didn’t spray it everywhere. Taliyen threw back his head 
and laughed, while Ishon-Zhrin just shook his head. Artemis tried to glare 
at Taliyen, but its eyes were watering.

“You’re right, Master Ishon-Zhrin,” it croaked. “I should probably just 
stick with the tea.”
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Ishon-Zhrin beckoned to a serving girl, who looked sympathetically 
at the still-recovering Artemis. “A cup of oolong tea, please,” the veteran 
requested.

“Of course, sir.” The serving girl walked off with her red curls bouncing 
about her shoulders.

Taliyen watched her swaying hips with interest until Ishon-Zhrin reached 
across the table and pinched his arm. “Don’t even think about it.”

Taliyen scowled. “I can’t even look at a pretty girl?”
“No.”
“I wasn’t going to do anything,” Taliyen grumbled. “I was just looking.”
“Women are not objects to be crooned over,” Ishon-Zhrin said firmly. 

“Too often they become the subject of men’s desires. You are young and full 
of lust, Taliyen, but you must learn to control it.”

Taliyen colored visibly, and even Artemis flushed to be hearing this 
conversation.

“I am not full of lust,” Taliyen protested. “I can control it. I was just 
looking.”

“Which can lead to touching,” Ishon-Zhrin pointed out. “Especially 
with that ale in your system.”

Artemis didn’t understand lust or why it so affected people. It knew what 
it was by definition, but it didn’t understand. The Glarent stared at the table, 
feeling out of place. It also didn’t like to think of Taliyen as being so base. 
The thought of him touching that serving girl was unsettling for some reason. 
All too soon, she returned with its tea and three bowls of steaming chowder.

“I knew you’d arrive soon,” Ishon-Zhrin said in response to Artemis’s 
startled look. “So I went ahead and ordered.”

“Thank you,” Artemis whispered, both to Ishon-Zhrin and the server, 
though it didn’t look at the latter.

She gave them a dimpled smile, but her eyes lingered on Taliyen when she 
handed him his meal. Artemis wished the young warrior would stop staring.

Fortunately, Taliyen was also apparently ruled by his hunger for food, 
and the smell of the chowder was enticing enough to gain his full attention. 
Still, Artemis wanted to kick him.

“What did you buy, Artemis?” Ishon-Zhrin gestured to the bags by its 
chair.

Artemis answered politely and explained its plans for the spices, even 
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taking out some of them to show the veteran. Taliyen soon joined in, 
examining the spices and congratulating Artemis on its selection.

Artemis had begun to relax toward by the end of the meal, feeling good 
about its choice of spices. But then the red-haired serving girl came over again, 
smiling broadly. “You all finished, sirs?”

“Yes, thank you.” Taliyen smiled and pushed his bowl to the edge of 
the table.

Instead of taking their bowls, the server leaned closer. “It’s rare when we 
see Koshai around here.” She toyed with her curls. “They tend to avoid the 
cities. Do you have any tattoos?”

“Yes,” Taliyen stammered, grinning foolishly.
“Where?” she purred. “Can you show me?”
“Well—”
“Thank you, but we are weary.” Ishon-Zhrin glanced firmly at Taliyen. 

“We would like to go to our rooms now. Here.” He held out some coins. 
“This should be enough to cover it.”

Taliyen frowned and pushed back his chair. “I am not tired yet, Master 
Ishon-Zhrin.” He smiled at the girl, and Artemis again wanted to kick him. 
“Are you off soon?”

“I am now,” the girl replied coyly. “As soon as I take your dishes.”
Ishon-Zhrin grabbed Taliyen’s arm. “Enough of your foolishness!” he 

hissed and dragged him away from the server, who watched with wide eyes 
but thankfully didn’t say anything.

Taliyen protested and tried to wrench himself free, but Ishon-Zhrin said 
something in Koshai, a harsh-sounding word, and the young warrior looked 
reluctantly over his shoulder, giving the disappointed girl an apologetic 
glance. Artemis didn’t even look at her as it followed its companions up the 
stairs.

In their room, Ishon-Zhrin wasted no time. He shut the door louder 
than expected and shoved Taliyen against the wall. “Your actions were an 
embarrassment tonight!” he growled.

“I didn’t do anything,” Taliyen protested.
“You were thinking about it.”
“So you seek to control my thoughts now?”
“You are a warrior.” Ishon-Zhrin shook his apprentice. “You need to 

start thinking with the head on your shoulders, boy. I know you’re smart, 
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but tonight, a village boy has more sense. You cave at the first pretty face you 
see, and you’ll never be a full warrior.”

The two men glared at each other, and Artemis watched, trying to curb 
its own emotions. It didn’t know whether to be angrier at the serving girl or 
Taliyen.

“I thought better of you, Taliyen,” it said quietly, drawing both their 
attention. “I thought you had more restraint.”

“I do,” Taliyen insisted, trying futilely to break from Ishon-Zhrin’s grip. 
“I didn’t pull her into my lap, did I?”

“Were you thinking about it?” Artemis asked, incredulous.
“Why should you care?” Taliyen asked. “I’m surprised you even know 

what we’re talking about, Artemis.”
Hurt and anger coursed through the Glarent, and it yanked hard on 

Taliyen’s braid because Ishon-Zrhin was in the way of a good punch. The 
young warrior’s head jerked, and he grimaced. “Damn you, Artemis!”

Artemis pulled again, hard enough to bend Taliyen’s body. Ishon-Zhrin 
was the only thing keeping him from stumbling.

“I know exactly what’s going on!” it snapped. “The Glarent know of such 
things, Taliyen. Master Ishon-Zhrin, please release him.”

The veteran did so roughly, and Taliyen glared at both of them. “I am 
old enough to make my own decisions,” he said.

“You are under my tutelage,” Ishon-Zhrin reminded him sternly. “Act 
like it.”

Taliyen glowered at Ishon-Zhrin, but he could not stare down the veteran. 
He turned his anger on Artemis. “Why should you care how I act?”

“Because it is embarrassing to see you like that,” Artemis replied. “I 
thought better of you. Besides, we’re leaving in the morning. You think it 
would be fair to the girl?”

Taliyen scowled. “I can’t even talk to women with you two around, 
can I?”

“Not when you stare at them like you were.” Ishon-Zhrin did not miss a 
beat. “One day, you may have a wife, Taliyen, but until then, focus on other 
things.”

“It’s also insulting.” Artemis thought of how it had to struggle to get 
Taliyen’s attention. “You make it seem like we aren’t good enough company.”

“All right, all right!” Taliyen threw up his hands. “I get the point. 
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Artemis, sometimes I would like some other company. Ishon-Zhrin, I admire 
and respect you, and I am honored to be in your presence, but you are my 
mentor, and Artemis, you confuse me.”

Artemis frowned, feeling like someone had jabbed it in the side. “Is this 
about gender again? Why is it so important to you? You’re a Koshai, and 
they revere nature and animal spirits. Need I remind you not all spirits have 
a defined gender?”

“You made it clear you don’t want to be revered like a celestial,” Taliyen 
reminded it. “You want to be treated like a mortal, so I am trying to do so, 
but it is difficult when I don’t know how to define you. I am trying to be 
respectful by not calling you it.”

“I don’t mind.” Artemis was irritated that this was a continuing issue 
for them. “Must I fit into a nice little package, Taliyen? The world doesn’t 
work that way.”

“What would you know about the workings of the world?” Taliyen 
snapped. “You’re as naïve as a kitten.”

The insult was mild compared to what it could have been, but the 
message was clear, and it hurt. Burning with retorts, Artemis spun on its heels 
and stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind it. It didn’t glance 
at anyone as it left the inn. It didn’t even look to see if that serving girl was 
there. The cold night air was like a slap in the face, and Artemis pulled up 
its hood. The night was young, and some folks still traversed the streets, but 
Artemis avoided the crowds. It suddenly missed Elisiarim and the celestials 
there. No one challenged what it was. It thought about visiting Tosaida, but 
that would mean returning to its chambers so it could rest, and it didn’t think 
it could do either at that moment.

Drifter was an appropriate name, it thought glumly. I just drift through life, through 
worlds, not really belonging anywhere.

Artemis tried to shake off its self-pity, knowing the feeling stemmed 
from its frustration with Taliyen. It didn’t understand why he was making 
such a big deal about Artemis’s gender. If it weren’t an issue to Artemis, why 
should it be one for Taliyen?

The streets were starting to thin out as more people went home. Artemis 
had heard that a city could be dangerous at night, for everyone honest was 
indoors, but that didn’t stop it from wandering down narrow side streets. 
The alleys were clean and did not stink of refuse. It leaned against the wall of 
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a building and closed its eyes a moment, taking a deep breath. It fought the 
urge to go to the Tapestry and just focused on breathing, wanting to quell its 
bitter thoughts. It shouldn’t care so much about what Taliyen did. He could 
make his own choices. Yet, it did care, and it was unsure why.

Artemis didn’t know how long it stayed there, but it suddenly noticed 
it could no longer hear voices, and the streets were deserted, making them 
eerily quiet.

“I should probably return to the inn,” it said to itself, even though it 
dreaded going back like a dog with a tail between its legs. It wondered if 
Taliyen and Ishon-Zhrin had continued to argue after it left and supposed it 
was going to have to face them sooner or later.

“It’s dangerous to be alone at night,” said a cold voice.
A man stood just within the shadows, making his features hard to 

distinguish, but Artemis made out thick muscle and five-day stubble on his 
chin. His eyes glittered in the dark, and he held a cudgel in his fist.

Artemis silently cursed its luck. Of course, it would meet a thug. Ardall, 
for all its hospitable daylight appearance, was still a city, and there was a 
rough crowd in any large settlement, especially at night.

“You are alone,” Artemis pointed out, trying not to show its fear. It had 
to stop being a coward.

The man stepped out of the shadows and smiled wickedly, showing 
yellowed teeth. “You don’t know that.”

Foolishly, Artemis thought about lowering its hood to show its gold skin. 
Maybe the thug would leave it alone if he saw it were a Glarent.

“What do you want?” Artemis asked. “Is this your territory? I apologize 
for not knowing.” It thought to just walk past the thug, but the man grabbed 
it roughly. His grip was hard on its arm.

“You can’t just walk away,” the thug said in a falsely light tone.
Artemis struggled against him, but the man’s hold remained firm. He 

laughed wickedly, but the sound ended in a strangled note, and the thug’s 
eyes widened as he gaped at something over Artemis’s shoulder. The blood 
drained from his face, and he started gasping for breath. Fearful of what it 
would see, Artemis glanced over its shoulder and, to its horror, made eye 
contact with a kureida.

The monster was a grotesque crossing of human, lion, and lizard. Its 
body was that of a tall man, though far bulkier than one Artemis had ever 
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seen. It had flesh instead of scales, but there the resemblance ended. It had 
long fangs that ended at its chin and a dark mane that rippled down its neck. 
Its nose was wide and cat-like, and a forked tongue darted out between its 
lips, tasting the air. A reptilian tail swept across the ground excitedly.

“Demon!” the man yelled in sheer terror, releasing Artemis and fleeing 
out of the alley.

Or at least he tried to. The demon cackled and extended its arm. A 
crimson ribbon shot out of its palm and coiled around the man’s leg. The 
demon dragged the screaming human toward it. Artemis lunged for the man’s 
hand, but its fingers slipped, and it couldn’t get a grip on the human. The 
thug was dragged, wailing into the clutches of the demon. Artemis could 
do nothing but watch as the monster tore into the man’s neck with blood 
spurting down his chest and onto the stone.

Artemis swallowed bile and raised a trembling hand. It had to be strong. 
It was a Glarent, and it was its duty to fight kureida. A golden sphere of light 
shot from its palm and struck the demon in the chest, sending it careening 
into a wall. The demon howled in pain and rage and was stunned for a 
moment. Artemis summoned its sword of glowing light and took a fighting 
stance. It would use the training it had from Ishon-Zhrin and Daryn and 
face this thing.

Recovered, the kureida charged Artemis. Its roar likely alerted Ardall 
to its presence. Its claws elongated, and it swiped at Artemis, who slashed 
its blade between them. A gash appeared across the demon’s stomach. Dark 
blood leaked from the wound. Furious, the demon threw itself at the Glarent, 
cutting it across the side. Burning pain lanced through Artemis, and it 
staggered. The claws had punctured deep, and Artemis felt sticky blood 
run down its side. Suddenly unsure of itself, Artemis loosened its grip on 
its sword. The kureida must have sensed its uncertainty, for it laughed and 
grabbed Artemis’s arm, much as the human had.

“I’ve always wanted to taste Glarent blood.”
Artemis raised its hand and yelled desperately, releasing another ball 

of light, this one smacking the demon in the face. Its look of triumph 
disappeared as the light engulfed it, mauling its face and blinding it. The 
demon thrashed in pain. Its tail lashed out violently, preventing Artemis from 
running it through. The demon growled and grabbed Artemis’s arm, twisting 
it and making Artemis drop its blade. The Glarent yelled in pain and tried 
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to break free, but its whole body was suddenly wracked with agony, as if it 
had been tossed in a furnace.

The demon released it, and it crumpled, writhing on the ground. It 
noticed a pulsing black dagger in its side just below the claw marks. Its edges 
dripped with some sort of poison. Artemis tried to pull out the dagger, but 
that only caused it further pain. Though weakened and injured, the demon 
would surely kill it. It would go to the White Ether a failure.

The kureida let out another sudden howl of pain, and through its fading 
vision, Artemis saw Ishon-Zhrin pushing his spear into the monster’s gut. 
He said something Artemis didn’t catch and twisted the spear farther into 
the demon. Artemis hadn’t heard or seen the veteran arrive, and at first, it 
couldn’t believe its diminishing sight, but there he was.

The pain was more distant now, and Artemis actually felt like it was 
floating. Faintly, it heard singing, a song so lovely it wanted to find its source. 
The ground shuddered as the kureida fell, but Artemis was more interested 
in the song. White mist drifted before it, and a path was unfolding in front 
of it. The song was so beautiful, and Artemis knew that, if it just went a little 
farther, it would…

Fiery pain ripped through its body, jerking it back to awareness. Ishon-
Zhrin had pulled the dagger from Artemis’s side and began sucking on the 
wound, spitting out the poison.

“Not…going to get…it all…” Artemis protested weakly. “You’ll just…
get it…in your…mouth…”

Ishon-Zhrin had brought it back and prevented it from finding the source 
of that song. For a moment, it was angry at the warrior, but then all it felt 
was pain. Strangely though, the burning of the poison became duller, as if 
the warrior had indeed gotten all of it.

Ishon-Zhrin, apparently unaffected by having venom in his mouth, 
scooped Artemis into his arms then. The Glarent moaned softly in protest.

“Hang in there, Artemis,” he murmured. “You’ll be all right.”
Artemis felt too weak to respond, and it couldn’t keep its eyes open. If 

it went to the Tapestry, would its body heal? Its head was leaning on Ishon-
Zhrin’s chest, and it could hear his heartbeat. The sound was oddly soothing, 
and Artemis realized this was the first time someone had ever held it. Again, 
it felt like it should know Ishon-Zhrin, and hearing his heart only increased 
that feeling, but Artemis could not understand why.
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“Taliyen?” it asked weakly.
“I told him to remain at the inn while I looked for you,” Ishon-Zhrin 

replied.
Artemis wondered if Taliyen had even wanted to go looking for it or 

if the young warrior was using their absence as an excuse to tryst with the 
serving girl. For some odd reason, that discordant thought kept Artemis 
conscious as Ishon-Zhrin carried it, even as it felt ridiculous for caring.

They didn’t see another person, but that didn’t mean they weren’t being 
watched. Were there more kureida lurking about in Ardall? If so, what did 
this mean for Elyshaeza?

They reached the Lucky Calf, and the inn was deserted, even though the 
night was still young and patrons should have still been present. Ishon-Zhrin 
moved swiftly upstairs and briefly shifted Artemis in his arms as he opened 
the door. Artemis heard Taliyen gasp in surprise.

“Hurry, boy, get the herbs and bandages,” Ishon-Zhrin instructed, laying 
Artemis on the bed.

The Glarent felt Ishon-Zhrin lift up its shirt to examine the wound, and 
it whimpered in pain when he touched the area.

“The claw marks around too deep, but I am going to have to stitch 
the dagger wound,” Ishon-Zhrin said grimly. “I know you heal faster than 
humans, but I still can’t risk you losing anymore blood.”

He dabbed the area with a rag, and Artemis felt another sting as he poured 
something on it. A pungent scent reached its nose. Alcohol? It closed its eyes, 
not wanting to watch, but a moment later, Ishon-Zhrin said he was going 
to begin. When the needle penetrated Artemis’s skin, already sore from the 
wound, Artemis wanted to weep and retch, but it held back both tears and bile.

“Artemis, I have something for you,” Taliyen murmured. “Drink.”
Artemis felt him press a cup to its lips and smelled something earthy. 

Without opening its eyes, it sipped and nearly choked on the bitter taste.
“It will help with the pain,” Taliyen explained.
It didn’t dull the agony of the stitching, which seemed to last forever, and 

Artemis wished the pain would knock it out, but the liquid did dull the pain 
of the wound soon after, and Artemis just felt weak and sick to its stomach. 
Was it the pain or the remaining poison?

“You should rest,” Ishon-Zhrin advised. “We may have to stay here 
another day or so instead of departing tomorrow.”
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“I’m sorry,” Artemis whispered, opening its eyes but not looking at either 
of them. “I shouldn’t have—”

“Hush,” Taliyen said gently, laying a hand on its shoulder. “Just get 
better, Artemis. We won’t leave without you.”

Artemis sighed heavily, feeling completely useless. It had failed the other 
Glarent, and now it had needed to be saved again. It closed its eyes again but 
did not go to the Tapestry, for it did not want to face Tosaida at that moment, 
though the Allowed would likely be nothing but understanding.

“I wish I were stronger,” it whispered.
“Shh.” Taliyen’s hand was still on Artemis’s shoulder. “Rest, Artemis.”
Artemis nodded, taking some small comfort in the feel of Taliyen’s hand 

on its shoulder. He hadn’t gone to the serving girl. It would rest, for what 
else could it do?

Hidden by a tall, rust-colored boulder, Shri watched the group of szazarsol, 
men and women both. Their bodies cast long shadows across the ground 
under the setting sun. Yisrael was among them, putting a hand on a 
shoulder here and inspecting someone’s weapon there. His bronze skin and 
black hair shone in the waning light. Shri heard him laugh, and his skin 
crawled. He ached to kill him, to see his blood stain the ground as much 
as he longed to see him smile, to hear his praise, and to feel his hand caress 
his cheek. Shri snarled quietly, quelling that train of thought. His hand 
clenched into a fist.

Yisrael laughed again and draped his arm over the shoulder of a woman 
with white hair. Shri didn’t have to see her face to know she had gold eyes. 
So, he had a lover now, did he? Shri bit his cheek and tasted blood. He spat 
it quietly into his hand and whispered a word. The blood congealed into a 
shifting, contorting blob before hopping from his hand and snaking across 
the ground, unnoticed. One did not expect blood to slither, so one would 
not see it. It latched onto the woman’s leg and spread up it like veins. It was 
blood after all. The woman screamed as Shri’s blood spell seeped into her 
skin. She collapsed. Her leg twisted unnaturally as the foreign blood pumped 
through it, and Shri heard the satisfying pop as her kneecap shattered. His 
blood spell would make it so it healed but not properly, and she would always 
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have a limp. Yisrael would forsake her now that she was crippled. A lame 
warrior was no warrior at all in the eyes of the szazarsol.

The others had gathered around the woman, and Yisrael examined the 
wound. He looked Shri’s way, and though he couldn’t see him, Shri felt his 
gaze piercing his chest. Did he know? He heard his old mentor’s footsteps and 
vanished in a rush, not wanting to meet Yisrael, not wanting to see that cold 
smile or those dark eyes that seemed to take your soul. Yisrael was a man who 
could make one rage and scream and then beg and plead in the next instant.

Shri reappeared a safe distance away. Then with a deep breath, he waited 
for his heart to calm. He should stop spying on the man, but he couldn’t deny 
the thrill it gave him to outsmart Yisrael.

I’ll break you and then make you whole, came Yisrael’s words from the past. 
You’ll want to kill me, but you’ll love me for it, too.

Shri smirked to himself, in mockery of Yisrael, and pictured the Pocket. 
He appeared in front of the portal in the Crossing and stepped through 
it, falling easily down to the ground and holding his robe to his sides. He 
wanted to check on that monster. It would help erase thoughts of Yisrael. 
The Ginjo had learned they could not keep him from the Solver, so he came 
and went at his leisure.

The stroll helped ease his thoughts, so he was calm by the time he entered 
the tower. As he’d expected, Collie was staring at the creature, frowning 
thoughtfully. He had to admit he was impressed. Most humans would flee 
in terror. The girl had more bravery than she let on, though he found her a 
bit foolish for holding the mirror so close to the beast.

“It’s rude to stare, little mouse,” he drawled, approaching her.
“Something about it isn’t right.” Collie did not take her eyes off it.
She was wearing a light blue dress that showed off her modest curves. Its 

skirt brushed her shins, and its long sleeves were cuffed with lace. He noticed 
that she went for the simpler clothing, a typical peasant girl. Oh well, at least 
blue looked nice on her. Her hair had been plaited and twisted around the 
sides of her head, and her small frame was pensive.

“Of course not,” Shri deadpanned. “It’s a monster from the mirror and 
thus likely from the Hells.”

Collie scowled and glared at him. “I’m serious, Shri. I may not know 
much about hellish creatures, but this one doesn’t seem right.” Her brown 
eyes turned back to the suspended creature. “Are you sure he is not in pain?”
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“Yes,” Shri said, feeling bored. “Now put that down.” He pointed to the 
mirror and nodded in satisfaction when she did so, and he shoved it away 
lightly with his foot.

He wanted to study this creature, and apparently, the Ginjo did as well, 
but so far none of them had. And when Shri tried, Keiji had come storming 
up to him and shooed him away. Shri didn’t care whether they wanted him 
involved or not, but he had a feeling they’d sense him attempting to study the 
monster, and he couldn’t very well do so if he were continually interrupted.

“The spell I have on it is not painful.”
“Look at its face,” Collie pressed. “It looks as though it is in pain. I know 

it’s a shadowy thing, but, oh, just look!”
Shri obliged, thinking to humor her. It wasn’t the first time he had dealt 

with such creatures. Shadow beings could come from various places, not just 
the Hells. There was the shadow world, for instance, and not every being of 
shadow was evil, but this one was no doubt from the Hells, considering Shri 
could not have contained it with the spell he had used had it been from the 
shadow realm. There were different spells for that. Different ways…

“You don’t have to do this,” Shri said tensely, clutching the flat crystal in his fist.
It was hot, but whether from the power or the heat of his hand, he wasn’t sure. Its short 

chain hung between his fingers.
“If you go to the shadow world, you can be with your clan. Be free! You could claim your 

birthright, Azzahn.”
Azzahn turned his black face to the side. His jet hair waved in the slight breeze.
“I have been gone too long, Shri,” he murmured. “My brother will have taken my place.”
“You could still go home,” Shri pressed. “Do you realize how lonely it will be in this thing?” 

He held out the crystal, and it caught the Lesvan sun.
Azzahn smiled a little sadly. “It will be all right,” he said. “You can call on my power, 

should you need it. You can share my knowledge, and every five years, we can speak, and I can 
come out of the crystal for a day.”

“Five years will pass by faster for me than for you,” Shri said glumly. He hated feeling 
helpless. This was Yisrael’s fault. Yisrael always forced him to make such choices.

“I will sense your emotions, your presence.” Azzahn’s sapphire eyes were bright against his 
ebony, shadowy skin. “All will be well, Shriesval’el. The crystal is not an uncomfortable place. 
It was better than the other option your master gave me.”

“He gave you three options,” Shri said a bit desperately. “One of which was to go home!”
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Azzahn put a cool, shadowy hand on Shri’s shoulder. “I chose the way I wanted to, Shri. 
Should I return to my home plane, I would likely never see you again.”

“But you’d be home,” Shri muttered, even as he knew Azzahn was resolute in his choice.
“It’s unlike you to be so selfless.” Azzahn chuckled. “I thought you’d want me to be in the 

crystal. And what happened to your composure, my dear Shri?”
“Oh, stop it,” Shri replied sullenly.
He had come to the szazarsol when he was twelve, and he was thirty-five now, so incredibly 

young, and he knew it. His features were still boyish, his stature was still short, and his voice 
was only just maturing into a man’s. Celestials grew slowly, and right now, he hated that fact. 
He had at least six hundred more years with the szazarsol before he could choose whether to 
stay with them or not. But then, when those six hundred years were over, Yisrael had promised 
to give him the key to releasing Azzahn from the crystal for good.

“He better keep his promise.” Shri narrowed his gold eyes.
Azzahn gave another chuckle, the sound husky. “Even if he doesn’t, I am certain you will 

find a way.” He let out a long exhale. “Well, I best go before Yisrael changes his mind.”
Shri nodded grimly and took a step back. There was much he wanted to say but didn’t 

know how. He held out the crystal by the chain and uttered the command word that would open 
it. The crystal glowed, its light nearly blinding. Azzahn closed his eyes, those incredible blue eyes, 
and he became nearly shapeless, a shadowy mass, and dove into the crystal. The force made Shri’s 
hand shake, and he nearly dropped the bracelet. He stumbled, landing hard on his backside as a 
powerful wind pushed him down. He shut his eyes against the light, gripping the chain tightly.

When the wind faded, Shri opened his eyes cautiously. The light was gone, and everything 
was still. He looked at the crystal, laying its flat surface in his palm. There was a black stain 
in it now, like ink floating in a vial, Azzahn. Shri closed his hand around it and held it to his 
chest. He could vaguely sense the man’s life force, but it was hardly enough. Yisrael always took 
things from him, and it was only the beginning.

The young Lesvan rolled up his sleeve and fastened the chain halfway up his right forearm. 
The chain links and the hook allowed him to adjust the tightness of the bracelet, and he made 
sure it was tight enough that it wouldn’t slip. He did not want to wear it on his wrist, for he 
didn’t want it to get in the way. Nor did he want others to see it and ask questions. At least it 
was spelled against breakage.

“This won’t be forever, Azzahn,” he whispered.

Yisrael had not kept his promise of giving Shri the key to Azzahn’s freedom 
after the six hundred years, and Shri had not found another way to free 
his companion. Beings of the shadow world would not die of old age, so 
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at least he didn’t have to worry about Azzahn dying on him, but that was 
hardly a comfort, considering he was trapped in the crystal. Shri had since 
learned Azzahn was of a race of shadow creatures called yüzaendril, powerful, 
intelligent beings that lived in clans. They were known for being peaceful, 
but should you anger one, gods help you.

He had occasionally asked for Azzahn’s power, but now that he had 
become formidable himself, he did not need it as much. He could feel the 
crystal on his arm, but it was barely noticeable beneath his sleeve. The Lesvan 
had never taken it off, and every five years, Azzahn was allowed to be free for 
one day. He never complained or let on how lonely he was, simply saying it 
was a comfort to sense Shri and feel his emotions, whatever they were. Over 
the years, they had discovered small ways to commune with each other.

Since Azzahn could sense Shri’s emotions, the temperature of the crystal 
would sometimes change as Azzahn responded to them. He could also read 
Shri’s thoughts, but he rarely did because he was not the invasive type, and he 
could not really share his own opinion, so he saw little point. Shri had gone 
so far as to venture into the shadow realm and find his friend’s clan, but they 
had been unable to help and in fact blamed Shri for Azzahn’s fate. Shri had 
not given up, but finding the key to Azzahn’s freedom was never his only 
quest, and the centuries had ticked by with Azzahn’s situation unchanged.

“Shri.” Collie’s voice penetrated his musings. “Shri, are you all right?”
Shri flashed his infamous smirk, even as those sapphire eyes hovered in 

his mind. “Of course, little mouse. Do I appear otherwise?”
“You just had a distant look on your face,” she replied.
“Ah, I was just thinking. It is of no concern of yours.”
The girl pursed her lips, her expression doubtful, but she turned back to 

the monster. “So, does it look in pain to you?”
Shri reluctantly turned his attention to the present and examined the 

creature. Its form constantly shifted, sometimes having a humanoid shape 
and other times looking like a shadowy bulk. Its gaping mouth was long 
and twisted, looking like a silent screen, and Shri could see the wall through 
it. The small yellow eyes were dim, and unless one found floating shadow 
unsettling, there was nothing intimidating about it, but the Lesvan sensed 
the tang of agony coming from the creature. The shield was not supposed 
to hurt it.

“Yes,” he consented. “It seems to be in pain.”
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“What do we do?” Collie’s large brown eyes peered up at him.
Shri blinked. “Do? You’re the one who won’t let us do anything, Collie,” 

he reminded her. “I don’t know why the Ginjo are listening to you, but this 
thing cannot stay here forever, and we can’t very well just set it free.”

The girl turned to regard the monster again. “It came from the mirror,” 
she mused softly. “Maybe it knows where Ligo is.”

“Collie, this mirror is from the Hells,” Shri said. “And the Hells are a 
vast place.”

Collie’s face was set in a stubborn frown. “It still might know. Ask it 
something, Shri. I’ve tried, and it won’t answer me.”

Shri arched a brow. “And what makes you think my luck will be better?” 
he asked skeptically.

“Because you’re Shri,” was the matter-of-fact reply, even as she did 
wrinkle her nose at him.

Shri chuckled, amused. He took up the mirror and held it before the 
shadowy creature. If it didn’t answer his questions, then maybe he could send 
it back into the mirror, despite Collie’s protests.

“You need not know who I am,” he said firmly in Celestial, and from the 
corner of his eye, he saw Collie’s face light up in awe, as it always did when 
she heard the divine tongue. “Only that I am the one who will torment you 
if you do not answer my questions.”

The monster made no response except for small ripples that went 
through its form. Shri furrowed his brow, regarding it. It had come from the 
mirror, the object that had whispered to Ligo. Then Ligo and the mirror had 
disappeared, and Collie had found the former in one of the secret treasure 
rooms, but the latter was still missing. This thing had come out of the mirror.

Suddenly, Shri saw the shield, which was invisible, lurch, and it sounded 
like glass shattering. The creature lunged forward, something it shouldn’t 
have been able to do. Collie screamed and started to back away, Shri doing 
the same with a hissed curse. A shadowy but oddly solild hand shot out and 
grabbed Collie.

“Shri, help!” Collie struggled in its grip. Her brown eyes were wide with 
terror.

Shri raised his arm to throw a ball of light at its center, but a snarl came 
from the monster’s gaping mouth, and it plunged into the mirror, taking 
Collie with it before Shri could strike. The mirror trembled with the force of 
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its dive, and the surface was as black as the shadow. All was quiet, and Shri 
stood alone. None of the Ginjo seemed to have sensed the occurrence, and 
Shri mused over the possibilities. He could destroy the mirror himself and 
succeed where Gildas had failed, and he could do it now.

Then he thought of Collie’s terrified eyes, and while she was just a human, 
he had to admit he had enjoyed seeing her over the time she had been here, 
if only to pester her. And he couldn’t just leave her to the fate of wherever 
the monster had taken her. Maybe in the process, he would find the errant 
Ligo, and the rest of the Ginjo would have no choice but to recognize him 
for his efforts. Despite the fact he wasn’t too fond of them, Shri understood 
the importance of having all the Ginjo. If Ligo went missing, then Shiket 
did as well. And Collie, well, she didn’t deserve this. He needed to take 
responsibility for her because he brought her here.

Gildas had failed to dispose of the mirror and confine it, so Shri decided 
to take it to his home plane, something he probably should have done in the 
beginning, but he hadn’t been that concerned about it. He picked up the 
mirror and tucked it under one arm, confident it would not try to suck him 
in after the creature had returned to it.

No one intercepted him in the hallway, and Shri stepped out of the Solver 
and into the field of the Pocket once more. With barely a thought, he lifted 
into the air, ascending toward the sky with the mirror still tucked under his 
arm. When mortals looked up, they saw a sky much like this one, blue with 
misty clouds. And sometimes it even rained in the Pocket. But unlike the 
mortal world, the dimensional energy that passed through it made the sky 
here blue.

In no time, he was through the clouds, and in the Crossing, the shifting 
motion did not bother him at all. He stood where he had with Collie when 
he explained creation to her, something he still wasn’t certain of why he did. 
Perhaps it was because the young human thirsted for knowledge, and he 
wanted to dispel any misconceived notions given to her by her naïve race. 
His little mouse was of low stock, but she had a good head on her shoulders, 
and while he wouldn’t call her beautiful, her inquisitive brown eyes and the 
smattering of freckles on her nose…

Shri shook his head and reminded himself of what he was doing. If he 
ever wanted to see those eyes and freckles again, he had to find a spell that 
would get him into the mirror and then out again. Simply jumping with the 
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hope of falling into it wouldn’t work. Shri had been to many dimensions in 
his lifetime, and he knew the motions to get him there. Most of them could 
be accessed at the Crossing, and those that couldn’t be, well, there were other 
ways.

But this mirror was from the Hells, and Shri could tell by looking at 
it that he wasn’t going to be able to use conventional methods. There were 
angels in Lesvan who would help him. That is, if he could convince them not 
to simply destroy the thing before he found Collie and Ligo.

Shri leapt down to the bridge directly below his current platform. The 
ends of his black robe fanned out. A triangular inset of white cloth went from 
his navel to the end of the robe, eight inches across. He was glad he chose one 
of his duller robes to wear because he’d likely be going into the Hells. The 
white would be stained, but he’d ask Silina to clean it, and if she couldn’t, 
there was always magic.

This bridge did not end at the portal. In fact, the platform was in the 
center of it, and three pathways branched off from it. One could walk around 
the portal if need be. Shri considered the portal and touched his thick white 
hair. He’d worn it down today and thought perhaps he should change that 
since he was going into the Hells. He put his fingers on the nape of his neck, 
and his hair parted into three sections. They twisted. The sections weaved 
themselves into a braid. A black thong appeared to tie it off, and Shri brought 
the braid over his shoulder to inspect it. It looked perfect, as always.

Satisfied, he tossed it over his shoulder again and continued walking. 
His black boots made little noise on the platform, which was made of a pale, 
sandy stone not found on the mortal plane. When he reached the portal, he 
veered right and headed across the other bridge. This one was a dead end 
with a pale blue portal. He could have used the gateway in his mansion in the 
Pocket, but it did not lead to the part of Lesvan he intended to go.

Shri reached the portal and stepped through easily. His destination 
rushed up to him as he came through the other side, white marble halls and 
pillars that supported arched ceilings. But mist often obscured the ceilings, 
and the hallway ahead of him was also shrouded in the stuff. The air smelled 
like rain, though he was inside.

“Tylin!” Shri called. “I would speak with you.”
For a moment, nothing happened, and there was only silence. Just when 

Shri was going to call out again, he heard the sound of feet wrapped in gauze 
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approaching, and two figures, a male and a female, appeared from out of the 
mist. The scent of ginger reached Shri’s nose as the figures fully emerged. 
They had four wings, like the Cherubim, but their feathers were red and gold, 
like the setting sun. Their hair was a deep copper. Their burgundy pants 
were loose and flowing, and while the male was bare-chested, the female had 
a burgundy cloth wrapped around her breasts and upper stomach, but her 
navel was bare. Both had gold tattoos on their stomachs: four linked circles 
with swirling lines coming off them.

“Do you always wear matching colors?” Shri asked them dryly.
“I would expect such a greeting from you,” the female replied, though 

she didn’t sound too irritated.
“Shriesval’el Tridesor,” the male, Tylin, acknowledged with a respectful 

nod. “The last time I saw you, you were working with the shinigami, the 
gods of death in Yomi.”

“I delivered souls along the River Styx as well,” Shri said. “I am well 
acquainted with the Crossing. But I do none of that now.” His gaze turned 
to the female, who was looking somewhat bemused. “Yeesha, was it?”

“I’m glad you remembered it,” she said wryly.
“Why are you here?” Tylin’s dark green eyes were stern. They were 

acquaintances and on friendly terms, but Shri knew Tylin was still wary 
about helping him.

Shri produced the mirror and held it out before him. Both Yeesha and 
Tylin recoiled with a slight hiss.

“What were you thinking in bringing such a thing here?” Tylin demanded.
“You recognize it then?”
“It’s from the Hells,” Tylin replied warily. “How did it come into your 

possession?”
“The former angel Kom brought it back,” Shri said. “It was packaged, 

and the Ginjo, in their foolishness, did not open it, leaving it in Kom’s office 
in the Solver. Finally, Ligo came upon it and opened it. The mirror started 
whispering to him, and next thing we know, he is missing, as was the mirror, 
but a girl named Collie found it. A…thing came out of the mirror and 
kidnapped her. Both vanished into it.” He tucked the mirror back under his 
arm. “I need your help in entering it.”

Yeesha gaped at him like he’d grown an extra head. “You want to go into 
the mirror? Shri, it likely leads to the Hells.”



242

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

“I know,” Shri said, undeterred. “I came asking you for help. I figured, 
if anyone would be able to find a way into this thing, it would be you, Tylin. 
Well, anyone who I trust.”

Tylin looked doubtful but was silent for a long moment, but finally he 
nodded. “All right, I’ll see what I can do.” He gestured for Shri to follow 
him into the mist, and Shri did so. The mist was cool on his skin. He caught 
some of it between his hands and played with it.

“Shri, how do you plan on getting out of the mirror?” Yeesha asked him 
with concern in her voice.

The Lesvan shrugged. “I’ll find a way.” In truth, he had no idea, but he 
hoped they’d be able to discover that as well. Maybe he could just exit the 
Hells another way. He’d done it before. “Just don’t destroy it until you hear 
from me.”

They entered a room that had no windows and a golden force field five 
feet below the high ceiling. The room was devoid of furniture, and a large 
black octagon was drawn on the white marble floor. As Shri stepped over it, 
he felt the temperature drop. Tylin stood in the center and swept his arm in 
a downward arc. Blue light sprang from one of the marble tiles, and a slight 
breeze ruffled Shri’s robe and the end of his braid.

“Put the mirror in the light,” Tylin instructed. “It will hold it in place.”
Shri obeyed, having seen this before. The light took the place of a table, 

and it would better secure the mirror. That is, if the artifact didn’t hold any 
more surprises.

Tylin went over to the far wall and tapped it. A portion of the wall slid 
open to reveal celestial tools and scrolls. The celestial took out a fist-sized ball 
of black metal and brought it over. The wall moved back into place smoothly 
with barely a thud for its heavy size.

“I have used this method to open other dimensional artifacts,” Tylin 
explained. “We will see if it works on this one.” The ball didn’t appear to 
have a crack, but when Tylin twisted it, it separated in half. Five thin threads 
stretched from one half of the ball to the other, and they vibrated like the 
strings of a harp. The colors of the strands shifted constantly from blue to 
purple to red.

“You have one of those?” Shri was impressed. “The last kishmorn I saw, 
I was unable to obtain.”

“I have two, actually.” Tylin glanced sidelong at Shri. “And no, you 
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cannot have one.” He balanced the ball in his hand, and despite being split 
in two, the other end of the kishmorn floated perfectly above its bottom half, 
the strings linking them. “Yeesha, you know what to do.”

Yeesha looked like she didn’t want to, but she took one of the strands 
between two fingers and pulled. It parted from the kishmorn, and she touched 
the end of the strand to the mirror. It stuck there, and the mirror trembled 
slightly.

Tylin took a deep breath and began to chant under his breath. Shri 
waited, pretending to be calm, but inside, his nerves had started to work. He 
was going into the realm beyond the mirror, probably the Hells. There were 
creatures there he did not want to deal with. Collie and Ligo—especially 
Ligo—owed him. That was for certain.

The strand attached to the mirror started to vibrate more visibly, and 
Tylin ushered Yeesha and Shri to step back. He let go of the kishmorn and 
then joined them. The object floated there, stuck by a literal thread to the 
mirror. The mirror shook more violently, and Shri almost expected it to 
rattle. Indeed, there was a shriek, and the mirror elongated, becoming the 
size of a narrow door. It was a black maw, and Shri couldn’t help but shudder.

“Go!” Tylin’s voice sounded strained. “Before the kishmorn fails!”
“I shall return,” Shri promised.
And with a deep breath, he plunged into the blackness.
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W hen the monster pulled Collie into the mirror, she saw they were 
immersed in the gray mist that was on the mirror’s surface, but it 
turned to an inky blackness that seemed to seep into her bones, 

and a terror she had never known filled her. She’d had nightmares about some 
of the things she’d read, but those nightmares were nothing compared to this. 
The blackness was so oppressive that she feared she’d be breathing it in. She 
could feel the monster’s grip on her. It was solid despite its shadowy form, but 
she could not see it, for it blended with the darkness. The girl didn’t know 
what would happen if the creature dropped her now, so she didn’t struggle.

Abruptly, they emerged from the darkness and headed into a marshy 
landscape. The stench of the swamp assailed Collie’s nostrils, making them 
burn. Her captor set her down and hovered there, expanding and contracting 
as if it were breathing heavily. Collie took a half step back, and it snarled at 
her, making her freeze. The sound turned into a whine, and it abruptly sped 
off as if fleeing something. Collie looked around her frantically, trying to see 
what had spooked the shadow creature. She saw nothing, but that didn’t do 
much to quell her nerves. All around her were spindly trees, knee-high grass, 
and algae-infested water. She wrinkled her nose at the odor, but that was the 
least of her worries.

If she stayed put, would Shri eventually come and find her, or would 
something else? The blackness they had come through was nowhere to be 
seen, vanishing once they passed through. Behind her stretched the same, 
swampy expanse. The humidity was overbearing, and the thickness of the 
air didn’t help with the stench.

Seeing as standing there would get her nowhere, Collie began moving. 
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Even though there was no discernible entrance or exit, she headed in the 
direction behind her, hoping she would see a portal of some kind. But the 
blackness in which they had come through was gone, and looking around 
her, all she saw was the hopeless swamp, and it was almost enough to make 
her cry. Where in the Hells was she?

The Hells…new terror filled her. That was impossible! Yet it was the 
only explanation she could come up with. The mirror was a hellish artifact, so 
it would make sense if this were the Hells. Desperately, Collie tried to recall 
all she had learned about the Hells, much of which had been during the time 
she’d been in the Solver as she’d pored over those books.

Collie’s legs were shaking so badly that she found it hard to walk. The 
air was thick, and she felt drained, like she just wanted to sit down. But if she 
did that, she would be an easy target. She was easy enough as it was. Growing 
up, Collie had had to get a lot of things herself, and she did not like relying 
on others for help, but this was way out of her abilities, and the only person 
in Celestia who knew she’d been taken into the mirror was Shri, and he could 
easily find someone else to take her place.

The girl did not know what condemned souls looked like, but she saw 
nothing here. Some faiths did not believe in eternal punishment for one’s sins. 
Everyone went to the same place when he or she died. The Hells consisted 
mostly of demons and other denizens of Asmod and the truly damned, those 
who had sold their souls to demons or done some truly nasty things without 
remorse. Few mortal souls were wicked enough to end up in the Hells.

Collie glanced up at the strange sky, a pale red, and wondered if she’d be 
able to fly through it if she had wings. Did the sky lead out of Hell, or was 
it a one-way passage?

The mud turned to murky, greenish water, and Collie feared a snake 
would come slithering along. Soon the water was up to her waist, and she 
could not see her feet. She moved agonizingly slow, afraid she’d step on 
a sharp stick or something. The muddy bottom caught her foot, and she 
frantically tried pulling it out and nearly lost her balance. She grabbed her 
knee and yanked, and while she succeeded in freeing her foot, her shoe was 
wedged in the mud. She fumbled for it, but even when she found it, it was 
jammed too tight for her to pull it out.

With a shaky sigh, Collie kept going, knowing she wasn’t going to get it 
free. It wasn’t long before she lost the other shoe under the same circumstance. 
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Now she had to be even more careful where she stepped. She’d walked in 
mud barefoot before and had sometimes even found the sensation pleasant, 
but there was nothing pleasant about this mud. With almost every step the 
girl took, it was as if the mud was trying to pull her in.

Never in her life had Collie felt so helpless and alone. Tears leaked from 
her eyes, and she almost broke into sobs, but with another shaky breath, she 
composed herself. Crying would get her nowhere. Maybe I should go back to where 
I was, she thought to herself. I could move if something comes along.

If Shri did come to find her, it would be easier if she didn’t move around 
too much. Going deeper into the swamp would do little good.

She was just about to turn around when something moved out of the 
corner of her eye. Collie whirled to see a long, black shape slithering toward 
her, and she screamed as a large, thick-bodied snake at least fifty feet long 
shot out of the water. Glistening fangs as long as Collie’s forearm protruded 
from its jaw as it reared over her. She had no weapons, fighting skills, and 
magical powers. All she could do was run.

And run she did, moving as fast she could through the water, but the snake 
of course was quicker. Collie had to slosh through the murk, hoping she didn’t 
stir up anything else with sharp teeth. It was more like trudging than running.

The snake abruptly swam around her so she was face-to-face with it, 
so close she could see the shape of the dark scales on its face. Its body 
surrounded her. The girl felt like she was looking at her death in the snake’s 
eyes, and as it reared to strike, she dove to the side without thinking, even 
though the movement couldn’t possibly be fast enough. The serpent could 
easily just twist and bite. Collie landed across its body. Her face went into the 
filthy water, and she scrambled blindly. Her feet hit its scales as she pushed 
herself away. Any second, she would feel the sting of its fangs. Her motions 
felt slow and sluggish, but she struggled to her feet and waded through the 
water once more. She heard an angry hiss but didn’t dare look back, though 
she couldn’t understand why it hadn’t struck her when she floundered over 
its body. Surely that had angered it.

Collie felt air on the back of her neck as the snake’s jaws clamped down 
just inches from her head. She cried out in fear and cursed the muddy water. 
Perhaps the snake was taunting her. It could surely just swallow her whole 
and move much faster than she could. The lunge across its body was sheer 
folly, and it was dumb luck she had managed to do it.
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A stick submerged in the water caught her ankle, and she fell forward, 
kicking up mud as she tried to resurface. She was blind in the dark water. 
Desperately, she scrambled to the surface, spitting out the disgusting water. 
The snake still hadn’t bitten her, but she could hear it behind her and see the 
water rippling from its movements.

Suddenly, the snake was in front of her again, and she was once more 
staring into its dark eyes. Its body was practically coiled around her, and its 
fangs glistened. The snake struck with its maw plunging at her to bite. Again, 
without thinking, Collie moved, ducking under its mouth, though she had 
nowhere to go. How she ever managed to succeed, she couldn’t fathom. The 
snake missed her, nearly biting itself instead, and Collie took advantage of its 
lifted upper body, dodging around it even as it rolled angrily to bite her again.

To her surprise, her bare feet touched land, though it was still muddy. 
She fled, listening for the sound of a rustling, serpentine body behind her, 
but when she didn’t hear anything, she risked a glance back. The snake was 
watching her from the bank, its eyes calculating. What had been the chances 
of that desperate, foolish move succeeding? There was no logical way she 
could have gotten over its body and into the water without it striking her, let 
alone pulling a similar move a second time. So why had it worked?

The monstrous serpent regarded her a moment longer and then simply 
sank back into the water, creating ripples as it slithered away. Maybe it really 
had just been toying with her. Breathing heavily, Collie sank to her hands and 
knees, unable to stand. Before, she had a healthy respect for snakes, and if 
they were small and not venomous, she didn’t particularly mind them unless 
they startled her. Anyone would be afraid of a pit of vipers, but garter snakes 
hadn’t bothered her. Collie had never thought she’d be in a situation where 
she’d have to run from a snake.

“Since when did snakes chase a person?” she gasped.
Exhausted, the girl sat back on her heels, not daring to lean against a 

tree in case it swiped her. Her dress was filthy, and her skin itched from the 
drying mud. Strands of hair had escaped from her braid and were plastered 
to her face. What would have happened to her soul if that snake had killed 
her? She was in the Hells after all. Feeling like she just got foolishly lucky to 
the point of it all being ridiculous, Collie sat there, too tired and scared to 
move. Soon, she knew she had to get up and keep going, even though it would 
probably only lead her deeper into Hell.
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Neil had known Shara would be unhappy when she learned of Saeris’s guilt, 
so he was not surprised when she confronted him in the courtyard with blue 
eyes blazing. Tekril shuffled along beside her, looking weary and sad.

“Saeris would never murder innocents,” Shara declared sharply without 
preamble. Her face dared Neil to challenge her words.

“Shara, he admitted to it.” Neil sighed and shook his head. “I wanted 
to believe otherwise. Saeris is one of the few people I could call a friend. I 
hated arresting him.”

Bringing the elf to Lord Rorimys had been even worse. The mixture of 
sorrow and rage in his eyes showed how much he had trusted the captain of 
the guard. Saeris was supposed to keep them all safe. This whole time, he 
had been fooling them. Saeris had been imprisoned in the castle dungeons 
in a lonely cell walled on three sides, and the fourth, the one that faced the 
hallway, was barred, allowing the prisoner to look out into the hallway and 
also served as the door.

Neil had been surprised to see no other occupants down there. Leaving 
Saeris had been hard, especially as the elf had given him a wan smile and 
nod. He had refused a trial because he had fully confessed his crime and saw 
no point in going through it, even for appearance’s sake. Saeris would die in 
two days.

Out in the courtyard, the weather seemed colder than usual, and it was 
strange not to see Saeris amongst the soldiers. Indeed, Neil caught whispers 
from Saeris’s comrades, and more than a few shot a glare his way. They 
blamed him more than they did their captain.

“I will get to the bottom of this,” he promised Shara. “I am aware that 
he is sentenced to die, and I do not want to see him hanged or decapitated.”

“Don’t say such things.” Tekril shuddered. “Saeris must have had an 
ulterior motive. He wouldn’t just go about killing servants!”

“Neil,” Shara said in a voice as cold as the weather, “if he dies, I will 
never forgive you.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I would rather have 
Sandermick stabbed in the chest than have Saeris’s head on a stake.”

“You love him, don’t you?” Neil said softly, not sure why he did so. 
But he saw the way the elf woman looked at the soldier, and Saeris seemed 
protective of her.
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His question obviously took Shara by surprise, and her eyes widened, 
but they quickly narrowed again. “He is a dear friend. Of course I love him.”

Neil met her eyes. She knew as well as he did what he meant. Tekril 
watched a girl scurry inside, shouting that the clothes on the line had frozen. 
The scholar’s look was self-conscious, and Neil regretted his words. He knew 
Saeris was loyal to Tekril.

“He wouldn’t tell me his motives.” The rogue demon wanted to turn 
the topic back to Saeris’s sentence. “Other than to say that, if he told me 
everything, I would fail in my purpose. It is my task to figure this out.” He 
shook his head, once again finding this ridiculous. Solving such mysteries 
was not meant for one person alone!

“Saeris did tell me that the missing Nottonians were used as sacrifices to 
demons,” he told them, keeping his voice low. “There are indeed cultists here, 
and they are quite active. They were the ones who attacked Tekril.”

Shara gasped, and Tekril looked around nervously.
“I know where their hideout is,” Neil said. “Saeris showed me this 

morning. I can take you there, if you want.”
“First,” Shara said, “we need to rescue Saeris. I will not let him be 

executed.” The elven woman regarded him warily. “Neil, you do not believe 
he is a cold-blooded killer, do you?”

Neil thought of the servants he’d seen, harmless people lying on the floor 
of Sandermick’s mansion, killed by Saeris, a captain who was supposed to 
keep them safe. The only remorse he had shown about the murders was how 
it would affect Shara and Tekril. Yet he had been furious to see the innocent 
blood spilled in the library, and the bodies of the unfortunate Nottonians 
disgusted him. He had said that, once Neil unravels the full mystery, it would 
all make sense.

“No,” he answered softly. “I do not. Cold-blooded killers have no 
compassion at all.”

“Then you’ll help us set him free, won’t you?” Tekril said with a hopeful 
note in his voice.

Too many people were now around for Neil’s comfort, and he suggested 
going inside to talk. They agreed on Shara’s room and did their best to look 
casual as they walked, Tekril going so far as to comment on the weather. 
Shara responded with an “I know,” and Neil grunted. They didn’t have to 
keep up appearances too much, for everyone knew the three elves had been 
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close, so it would in fact have been odder if they acted as if nothing happened. 
Tekril’s soulful expression was not an act.

Once in Shara’s room, they resumed their discussion. Tekril sat down 
on the bed, Shara placed herself near the fireplace, and Neil leaned against 
the wall.

“I will help you,” he said. “However, I will not be able to free him myself. 
It would ruin everything if they found out.”

“Tekril and I will do it tonight,” Shara said firmly.
Neil paced over to the window and looked out. Below, soldiers, servants, 

and guests were going about their business. The girl who had run in yelling 
about the clothes was now showing another servant her dilemma. From here, 
he could just see beyond the wall. Notton was fully awake now, and people 
were living their lives. How many of them that he saw were missing a loved 
one? Had the rumors of Saeris’s arrest spread to the city?

“You know you’ll be suspected of Saeris’s escape? You are his closest 
friends, and you will be under suspicion. And I probably won’t be left out 
either. They know I’ve spent time with Saeris.”

“I’ll go with him,” Shara declared.
“What?” Tekril asked incredulously. “Shara, you’re the ambassador!”
“Clear Saeris’s name.” Shara ignored the scholar. “You find his innocence, 

and you’ll find mine.”
Neil let out a long breath. He did not want Shara to be named a criminal. 

“You need to stay here,” he said softly. “They will suspect you, but it would 
be even worse if you were to flee with Saeris. Tekril is right, Shara. You are 
the ambassador, and you can’t let your personal matters get in the way of 
your duty.”

The elven woman scowled at him. “Don’t talk to me about such things, 
Neil,” she warned. “I am not acting rashly. Saeris, while not a political figure, 
is important to Silver Crescent as well. In fact, they wanted him to stay and be 
in their army, but Saeris signed on with Notton because he’d be more likely to 
fight demons, something he’d trained for. And with me being an ambassador 
and Tekril a scholar, it worked out, even though he could have pursued his 
interests at home just as easily.” She glanced at her brother.

“I followed Saeris,” Tekril said simply.
“So, by being invested in his escape,” Shara said, “I am acting in the 

interests of my home city as well.”



R i s i n g  S t a r

251

Neil gave a consenting nod. “I understand, but you still should not 
risk it. Your actions could muddy things between Notton and Näenamaru 
Calaynin.”

Shara crossed her arms, clearly frustrated. “What do you suggest?”
“We could make it look like Saeris escaped on his own,” Tekril piped up 

before Neil could. “He’s clever enough to do so. No doubt the dungeons will 
be guarded, but…” He shrugged and looked at Neil meaningfully.

Neil shifted his weight slightly, considering the scholar’s words. “I could 
deal with the guards,” he said slowly. “Killing them is out of the question, 
and if I knock them out, they will be able to report that someone came to the 
dungeons, and we will all be under scrutiny. We need some sort of distraction, 
something to draw the guards away from the door. Too much commotion 
might backfire, and we could get caught.”

“I’ll create the distraction,” Shara said. “And I will go with Saeris.”
“You are set on the idea of going with him, aren’t you?” Neil sighed. 

“Shara, you could still be charged for desertion.”
“Once you’ve cleared Saeris’s name, mine will clear as well,” Shara 

resasoned. “Or,” she said thoughtfully, “I could wait a few days and then 
head to Näenamarü Calaynin myself, saying I have business there.”

Tekril stared at her doubtfully. “You’d lie?”
Shara shrugged. “It’s politics after all,” she said in a matter-of-fact tone. 

“It wouldn’t be a big lie because I would have business to attend to, namely 
Saeris.”

“It still does not solve how we are going to get Saeris out,” Neil said. 
“You mentioned you’d provide a distraction. What do you propose? We can 
ask no one else for aid. And again, if there is a distraction, we will be under 
scrutiny.”

Shara furrowed her brow in thought. “If I alerted the guards, you are 
right in that they could be suspicious since I know Saeris. I’d have to do 
it without them seeing my face, perhaps making it look like I am a thief 
or something. Or I could approach them, hooded and cloaked, and knock 
them out.”

“They will know you were a woman by your gait,” Neil said.
“Better they suspect me than you, Neil,” she reminded him. “If there is 

even a hint you have betrayed them, Rorimys will stop trusting you.”
“Do you have a dark cloak?” he asked. “You cannot wear that red one.”
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Shara gave him a tight smile. “Of course, and I’ll bring his weapons 
to him.”

“His missing weapons will again make it look like someone helped him,” 
Neil protested. “And if there is more than one guard, you will have to hit 
both before the second one can alert the household.”

Shara lifted her chin defiantly. “I can hold my own, Neil,” she said 
pointedly. “Do not underestimate me.”

Neil held up his hands in a placating gesture. “I was not, Shara. I am 
trying to protect your reputation and still get Saeris out.”

Tekril let out a loud sigh, gaining both of their attention. “Shara’s idea 
works best. Neil and I can wait in the shadows, and once the guards are down, 
we will free Saeris.”

“Weren’t we going to make it look like Saeris broke out himself?” Neil 
was getting a little frustrated. They were going in circles. “The guards will 
be able to report they were attacked, even if they don’t know by whom. It 
will be obvious Saeris had accomplices, and we will be first on their minds. 
Or are the Nottonian guards really that stupid?”

“Perhaps you could seek an audience with Rorimys.” Tekril rubbed his 
nose. “That way, they will at least know you weren’t involved.”

“What would I say to him?” Neil was already seeing the faults in the 
plan. “And if I can’t gain an audience with him, then what?”

“If they knew you were waiting, they would still know you couldn’t have 
been involved,” Tekril said, but his tone sounded halfhearted. He obviously 
didn’t believe in his idea either. Suddenly he perked up again and looked 
around the room, pursing his lips. “Sister, why don’t you have a desk in your 
room? Surely you need a place for legal documents.”

“My desk is at the castle.” Shara shrugged. “This is Sandermick’s place. 
Why do you need a desk?”

“I need parchment, quill, and ink, too,” Tekril mused. “Wait here.” The 
scholar shuffled quickly out of the room, leaving Neil and Shara to exchange 
puzzled glances.

“Was he always like this?” Neil asked.
“Yes, and I find it endearing.” Shara gave a little smile.
They waited in awkward silence, not wanting to debate further until 

Tekril came back. Neil supposed, no matter how they looked at it or ended 
up freeing Saeris, they would not entirely escape suspicion.
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Tekril returned a short time later with a large sheet of parchment in 
hand. He closed the door behind him and laid the parchment on the floor. 
The other two knelt beside him to look at his handiwork. It was a sketched 
map, hurriedly but decently drawn.

“It’s the dungeons,” Shara said.
“Mm-hmm,” Tekril confirmed. “The entrance is here.” He pointed to a 

spot near the lower left corner. “All along here”—his finger glided across the 
map—“are the rows of cells. The guards would be here.” He had drawn two 
Xs in front of the entrance.

The dungeon was an L-shaped hallway, and Tekril’s drawing seemed 
fairly accurate based on what Neil had seen when Saeris was locked up. The 
guards would be positioned outside the entrance to the hallway, not in front 
of the cell itself.

“What is your point, Brother?” Shara asked.
“We could ask to see Saeris,” Tekril explained. “Then when he escapes, 

we can act like we’re trying to stop him. He’ll knock out the guards and flee.” 
The scholar beamed proudly.

“And how are we going to get him out of the cell without the guards 
seeing?” Neil asked slowly. “Not to discredit your idea, Tekril, but it sounds—”

“Stupid,” Shara supplied.
Tekril turned to look at his sister, undeterred. “Which, dear sister, is 

precisely why it will work. Acting would be the last thing the guards would 
expect from us. Shara and I could ask to visit him, and I’ll say I’m bringing 
him a book to read, but inside the book, I will leave a wire, so…no, wait! 
Instead of acting, I could just bring him the book with the wire in it and 
leave him, and then he can work his way free. That way, he will have escaped 
himself, and we won’t have to pretend. We could meet him in the stables with 
his weapons. I could act a little, enough to convince the guards that I was 
mournful and just wanted to see him one last time.”

“And how do we get his weapons?” Shara asked.
“You can retrieve them while I’m visiting him and then wait in the stables,” 

Tekril said slowly, thinking as he spoke. “Even though the disappearance of 
his weapons will look a little strange, no one would put it past Saeris to get 
them before fleeing.”

Neil chuckled, shaking his head. “You know, it’s so ridiculous that it 
just might work.”
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The horses whickered softly in their stalls, but the sound seemed noisy to 
Neil, who crouched in the hay near the end stables. Shara was beside him 
but not close enough to touch. The elven woman had been quiet since their 
discussion, and Neil wondered if she was still exasperated with him, if only 
because she knew he was right.

Patient as he was, Neil hated simply waiting there in the stables with the 
smell of hay and horses in his nose. He wanted to be with Tekril, talking to 
Saeris, but his presence would raise eyebrows. It was best that Tekril went alone.

Still, waiting was agonizing, and Neil found himself gritting his teeth 
more than once. He was used to sitting still, but he wanted to move, stretch 
his legs, and find out what was taking them so long. Had something gone 
wrong, or was the waiting making time pass slowly? The rogue demon glanced 
over at Shara and saw that the shadows and the hood she wore hid most of 
her face. He saw her outline, a bit of her chin, and a hint of her blue eyes. 
She must have sensed him looking at her, for her head swiveled toward him.

“What?” she asked in a low voice.
“Nothing.” Neil looked away.
He could see his breath in the night air. The stables were a little warmer 

than outside, thanks to the heat of the horses, but it was still cold, though it 
didn’t bother Neil. With nothing else to do, he hunkered down in the hay 
to wait. The horses had not appeared frightened by his appearance, and the 
only sounds they made were typical, sleepy sounds. Shara’s presence must 
have been calming.

Finally, he saw the stable doors slide open, and two slender figures stood 
in the threshold. It was a new moon out, so the light was dim, a perfect night 
for an escape. Neil knew by their frames that it was Saeris and Tekril, even 
before he discerned their features. He and Shara rose as the two elves entered.

Now hidden by the stable walls, Saeris lit a lantern he had brought with 
him, hung it on one of the wooden poles, and went to the stall where his 
horse was kept, greeting it softly in Elvish.

“Do you have the book?” Neil asked.
“I have the lock pick,” Saeris replied. “It would be odd if I took the book 

with me. They will be less distrustful of Tekril if I left it there.”
Tekril rocked back and forth on his heels. He was so opposite of his 
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sister and Saeris with his shy demeanor, spacey looks, beak-like nose, and 
large, innocent eyes. As the scholar watched Saeris prepare his horse for the 
journey, he looked especially frail. If only they could go together, for the 
elf ’s sake. Shara looked unhappy, too, but there was also an angry set to her 
jaw and spark in her eyes. Neil was beginning to learn that her sorrow often 
came out as defiance or anger.

Saeris held out a bent arm to Neil with his forearm pointed upward. 
“Link your arm with mine, Neil. And clasp my hand. This is how elven 
warriors wish one another luck and thank them for their camaraderie.”

Neil stepped forward, put his elbow in the crook of Saeris’s, and took 
his hand. He met those indigo eyes, and he did feel a sense of trust between 
them. Both knew the other could be deadly, and both respected the other’s 
prowess. And both trusted each other.

Saeris inclined his head and stepped back, untangling his arm. “This 
task is up to you now, Neil.”

Neil found himself smirking. “Wasn’t it always?”
Saeris’s mouth twitched in a smile, but then his gaze shifted to the other 

two elves. Neil stepped back to give them space, and Shara embraced the 
soldier, leaning her cheek on his chest.

“I will come and see you,” Neil heard her say, her voice muffled by Saeris’s 
shirt. “I will leave in a few days.”

“As will I.” Tekril gripped his hands together.
Saeris pulled away from Shara and looked at Tekril ruefully. “You cannot 

both come,” he said softly. “It would be too obvious.”
Tears filled Tekril’s eyes as he came closer to the soldier, and yet again, 

Neil saw how sensitive he was. “Shara would be better at helping Neil than 
I would. She is strong, brave, and—”

Saeris put a finger to Tekril’s lips and shushed him softly. Then he pulled 
him close and stroked his hair. He bent his head to whisper something in 
Tekril’s ear, too quietly for even Neil to catch. Tekril visibly tightened his 
embrace, and he seemed too frail and small in Saeris’s strong arms. By the 
time Saeris gently pulled away, Tekril was weeping openly.

“How will you avoid the watch?” Shara asked. “They’ll hear your horse. 
You should put cloth over his hooves to mask the sound.”

“I’ll be gone before they get a good look at me,” Saeris assured her with 
a little smirk.
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Talking softly to the horse, he led it out of its stall. It was a magnificent 
black stallion. Neil was surprised he was in the same proximity as the mares. 
He was at least seventeen hands tall. His mane was sleek, and Neil could see 
the smoothness. Saeris put a simple elven saddle on him. It was more leather 
padding than anything else. The bridle was simple too, bit-less and easy on 
the nose, but it still allowed for control. Elven horses were attuned to their 
masters, which would explain the ease in which Saeris handled his.

“What is his name?” Neil asked.
“Alinvasil.” Saeris’s mouth twitched in a smile as he looked at Shara.
“What is funny about that name?” the rogue demon asked.
“It means phalanx,” Shara answered. “Saeris isn’t very creative.”
The elven soldier shrugged and gracefully mounted the steed, and he 

nodded to them. “May Nelathorian keep you,” he prayed, and with a last 
touch to Tekril’s shoulder, he was off.

The three followed him to the stable doors to watch him go. Neil winced 
as Alinvasil’s hooves clomped on the cobblestones. He kept expecting guards 
to come investigate the noise. But there were no shouts or anyone moving 
that he could see.

“We should go back before we’re missed,” he said quietly.
Shara nodded and coaxed her brother to follow. Tekril kept glancing over 

his shoulder, but Saeris was out of sight.
“You really think we can clear his name?” he asked Shara.
The elven woman just gave a curt nod, not in the mood to talk. Neil 

decided to leave them be and headed back to his room once they were inside. 
Would this ploy work, or would they be questioned? Tekril would have been 
the last person to see Saeris, and he had given him a book. It would only 
take one person to suggest something had been concealed in that book. Even 
if Saeris’s name were cleared, they could be charged for helping a prisoner 
escape.

Though he was wrapped in his thoughts, Neil’s keen senses made his 
hand stop on the doorknob of his room, and his skin prickled. Someone was 
on the other side of that door, and it wasn’t human.

Drawing his sword, Neil cautiously opened the door, expecting to get 
some sort of spell hurled at him. But no attack came, and he stepped inside. 
A single candle was burning, and on the bed was a little girl with blonde 
hair that stopped at her jawline. She idly kicked her feet back and forth, 



R i s i n g  S t a r

257

smiling sweetly at him. His heart stopped for a moment. This creature wasn’t 
supposed to know where he’d gone.

“Greetings, Xal’sineilvijzerg,” she said cheerfully. “I thought I might find 
you here.”

“Wegdorlagwen,” Neil said in return. His eyes narrowed. “What are 
you doing here?”

“Looking for you, of course,” she replied simply. “You didn’t think you 
could hide forever, did you?”

Neil frowned, regarding this deceptively innocent-looking child. “They 
are actually bothering to look for me?”

Gwen chortled. “Xal, define they.”
“You know who I mean.” Neil gripped his sword. More than once, he 

had imagined cutting that little head from her shoulders.
Gwen giggled and swung her feet. “You may think yourself insignificant—

and in the larger scheme of things, you certainly are—but we can’t have a 
demon revealing secrets to humans.”

“Helcol has never heard of me,” he said. “She doesn’t bother with my 
kind often.”

“I’m not saying it was her, silly. Don’t think so highly of yourself.”
Neil blew out a breath through his nose. In the Hells, Gwen would 

sometimes come and pester him—because, according to her, she was 
bored—and she could make his life even more of a living hell if she wanted. 
And now she was here to tell him his disappearance was noted. If demons 
came after him, it could put his friends in danger, and his attempts to gain 
their trust could be nullified. And that would be only the beginning of his 
problems.

Gwen smirked at him and waved her hand dismissively. “I know what 
you’re thinking. You’re worried I’ll report your whereabouts.” She hopped 
off the bed and beamed up at him. “Don’t worry. The outcome would be too 
boring. Now, what have you been doing?”

“None of your business.” He stalked past her toward the window.
Thankfully, he had closed the curtains, so no one would have noticed 

the littler figure in his room. With a crooked finger, he parted the curtain 
enough to look out. No one was in the courtyard, which made him wonder 
if Saeris’s empty cell had been discovered yet.

“Leave, Wegdorlagwen,” he ordered firmly.
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The demon girl pouted and blew short hair out of her face. “You never 
were any fun,” she lamented.

“Then why stick your nose in my affairs? Leave.” He pointed his sword 
at her.

Gwen laughed and thrust out her hands. Fire burst from them, lighting 
the room, and the flames took the shape of a horned devil, barbed tail and 
all. It was only four feet in height, but its entire body was flame. Gwen 
vanished, but the flame devil was all too active. It cackled and started running 
around the room, igniting the bed and curtains. Neil cursed and swung his 
sword, but the living thing of fire dodged him. Underneath the flames was 
flesh, and if he could just slice it, this would be over. This was Gwen’s most 
annoying habit. Fire was a common element among demons, and Neil again 
wished his species possessed it as well. He wished they had power in general. 
It sometimes surprised him that his species had managed to survive at all.

The flame devil stood on one of the burning bedposts, grinning and 
laughing gleefully. It did not speak, but it taunted Neil with a little dance. 
Impish in nature, it wouldn’t have been nearly as hard to deal with if it were 
just an imp. The temperature of the room was heating up, even though its 
body was small, and the curtains glowed with the light. The wall may have 
been stone, but the furniture burned. The smoke was starting to sting Neil’s 
eyes, and he heard startled cries as people noticed the flames. Snarling, he 
charged at the flame devil, leaping onto the bed, but it broke beneath him, 
weakened by the fire, and he just managed to avoid the canopy falling on 
him. Neil squinted as the burning embers wafted into his face, stinging his 
skin. Momentarily blinded, he growled in pain when something hot caught 
his side. He smacked his shoulder on the stone wall. His boot nearly caught 
one of the burning posts from the bed. Neil rolled, snuffing out the flames.

The thing was mocking him, undeterred by the sound of shouting 
coming closer. Seven guards and a number of servants suddenly burst in, 
bearing weapons and buckets, all looking as though they had just gotten out 
of bed. It would have been a comical sight if not for the fire.

The flame devil waved at them sarcastically, and one of the guards had the 
sense to cock and shoot his crossbow, squinting against the smoke. The flame 
devil jumped out of the way, unhindered by the smoke. It swept out its arm, 
and more flame burst from it, nearly hitting the newcomers. Neil yanked the 
crossbow from the guard’s hand, ignoring his protest, and tracked the flame 
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devil with the weapon as it danced, engulfing anything in flame that wasn’t 
stone. Neil released the bolt, and the devil’s humor abruptly ended as the 
arrow struck it in the throat. It gurgled and stumbled backward before falling 
over. Like a log in a fireplace, sparks came off its body as it collapsed. No 
blood spurted from its neck, but its fire literally went out, leaving the smell 
of burned flesh. The guards coughed, covering their mouths at the stench. 
Neil wrinkled his nose, and some of the servants retched, adding to the stink, 
but they still came forward to pour water on the flames. The fire hissed as 
water was dumped on it. Orders went out for more water, but thankfully, 
with nothing but the furniture to burn, the fire would not spread and would 
consume itself. Still, the smoke made it hard to breathe, and the commotion 
seemed to have awakened the entire household.

“What in Shuran’s name was that?” one of them coughed.
“It’s commonly known as a flame devil.” Neil felt strangely calm now.
He poked the dark body with his sword. The thing was charred, and 

parts of it even crumbled. Out of the corner of his eye, Neil saw more than 
one guard make a sign against evil. The little body of the demon split apart 
before their eyes, crumbling and becoming nothing more than ash.

“What in all the gods is going on here?” Sandermick waddled in with 
nightcap eschew and his nightshirt exposing his large ankles. “Good gods, it 
stinks. Neil, I want an explanation.”

Neil looked past Sandermick and saw Shara and Tekril in the doorway, 
wide-eyed.

“It was a flame devil,” Neil answered. How could he explain why the 
thing had been here? “You might want to summon Father Talbit. Have him 
bless the place.”

Sandermick frowned. “How did a cursed fire demon get in my house? 
Aren’t they often called by some other demon?”

Neil nodded grimly and supposed he had no other choice but to tell them 
the truth. “There was a demon I knew from the Hells here. I call her Gwen.”

“You mean a demon has found you?” Shara gasped, coming forward. 
“They are after you, Neil?”

Neil met her eyes. “I cannot say,” he confessed quietly. “It is likely.”
“This is absurd!” Sandermick waved his arms. “I will not have little 

devils running around in my house!”
“Sir, we can set up extra—” one of the guards started to offer.
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But Sandermick shook his head. “No,” he said firmly. “In fact, I should 
retire the lot of you! My cousin has all the good ones, and now Saeris has 
gone and proven himself the murderer. Back to your places at once!”

“My lord,” one of them ventured. He looked young, probably fresh out 
of training. “Captain Saeris has escaped.”

Sandermick rounded on them with his beady eyes flashing. “What?” he 
exploded. His face reddened. “Were Bivin and Derald not at their stations?”

“They were, but reports say they were unconscious. There was no sign of 
a struggle, and Saeris did not kill them. They are awake now, and they said 
the last person to see the captain was Tekril.”

Sandermick’s eyes immediately settled on the scholar, and Neil felt his 
stomach tighten.

“That is true, my lord.” Tekril rubbed his nose. He had pressed himself 
against the wall. “I went to give him a book to read, to try to keep his mind 
off…off tomorrow.”

The elf lowered his eyes, playing the part perfectly of a distressed 
individual. Then again, he likely wasn’t acting at all. A final hissed echoed 
through the room as the last of the flames was extinguished.

“When did you visit him?” Sandermick asked.
“Oh, about four hours ago, Lord Sandermick,” Tekril answered. “We 

didn’t talk much, and then I returned to my room.”
Sandermick focused his attention on the soldiers again. “How did he 

break out of the cell?”
One of the guards shrugged. “The best estimation we can come up with 

is a lock pick, sir, though it didn’t damage the mechanism itself.”
Sandermick scowled. “Where could he have gotten the lock pick?” His 

eyes again turned to Tekril. “Did you hide something in the book, scholar?”
Neil held his breath and prayed Tekril wouldn’t break down. Lie, he 

thought. Please lie.
Tekril shook his head vigorously. “He had told me he was planning to 

escape, but I tried to talk him out of it. I feared for him, my lord.”
“Why didn’t you tell the guards of this?” Sandermick snapped.
“I thought I had persuaded him not to try it,” Tekril insisted. “I didn’t 

know he was still planning it.”
“There was nothing in the book, my lord,” said the same guard who had 

been doing the talking.
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“He probably took the thing with him,” Sandermick grumbled. He 
waved a fat finger at Tekril. “I know your relationship with that elf, uh, elf. 
If I find out you are lying to me, you will be executed.”

Tekril paled but nodded. “I understand.”
Still fuming, Sandermick glowered at his soldiers. “Get back to your 

stations before I retire all of you!”
The guards exchanged puzzled, helpless looks and then obeyed. Their 

boots echoed on the stone floor. The servants followed, each bowing hurriedly 
to Sandermick on their way out.

“Don’t be too hard on them, my lord,” Neil advised. “They were just 
baffled.”

“I cannot have baffled guards in my household,” Sandermick snapped. 
“I will keep them only because it would be too much of a hassle to replace 
them. Now, Neil, explain to me how that thing got in here.”

“To be honest, I have no idea.” Neil was somewhat relieved that Saeris 
was no longer the subject matter and glad suspicions had easily been diverted, 
but he also didn’t want to explain his dealings with Gwen. “I did not even 
know they were tracking me.” He glanced at Shara again, but her expression 
had not changed.

“Well,” Sandermick said firmly, “see that it doesn’t happen again.”
“Yes, my lord,” Neil answered quietly and watched Sandermick waddle 

out of the room. His slippers were squeaking.
“Do you really think you were being tracked?” Shara asked when they 

were alone. Concern was evident in her voice.
Neil sighed and shook his head helplessly. He hadn’t deemed himself 

important enough for those in the Hells to even care, but he should have 
counted on Gwen stalking him. Yet how had she known where to find him? 
The rogue demon combed fingers through his hair. “It looks like I’ll need a 
new place to sleep.”

“You can share my room.” Tekril seemed to have recovered from the 
questioning. “I’m sure we could acquire extra blankets, if you don’t mind 
sleeping on the floor.”

“The floor will be fine.” Neil was glad for the hospitality, although he was 
sure there were other spare rooms. “Oh, and good job, Tekril. You did well.”

The elven scholar inclined his head.
“Shara, do not let this deter you,” Neil said. “We still have our mission.”
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“It’s your mission, Neil. Besides,” she said in a lower voice, “I’ll be leaving 
for Silver Crescent soon.”

Neil allowed himself to smile. “Then that is your mission.”
Shara scowled, but it turned into a smile. “I suppose you’re right.” She 

sniffed the air and grimaced. “Is it common for demons to wear burned 
clothing?”

Neil chuckled. “No, but I could start a new fashion trend. Let me change, 
and then I’ll follow you.”

Shara whirled on her heels and walked quickly out of the room, and Neil 
blinked, puzzled. What was that about?

Tekril watched his sister go and grinned. “She doesn’t want to see you 
change.”

“Ah,” Neil said and arched a brow. “Do you?”
Tekril flushed and waved his hands. “No, of course not!” he dashed 

out of the room, closing the room behind him and leaving Neil to chuckle 
helplessly before sobering as his eyes fell on the ruined furniture. This, he 
feared, was only the beginning.
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G ildas could not believe he had kissed Ellina, and it had plagued 
him since. He had long suspected that she was in love with him, 
and his feelings for her were strong, but he was a Ginjo. What 

kind of life could they have together? She lived in the mortal plane, and 
despite what Shri might think, one could not just bring a mortal to Celestia. 
It was hard enough that they were friends and he could only see her on certain 
occasions. It would be worse if they were a couple. He’d already gotten in 
trouble for that once.

With a sigh, Gildas opened his office door, intending to get to work on 
whatever papers were waiting for him. He hoped he’d be able to concentrate. 
The taste of Ellina’s lips was still on his, as they were whenever he thought 
of her now.

Muttering to himself, Gildas opened the door and found Togoso sitting 
at his desk, studying the documents there. He lifted his gaze when Gildas 
answered and gave a little smile.

“Good day, my friend. I hope you don’t mind if I am reading these?”
“Not at all,” Gildas assured him, closing the door. “What are you doing 

here?”
“It’s not just a social call, unfortunately.” Togoso stood and came 

around the desk. “I’ve continued to watch Kom, and I’m really beginning 
to suspect that there is something bigger than demon upstarts going on. 
It is true that the skirmishes are nothing unusual, and there isn’t much of 
a difference, aside from that apparently deliberate attempt to provoke the 
Koshai. I fear this is only the beginning and we are missing something 
important.”
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“You think it could be a trap?” Gildas walked past Togoso to be behind 
his desk. The angel pivoted to face him as he did so.

“To lure us into a false sense of security, yes,” Togoso replied.
“Interesting choice of words,” Gildas said wryly. He sat down and reached 

for one of the papers on his desk but did not read it.
Togoso flexed his wings with a small wince. He walked over to the 

bookshelves on the left of Gildas and peered at the various titles. The Ginjo 
watched his old friend, noting his long black robe and the way it contrasted 
with his white wings. It seemed that Togoso always wore dark colors. Gildas 
had commented on it once years ago, and Togoso had said that not all angels 
wore white.

It was sad, seeing him standing there like that, as if he didn’t know what 
to do with himself. Togoso was lost and had been since Kom’s betrayal. The 
Ginjo couldn’t remember the time when his friend had last been happy, 
certainly before Kom’s fall. Togoso had always been contemplative and 
thoughtful. He had been shy, and Kom had gotten him to open up a little 
more. Celestia consisted of numerous planes and realms, which gave host to 
a variety of religions. Togoso and Kom were both from the realm of Celestia 
known as Heaven, a term that was familiar to mortals, and was what many 
imagined when they thought of Celestia. Angels from Heaven were the 
ones most likely to interact with the mortal races, for they often served as 
messengers. This had resulted in the common depiction of angels among the 
humans. Ironically, the Crossing, which was situated in Celestia, had portals 
to other “hellish” planes. Many mortals mistakenly thought that the Seven 
Heavens made up all of Celestia. If a mortal whose faith had an underworld 
that was different from the Hells, they still went down. Some religions only 
had four to seven Hells, not nine. If children survived their first year, they 
were then believed to be most vulnerable to death and evil spirits at four, 
seven, and nine, and many parents paid for wards to be put around their 
child’s bed during those years.

“Do you think I’m a bad angel?” Togoso asked suddenly, quietly.
“Of course not.” The question caught Gildas off guard. “Why do you ask?”
“I haven’t being doing my duties.” The angel returned to the desk. “I 

haven’t been serving Heaven as I should.”
“Togoso, please sit down.” Gildas indicated the chair he had placed in 

the corner of the room.
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Togoso obeyed, pulling the chair close to the desk so he could sit across 
from the Ginjo. “When I’ve been in Celestia, I mostly keep to myself. I do a 
lot of research, trying to find answers, trying to come up with a way. I want 
to help. I want to serve Celestia, to rescue angels who have been captured by 
kureida, and to help with the battles that reach our gates. Whenever I do, I 
see Kom’s face, and I wonder if that demon were an angel once.”

“They aren’t anymore,” Gildas reminded gently. “The Fallen are aware 
they are attacking Celestia, my friend.”

“And that’s why I‘m asking if I’m a bad angel.” Togoso’s gray eyes were 
vulnerable. “I tell myself I would defend a fellow angel if a kureida attacked 
because I know that person is an angel, but I’ve never actually done it.”

Gildas’s eyes widened. “You haven’t?”
Togoso shook his head. “I’ve always avoided appearing when there is a 

fight at the gates.”
Gildas stared down at the paper in front of him. Two celestial realms 

were proposing building a bridge that would connect them because the 
Tivialon River divided them. It would be a stunning landmark, to be sure, 
since the golden water of the Tivialon was sacred even by celestial standards, 
but his mind was not on the bridge, and he only caught the words because 
he stared at them.

“So you agree I am a bad angel?” Togoso said softly.
“No,” Gildas said with a sigh, looking up. “I just didn’t know you 

associated Kom with every kureida.”
“I don’t.” Togoso waved his hand. “I know what the kureida have done to 

celestials, to mortals. I know how truly terrible they are, but I want to know 
why angels fall, Gildas. How are we corrupted by the Hells? Greed and power 
sway mortals, but Kom was as well. Why? If we have the same potential for 
it, then how different are we from mortals?”

“Togoso…” Gildas warned.
“Oh, if only they knew!” Togoso exclaimed with a bitter laugh, throwing 

up his hands. “And they revere us, seeing us as the hands of order and justice!”
“Togoso, stop it.”
“Maybe I should fall, too. That way—”
Gildas leapt over his desk before he knew what he was doing and pushed 

Togoso backward, sending him and the chair toppling. Gildas banged his 
elbow as he hit the ground, but he ignored it and sat up. Togoso, who had 
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also righted himself, gaped at the Ginjo. His wings were partially splayed 
on the floor.

Before the angel could speak, Gildas grabbed his shoulders and fixed his 
green eyes on Togoso’s gray ones. “Don’t talk like that,” he said firmly. “You 
are not going to fall, and you are not a bad angel. You’ve just been given a 
bitter hand.”

Togoso sighed heavily and slumped. “I just miss him, Gildas,” he 
whispered mournfully. “So much time has passed, even for us, but that 
knowledge only makes it more painful. If he had just died, if he were in the 
White Ether, I think I could deal with it better because I would know where 
his spirit was and that he was safe and at peace. But he’s not. He’s a demon.” 
Togoso clenched his hands. “I can’t let him go, Gildas, and I keep thinking 
that, if an angel can fall, then a demon could rise. Maybe there is a chance 
for Kom, however slim it might be.”

Gildas released his grip on the angel’s shoulders and let his hands fall 
into his own lap. “Is Kom all you care about anymore?”

“No, I care for other things,” Togoso assured him. “It’s why I am 
concerned about the battles with the kureida. Not just because of Kom, but 
for everyone’s sake. I care about Celestia, my home, and those who reside in 
it.” He gave a little smile. “I care about you.”

Gildas closed his eyes, unable to return the smile. Don’t think about that time, 
he told himself.

“Kom knows I am watching him.” Togoso broke through Gildas’s 
thoughts. The angel stood and righted the chair as he did so. “He doesn’t 
know how often, and as such, he isn’t always as secretive of his actions as 
he might think he is. He has meetings in Jys with other kureida or cultists. 
Unfortunately, they often speak in Demonic, but I’ve garnered that Kom has 
a strong following of humans. He frequently mentions Helcol’s plans but has 
not gone into detail.”

Gildas stood and combed his hand through his red hair. “If Helcol is 
planning something, then the attacks are possibly a premiere to something 
else.”

Togoso nodded in agreement. Gildas tapped his chin thoughtfully. 
Should they begin rallying their forces now? It was better to be prepared, 
but would his superiors and even his fellow Ginjo believe him? He also had 
more immediate concerns.
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“Ligo is missing,” he told the angel. “Someone broke the wards you and 
I put up on the door.”

Togoso’s gray eyes widened. “Those were powerful wards!”
“I suspect Ligo himself did it,” Gildas said grimly. “He is more powerful 

than we give him credit for, and the mirror itself could have done something. 
Maybe it was giving Ligo power. It had him in its clutches.” He shook his 
head at it all. “The mirror was found, but Ligo was not. I suspect he tried to 
hide it from us, but something happened to him.”

Togoso frowned considerately. Gildas was glad the angel was thinking of 
something other than Kom. The demon may have brought the mirror from 
the Hells, but it had done them no harm until Ligo had opened that package. 
He couldn’t fathom why he hadn’t investigated what was in it when Kom first 
brought it to the Solver.

“That’s not all,” he said. “A…thing came out of the mirror. Shri had it 
trapped, but it somehow escaped. It took the girl with it back into the mirror. 
Shri has found a way to go after it, I presume.”

“If the mirror indeed leads to the Hells, perhaps he’ll rescue an angel or 
two,” Togoso said, a hopeful note in his voice. “That is something I will give 
Shri credit for. He often used to save captured angels. Lesvans can handle hellish 
environments better than celestials like me.” He stretched his wings and didn’t 
grimace this time. “I don’t like to admit it. Shri is often right in his predictions. 
If he thinks something more is going on here, perhaps we should listen.”

Gildas walked back to his desk and sat down again. “I don’t understand 
why he cares at all. Lesvans don’t usually concern themselves with such things. 
Even in the War of the Races, they fought on the margins with few fully 
involving themselves in the cause.”

“Shri is, well, Shri,” Togoso said with a little smile, lowering himself onto 
the chair across from Gildas again. His wings hung over the edge. “We’ve 
never fully understood why he does what he does. Often for his own gain, to 
be sure, but he takes interest in these things.”

“He is a great source of information,” Gildas consented. “And he is quite 
powerful. I just wish he wasn’t so arrogant, and he has done some things that 
are less than complimentary.”

Togoso nodded with his hands folded on his lap. “His family practically 
disowned him. I don’t know the details, but I can only imagine.” He ended 
his words with a wry smile.
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“It’s those accursed szazarsol,” Gildas grumbled. His fingers played along 
his quill.

It was the feather of a raven, and it had been a gift from Ellina. Her face 
again came to mind, and Gildas had to set down the pen. He found himself 
wanting to go to Elyshaeza and see her terribly. For a moment, he wished he 
possessed the audacity to bring a mortal here like Shri did. Thoughts of the 
elf maiden were distracting him, but maybe if she were here with him, he 
wouldn’t have to wonder where she was or what she was doing.

“Gildas,” Togoso’s voice broke through his thoughts, “are you well?”
Gildas rubbed his masked face, feeling suddenly weary. “Yes, yes, I just 

have a lot on my mind.”
“You’re in love.”
The statement was said so simply, and the timing was so perfect that it 

caught Gildas off guard. “What?”
“It’s the elf girl.” Togoso’s tone indicated it wasn’t a question. “You’re in love.”
“What makes you say that?” Gildas tried to appear nonchalant, while 

he was baffled inside.
“It’s written all over your masked face,” Togoso said with a little smile.
“Am I that obvious?”
“Yes.”
Gildas blew out a long breath. “I want to be with her. She is mortal 

though, and love like that is forbidden. I am allowed to see her, but a romantic 
relationship would only end in sadness. Even though elves are among the 
longer-lived mortal races, I will still be alive once she has passed.”

And you are the one who initiated the kiss, he reminded himself.
“And then you could be together,” Togoso said simply.
Gildas looked at him in confusion. “Beg pardon?”
“When her time on the mortal plane has ended, she will go to Arasaen’ell, 

a place you are free to visit,” Togoso reasoned. “And you could be together. 
She is young and still has a long life ahead of her, should all go well, but it 
is not forever, and you can still see her in the meantime.”

Gildas hadn’t thought of that. He wanted Ellina to live a full life before 
Nelathorian took her. When the time did come, he could go to Arasaen’ell 
and see her. He knew of celestials having relationships with the spirits of 
mortals. It was not too common because the spirits often wanted to be with 
those who they had loved in life, but it was not unheard of.
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Gildas shook his head wistfully. “I want her to be happy in this life, not 
hold out for me. I want her to find someone and have children if she wants 
them. And she will want to be with her mate in the afterlife, too, Togoso. I 
cannot ask her to love me in the next life when she finds another in this one. 
Think of the lovers who had been separated by death but then reunited in 
the afterlife. Could I deprive her of that?”

“Of course not,” Togoso said. “I am not implying you should, but the 
option is there, Gildas.”

“If I told her that we could be together in the afterlife,” Gildas said. “She 
is still young enough to say she’d wait for me. What if someone else comes 
along? I don’t want her to deny her chance of being with that person. She’d 
essentially be looking forward to the day she died, Togoso.” He shook his 
head helplessly. “I shouldn’t have kissed her. Yes, I kissed her. The last thing 
I need is complications in my personal life and hers.”

“You think she won’t focus on her studies because the taste of your lips 
will distract her?” Togoso asked teasingly.

“She’s a young woman,” Gildas said. “Women her age think about such 
things.”

“Are you going to avoid her now?” Togoso crossed his arms over his chest. 
“You know the mixed messages that would send.”

Gildas knew he wouldn’t be able to avoid Ellina. Despite the fact that the 
kiss had likely complicated matters, he needed her in his life. It helped him 
get through his long existence. He just couldn’t promise himself he wouldn’t 
kiss her again. He saw another envelope appear out of the corner of his eye, 
but he ignored it.

“Sometimes even mortals have to share in the afterlife.” Togoso brushed 
back a lock of hair that had fallen over his shoulder. “If a person has had 
more than one mate in his lifetime, he will be with all of them in the afterlife. 
Things like that stop mattering after death, though I have heard of cases of 
jealousy.”

“Should we really be talking about this?” Gildas asked a bit too quickly.
Togoso blinked. “You don’t want advice?”
“I do, but Ligo is missing, Togoso, as is Collie. I pray Shri rescues them. 

I want that mirror destroyed, but at the same time, I wish I knew more about 
it, yet I fear it is too dangerous to study.” He had studied numerous evil 
objects in the past, but none had been a gateway to the Hells, if that were in 
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fact where the mirror led. “We should have all taken more precautions.” He 
rested his elbows on the desk and rubbed his temples.

Togoso nodded grimly. “I will help if I can.”
“Why is it I can never summon you?” Gildas asked. “If you really want to 

help in the coming times, you are going to have to be more readily available.”
The angel gave an acknowledging nod. “I will be around for a while.” 

He looked down at his lap. “I will try to be more dutiful and a better angel.”
Gildas gave him a soft smile. “You always have been, my friend.”
Togoso returned the smile and stood, stretching his wings. “Well, I 

should go for now. I will be in Heaven if you need me.”
Gildas nodded but rose and called to him before the angel had opened 

the door.
“Yes?” Togoso turned around.
Gildas couldn’t find the words to respond. There was much between 

them that still needed to be said, but he didn’t know if it ever would be, and 
they both needed to move forward. So why had he stopped him?

“We don’t see each other enough,” he said lamely. “I really miss—”
Togoso was beside him so fast that Gildas jumped. “Shush,” the angel 

whispered with his finger on Gildas’s lips.
Gildas’s heart skipped, and his breath caught. And then the angel’s lips 

replaced his finger, and bittersweet memories flooded Gildas’s mind. Togoso’s 
kiss reminded him of summer days on the mortal plane, and he gripped the 
angel’s arms, feeling himself start to tremble. It would be so easy to just—

“No!” Gildas gasped, pulling away. “Togoso, don’t.”
“I’m sorry,” Togoso whispered, lowering his eyes. “I know you’ve suffered 

for my actions.”
Gildas shook his head, trying to regain his composure. “No, do not 

blame yourself. I just hate to see you in such pain.” He took Togoso’s hand. 
“If I can, then I will try to help you get Kom back, if it means that much 
to you.”

Togoso’s eyes glistened with sudden tears, and he embraced the Ginjo. 
Gildas closed his eyes, letting the moment last for as long as it could.

“Go,” he bade softly, pulling away. “I will see you later.”
Togoso nodded and caressed Gildas’s cheek briefly before leaving the 

room.
Gildas sank into his chair and leaned back with a heavy sigh, not looking 
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forward to going through the papers. Relationships with other celestials were 
forbidden to the Ginjo, even as most celestials could be with whom they 
wanted. Ellina came to mind with her warm laugh, bright eyes, and taste of 
her lips, combined with Togoso’s. The angel’s departure felt almost like a 
physical pain, and together, the two put him in a mood where the last thing 
he wanted to do was look at tariffs and squabbles.

His eyes shifted toward that message that had arrived a few moments ago, 
and he let out a resigned breath, thinking it a summons from some lord or 
another. Mortals weren’t the only ones who dealt with invitations to parties.

But then he saw the red wax seal. It wasn’t ornate, but a cross was in the 
center, and though he had not seen that mark in centuries, Gildas knew what 
it was, a message from the Horin. The race was so reclusive that it was hard 
to keep track of them. They rarely involved themselves with politics outside 
their realm, which made some sense because one of their closest neighbors 
was Lesvan. In fact, Lesvan had wanted to add the Horin lands to its own 
more than once. Gildas had had friends among the Horin, but like so many 
others he cared for, he rarely saw them. Ellina and Togoso again came to 
mind, but thoughts of them fled as he read the contents of the message inside.

To the Ginjo of the Solver,

Over the past four decades, the kureida have been plaguing us more than 
they have since the War of the Races. Our armies are strong, but the 
kureida have become stronger, and we have yet to discern whether they are 
simply trying to toy with or weaken us. Whatever the case may be, our 
need for more powerful forces grows greater with each passing year. The 
Esteemed One has not made appeals before now because it is not in our 
nature to trouble others and ask for aid.

We have lost over half our army to the kureida, and every time they have 
attacked, they are not the same species we have fought before, so we have 
no time to adjust. We learn to fight one, and another takes their place.

So the Esteemed One has requested aid from Lesvan, for the need to protect 
his people and lands is greater than his mistrust of the Lesvan. This is 
proven by the fact that he did not send word for aid to the Elite or any 
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of the leading armies of Lesvan, in part because he knew he would receive 
no aid from them. No, he turned to the szazarsol, and they answered. Led 
by Visisch Yisrael, a band of no less than eight hundred szazarsol have 
joined our ranks, and Yisrael assures us he can summon more if need be. 
He is not with us all the time, preferring to remain in Lesvan, but all it 
takes is a communication stone, and he and his troops can arrive when 
called, right into the midst of battle. It has been this way for three years 
now. I apologize for not writing earlier, but the Esteemed One has only 
now decided it is time the Ginjo know. We hope you do not think poorly 
of us, but we saw nowhere else to turn. Our need grows dire. We fear 
something is coming.

 Sincerely, 
 Vaerdin Hosana’xi of the Onyx Court

For a moment, Gildas was too stunned to move. Thoughts of Ellina and 
Togoso were gone, replaced by this cold knowledge. The szazarsol! He felt a 
spark of anger that he was only just finding this out. Why in all of Celestia 
were the Horin teaming up with the szazarsol? And for that matter, why had 
the szazarsol agreed to help?

Gildas jumped up and raced out of the office, paper in hand. He wondered 
if anyone else had received the letter. Sometimes, if matters were important 
enough, multiple copies would be sent to all the Ginjo. Gildas and Keiji 
were the ones who dealt the most in foreign policy, so they had the most 
paperwork. If any of the others had gotten this letter, it would be Keiji. Gildas 
summoned him, knowing he would appear if his name were called, even if he 
were too far away to hear.

Sure enough, the bearer of Nihon-Zhong appeared a short distance away 
down the hall. His mask was furrowed in puzzlement.

“You are flustered, Gildas,” he observed. “What is it?”
Gildas held out the letter as he came to a halt in front of the other Ginjo. 

“Did you receive one like this? The seal is that of the Horin.”
Keiji’s dark eyes widened, and he shook his head. “I have not checked. I 

was out of my office when you called me. May I read it?”
“Please do,” Gildas said.
Keiji took the letter, and Gildas saw his expression turn from curiosity 
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to disbelief to anger. “What in all that is holy were they thinking?” he said 
with a hiss. “The szazarsol would never do this for the sake of the Horin. 
There is another motive involved.”

“For what?” Gildas asked. “Horin has valuable treasures, but the szazarsol 
have never concerned themselves with the realm before.”

“We need to get to the bottom of this before we act.” Keiji smacked the 
letter against his palm. “I’ll contact the Horin.”

“No need,” came Jabilo’s voice, and he strode toward them, accompanied 
by a figure covered in black, the veil not even having eye slits. “This is Alitana 
Vin-Horin, ambassador for the Esteemed One.”

“Good day, honored Ginjo.” Her voice was soft and melodic.
Her long robes did not give away her gender, and had Jabilo not introduced 

her, Gildas wouldn’t have known she was female until she spoke. “I was 
informed the letters had been sent, so I came to further explain things.”

“I was outside when I saw her enter the Pocket,” Jabilo told them. “I 
suggest we all meet to discuss this important matter.”

Gildas agreed, even as his mind was still trying to wrap itself around this 
turn of events, and in a few moments, all the Ginjo but Ligo were present in 
one of the meeting rooms. They all looked the same, but Gildas knew this 
was the room where Kom’s betrayal had taken place. The Ginjo always chose 
a room at random, but the irony of it being this one was not missed. It was 
rarely used now, believing to have the remnants of foul energy. Yet here they 
were…and with a Horin, no less.

“I know how sudden and unexpected this is,” Alitana said in her soft voice. 
“I understand your confusion and frustration that we have not contacted you 
sooner. As the letter said and as you know, we do not like to trouble others, 
and we thought we could handle the kureida on our own. We have fought 
them before, but over the past forty years, we have realized how serious they 
are. We do not know if they are simply amusing themselves at our expense 
or if they have something more sinister in mind.”

“It’s always sinister with the kureida,” Keiji said grimly. “Forgive me, my 
lady, but why was it the szazarsol the Horin contacted? There are plenty of 
other warriors to choose from. Lesvan may be your closest neighbor, but it 
is not your only neighbor.”

Alitana gave an apologetic bow. “I understand your question, and the 
Esteemed One is aware that the realms of Celestia hold many capable warriors, 



274

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

but after much debate, the Lesvan, specifically the szazarsol, seemed the best 
option. But it was not our first option. We asked others of Lesvan, other noble 
houses and factions, but only the szazarsol answered our plea.”

“You didn’t have to sacrifice any children to Yisrael, did you?” Kor muttered.
Alitana shook her head. “He has asked for nothing, and in fact, his army 

has been very helpful. The reason we did not contact you until now, even 
after the szazarsol came to our aid is…” She trailed off, and Gildas saw her 
hands grip her sleeves.

“Go on,” Hok’ee bade her gently. His masked face was soft.
“We wanted to give the szazarsol a chance to prove themselves,” Alitana 

answered quietly. “And we knew you would disapprove, to say the least, so we 
wanted to wait until our relationship with Visisch Yisrael was established.”

“What kind of relationship?” Kor asked dryly and received a chastising 
nudge from Keiji.

Gildas blew out a long breath. “He really has asked for nothing?”
Alitana shook her head, her veil rippling. “He and his warriors have been 

very helpful,” she repeated.
Jabilo drummed his fingers on the table. “What do you wish of us, Lady 

Vin-Horin?”
“The Esteemed One would like your consent on this matter, and while 

he says he will continue to treat the szazarsol as allies whether you agree with 
it or not, it would be better if you did agree, and we could also use whatever 
assistance you would be able to provide as well.”

The Ginjo exchanged glances, all sharing the same silent thought. The 
Horin were very concerned about appearances, and having consent would 
help justify their actions, but Gildas shook his head wearily. “We cannot 
consent, my lady,” he said ruefully. “We have never had honest dealings with 
the szazarsol, and we would prefer not to be involved with them at all. The 
very fact that their leader has the name Yisrael, a name that is sacred, is 
insult in itself.

“However,” he added, imagining her crestfallen look beneath the veil, “we 
can offer our own aid, and we can start by sending the Glarent. The Horin 
have long been our allies, even in the centuries where we have had little to no 
contact with them. If you need more, all you have to do is say so.”

Alitana bowed, a fluid motion, and nodded as she straightened. “I thank 
you,” she murmured. “If it is permitted, I should return home.”
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Jabilo stood, offering a bow of his own. “Of course, my lady. Allow me 
to escort you.”

Gildas looked away so he could roll his eyes without Alitana seeing, 
and he thought foolishly that Ellina would have laughed at the exchange. 
Sometimes, mortals and celestials weren’t so different.

Collie stayed out of the water as much as she could, but she watched it warily, 
keeping an eye out for more giant snakes. She was dragging her feet, and the 
mud squelched under her toes. She hoped there weren’t any deadly toxins 
in the dirt. The humidity was terrible, giving the air an almost tangible 
presence, like it was pressing down on her. Her tongue was thick with thirst, 
but she dared not drink the water in the lake. She kept getting the sense that 
she was being followed, but naturally, when she turned around, there was no 
one there.

Collie thought she was going to die here eventually and her wandering 
would only lead her deeper into Hell. She was so thoroughly lost that she 
didn’t see the point of sitting down. Something was either going to eat her, 
or she would die of dehydration. This was not to say that she was going to 
give up. The basic human need for survival would keep her going for as long 
as she could.

Panting, the girl stopped to get her bearings. To her left was the water, 
and strange, twisted versions of lilies sprouted through the surface. They 
looked like they would bite off her foot if given the chance. To her left 
stretched the land of the marsh with eerie-looking trees that were numerous 
but not close enough together to form a canopy. Many roots protruded from 
the ground, and Collie had to be careful not to trip on them or have them 
trip her.

Many silly thoughts flashed through her mind, visions of her village. 
That seemed a lifetime ago. All those days spent avoiding village boys, 
lounging under a tree and reading, and doing most of the housework and not 
looking her aunt in the eye seemed like they belonged to someone else. How 
many times had she dreamed about going on an adventure like in her books? 
The characters led hard lives, and Collie never wanted to slay a dragon or save 
the world, but when she was younger, she imagined a stranger coming to the 
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village, looking for a lost princess with special powers who had been hidden 
among peasants. Ordinary people became extraordinary.

Well, a stranger had come to her village, though he had not been looking 
for her. He had just wanted his cloak back. But he had seen her and taken 
her away, and if his musings were true, then maybe she would have a part to 
play in saving the world. There was nothing she could give Shri that he wasn’t 
capable of doing on his own. She had no secret powers and no real talents. 
What could she possibly mean to him?

Collie realized she was crying, and she angrily wiped her face, though it 
only left streaks of dirt across her cheeks. Now was not the time to feel sorry 
for herself. She had to find a way out of here.

The sound of something moving on the ground made her stiffen and 
look around wildly. Being as the trees were not close enough together to 
conceal much, it didn’t take her long to see the hairy gray leg, and she thought 
she might faint. More than snakes, Collie feared spiders, and this was the 
biggest spider she had ever seen. It was easily eight feet tall with many dark, 
beady eyes that seemed to drink her in. Its hairy body was a dark gray, and 
its mandibles could sever her at the waist.

Collie screamed, the sound escaping her without thinking, and she did 
the only thing she could, run, just as she had with the snake. The spider 
chased after her. Its large body made its legs thump loudly on the ground. 
Something sticky caught at her leg, and she tripped. And then she was being 
dragged across the ground and up in the air! Her skirt fell over her face, but 
she was too frightened to be embarrassed, and it only served to blind her. 
She pushed it down, and by that time, another spider had arrived, and Collie 
feared that, any moment now, one of them would stab her and inject her with 
its venom. The spider silk was too thick and strong for her to attempt to 
wrestle free, but she tried anyway. At least she could attempt not to dangle 
there helplessly.

A movement flashed out of the corner of her eye, and in her terror, she 
thought it was yet another spider, but the bonds suddenly loosened, and she 
fell with a cry that ended in a grunt as she hit the ground, her head narrowly 
missing a root. Collie righted herself quickly, straightening her skirt, and 
backed away from the tree. A dark figure had engaged the two spiders, and 
with a gasp, Collie realized it was the monster that had pulled her through 
the mirror. Should she run? What if the monster came after her next?
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Yet the girl found herself staying, watching in horrified fascination as 
the monster battled the large arachnids. Its form shifted as it moved, never 
quite becoming humanoid, but it would lengthen or shrink, and an arm or 
a leg would shoot out. The spiders snapped at it, screeching, a sound Collie 
did not know spiders could make. She found she wanted to help, even though 
she did not really trust the monster. The spiders appeared to be a common 
foe, but she was no fighter, and it was already obvious the spiders would get 
the best of her. Still, she glanced around for something to use. All she could 
find was a stick, but she threw it.

Her bad aim barely hit the spider’s abdomen, but it did get its attention, 
and it whirled. Its terrible eyes fell on Collie. The distraction worked in the 
monster’s favor, and it lunged beneath the arachnid and cut its underside with 
something Collie couldn’t see. The spider let out a horrible sound, and the 
girl clamped her hands over her ears in pain. She almost lost the contents of 
her stomach as the thing’s entrails spilled out and it shuddered and fell over.

There was still the other spider, and it took advantage of the incident 
and pounced on the monster. The shadow thing was strangely solid, and it 
yelled, an odd sound, as the spider’s front legs pierced what vaguely resembled 
shoulders. Collie darted out to grab the stick she had thrown at the now-dead 
arachnid, but the living one saw her. It pivoted, releasing the monster and 
lunging at Collie. She ran, hoping the shadow being was still able to attack. 
It was, and it tackled the giant spider.

One of the arachnid’s legs hit Collie in the back of the knee, sending her 
sprawling. She smelled the stinky ground of the swamp, but after the sight of 
the spider guts, it hardly bothered her. Standing quickly, she whirled to see 
the spider and monster wrestling savagely, biting and whacking each other 
with their limbs.

The shadow creature stiffened as the spider sank its fangs into its strange 
body. Collie gasped in fear, thinking it would die. The spider apparently 
did, too, for its silk was already wrapping around the shadow creature. The 
being growled, and its body extended and coiled around the spider in turn. 
It grabbed the thing’s mandibles and pulled, prying them apart. The spider 
made that awful screeching noise again, and even as Collie’s ears rang, the 
strength of the shadow creature impressed her, but she again felt her stomach 
turn as the spider’s face was torn apart and its insides went flying.

When the two beasts lay dead, the monster wriggled out of the silk with 
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seemingly little effort and stood there, looking at them, and then rotated its 
body to look at Collie. It snarled at her and suddenly sprang. She screamed 
and tried to flee, but it pinned her down. Had it saved her only to take her 
for itself? It stared at her with empty eyes, and just as suddenly let her go, 
moving a short distance away and collapsing. It shuddered, and its body began 
to change. The shadow shifted into a solid black robe, dark hair, and a white 
mask. Collie stared in disbelief. Ligo! No wonder the thing had looked like 
it was in pain under Shri’s spell. The spell was for demons, not celestials!

Collie slowly approached the prone Ginjo, scared he might be dead. She 
called his name softly, and after the third time, he moaned and slowly opened 
his eyes.

“Collie?” he said weakly. His shoulders were bleeding, and he had dozens 
of small wounds. “What are you doing here?”

“You dragged me here,” she answered. “Do you remember?”
“No,” Ligo replied, but then was silent a moment. Then he sighed and 

nodded. “Yes, I remember.” He looked ashamed, but Collie offered her hand 
to him. After hesitating, he took it, and she helped him sit up.

“The spider’s venom…” she began in a worried tone.
Ligo shook his head. “Do not worry,” he murmured. “It will take more 

than that to kill me.” He closed his eyes, and Collie knew he was ill.
She hoped his words weren’t all bluster. “Um, can you walk?” she asked 

hesitantly.
“No,” he grunted, even as he slowly rose to his feet. “I will anyway. We 

have no choice.”
Collie knew he was right. They had to survive.



279

Chap t e r  Twent y- on e

S ince Saeris’s departure, no other servants had been killed, which was 
further evidence against the elf. Shara had since left, too, and it was 
strange not having her around to look at Neil with her sharp blue 

eyes, and he missed her company. Tekril shuffled his feet and spent a lot of 
time in his room.

This was not to say he was bad company. Like all elves, Tekril was proud 
of his heritage and culture, and he was more willing to share it than Shara 
was. Perhaps it was his easygoing personality or absentmindedness, but Tekril 
appeared relaxed around Neil. Not only that, he made Neil laugh.

Yet Saeris’s words and the discovery at the old warehouse clouded 
the rogue demon’s thoughts. He had to solve the mystery of the cult, and 
something kept him from revealing their findings to the higher authorities. 
If Neil were to clear Saeris’s name, he needed to find the means on his own, 
as the elf had said. He had to go back to that warehouse, and he had to go 
at night.

That didn’t mean he had to go alone. Tekril deserved to see the proof as 
well. When Neil told him his plan, the elf ’s eyes widened so much that he 
really did look like a bird.

“What time did you want to go?” Tekril asked slowly.
“When everyone else is asleep,” Neil replied, then paused a moment. 

“Tekril, do you know how to fight? I know all elves are trained in the basics.”
Tekril rubbed his nose. “Some say the pen is mightier than the sword, 

but I can’t kill someone with a quill.”
“You could poke their eye out,” Neil said. “Or drive it into their throat 

if you had enough force.” At Tekril’s horrified look, Neil waved a hand 
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indifferently. “A quill would not be good in a fight.” He sighed. “Tekril, I 
don’t know if there will be a fight or not, but if there is, I want you to—”

“Stay out of it,” Tekril interrupted. “I know. I will not hinder you.”
“And bring some flint,” Neil said. “We might need fire.”
That night, they donned their cloaks, and Neil made sure his weapons 

were hidden but accessible. His clothes in fact were designed for such a 
purpose. No demon went without a weapon. Tekril had a dagger, and Neil 
hoped they wouldn’t run into trouble. Even if he proved Saeris’s innocence, 
the soldier and Shara would have his head if he lost Tekril.

The night was cold enough that Neil could see his breath, but the sky was 
clear, and the stars were stunning. His amber eyes searched until he found 
Alovalianevansrae, shining brighter than the others were.

“I could tell you the constellations.” Tekril followed Neil’s gaze.
“Maybe later,” Neil replied. “When our business is less pressing.”
Tekril nodded and fell silent, but Neil saw his lips moving, likely in 

prayer. He wondered what it would be like to spend a day in the scholar’s 
head. How did this elf see the world?

The scholar probably would have kept walking if Neil hadn’t stopped 
him when they were across the street from the warehouse. He pointed to 
their destination.

Tekril’s eyes widened a little. “The cultists meet there? That’s practically 
out in the open! They’re bold, I’ll give them that.”

Neil looked around, checking to make sure no one was out and heading 
to the warehouse. He bade the elf to follow him, and they scurried to the old 
building. Neil pressed himself up against the wall and listened. It would be 
just their luck to have someone inside.

When he didn’t hear anything, he carefully opened the door enough to 
peek in. It was dark inside, of course, and nothing, not even a rat, moved. 
They slipped in, and the musty smell of the warehouse greeted them as they 
came fully inside, along with the smell of old blood and decay. Neil shut the 
door behind him so as not to alert anyone that it had been opened. His sharp 
eyes picked out the shapes of the boxes in the warehouse. Tekril reached into 
his pocket and pulled out a small orb. He rubbed it between his palms, blew 
on it, and then tossed it into the air.

It hovered like a large firefly. Its light extended about three feet before 
and around them. Not a wide radius, but it floated above Tekril’s shoulder, 
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and different things were illuminated as they walked. Someone had placed 
a large metal basin filled with tinder in front of the altar since Neil had last 
been there. The elf ’s eyes were huge as he looked around, especially when they 
fell on the altar and the symbol drawn on the floor. He touched his forehead 
and drew a circle on his chest, an elven avert evil sign, Neil had learned.

“These cultists are serious,” he said. “And Saeris knew about this?”
“He had a hunch,” Neil said. “And he and I came here to confirm his 

suspicions. Below us are the sacrificed corpses of the missing Nottonians.”
Tekril paled visibly. “Nelathorian preserve us,” he whispered.
“And Shuran save their souls.” Neil hoped it was only the bodies that had 

been sacrificed and the demon would not take the souls of the dead. “Tekril, 
when I first came here, Lord Rorimys mentioned rumored cult activity, but 
no one had been able to prove that cultists were active.”

Tekril nodded. “Yes, in the city’s archives, there are examples of cult 
activity throughout Notton’s history, even before the War of the Races, 
though the number of cultists increased during that time, likely because 
mortals wanted some of the power the rising demons could give them, and 
wanted to, uh, be alive after the destruction.”

“If only they knew what awaited their souls when they died.” Neil shook 
his head. “I have seen the fate of those who worship demons.”

“It must take a powerful invocation to summon a demon,” Tekril mused, 
peering in morbid fascination at the circle. “Why would a demon let itself 
be summoned?”

Neil shrugged. “They often don’t like it, which is one reason why it is 
so dangerous. If a summoner does not know what he is doing, there could 
be serious repercussions. But demons like attention and to be idolized, so 
if a group of people are offering to worship them, why not? A demon could 
gain power by having followers, and sometimes they’ll do it for their own 
amusement, but there will always be consequences for the mortal. Some strive 
to please the demon enough that they are rewarded in death, and I have seen 
it happen. Death monks, they are called. Have you heard of them?”

Tekril nodded. His bird-like stare was fixed on Neil.
“That’s why cult members are often so zealous,” Neil said. “They don’t 

want to be eternally tortured, and they fear failure. But more often than not, 
a demon will still see a mortal’s actions as failures, even if the mortal believes 
he is doing all he can to please the demon.”
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Tekril opened his mouth to say more, but they both heard noises from 
outside. Someone was going to open the door.

“Douse the light,” Neil hissed.
Tekril clutched the orb in his hands and blew on it again to extinguish 

the glow. He and Neil scampered behind one of the crate stacks, and Neil 
used his innate climbing abilities—one of the few his kind possessed—to 
scuttle up one of the old support pillars that was nearly mesh with the wall. 
He crouched in the shadowed rafters and watched as fifteen figures bearing 
torches entered the warehouse. They were all wearing the maroon robes 
Neil had suspected they would be, and though their faces were hidden, their 
varying heights told him they differed in ages. Even from here, his nose picked 
up the smell of the torch smoke, and he could tell who had bathed and who 
hadn’t.

The cultists threw their torches into the basin, igniting the wood within. 
The pile was quickly ablaze, the light elongating the shadows. Fourteen of 
them stepped outside the circle and joined hands. But one of them, a fat 
cultist, remained in the center of the circle. Neil saw rings on his fingers as 
the firelight glinted off them. He leaned forward. His hands were tight on 
the beams. He recognized those rings.

“Sandermick?” he uttered in disbelief.
He glanced down at Tekril and saw the elf was being careful not to let 

his shadow catch the light. Neil reprimanded himself for not staying with 
Tekril. He would have a harder time getting down without being seen.

“Followers of the Betrayer!” the lead cultist cried. His voice confirmed it 
was indeed Sandermick. “Reveal yourselves to your master!”

The other fourteen cultists threw back their hoods, and Neil’s heart 
sank when he recognized one of them as Emali, the kitchen girl he had 
talked to on the morning he arrested Saeris. And some of others he’d seen 
in Sandermick’s mansion as well. They were all members of this cult. It was 
a sickening revelation.

“The city watch is on to us,” Sandermick said. “But we, followers of 
the Betrayer, will not be defeated so easily! With every sacrifice we make, he 
grows stronger. But soon, soon, my friends, blood will not be enough, no. The 
Betrayer has spoken to me, and has told me that he needs souls!”

Cries of agreement went up, and Neil’s gut twisted. Sandermick began to 
chant in an invocation. It had demonic syllables, but it was not the language 
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of the Hells. No human tongue would be able to speak that. Still, the sound 
was chilling.

The symbols carved on the floor began to glow, and it became clear to 
Neil that they were invocating Kom. Now the title of the Betrayer made sense. 
He had to stop this before it was completed.

Looking down again, he saw that Tekril was beckoning him urgently. 
The cultists were distracted, and their chant was rising in tempo. The air 
became thick, the shadows were darker, and the fire was outlined in black. 
Deciding they were occupied enough, Neil scampered down from the rafters 
with all his nerves on edge. The air was starting to grow hot, and the chanting 
was reaching a feverish pitch. When Neil rejoined Tekril, he saw his eyes 
were wide with terror. Neil gripped his shoulders briefly, and Tekril pointed 
to the wall.

Neil saw a loose board and gently pushed it. It moved aside just enough 
for him to slide through. He indicated Tekril go first, and the elf did so 
without hesitation. Neil glanced back to the cultist circle. Sandermick’s arms 
were thrown out wide as if in welcoming. Neil ducked out of the warehouse, 
the syllables pounding in his ears and stirring his blood. He fought to 
suppress it.

“What do we do?” Tekril asked in a terrified tone.
“Give me that flint,” Neil ordered quickly.
Tekril fumbled in his pocket. Every second felt too long until Neil had 

the flint his hand. He struck it against the wall, relieved it only took one try 
to light it on fire. They watched as it spread across the wall and waited until 
cries of alarm came to them from inside the warehouse. This fire was normal 
compared to the black flames within. Neil backed up as the fire increased. 
Then he steered Tekril through the streets, looking over his shoulder to see 
if any of the cultists were fleeing the warehouse.

He led Tekril quickly into an alley and pressed himself against the wall, 
peering around the corner to observe the warehouse. He felt Tekril trying 
to look past him, and he ushered him back. The maroon-robed cultists were 
likely trying to use the demonic powers to staunch the flames. He could smell 
the smoke, and the old wood allowed for the flames to devour the building 
quickly. The cultists finally came streaming out, shouting. Sandmerick was 
ahead of them, and his running was almost comical. He didn’t look behind 
him to see if the other cultists were following. He just fled into the night. 



284

K e n d r a  L a w r e n c e

Indeed, all the cultists scattered. Neil braced himself, ready to bolt if any of 
them came toward the alley. A part of him wanted to fight them, but now 
was not the time.

“We have to tell the city watch,” Tekril whispered, rubbing his nose.
“No,” Neil replied. “Not yet.”
“We know where the missing Nottonians are and that Sandermick is a 

demon-worshiper,” Tekril insisted. “You heard what he said. They are going 
to start sacrificing souls. We have to stop them before that happens!”

“Saeris will still be guilty of killing the servants.” Neil was still keeping 
an eye on the street.

The flames were roaring now and beginning to draw a crowd. Soon, he 
and Tekril would have to move.

“That pales in comparison to this!” Tekril exclaimed. “Of course I want 
Saeris’s name cleared, but I recognized some of those people as servants of 
Sandermick’s household.”

“I knew the blonde-haired girl,” Neil said grimly. “I talked to her the 
same morning I arrested Saeris.” Had she and the other servants joined the 
cult out of fear of Sandermick?

The city guards had finally arrived with wagonloads of barrels and 
buckets of water, and there was a wizard there to help douse the flames. The 
cultists were gone, and the rogue demon cursed silently. Tekril started to walk 
past Neil, but the rogue demon stopped him.

“If we go out there now,” he said in a harsh whisper. “They will suspect 
us. At this point, they are inclined to believe Sandermick more than me. 
Besides, we were the ones to light the building on fire.”

Tekril rubbed his nose again, a pained look on his face. “We should go 
to Lord Rorimys at least. Neil, we have to do something! People’s souls are 
in danger!”

Neil sighed, watching as the flames were extinguished. He couldn’t 
imagine how a fat sop like Sandermick had become leader of a cult, especially 
one that followed Kom. It was also strange how there were only fifteen of 
them. Saeris had known about the cult, but if he had known Sandermick was 
part of it, why hadn’t he said something to Rorimys? Neil felt very foolish. 
He was sure the answer was right there. Saeris’s actions and the cult were 
somehow connected, but why hadn’t Saeris come forward sooner? Lives could 
have been saved. Wait…
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“Tekril.” Neil drew the elf ’s attention away from the scene. He had 
to admit it was interesting to watch water shoot from the wizard’s hands. 
“Sandermick believed someone was out to get him, and the continuous 
murdering of his servants was a sign of that, yes? Some of his servants were 
in that warehouse tonight, ordinary-looking people from whom one would 
never expect foul play. Those Saeris killed were the same way. We all saw 
them as victims of a heinous crime that seemed to have no pattern.”

Tekril’s large eyes were getting bigger. “Are you saying more of the 
servants were cult members, and Saeris knew this, so he killed them, not only 
to be rid of them, but as a warning to Sandermick?”

Neil nodded grimly. “He knew where their hideout was, but he was 
hoping to weed it out of Sandermick because a simple accusation would be 
denied. I do not understand his full reasoning, and I do think he should have 
exposed things quicker, but he wanted to scare Sandermick and alert him 
that his actions were not as discreet as he thought.”

“Are you certain of this?” Tekril hugged himself, but whether it was out 
of fear, the night air, or both, Neil couldn’t say.

“No. But it makes the most sense, at least as opposed to other options.”
“What do you want to do?”
Neil glanced toward the remains of the warehouse. A throng of people 

had gathered, wrapped in night robes and shawls. A couple of the city guards 
shooed them back to their homes. Neil remembered the look that had passed 
between Saeris and Talbit when the man had inspected the house for the 
source of the murders.

“I think we should have a talk with Father Talbit,” he answered.

Being in Hell with someone you knew was better than being in Hell alone, 
even if that someone was a little crazy. Ligo had not reverted back into the 
monster since rescuing her, but he moved slowly, and Collie worried for him. 
What if he did turn back? And if they were attacked again, would he be able 
to fend off whatever it was? Collie knew she could not protect him, however 
much she wished she could. A village girl wasn’t much use in the Hells.

Nevertheless, she was grateful for his company, and hearing his voice was 
a comfort as he told her what happened with him and the mirror.
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“I became obsessed with it.” He moved slowly across the thick, muddy 
ground. The stuff covered the hem of his robe. “It would call to me, and I 
felt as though I had no choice but to listen.”

“Did it offer you power?” Collie then lurched as her foot got stuck yet 
again.

Ligo caught her before she fell on her face, and she managed to wriggle 
her foot out of the mud. She had lost count of how many times this had 
happened.

“Yes,” he said when they started walking again. “And it told me that, if 
I gained enough power, it would tell me secrets of the Hells. At first, I had 
thought that would be beneficial for the sake of Celestia. If the Ginjo knew 
more about the Hells, we might be able to combat the kureida better. My 
thoughts became more selfish, of course. If I were the one to find out the 
secrets, then they would take me more seriously, and I would be rewarded.” 
He combed a hand through his tangled hair, wincing as his fingers caught 
the knots. “Then I stopped caring about helping my fellows at all, even as I 
grew more and more terrified of the mirror.”

They had wandered into an area with more trees, which worried Collie 
because it gave the spiders more places to hide.

“When Gildas disposed of the mirror,” Ligo said, “a part of me was 
relieved. I knew the effect it was having on me, and I was scared enough to 
realize Gildas did the right thing.”

A low humming filled Collie’s ears, and she looked at Ligo to see if he 
noticed it, too. Apparently he did, for he put his arm out, halting her. He 
frowned and looked around them. He suddenly pulled her to the right, 
away from the direction they had been heading. Collie corrected herself and 
thought it wasn’t humming, but buzzing, like they were near a beehive. A 
marsh was the wrong climate for bees, but this was the Hells, and the laws 
of nature likely didn’t apply here. She hated to think what hellish bees would 
be like. Nervously, Collie scanned the area, looking for them, but she didn’t 
see anything. Ligo was trying to move quickly, pulling her along, but his face 
was strained.

“What is it?” she whispered tensely.
“Force field,” the Ginjo answered. “They’re dispersed randomly here. 

I saw three before finding you. You step into one, and you’re trapped.” He 
finally stopped and sat down heavily, panting. “We’re past it now.”
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So that’s what the buzzing had been. Collie sat down beside him, long 
past trying to stay clean. Even so, she winced as she felt her backside sink 
slightly into the ground. She could hardly see the skin on her feet for how 
much mud there was on them. She lamented the state of her dress, but that 
was a last concern. She’d get naked before she allowed herself to be trapped 
here forever.

“Do you think Shri will come?” She wrapped her arms around her knees.
Ligo lay on his back, looking up at the strange sky. His dark eyes were 

weary. “I don’t know. He’s been here before, rescuing angels and such. He has 
his heroic moments, I suppose.”

“I keep thinking there has to be more to him.” Collie scratched the back 
of her neck. It itched from the dried mud.

Ligo shrugged. “There is, but it’s no reason to like him.”
Collie bit her lip, thinking that maybe Shri wasn’t the best subject to be 

talking about right now. “You were telling me what happened to you.”
“Ah, yes.” Ligo pushed himself into a sitting position. Mud dripped 

from his hair. “I went to the armory, for that’s where we also got rid of such 
artifacts. Sure enough, Gildas had destroyed it, but by then, I had some of 
the mirror’s gifts, if you will. It was bound to me, and I was able to bring it 
back, using my blood.”

Collie frowned, finding that odd. She didn’t know much about such 
things, but to her, you couldn’t just bring something like the mirror back. It 
made no sense, and it was also frightening. If Gildas couldn’t dispose of it, 
then how did they get rid of it?

“Once I had it back…” Ligo stood up carefully. Collie followed suit a 
little reluctantly. She was so tired of walking. “It once more started whispering 
to me and thanked me for returning it to its former state. It promised me 
more power. So to hide it and make sure it wasn’t taken again, I took it to the 
treasury room where you found it. By then, it had control of me and sucked 
me in. I was transformed into the creature that chased you, and I was dwelling 
in that darkness we passed through. I had not yet ventured fully into Hell.”

Ligo ran his fingers through his hair again and grimaced. He started 
trying to finger-comb the mud out of it. “But I wasn’t completely transformed. 
I still had a part of myself, and I was in constant pain. I was literally having an 
internal battle with myself, warring with the Ginjo I had been and the thing I 
was becoming.” He blew out a long breath, and Collie noticed he was limping.
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“Is that why it looked like you were in pain when Shri had you suspended?” 
she asked, stepping around a puddle of algae-green water.

Ligo nodded grimly, and they fell silent. The heat still made Collie feel 
like it was pressing her down, and the mud didn’t help. The stench of the 
swamp was in her nostrils, and she wondered if she would ever be able to 
smell anything else. She could almost feel the foul air seeping into her skin. 
Could Shuran hear her prayers down here? And even if he did, would he be 
able to interfere?

Eventually, they were forced to wade through water again, and Collie 
froze every time something brushed her legs, but it was always just plants. 
Then again, this was Hell, so gods knew what those plants could do.

A gasp from Ligo made her look over her shoulder, but she was in 
the process of taking a step and was suddenly pulled under the surface. It 
was like the mud opened up and swallowed her. It filled her mouth, and 
she fought the urge to swallow. She tried to move, but the mud had closed 
around her, as if it had a mind of its own and wanted to consume her. She 
could taste it in her mouth, and it made her gag, but the result was only 
more mud in her mouth. The more she struggled, the tighter the mud closed 
around her. She couldn’t spit it out, and her throat burned. It was entombing 
her, holding her bound in its thickness. Collie couldn’t swim to the surface, 
and her lungs started to burn for air. She couldn’t move, couldn’t scream, 
couldn’t see. If only—

Something pulled her hair. Nimble fingers clenched her wrapped braids 
and heaved, making her scalp sting. There was no way she could have fought, 
and even if it were a demon, the girl would rather face that than suffocate. As 
soon as she was free, Collie retched. Whatever had pulled her had let go, and 
she coughed until she thought she’d retch up her insides, too. All she could 
taste was the mud, coating her tongue and throat.

“The mud is no place for mice to play,” said a musical, haughty voice.
It was a moment before those words registered as Collie continued to 

purge her lungs. Spitting out the last of mud, she wiped her mouth with a 
dirty hand and looked up into the handsome features of the Lesvan.

“Shri!” she exclaimed hoarsely. She’d never been so happy to see him and 
resisted the urge to hug him.

“I saw him coming just before you were submerged,” Ligo said. “Otherwise 
I would have made a grab for you myself.”
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Shri looked at his sleeve, soiled from reaching in for Collie. He sighed, 
but Collie saw the hem of his robe was already dirty.

“There is no point…in trying to…stay clean, Shri,” she said between 
coughing again. The taste of mud was still in her mouth. She was already 
thirsty, and this just made it worse.

As if he knew her thoughts, Shri handed her a water flask, and she didn’t 
ask where he’d gotten it. The girl drank it gratefully. The water tasted fresh 
and cool, moistening her parched throat.

“Here.” She held it out to Ligo, and was glad when the Ginjo took it.
“It’s easy to get dehydrated here.” Shri took the flask back when the Ginjo 

was done. “Let me know when you need it again.” His gold eyes fell on Collie. 
“You are filthy, little mouse.”

“Thanks for noticing,” she replied sarcastically. Trust Shri to comment 
on her looks first. But she was just grateful he was here, even if his words 
irritated her.

The Lesvan had turned his attention to Ligo. “I was hoping to find you 
here. I didn’t want to have to explain to the other Ginjo that you were lost.”

Ligo glared at him. “Well, here I am. Now you can brag about finding me.”
“I shall.” Shri smirked. His face quickly became serious though, and he 

looked around. “We best be moving.”
“Do you know your way out of here?” Collie dipped her hands in the 

water to get the thickest layer of mud off them. She splashed her face, too, 
and winced as clumps of mud fell away. She wondered how Shri had found 
them and was about to ask when he held up a hand to stall her.

“Let us go,” he said.
“Do you know the way out?” Collie asked, hopeful.
“I’ll find it.”
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I t never ceased to amaze Shara that, while there may not have been much 
snow in Notton, there was enough in Silver Crescent to completely cover 
the ground. It felt good to be among her people again, but her thoughts 

lingered on events in Notton.
She had a feeling Saeris would be near the palace, perhaps among the 

soldiers, so she headed there, deciding to visit him even before she checked 
in with the rulers and saw to her room. Not for the first time, she wished 
Tekril had come with her.

As she neared the training field, Shara heard Saeris’s voice yelling 
commands. It sounded as though he had settled in nicely in the short time 
he’d been there. She saw a dozen trainees practicing swordsmanship with 
Saeris looking on. Her heart skipped when she saw him pacing amongst the 
students, dressed in a dark blue tunic and matching trousers under a dark 
leather jerkin. Arms were folded behind his back as he walked, inspecting 
and giving orders. Not wanting to disturb him, Shara hung back.

Saeris must have seen her out of the corner of his eye, for he turned in her 
direction. He put a hand on one of the student’s shoulder and said something 
Shara was too far away to hear. The student nodded and ran to the palace. 
Saeris headed toward Shara, with an order to “carry on” to the other students.

Shara nodded to Saeris in greeting, offering him a smile. “Good day, 
Saeris.”

“What are you doing here?” he asked, placing a hand on her arm. “Is 
Tekril with you?”

“No, he is still in Notton,” she assured him. “I came on my own.”
Saeris seemed to relax. “Come with me.” He took her arm and led her 
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into the courtyard, and she saw the student coming back with an older elf, 
Captain Vaelis, who nodded in acknowledgement.

The soldiers’ quarters were a separate building from the palace. It was a 
long, one-story structure in a curved shape, somewhat like a crescent moon. 
There was one window to a room, and each looked like one piece of glass, 
but it was elaborate glass with a white sword design frosted down the center. 
The building itself was polished pale stone with carvings of archers or blade-
wielders on the walls.

Saeris’s room looked more like one in a house than one in the barracks. 
It had a small bookshelf, fireplace, table, small but comfortable bed, and 
wardrobe. The soldier set down his sword and turned to Shara, who shut the 
door behind her.

“I know the answers you want, Shara,” he said without preamble. “I 
cannot give them to you.”

“Why not?” she demanded. “I will not be able tell Neil, so why can’t you 
tell me? Why do you keep these secrets, Saeris?”

“Shara, I thought I was doing the right thing.” He sounded weary. “I 
thought my approach was the right one. And then Tekril was attacked.”

“You didn’t seem to change your tactic,” she accused, crossing her arms. 
“You didn’t reveal anything to us.”

Saeris sighed and looked out the window. “I know what I’m doing.”
“Did you know what you were doing when Tekril was attacked?”
Saeris rounded on her with eyes flashing. “Don’t use him against me, 

Shara,” he warned. “I was as tormented by his state as you were.”
“Is there nothing you can tell me?”
Saeris was silent, looking out the window once more. Shara waited a little 

impatiently but didn’t say anything.
“I can tell you those who attacked Tekril were members of a cult,” Saeris 

finally said. “And they knew I was aware of them.”
Shara pursed her lips, not sure what to make of that. “Why would they 

be in Sandermick’s house?” she asked, puzzled. “Even if they knew where you 
were staying, that attack was bold. They could have easily been caught.” In 
fact, she had been trying to figure out how whoever had done it had pulled 
the stunt off. Demons could appear and disappear, but surely humans would 
leave a trail. “So they attacked Tekril as a warning to you?”

Saeris nodded. “I’m certain of it.”
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“How did they get into Sandermick’s house without his knowing?”
Saeris just stared at her, his expression suggesting it should be obvious. 

Shara thought maybe it was magic, but something told her otherwise. Still, 
she shook her head, not knowing the answer.

“Sandermick let them in,” Saeris said softly, though his gaze was instense. 
“He knew about the cult. In fact, he is part of it.”

Shara’s eyes widened, and she felt like someone had punched her in the 
stomach. As much as she hated Sandermick, she would not have expected him 
to be a demon-worshiper. This added a dimension she wasn’t prepared for.

“How long have you known?” she asked quietly, finding herself unable 
to meet Saeris’s eyes. “Why didn’t you say something?”

“I did not want to frighten you,” he told her gently. “I had known it ever 
since I started killing the servants, Shara. That’s why I killed them. They 
were not innocent victims. I meant it as a warning to Sandermick, letting him 
know that someone was on to him, and soon enough, he would be dead, too. 
I had hoped it would stop him from going down his dark path, but it didn’t. 
Still, it got rid of some of the members. I can only pray Neil finds out soon.”

Shara felt sudden anger rising in her. “You could have told me! I’m not 
a little girl anymore.”

“Shara, If I had told you, you would have done something rash, like gone 
after Sandermick yourself, and you would be more guilty even than I am 
because all the people could go on would be your word. At least in this way, 
we can force the man to stand trial and confess.”

Shara slapped him across the face, making his head twist to the side. A 
look of shock crossed his features, but he did not touch his cheek.

“I was protecting you,” he whispered.
“Yes, just like you protected me that last time,” she said sarcastically. She 

instantly regretted her words but was too angry to take them back.
Hurt crossed Saeris’s face, but then his indigo eyes narrowed. “You had 

decided to go off on your own, Shara. I was not there, so I could not have 
defended you, but you know I came to find you as soon as I learned what 
had happened.”

The horrible memories of her captivity amongst the demons had played 
in Shara’s mind numerous times over the years. She remembered the hot iron, 
the flail, their putrid breath, their rough skin, and their crude laughter. Her 
fists clenched and unclenched as she remembered the cords around her wrists.
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“They took everything from me,” she whispered.
“Not everything, Shara.” Saeris put a hand on her shoulder. “You are 

still alive.”
Shara found herself leaning into him, putting her head on his chest. 

“What would we have been, had things been different?”
“The same as we are now.” He wrapped his arms around her. “The 

closest of friends.”
More than once before the incident, Shara had wondered what it would 

be like to be with Saeris, but his heart was for her brother, and she would 
not change that, nor did she want to. Tekril and Saeris were meant for each 
other, and she was glad to see her timid brother so happy.

“Saeris, you really think I can start over? You don’t know what it’s like, 
being haunted by the past like that. You don’t understand what it’s like trying 
to move on.” Again, she felt anger rise in her, and she pulled away from him. 
“Why did it take you so long to find me?”

“Why do you blame me? You never have before.” An irritated note had 
crept into his voice.

Shara turned away from him, feeling confused and cornered, and 
ashamed because of it. She had never blamed Saeris before. She had never 
blamed anyone but the demons. They had dragged her far away. Not quite 
to the Hells, but a cave that was somewhere in between. She had been there 
several months before she was found. To her, it was hell.

“I don’t blame you,” she said quietly, her back to him. “I blame them.”
“I wish I had gotten there sooner,” he said sincerely.
She felt his hand on her shoulder. Shara let out a long sigh, knowing she 

was indeed circling the subject. “We shouldn’t even be talking about me.” 
She turned to face him. “We were on the subject of the cultists.”

Saeris looked a little exasperated, but he didn’t press. “This is in Neil’s 
hands now. There is nothing more you or I can do.” He glanced out the 
window once more at the afternoon winter light. “I’ve been watching 
Alovalianevansrae,” he murmured. “It shines as brightly as ever, but something 
doesn’t feel right. The demons I’ve fought over the past year seem more 
coordinated. Not necessarily organized, but…planned. Something in their 
foul eyes is unsettling, even more than usual. If there is open cult activity, if 
it has reached the Nottonian nobility, then things could be getting serious.”

“You think war is coming?” Shara found herself asking.
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Saeris’s beautiful gaze met hers grimly. “And this is why we must trust 
Neil. Why you must trust him, Shara.”

The ambassador scowled, but in truth, she was already starting to trust 
Neil, and she was sure Saeris knew that. “When this cult business is settled, 
and if he’s proven himself, I will work with him.” She assured her friend and 
frowned. “More than I’ve been able to.”

“That’s my girl.” Saeris smiled. “I’m sure your brother holds the same 
sentiments.”

“He’ll probably want to write about it.” Shara gave a little chuckle. “I 
should let you get back to your duties, Saeris.”

The soldier nodded and escorted her back into the courtyard. She 
embraced him and gave his arm a warm squeeze before heading away.

“Shara!” Saeris called. She looked over her shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”
“Oh, good,” she said playfully. “I can sleep tonight.”

Neil crouched in an alcove behind a statue of an armored man holding a 
sword aloft and waited. Sandermick’s private quarters were just across from 
him, and he knew the burning of the warehouse would not stop the cultists 
from meeting, especially as they had planned to deliver a soul.

As much as he wanted to kill the man and get him out of the way, the 
rogue demon knew Sandermick needed to be properly tried. He would 
demand it, and Neil’s word would pale next to that of Rorimys’s cousin. He 
needed to make sure they believed him, and the only way to do that was to 
provide sufficient evidence.

Used to being still for long hours, Neil barely moved, but he found 
himself growing impatient, like he had in the stables, for he wanted this to 
be over and done with.

The other night, a very nervous Father Talbit had confessed that he and 
Saeris had discussed the elf ’s plans at length. Saeris knew about some of the 
servants really being cultists but gave Talbit strict orders not to reveal this, 
and while it had gone against his doctrine, Talbit had agreed, trusting Saeris, 
even if he didn’t fully understand his motives. The soldier had of course not 
known of Neil when this began, but once he had heard of Rorimys’s plan for 
the rebel demon, he took full advantage of it. He knew it would be risky and 
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Neil would eventually find him out, but Saeris had been willing to take that 
risk if he could get Neil on his side.

“That elf has a very thorough mind,” Talbit had remarked. “He is always 
one step ahead.”

To make sure they had backup, Tekril had agreed to inform the city 
watch of the cultists, for they would be more likely to believe him than they 
would Neil. When he found out where they were going, Neil would run back 
and fetch the watch, and they would arrest them before some hapless victim 
was claimed. It would take up precious time, particularly if Neil didn’t find 
out the cultists’ destination until they actually got there, but it would be hard 
to conceal the score of soldiers he and Tekril had agreed they would need. 
Neil wanted to rescue the victim himself, but the chances of succeeding on 
his own were slim.

At last, his quarry emerged. Wearing his maroon robe, Sandermick’s fat 
form waddled down the hall. Neil waited until he had gone around the corner 
before following him. Considering his unholy business, the man would likely 
glance back to make sure he was not being followed. It didn’t take Neil long 
to realize he was going down to the servants’ quarters, no doubt to get the 
other servants who were cultists. It still pained Neil to know Emali was one 
of them. How had she been lured into this?

Six cloaked figures were waiting for Sandermick, their faces hidden by 
maroon cowls.

“Quickly!” Sandermick hissed. “The others are waiting with the sacrifice.”
“Where are we meeting?” one of the servants asked.
“The old tanner’s shop on Copper Street,” Sandermick answered. “Now 

hurry.”
That was the break Neil needed, and he decided not to follow them .He 

had learned the name of quite a number of streets in the time he’d been 
here, and he knew Copper was in the center of Notton’s financial district. 
He would fetch Tekril and the watch, and they would go to the abandoned 
tanner’s shop.

Neil scurried out of the mansion and into the courtyard. He ducked 
behind a tree as Sandermick and the six others passed. They didn’t have 
torches, and they stumbled more than once, cursing the clouded sky. Neil 
was so tempted to slit their throats then and there, to watch their foul blood 
drain from their bodies, thick and warm. That line of thought would only get 
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him in trouble. Once the cultists were exposed, he’d have his chance. There 
was no one else about at this hour, at least no one honest.

Once Sandermick and the others were beyond the gate, Neil snuck off 
in another direction. He had to reach the watch quickly. Taking a moment 
to get his bearings, he skirted through alleyways, startling a pair of cats. 
He heard a window open above him and sank into the shadows as a plump 
woman stuck out her face.

“Who’s out there?” she demanded. “Show yourself!”
She looked in Neil’s direction, but her human eyes could not penetrate 

the shadows, and she eventually shrugged and closed the window, muttering 
about skittish felines and no-good street children.

Neil continued his way through the streets, using the alleys whenever 
he could. Where were the city barracks? He scuttled up a building onto a 
roof, thinking he would have better luck there. The rooftop he stood on was 
sloped, and he balanced on the top, being careful not to dislodge the tiles. 
Some of the roofs jabbed the sky, and others were flat. Neil’s eyes scanned the 
buildings, looking for the one Tekril had showed him. If Saeris were there, 
he’d be able to lead Neil in the right direction. But things looked different 
from up here.

Frustrated, knowing he was wasting time, Neil leapt to the next rooftop 
and slipped on the loose tiles. He cursed as he slid down the roof. The tiles 
followed with a clatter. They crashed onto the street, shattering. Neil made 
a more graceful landing, but the sound surely had awakened those sleeping 
in the building.

“Well, maybe that will alert the watch, and they will come to me,” he 
muttered.

“Uh, Neil?” asked a soft, hesitant voice. “What were you doing on the 
roof?” It was Tekril with four watchmen behind him, eyeing Neil suspiciously.

The rogue demon looked at the building he had just fallen off and 
laughed at his own stupidity. “Guess I was approaching from the wrong 
angle,” he said a bit sheepishly.

“I’ll say,” one of the watchmen muttered. “Is this the demon we’ve been 
hearing about, Tekril?”

“Yes,” Tekril said simply. “He’s usually, uh, quieter.”
“You need a new roof.” Neil was rewarded with a chuckle from a few of 

the men.
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“Do you know where the cultists are meeting?” Tekril brought them back 
to the matter at hand.

“The old tanner’s shop on Copper Street,” Neil said.
“We best hurry then. That isn’t exactly close by.”
The soldiers gathered their comrades until there were twenty-four of 

them, as Tekril and Neil had agreed on. Saeris had told Neil that Notton 
had fine soldiers, ones you could trust with your lives. And with the elf being 
a soldier himself, Neil should be able to take him at his word. But somehow, 
as they made their way toward Copper Street, Neil saw these watchmen 
as inadequate, lacking something. Their armor sounded too noisy, their 
alertness less than it should be. Then again, they were watchmen, and he 
didn’t know if they would stand on the wall and face an army.

“We could be facing a demon,” he pointed out, trying to stir them up, 
to get them ready for battle.

“You handle the demon. We’ll take care of the cultists,” one of them, 
likely the leader, said.

Neil nodded, biting back irritation. He was more than willing to handle 
whatever the cultists summoned, but that wasn’t the point. These men had 
to be prepared to fight it, too, should it come to that.

He and Tekril naturally ran faster, so they were a couple yards ahead 
of the watchmen when they reached the abandoned tanner’s shop, a wooden 
structure squeezed in between two stone buildings. Neil heard voices coming 
from within, and the windows had been bolted shut.

“This place has been vacant a long time,” Tekril whispered. “I’m surprised 
they haven’t torn it down. It has no real historical significance, and it looks 
out of place in this part of town.”

“Nottonians must not like to tear down old buildings,” Neil muttered, 
thinking of that warehouse.

The watchmen had caught up to them, and Neil signaled for them 
to wait. He searched for a way to look in the building instead of bursting 
through the door, but the sensing of a demonic presence and a scream decided 
for him, and he kicked in the door. Torches burned in sconces, casting a low 
light in the shop. Neil’s eyes were drawn past the cultists to the makeshift 
altar and the girl tied to it, trying desperately to free herself. Meera! Above 
her loomed not Kom, but a wraith-like creature wreathed in shadow with a 
skull face and bone hands.
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“What is that thing?” one of the guards demanded.
“A bone wraith!” Tekril cried, fear evident in his voice.
“Tekril, stay back!” Neil advanced toward the altar.
The cultists were all focused on them, and the demon had its eyes—two 

white points of light in its sockets—on Neil. Meera continued to struggle in 
her bonds. Her sleeves were torn, and a deep gash ran the length of her arm, 
but she seemed too terrified to notice it much.

“Traitor!” the thing hissed. Its chill voice sent shivers down Neil’s spine. 
“You associate with humans.”

It attacked Neil, ignoring the fight that was breaking out between the 
cultists and the guards. Neil saw Tekril edging along the wall, heading toward 
the altar. He had to keep the bone wraith distracted at least long enough for 
the elf to cut Meera free.

Why had it not been Kom they had summoned? Wasn’t he the one this 
cult worshipped? Neil hoped there were no mages among the cultists or Kom 
had granted some of them powers. Bone wraiths were not usually the type of 
demons to be worshipped. They didn’t normally respond to mortal pleas. By 
summoning it, the cultists risked becoming food for it as well.

The hands of the wraith closed around Neil’s sword as he swung it. No 
ligaments held the creature together, but somehow the bones were in one 
piece, and they were strong. He could smell decay coming from the creature 
and feel the chill from its presence. Bone wraiths were called such because 
they took the bones from others, be it from the grave or a living person. The 
more bones the wraith had, the more powerful it was. A complete wraith was 
something Neil did not want to fight, and he counted himself lucky that, 
judging by how its form faded farther down, it did not have hips or legs yet.

It was still quite dangerous, and Neil didn’t relish fighting it alone. But 
the guards were battling the cultists, and it looked as though they trusted 
him to keep the thing at bay. Despite being outnumbered, the cultists were 
holding their own, having drawn weapons they apparently had hidden under 
their robes. They may not have been warriors, but they were somehow a match 
for the watchmen, perhaps another gift from Kom.

Neil growled and pushed back the wraith, trying to dislodge it from his 
sword. Its touch was causing the whole sword to grow cold, a chill Neil could 
feel. His arm was starting to go numb.

Abruptly, the bone wraith let go and shot into the air, out of Neil’s reach. 
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He saw that Tekril had managed to free Meera, and both were backing out of 
the way. The bone wraith noticed, too, and it dove at them. Meera screamed, 
and Tekril tried to get in front of her. Neil rushed to beat the demon to them.

“Down!” he cried, leaping over the altar.
Tekril obeyed, pushing Meera to the floor. He yelled as the bone wraith 

glided over him, touching him with its chill, half-formed body. The elf 
stiffened, and his skin visibly paled. But he would live, Neil knew, and so as 
soon as it passed over them, the rogue demon went after it, not having time to 
spare to check on them. Two guards and one cultist were down. Sandermick 
was in a corner, brandishing a saber and yelling at his fellows to “kill them 
all!” In spite of his weapon, the man wasn’t fighting, and no one was going 
near him.

Neil didn’t have time to contemplate why, for the bone wraith came at 
him again. He brought up his sword, meaning to slice up its center, but turned 
away at the last moment, spinning out of reach. It was a wraith. It did not have 
any vitals. Neil was wasting his efforts in trying to cut it. He had no powers to 
blast the thing, and he couldn’t use his sword on it. Neil growled in vexation 
and thought about trying to lure the bone wraith to attack Sandermick, but 
no, they needed the man alive.

“Kom is too busy to pay attention to these petty humans!” the bone 
wraith jeered. “He sent me instead.”

“And you would stoop that low yourself, hmm?” Neil asked with an 
arched brow, even as he danced out of the way of a skeletal hand.

The thing snarled, a strange sound from a creature with no throat. Neil 
glanced around the tanner’s shop, hoping he would somehow find inspiration 
in dealing with this. A wild, desperate idea took hold when he saw the torches. 
He hadn’t been paying much attention to them, but wraiths and flames did 
not mix. Determined, Neil started to make his way toward the nearest torch. 
And that was when the demon’s hand touched him, and his entire body went 
numb with biting cold. He staggered, his legs frozen. His sword clattered 
from his hand, his fingers were too stiff to grasp it.

The bone wraith leered at him triumphantly, knowing it could defeat 
him just by touching him. Gritting his teeth, Neil tried to force him body to 
move, but he was paralyzed. The sounds of battle filled his ears, and he was 
truly surprised there weren’t that many casualties. What did it say about the 
watch if the cultists could match them blade for blade?
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The bone wraith was watching him with those pinpricks of light in its 
sockets. Neil hated the helplessness he felt in looking at it. The thing was 
taunting him, knowing he was unable to defend himself. If he could leap 
around the bone wraith, he could snatch that torch. He could smell the smoke 
from its flame. It was so close, but he couldn’t move.

Neil heard running footsteps approaching and feared one of the cultists 
was coming up to finish him, but then he saw Tekril, wielding a torch, and he 
waved it at the bone wraith, which hissed and darted away. Tekril’s face showed 
fear, but there was also resolve. The bone wraith hovered out of reach now. Its 
skull face twisted in a snarl, an odd look considering it had no muscle or sinew.

“Tekril!” Sandermick bellowed. “You ink-smelling dog! I should have 
killed you myself!”

Tekril blanched and glanced toward the nobleman, but then his eyes 
narrowed, and he turned back to the bone wraith. Anger was on his face. He 
yelled something in Elvish, and the demon flew out of the way, but Meera had 
grabbed another torch and was standing on top of the altar. Blood was on 
her arm, and the bone wraith noticed that. It snapped a word, and the room 
was plunged into darkness so thick that the torchlights couldn’t penetrate 
it. They were glowing flames, but their light did not extend at all. Cries of 
alarm came from both sides, and the fighting stopped because no one could 
see. Even Neil, who had better eyes than humans and elves, had difficulty 
seeing. Every muscle in his body was tense, and not just from stiffness. The 
wraith could be anywhere.

Someone cried out from across the room, and Neil heard the thud of a 
body hitting the floor. He strained his senses, trying to hear the movement 
of the creature through the air. He could tell Meera hadn’t moved from 
her spot near the altar, for the torch was still there. He could hear Tekril 
breathing harshly from behind him, and he could sense his fear. The effect of 
the wraith’s touch was wearing off, and Neil could actually feel his muscles 
returning to normal.

Where was that damn wraith? Neil’s normal ability to sense the presence 
of another demon was no help in determining the exact location of the thing. 
All he knew was that it had not left the shop. So far, none of the watchmen 
had used any magic to show they were mages. Neil couldn’t believe they were 
facing a bone wraith with no magic. Steel did not work! Fire did, but only if 
you managed to catch it.
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Tekril suddenly cried out again and waved his torch frantically. Neil 
felt a rush of cold air as the bone wraith passed him, and he instinctively 
moved to the right to get out of the way. There was a screech as Tekril lunged 
forward, thrusting out his torch. The bone wraith was illuminated briefly as 
it trailed sparks.

“Tekril,” Neil said eagerly, “give me the torch.”
Now that he knew where the elf was, he took the torch quickly and 

followed the lingering light as the wraith shook it off. He pursued the 
demon, lashing out with the torch in the pitch darkness. Maybe some god 
was watching out for him, or maybe it was sheer dumb luck, but he somehow 
managed to land a blow with the torch, and the flames crawled up the bone 
wraith’s form, causing it to scream in that terrible way again. It flew wildly 
around the room like a trapped fly, its keening making it nearly impossible 
to hear anything else. An awful smell filled the air, like burning flesh, though 
the bone wraith had no skin.

The darkness spell was lifted as the wraith lost control, slamming into 
walls. Its body was now moving flame but not igniting anything. The flames 
were clinging only to the wraith. Neil saw that three of the cultists and four 
soldiers were dead. Those remaining were now all fixated on the wraith as it 
spun out of control in pain and anger. Neil could see its skull rimmed in fire, 
a frightening sight. It finally slapped into the floor with the fire consuming 
it. And oddly, it was not spreading across the wood. It burned fast, and when 
it cleared, nothing, not even bone, remained.

After a long silence, the captain of the guard, who had a wounded leg but 
was still standing, turned slowly to Sandermick. “You, my lord, are under 
arrest, as are all of you.” He gestured with his sword to the remaining cultists, 
who strangely seemed to have lost their will to fight and in fact dropped their 
weapons, which rattled as they hit the floor.

“You cannot just arrest me!” Sandermick protested.
“He can, and he will,” Neil said calmly. “You are arrested for murder 

and treason against the throne.”
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I f there was one thing Shri hated about the Hells, other than the denizens 
who lived there, it was the filth. The mud had dirtied his clothes, and 
he could feel it on his skin. The end of his braid looked as if it had been 

dipped in the stuff. To add to his discomfort, the effect the Hells had on 
a celestial made him want a bath like nothing else. He felt like there were 
worms crawling just under his flesh, and he gritted his teeth when no one 
was looking.

Collie suddenly groaned. “More spider webs.”
Sure enough, sticky strands were strung from tree to tree, forming giant 

webs. The three of them were in another area where the trees were thicker. 
He could see the algae-infested water not far away, and he’d seen Collie eyeing 
it warily. She’d told him about the snake, and he thought her foolishly lucky 
for escaping it the way she did.

“I don’t have the strength to fight more spiders,” Ligo complained and 
sat down wearily.

Shri drew Diamond from the air, glad he could summon it no matter 
where he was. He was ready to fight any of the arachnids that showed 
themselves. The web strands were as thick as rope, and Shri approached one 
cautiously, trying to look up into the tree to see if a spider lurked there. He 
couldn’t see anything, but it didn’t mean there weren’t any.

“Some of these look abandoned,” Collie said, though she hadn’t moved 
far from where she was. “Not quite cobwebs, but abandoned.”

“How can you tell?” Ligo leaned against a tree.
“My village was near a forested area. I’ve seen my share of spiderwebs.” 

She grimaced. “Though none like this.”



R i s i n g  S t a r

303

A muffled, painful moan reached Shri’s ears, and the sound pulled at 
him as if there were a rope attached. His celestial blood responded, and 
he followed the sound, ignoring Collie’s inquiry. Some of the trees were 
bent at angles that, outside the Hells, would have made them fall over. Shri 
pushed aside some of the branches that blocked his path, and sure enough, 
a humanoid shape was wrapped in spider silk, hanging from a tree and 
struggling weakly. Shri felt his blood run cold with anger, and he slashed 
at the thick strand it was hanging from. He was thankful it wasn’t in the 
middle of a web. He caught the bundle as it fell and sliced away the webbing 
to reveal a male angel, his face too pale and contorted in pain, with one wing 
gone. Shri cursed the spiders under his breath and cleared away the rest of 
the webbing, hating the way it stuck to his fingers.

“By the gods!” Collie came up beside him. “The poor thing!” Her brown 
eyes looked at him worriedly. “Will he be all right, Shri?”

“Now that we found him, yes.” Shri stifled the rage within him. He 
almost hoped another spider would come so he could take out his anger on it.

“The stories you hear about angels being caught by demons are true, 
Collie,” he said grimly, picking up the angel. “Here is proof of it.” The 
air around him grew cooler, though the heat of the place overpowered it. 
“Whatever you think of me, little mouse, know that there is little I despise 
more than seeing angels tortured by kureida.”

Tears filled Collie’s eyes as she peered at the angel. “He’s beautiful,” she 
murmured.

And indeed he was. He had wavy, pale blue hair, and his remaining 
wing, while tattered, was feathered and white despite the dirt and blood that 
covered it. His soft-featured face was gentle. His once cream-colored robe 
was mostly intact, except for a long tear in the back from where his wing was 
ripped, and it was bloodstained.

Shri heard Collie’s breath catch as the angel opened his eyes, orbs that 
were a pale teal. The Lesvan regarded him thoughtfully, realizing he’d met 
this angel before, but could not remember his name. Collie had taken some 
of that blue hair and was pulling spider silk out of it. Shri had a suspicion 
that, after this, she was going to want to meet more celestials.

“You’ll be all right now,” he whispered.
The angel gave a small smile and closed his eyes again. Shri adjusted him 

so the angel could lay his head on his chest. The celestial was light and easy 
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to hold. He carefully tucked the wing under the angel so it wouldn’t drag on 
the ground. What was his name? It was on the tip of Shri’s tongue. He was 
not from Lesvan, but perhaps from the same place as Togoso. He looked like 
the same type of angel. In fact, Shri seemed to remember seeing the two of 
them together from time to time.

“Shri,” Collie said, calling him out of his thoughts, “how are you going 
to carry both the angel and Ligo?”

“Ask him if he can walk a little longer,” Shri said distractedly. What in 
all that was holy was this angel’s name?

“He’s unconscious again.” Collie was kneeling beside the Ginjo, whose 
mask was covered in sweat and still black around the edges. “Ligo,” she 
murmured with a hand on his shoulder. “Ligo, we’re almost there.”

Not one of them knew if that were true or not, but whatever it took to 
get Ligo going.

“Too bad we don’t have a cart or something,” Collie lamented.
“In this terrain?” Shri scoffed. “The wheels would get stuck.”
“I know.” Collie pushed some hair out of her eyes that had escaped from 

the braids on her head. Dried mud still coated her. “So what do we do?”
Shri glanced down at the angel in his arms again, wondering what sort of 

toxins were in his body. But now that he was free of the cocoon the arachnids 
had him in, he seemed at peace. His face was no longer contorted in agony.

Shri remembered his recent conversation with Togoso on the docks in 
Jys. “Sahariel,” he murmured. The name had come to him. “His name is 
Sahariel.”

At the sound of his name, the angel stirred and opened those glorious 
eyes again. “I never…thought you would…be the one…to rescue me,” he said 
haltingly, his melodious voice carrying pain, but he twitched a smile.

“Shh,” Collie said gently, placing a hand on Sahariel’s cheek. “Do not 
speak now.” She looked pointedly up at Shri. “Do not force him to say 
anything. He needs to save his strength, and we have to get out of here.”

Shri smirked and gave her a slight, mocking bow, careful not to jostle his 
burden. “As you wish, little mouse.”

Collie scowled at him and tried to lift Ligo. She groaned with the effort, 
and Shri arched an eyebrow at her. There was no way she could carry him.

“Can’t you, I don’t know, levitate him or something?” the girl asked in a 
frustrated tone.
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“That would look ridiculous.”
Collie stamped her foot, the mud squelching. “Shri, this is no time to 

worry about vanity! We have to get out of here.”
Shri conceded the point, and with a twitch of his finger, Ligo floated in 

the air until he hovered horizontally about three feet off the ground. The 
Ginjo moaned but didn’t wake. Shri kept him close as he and Collie searched 
for the way out. He hoped Tylin and Yeesha had remained on the other side, 
and he strained his senses, trying to find the exit.

There were other ways out of the Hells, but Shri did not want to risk the 
time it took to find them. Not coming up with any other options, he knew, 
to find shadow, you had to use shadow.

Supporting Sahariel with one arm, Shri extended his right arm straight 
out. “Azzahn, faswa!” he shouted.

A thin, black string shot out from the bracelet, stretching into the distance, 
pointing the way. He tried not to use Azzahn’s powers, but sometimes, such 
things couldn’t be helped.

“Come,” Shri bade Collie, who was looking at him curiously. He grinned 
at her and gestured for her to follow. Ligo floating alongside them in the air 
looked absurd, as Shri knew it would, but there was no other way to carry 
him. He wasn’t about to do that to Sahariel.

Shri’s feet sank into mud up to his calves, and he heard Collie struggling 
beside him. Sweat beaded on the back of his neck, and the humidity was worse 
than a swamp on the mortal plane. Sahariel was light, but he felt heavy and 
sticky as they made their way through the first Hell.

“Shri,” Ligo said softly, stirring, “I can walk.”
Shri eyed him. “Are you certain?” he asked, skeptical.
Ligo had been conscious when Shri had found them, but he had passed 

out more than once.
The Ginjo nodded. “Yes, I can.”
Shri brought Ligo to an upright position and lowered him onto his feet. 

Ligo swayed at first, but then he steadied and took a few steps, testing himself.
“I can keep up,” he assured them.
And though he struggled at times, Ligo managed to keep pace with them. 

Shri focused on that black string, intent on getting out.
Collie screamed as birds twice the size of cranes suddenly burst from the 

marsh grass in front of them, and her brown eyes again went wide with fear.
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“Stymphalian birds—the hellish kind,” Shri offered, flourishing 
Diamond. There were four of them, and the beasts were the color of brass, 
their feathers were hard like the metal and able to cut right through flesh, and 
they could shoot at a person like arrows. Had Shri not seen them in action, 
he would have laughed at the idea of birds that could send their feathers 
raining down. Their cry made his ears ring, and he saw Collie clamp hands 
over hers. Ligo stepped in front of her and threw a black and white spinning 
circle of power at one of the birds. The circle struck the bird in the chest, 
creating a long gash. It screeched in rage and flapped its wings in an effort to 
stay upright, but it fell to the ground, landing with a metallic thud but not 
before shooting a last feather at the Ginjo. Ligo managed to dodge enough 
to avoid serious injury, but it grazed his cheek and took a lock of his hair.

Another stymphalian bird fired its feathers at Shri, and he threw up a 
shield to protect himself and Sahariel. The shield prevented the feathers from 
piercing them, but it vanished once struck.

“Ligo, hold Sahariel!” Shri handed off the angel to the Ginjo.
Ligo staggered but held on. Shri shook away the string for now and 

jumped into the air to face the three birds. They screeched at him, and he was 
surprised he didn’t feel blood leaking out of his ears. He slashed Diamond, 
spinning in a circle as he did so. Shri felt something sting his leg, and he 
saw that one of the birds had gotten past his spin and stabbed him with its 
beak. He snarled and slashed at it, and it squawked at him as it dodged his 
swipe. The Lesvan danced around it and flicked Diamond, causing sparkles 
as the sword caught the red light of the sky. It confused the bird, and Shri 
sliced downward. His sword cut through its neck. Despite their metallic 
appearance, their flesh was, well, flesh, not brass. Their wing feathers and 
talons were metal.

Shri could feel blood trickling down his leg, and it gave him an idea. 
Diving down, he used the time to put his hand to his wound and then thrust 
it out at the descending stymphalian birds. The blood shot out from his 
hand in thin tendrils and wrapped around the birds’ necks. They squawked 
as he yanked on it, cutting off their air supply and leaking into their veins, 
attacking their blood. Their bodies bulged from the spell, and knowing what 
was coming, Shri flew higher to avoid the explosion of blood as their bodies 
burst. Collie and Ligo yelled in disgust, and the girl turned away to retch. Shri 
ignored them and released the blood, and now it was simply a smear on his 
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hand. He landed and gave them a smile, dismissing Diamond. He whispered 
the command, and the black string appeared again.

“Did you have to use that spell?” Ligo groaned.
“That was disgusting,” Collie said. “That blood almost hit us, Shri!”
Shri just smirked and took Sahariel back from Ligo. The angel didn’t 

open his eyes, but he moaned. His head lolled against Shri’s chest. “Come,” 
he said. “Let us continue.”

“You just used blood to kill them!” Collie looked somewhere between 
impressed and horrified. “Um…how bad is your wound?”

“It will heal,” Shri assured her.
“But it will be slower in the Hells,” Ligo pointed out. “And if you get too 

much of this cursed mud or swamp water in it, it could fester.” The Ginjo 
tore his left sleeve and started to wrap it around the wound. Shri decided 
not to protest.

Collie knelt and picked up one of the feathers, which was as long as her 
forearm. “This could come in handy.” She gingerly tapped the side with her 
finger. The girl gripped the end and nodded to herself.

Shri couldn’t help but smile at her. His little mouse was resourceful. He 
beckoned them. “Come.”

With the shadow line once again pointing the way, they followed it. 
Sahariel’s eyes opened, and he shifted his head so he could watch where they 
were going. Shri’s leg burned, but he’d had much worse, so he ignored it. With 
Azzahn’s power guiding them, the company continued through the sludge. 
Shri hoped the stench did not remain in his nose after they were free. He 
was going to take a long, long bath, have Silina wash his clothes, and then 
use magic to finish the job.

The four of them were relatively silent as they trudged along, except for 
some grumbling about the muck. At last, Shri saw the swamp give way to 
utter blackness, and though they weren’t out of danger, he sighed in relief.

“Thank you, Azzahn,” he whispered. “For leading us in the right 
direction. Collie, hold on to my arm. Ligo, take Collie’s hand.”

The two obeyed, and Shri felt Collie’s small hand on his arm. It would 
leave a dirty print, but the feel of her clinging to him was oddly comforting. 
He was glad she was safe. Ligo’s masked face was drawn, and he looked ready 
to faint, but he stayed upright.

Blackness soon engulfed them. Shri heard Collie inhale sharply, and she 
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tightened her grip on his arm. Sahariel stiffened but remained quiet. Shri 
conjured a light, which floated in front of them, but the blackness seemed to 
swallow it. The shadow line disappeared, and Shri could barely see the top 
of Sahariel’s head. The blackness swallowed his feet. He flicked his wrist, 
and though he couldn’t see it, he knew the shadow line was gone. All they 
could do was walk forward. He hoped his guess was right and that this was 
the exit. The strand had led them here, so there wasn’t much else it could be.

“Does anything live in here?” Collie asked in a small voice.
“I do not think so,” Ligo replied. “Nothing attacked me when I came 

through, both with you and by myself. I think it’s just a way in and out.”
Shri had to admit he was impressed that the Ginjo was still walking. 

Perhaps he was stronger than they all gave him credit for. He was not about 
to tell Ligo that though. Such a compliment would just go to his head. 
Besides, the only reason Shri was rescuing him was because Celestia needed 
all the Ginjo, and Shiket would be lost if Ligo hadn’t been found. Collie 
would never have gotten out without Shri, and if the Lesvan hadn’t come, 
Sahariel would still be cocooned in spider silk. Long ago, Shri had made 
a point of saving captured angels, but that had not crossed his mind this 
time. If he were honest with himself, his main reason for coming here had 
been Collie.

“There it is!” Ligo cried.
Shri could imagine him pointing, for he could see it as well, a portal of 

light. Shri quickened his step, and he felt Collie hurrying to keep up.
“Shri,” Sahariel said, “is that—”
“Yes,” Shri answered. “You’re almost back in Celestia.”
The light grew bigger, and Shri knew Tylin and Yeesha were waiting for 

him. As long as that portal stayed open, it meant they hadn’t given up on him.
“Shri, the light wasn’t there when I came through.” Collie’s grip was still 

tight on his arm.
“How do you think I got here, little mouse?” Shri smiled, not that she 

could see it.
At last, they were close enough that the portal was door-sized, and Shri 

ordered them to jump into the light. He closed his eyes as the blinding light 
swallowed him, much as he had been by the darkness, and he heard Sahariel 
yelp in pain as they landed on their sides on marble. Shri blinked to clear 
his vision and looked around. Yeesha and Tylin were standing where he had 
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last seen them, but the mirror was no longer suspended in the air, but rather 
in Yeesha’s grasp.

“There was a part of me that thought you wouldn’t return,” Tylin admitted.
“Well, you do have a tendency to underestimate me,” Shri retorted, 

sitting up.
Sahariel was lying down, but his eyes were open. Ligo and Collie were 

also sitting up, the latter rubbing the back of her head and the former looking 
dazed.

Tylin snorted, but then his attention quickly went to Sahariel, and his 
eyes widened. He knelt in front of the angel, who had pulled himself up onto 
his elbows.

“Shri,” Tylin said breathlessly. “I can’t believe you found one!”
“Of course.” Shri tried futilely to brush the dirt off his sleeves. Damn 

hellish soil. “You think I’d just leave him? I used to save celestials often.”
Tylin arched a brow. “You?” he asked skeptically.
“It was a hobby of mine,” Shri replied easily, though it went deeper than 

that.
“Instead of marveling over him,” Yeesha scolded, bustling over. “Why 

don’t you help him?” She set down the mirror and held out a hand. “Can 
you stand?”

“My lady,” Sahariel whispered, “if I could, I would have done so already.”
Tylin gathered him in his arms. “I’ll take him back to his realm. Shri, 

I’d destroy that mirror now if I were you.”
He left the room, and Shri watched him go, wishing he could deliver 

Sahariel himself. He made a mental note to go visit the angel when this was 
over.

“Shri!” Collie cried suddenly, desperately. “Help me!”
Shri spun to see the girl struggling to hold back Ligo. The Ginjo was 

trying to crawl toward the mirror, which was still on the floor. Yeesha 
snatched it back up, and Ligo’s eyes followed her movement.

“Ligo, no!” Collie implored. “Remember what it did to you!”
Ligo did not seem to hear her. He pulled against Collie, dragging her as 

she tried frantically to hold him back with all her little weight. Shri jumped 
in, hauling Ligo back.

“You fool,” he growled. “We just got you out of there. You want to 
become a monster again?”
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Tears streamed down Ligo’s mask. “Please!” he begged. “I…need it.”
“Shri,” Yeesha said firmly, holding out the mirror. “You must destroy 

this. I’ll restrain Ligo.”
Shri nodded and let go of the Ginjo, who immediately tried crawling 

toward it once more. As soon as Yeesha handed it to Shri, she grabbed Ligo 
by his robe collar, holding him firmly. Her face contorted in concentration. 
Ligo was stronger than he looked, but so was Yeesha.

Shri mimicked Tylin’s earlier gesture, and blue light came from the tile 
once more. He set the mirror in the light again, and with a deep breath, he 
closed his eyes, falling into a state of concentration and shutting out all 
sounds. He called on his power and felt it fill him with warmth and buzz in 
his veins. He began to chant, knowing he’d need a powerful spell to destroy 
this thing, more powerful than what Gildas had used. He linked his power 
with his inner energy, and he would use it to channel the spell.

He gathered more and more of his power in himself until his body 
practically hummed with it and he could hear his heart beating in his ears. He 
pushed the power into his hand, and when it was on the tip of his fingers, Shri 
opened his eyes and whispered a word. A blue spiral of energy, like ripples, 
drifted to the mirror. It was not a showy display of power, but anyone who 
knew of the spell would be impressed. The spell was concentrated power, 
and while it didn’t look all that incredible, he knew it would take a powerful 
spell to fully destroy the mirror, and the best way to do that was to channel 
a great amount of power into a small space, in this case, the spiral. Shri was 
all about showing off, but flashy lights would not abolish the mirror because 
one needed to target the energy of the mirror, the thing that sustained it.

When the spiral had settled on the surface of the mirror, Shri stepped 
back. “Get down,” he said in a flat tone. And as the mirror turned blue, he 
followed his own advice.

The mirror elongated and began to writhe, as if struggling. Instead of 
whispers, Shri heard shrieks of anger and pain, and the mirror was contorting, 
like a force was pulling it in all directions. A harsh wind whipped around 
them, and Shri heard the loud humming of the force field as it kept the wind 
from leaving the room. The result was a whirlwind, and Shri gripped the 
ground, even though there was nothing to hold on to. He felt small hands 
grab his robe, and he turned his head to see Collie clinging to him. She looked 
terrified, and Shri realized the wind had pushed her at him, and she’d done 
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her best to crawl without being swept up, but even now, her feet were off the 
floor. For some reason, she had crawled away from Ligo. Shri grabbed her 
and pulled her beneath him, shielding her from the worst of the wind. She 
smelled like the swamp, but he could also detect a sweet scent, like lavender, 
that he had smelled when he first brought her to Celestia, her natural scent. 
She felt so small under him, and he could feel her shaking, but he had learned 
she had an inner strength to her, a determination. Yes, he was glad he had 
chosen this little mouse.

The loud screams of the mirror filled the room, and Shri thought he 
heard someone else wailing as well, but he couldn’t be sure. He kept his eyes 
shut. The wind made it too hard to look at the mirror anymore. He heard 
curses in the demonic tongue, and they burned his ears. Even Lesvans could 
only handle hearing so much. He knew the mirror was unrecognizable now, 
stretched out in all direction. There was a foulness in the air he could taste 
on his tongue, and it was like the room was filled with the vileness of the 
swamp they had just come from. Shri hoped nothing more came out of the 
mirror. He didn’t want to fight any more denizens of the Hells at the moment.

A sudden shock wave went through the room, stealing the breath from 
Shri’s lungs. He felt—more than heard—Collie gasp beneath him. The air 
itself seemed to shudder, and it felt as though the room would explode. A 
pressure made his ribs ache and made it hard to breathe. A final keening 
echoed through the air, burning Shri’s ears, and then all was still. Shri 
cautiously lifted his face, and the mirror was gone without a trace. He slowly 
sat up, and Collie did likewise.

“It’s gone,” she said in disbelief. “You did it, Shri.”
“Of course.” Shri grinned, but inside all he felt was relief and a little 

weariness.
A whimper made them both turn their heads to see Yeesha leaning over 

Ligo, who was cradling the stump where his left hand used to be. Blood 
stained his sleeve and other hand, and it was dripping on the floor. Collie 
gasped in horror, and Shri cursed under his breath. He stood slowly and 
walked over to them. In the chaos, he had not heard the Ginjo scream. He 
was only going to kneel again, but he didn’t want to be seen crawling. Collie 
seemed to have no such qualms, for she came over on her hands and knees.

“What happened?” she asked.
“I suspect it was his attachment to the mirror,” Yeesha answered. “And 
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I don’t mean his emotional attachment. The mirror had a hold on him, so 
when it was destroyed, it took a piece of him with it.”

Collie blanched and looked at Shri in horror.
“He’s lucky that is all the mirror took,” the Lesvan remarked coolly.
“Surely he can get a replacement,” Collie insisted. “This is Celestia after 

all. Angels are healers, aren’t they? You can get a new hand, Ligo.”
“No.” The Ginjo sat up carefully. “Well, yes,” he amended with a wan 

but sheepish smile. “I will not ask for it.” He held up the bloody stump. “Let 
this be a reminder of my foolishness.”

Later after two good baths and a hot meal, Collie made her way across the 
grass of the Pocket with Shri. She was glad Silina said she’d be able to get the 
mud off their clothes, and Collie had made sure every speck of dirt was off 
her before she got out of the bath. The water had celestial purifying elements 
in it to rid her body of the toxins of the Hells, but she had still felt the need 
for another after the first. Now, clean and dry, she wore her hair down but 
with a lavender ribbon tied in it, like a headband. She wore a matching dress 
with long silken sleeves and lace on the collar and hem. Her shoes were soft 
on her feet, much better than mud.

“You look nice, little mouse,” Shri said as they walked. “Lavender and 
blue are your best colors.”

“I don’t look as nice as you.” Collie blushed a little.
Indeed, Shri looked as wonderful as always. He was garbed in a soft gray 

robe with black, vine-like patterns on it. The sleeves were so long that they 
stopped just below his knuckles. His hair was in a thick braid with a black 
ribbon woven through it. He was such a blend of feminine looks and male 
prowess, wearing something different every day, something a village girl like 
Collie had only dreamed about until coming here.

“Of course not,” he asserted. “Few manage to accomplish that. In fact, 
I haven’t met any.”

Instead of scowling like she normally would have, Collie giggled. “I don’t 
know, Sahariel is pretty impressive, and he was in rags.”

Shri chuckled and patted her shoulder. They had never had this 
kind of ease between them before. They were actually teasing each other 
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good-naturedly! He had saved Sahariel, along with her and Ligo. He had 
come into the mirror to find them, putting himself in danger for a mere 
mortal and a Ginjo he saw as foolish. And he had rescued angels from the 
Hells in the past. Maybe there was more to Shri after all.

They reached the Solver, and Collie no longer had as many reservations 
about entering it. The Pocket had become her home, and even if Shri were 
able to return her to her village, she could never go back to her ordinary 
peasant life. Not after what she had seen and learned. No, she would help 
them in whatever way she could. Maybe she could even make a difference or 
at least help them make a difference. Help Shri.

The Ginjo were waiting for them in the one of the council rooms. Shri 
seemed to know which one. To Collie’s delight, there were two angels in there 
as well, one of whom was Sahariel. He was still missing a wing, but he was 
clean, and he had been given a soft, pale yellow robe. His blue hair had been 
brushed and fell long and wavy down his back. He still looked a bit pale, but 
obviously relaxed. He had a little smile on his face as he sat at the far end of 
the table. Standing next to him was an angel Collie didn’t recognize. He wore 
a muted gray robe tied with a black sash, and his black hair fell nearly to his 
waist. He was beautiful, but his gray eyes were terribly sad.

“Ah, Togoso,” Shri said simply. “You are here.”
“Togoso?” Collie echoed in surprise. “The same Togoso who—”
“The coward, yes,” Shri answered smugly. “He’s only famous because of 

his depression.”
“Shri,” Gildas said sharply, “if you are going to antagonize him, you 

can leave.”
“I am hardly afraid of him,” the Lesvan said. “Although I am glad to see 

Sahariel is well.”
“As am I,” Togoso replied evenly. “I did not know if I would ever see 

him again.”
“Because you do not have the courage to go there yourself,” Shri sniffed. 

“Of course, maybe you could ask Kom to take you.”
Togoso’s gray eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to retort, but 

Sahariel put a hand on his arm. “Let us not fight,” he admonished gently. 
“We have other things to discuss.”

“Yes,” Shri replied in a mock, absentminded tone, examining his nails. 
“You are here to congratulate us on our success.”
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Shri had reverted back to his arrogant self, but Collie noticed he had said 
“us.” He was including her.

“You destroyed the mirror, yes.” Keiji’s dark eyes regarded Shri with an 
unreadable expression. “And that is no small feat. Not to mention, you got 
four people, yourself included, out of Hell. The real gratitude, however, goes 
to the girl beside you.”

Collie touched her chest in shock and confusion. She had not expected 
Keiji to be the one to give her any sort of compliment.

“While I discourage disobedience,” the bearer of Nihon-Zhong said, 
“your snooping around found the mirror. We had searched in all the likely 
places it could be, and you found it.”

“Collie,” Hok’ee murmured, standing. His masked face was soft, and his 
eyes were serene. “You now have access to all parts of the Solver. However, 
should you mess with anything or take anything that does not belong to you, 
you will answer for it.”

They were truly giving her permission to go anywhere she wanted to in 
the Solver?

“I-I don’t know what to say,” she stammered.
“Don’t say anything,” Kor suggested in a clipped tone. “The verdict 

is clear, though I will add something Hok’ee did not. Do not try a door 
that is locked or warded, and do not go to the three top floors without 
attendance.”

“Kor,” Jabilo said with a chuckle, “I think the girl has proven by now 
that she is not stupid.”

“You saved my life, Collie,” Ligo murmured, bowing his head. “You 
stopped them from killing me, and you went through the extra effort to find 
me, even though you do not know me well.”

“I couldn’t just leave you to suffer,” she protested. “And when you were 
the monster, I just got this sense that you were in pain.”

Ligo nodded his head in thanks. He had pulled his sleeve as far over the 
stump as he could and was holding it in his lap. Despite his earlier words that 
he would have it as a reminder, he seemed self-conscious about it.

Shri cleared his throat. “This is all heartwarming, but I believe there is 
something else you have to acknowledge concerning me.”

“That you’re a pompous dandy with too much time on his hands?” Kor 
said sarcastically. “We acknowledged that a long time ago.”
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Shri rolled his eyes. “Just as we discovered that you are only half a Ginjo,” 
he said dismissively.

Kor stood abruptly, likely meaning to attack, but Keiji caught him, and 
Gildas forced him to sit back down by pushing on his shoulders. Collie 
had no idea what had just happened, and she decided not to delve into the 
meaning of that comment.

Keiji pinched the bridge of his masked nose. “Shri, must you always rile 
others?”

“If I know their weakness, it proves they are too open about it,” Shri 
replied. “I am merely stating a fact. Whether Kor finds it offensive or not is 
his prerogative.”

Collie frowned up at Shri. She knew so little about him, but he seemed 
to know so much about everyone else. Who was this man that could afford 
to mock the Ginjo, who could travel to Hell and back, who was so powerful?

“How old are you?” she blurted before she could stop herself.
“Old enough that he should know his limitations,” Kor muttered.
Shri just smirked down at her and patted her head. “All in good time, 

little mouse,” he said smoothly.
Collie sighed, knowing she’d have to be content with that. How much did 

anyone really know about Shri? He had done so much in his life, but his reasons 
were a mystery. He was a mystery, one she found herself wanting to solve.

“While you are here, Shri,” Keiji said in a measured voice, “there is 
another matter we wanted to bring up. It might interest you.” He came 
around the table toward the Lesvan and held out a folded piece of paper. 
“Read this.”

His expression curious, Shri opened it with his slender fingers. He looked 
thoughtful at first, but then his gold eyes narrowed. Collie saw his face pale 
a little.

“Yisrael,” he gasped.
“Who is Yisrael?” Shri’s reaction puzzled Collie. He looked frightened. 

The Hells hadn’t frightened him, so how could a letter manage to?
“I told you it would interest you,” Keiji said. “We do not know why 

the Horin have resorted to using the szazarsol when they could have easily 
requested aid from more dependable allies. As someone who was, shall we 
say, well acquainted with Yisrael and his lot, we thought you could provide us 
with insight as to why the leader of the szazarsol agreed to help the Horin.”
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Shri gripped his right wrist in his hand. “I cut my ties with him a long 
time ago,” he reminded them tightly.

“But you still know what he is like,” Jabilo said. “I doubt he has changed 
much.”

Shri took a seat in one of the spare chairs, setting the letter on the 
table. Collie desperately wanted to read it, but it was not her place, and if 
it was in Celestial, she couldn’t have read it anyway. She took a seat beside 
the Lesvan, even though she felt like she shouldn’t be there. Something was 
going on, something Shri didn’t like or was maybe even afraid of. She noted 
his hands were in his lap, and his left one was playing with something in 
his right sleeve.

“The Horin must be in dire straits if they are asking the szazarsol for 
help,” Shri mused. “I had not known because I do not venture to Horin 
often.”

“None of us knew,” Hok’ee said. “It was a shock to everyone.”
“Have you sent help?” Shri asked.
“The Glarent,” Gildas answered. “Though the attacks have decreased 

for now.”
“Have you spoken with any of the Horin?”
“Alitana,” Gildas told him. “She’s the informant of the Esteemed One.”
Jabilo drummed his fingers on the table. “The Horin have the Crystal 

Scepter,” he mused. “Could that be what Yisrael is after, Shri?”
The Lesvan shrugged. “It is possible. He was never one to pass up 

treasure. He’s like a dragon.”
“I thought he hoarded children,” Ligo muttered. “Not silver and gold.”
Hok’ee cleared his throat. “Shri, we want your help in dealing with him.”
Shri laughed, but it sounded forced. “Do you now? I am sorry to 

disappoint you, gentlemen, but I am done with the szazarsol and have been 
for some time. Besides, I doubt Yisrael wants anything to do with me.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure of that,” Kor cautioned. “According to the 
letter, the szazarsol have been aiding the Horin for five years. The Horin are 
xenophobic, but which race do they trust unconditionally?”

“The Ginjo,” Togoso answered confidently.
“Exactly.” Kor put his fingers in a steeple shape. “I have thought on this 

matter at length. Yisrael likely knew the Horin would eventually contact us, 
and doing so would eventually get Shri involved because he loves to poke 
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his prim nose in everything. Therefore, the only gold he wants is the gold of 
Shri’s eyes.”

Collie glanced at Shri, and the Lesvan was clearly not amused. He was 
no longer in control of the conversation and didn’t like it.

“I do not see how you came to that conclusion,” he said coolly. “If Yisrael 
were that desperate to have me, he would have sought me out, something he 
has not done.”

“So he is trying to lure you,” Jabilo said simply.
“Forgive me,” Sahariel interjected. “This makes little sense. The goal of 

the szazarsol could not have been to get Shri involved in the affairs of the 
Horin. Whatever their resources, they cannot know everything, and I know 
Shri has made every attempt to avoid their attention. While it is true he likes 
to get involved in things that aren’t really any of his business, Yisrael could 
not know this would be the event that gets Shri’s attention. As the Lesvan 
here said, if Yisrael is that intent on having him, he would have come after 
Shri himself. There has to be another bigger motive for him choosing to aid 
the Horin.”

“I agree,” Collie said, but she felt like shrinking away as all eyes turned 
to her. “I do not know much about the Horin, and I have never heard of these 
szazarsol, but Shri is one man, not an entire race, and I do not think this 
Yisrael would go to such lengths for one person.”

“You’d be surprised of the lengths someone would go for one person.” 
Gildas looked meaningfully at Togoso, who met his gaze.

There was so much going on here that Collie did not understand. She 
really didn’t know these people, and this conversation was a reminder of how 
little she knew Shri.

“No,” Shri said sharply. The tone made the girl flinch. “Collie and 
Sahariel are right. Whether he wants me or not, Yisrael would not join up 
with the Horin solely to lure me in. His motives must have to do with the 
Horin themselves. Perhaps they do have treasure he wants or he promised to 
help them if they did something for him in turn.”

“Which would be?” Togoso inquired.
“I do not know.” Shri shrugged. “It would be bigger than just wanting 

to get a hold of me.”
Kor snorted. “You actually admitted that something is bigger than you. 

Are you becoming humble, Shri?”
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“Kor, enough,” Gildas said firmly, holding up a hand. The other Ginjo 
scowled but did not say anything more.

Keiji reached into a pocket in his robe that Collie suspected it was 
magical because there was nothing on the robes of the Ginjo that suggested 
pockets. And sure enough, as soon as he withdrew his hand, any semblance 
of one was gone. He must have seen her wide-eyed stare, for he shot her 
a small smile before holding out whatever was in his hand to Shri. Collie 
noticed it was a small, flat stone with the outline of a square carved onto 
its surface.

“Do you know what this is?” Keiji asked Shri.
“It’s a communal stone,” the Lesvan replied. “I own a few. I take it Alitana 

gave it to you?”
Keiji nodded. “It would be easier to keep us up to date on events this way 

than her always coming here.”
“Why are you showing me?” Shri asked.
“To show you how we are communicating with them,” Keiji clarified. 

“She keeps us informed on the events going on in Horin. So far, there has 
been nothing more to report, at least as far as we know. Yisrael apparently 
comes and goes, but he too has one of these, so they can summon him if 
they wish.”

“That makes sense,” Shri said slowly. “I have seen him in Lesvan.” He 
shook his head helplessly. “Honestly, I cannot tell you why he has chosen 
to aid the Horin. But they should have contacted you and other realms of 
Celestia long before now, if they are facing the kureida.”

“That is our thought, too.” Gildas sighed. “They are so reclusive, and we 
cannot invade their privacy if they do not want us.”

“You know whose fault that is!” Kor looked at Togoso. “Yet some of us 
insist he can be redeemed.”

“He was not the only factor,” Togoso said defensively. “There were other 
reasons that contributed to the withdrawal of the Horin.”

“Are you expecting anyone?” Sahariel asked suddenly. His eyes looked at 
the wall as if he could see through it.

Everyone fell silent, and they all seemed to be listening or seeing 
something with frowns on their faces and a distant look in their eyes. Shri 
abruptly stiffened and grabbed Collie’s arm.

“Come,” he commanded in a low voice. “We’re leaving.”
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Kor cursed, apparently realizing the same thing Shri had. “He must have 
sneezed and assumed either someone was lying or talking about him.”

Collie was about to ask why when she suddenly felt a chill go through 
her, and it was as if the air thickened. It reminded her of the hellish swamp, 
and fear crept up her spine. She was no mage or celestial, but she felt power 
in the air. Shri pulled her through the doorway. His grip was cold. She risked 
a glance at his face and could tell his jaw was clenched.

But then he stopped, and his eyes widened. Collie followed his gaze, and 
her own eyes grew big when she saw the man standing down the hallway. 
There was a haze around him, and Collie had read enough to realize what it 
was and why she had felt the thickness in the air. The man was emanating 
his aura. He wanted them to know he was there. Beautiful and terrifying, 
he strode toward them with confidence. His hair was as black as a raven’s 
feather, and it fell to his elbows in a glossy sheen. His skin was bronze, and 
as he came closer, she saw his eyes were not gold like Shri’s, but amber like 
the amber of dark honey. Even when he dimmed his aura, Collie could feel 
power from him, and it made her skin prickle. He wore gilded chainmail, 
crimson pants, and gold greaves over dark boots. A gold sheath inlaid with 
onyx stones hung at his left hip.

“Is it the nature of all Lesvan to dress gaudily, even in battle?” Kor 
snipped, coming into the hallway, followed by the others. “What are you 
doing here, Yisrael?”

“I sneezed, and I knew you were talking about me,” he said jokingly. 
His voice was haughty like Shri’s, but it had a lower, almost husky sound 
to it.

Collie found herself both awed and scared of him. Sahariel wordlessly 
pulled the girl away from Shri and wrapped his arms around her. For a 
moment, Collie’s fears went away as she was enfolded in the arms of the angel. 
His sweet scent and soft embrace filled her with peace.

That moment didn’t last as she saw the way Shri and Yisrael regarded 
each other. Shri’s stance was rigid and poised to strike. His gold eyes were 
hard. Yisrael, on the other hand, looked relaxed and had a mocking smirk 
on his face. The man obviously felt he was in control of the situation, and 
Collie feared he was right. The Ginjo had fanned out as if ready to attack, and 
Togoso was now beside Sahariel with wings tight against his back. Sahariel 
said something to him in a language Collie did not know, and Togoso shook 
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his head in response. His gray eyes were flicking to Sahariel before returning 
to the two Lesvan.

“We didn’t summon you,” Gildas said firmly. “Yet now that you’re here, 
Yisrael, why don’t you tell us why you are helping the Horin?”

“Because they need help,” Yisrael said simply. “They came to me 
personally, so how could I refuse?”

“Don’t expect your reputation to improve just because you are aiding 
them,” Keiji snapped. “Whatever games you play, Yisrael, we will—”

Yisrael laughed. “Why, my dear Ginjo, I made my reputation. The 
szazarsol do not function like the majority of Lesvans. Look at the histories. 
Among the small portion of Lesvan that helped out in the War of the Races, 
the szazarsol made up the majority of it.”

“Which is why more of the others didn’t,” Togoso pointed out. “The 
rest of the Lesvan wants nothing to do with the szazarsol.”

Yisrael chuckled, and it sent shivers down Collie’s spine at the same time 
it made her feel oddly warm. Sahariel’s grip tightened around her, as if he 
knew what she was feeling.

“What are you doing here?” Gildas asked.
“Come now, Gildas,” Yisrael chided, as if he were talking to a child. 

“Did you honestly think I would stay away once the Horin informed you of 
the szazarsol’s involvement? If you are going to be communing with them on 
their status with the demons, you might as well commune with me.”

“We’d rather not,” Ligo said testily. His wounded arm was still held close 
to his body, but he seemed stronger than Collie had ever seen him. He was 
being a Ginjo now. “You are not welcome here, Yisrael. Leave this place.”

“Unfortunately for you,” Yisrael said, sounding bored, “if you are going 
to deal with the plight of the Horin, you will be dealing with me as well.” 
His honey-colored eyes shifted back to Shri. “Like you, my dear Shri, I have 
my motives, and sometimes, they are simply to amuse myself. If I feel like 
helping someone, I will. You and I are alike in many ways, Shri.”

Collie saw Shri’s eyes narrow. “I am nothing like you,” he said coldly.
Yisrael waved a hand flippantly. “Deny it all you want, boy. You always 

did run from the truth.”
Collie gawked at his words. This man must be ancient if he were calling 

Shri a boy!
“Your name is an insult to the Yisraels I know,” Togoso grated, his gray 
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eyes hard. “They are nowhere near your level of cruelty. You belong in the 
Hells.”

“With Kom?” he taunted, smirking coldly.
Togoso started to lunge at him, but Sahariel grabbed his arm. “Don’t,” 

the angel said in an urgent tone. “He is baiting you.”
Togoso looked like he would push away Sahariel, but he made no further 

move other than to glare at Yisrael. Collie was still in Sahariel’s other arm, 
and she clutched at it. Her eyes focused back on Shri. She had never seen 
him so rigid or angry. Even in the Hells, he had been collected and confident.

Yisrael said something to Shri in an odd tongue, and then it happened. 
Shri’s sword appeared, and he sprung at Yisrael. Sahariel pulled Collie back a 
few steps, gripping her close. She stared, horrified, as the two Lesvans began 
to fight.

Shri leapt into the air, much like he had while facing the denizens in 
Hell. But Yisrael was quick to copy him, and Collie gasped as their swords 
met. Shri darted away, swinging Diamond like a baton, and she could not 
follow its movements. Yisrael, however, didn’t seem deterred, and in fact, he 
struck. His own sword just narrowly missed Shri as he moved out of the way.

Again, their swords clashed, and Diamond was again a blur of motion, 
but Yisrael’s became that way, too. They both descended back down to the 
floor, and Yisrael attempted to go around Shri, but he twisted out of the way. 
Collie searched her brain for every battle scene she remembered reading about 
and tried to measure their movements. Yisrael appeared on the defensive, 
while Shri was trying to land a blow. It occurred to her that perhaps Yisrael 
did not want to hurt Shri, but Shri seemed to want to spill the other Lesvan’s 
blood.

“Come now, Shri,” Yisrael purred, his voice calm and sounding as though 
they were merely going for a stroll. “I do not want to match arms with you. 
I’d like to talk.”

“I am through talking with you,” Shri snarled and cut high, a swing that 
would chop of Yisrael’s head.

Collie gasped and squeezed her eyes shut, but when she heard the clang 
of swords meeting, she opened them slowly and couldn’t help feeling relieved 
that Yisrael was intact. Whatever Shri’s feelings for him, she didn’t want 
blood to be shed. Her fingers dug into Sahariel’s arm, but if she were hurting 
him, he showed no sign.
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Yisrael was aiming more for Diamond than Shri, and if he did strike out 
at the other Lesvan, he did so with the flat of his blade, which was thicker 
than Diamond. Collie suspected he was trying to make Shri let go of the 
sword.

“Enough, you two,” Jabilo demanded. “We do not permit fighting in 
these halls.”

“You see?” Yisrael spread one hand even as he continued to wield his 
sword in the other. “We should not be fighting. Let’s be civil, all right?”

“Don’t talk to me about civil, Yisrael,” Shri growled, swinging another 
attack.

Diamond was glimmering, and Collie wouldn’t be surprised if Shri used 
its magical qualities, if he hadn’t already. His eyes burned with fury, and his 
features were tight. He jumped into the air again, levitating. His eyes dared 
Yisrael to follow. There was coldness in the air, and Collie felt a chill seep 
through her thin shoes. Was that ice on the floor?

The other Lesvan obliged, following Shri. A leer was on his face. “Tell 
me, Shri. Where is Azzahn?”

Shri growled and pounced, his sword flashing. And in the next instant, 
their blades were moving too fast for Collie to follow. She felt Sahariel tense, 
his arm trapping her. The two Lesvans whirled in the air, circling each other 
in a vicious dance. Yisrael’s sword darted in, aiming for the side of Shri’s 
neck, but Shri dodged, lunging to the side and trying to go around Yisrael, 
but the man turned with him.

Then something happened that Collie would never forget, though she did 
not realize the importance at the time. Yisrael grabbed Shri’s arm, pulling 
him close, and their eyes met, almost as if they were lovers, were it not for the 
glare in Shri’s gold orbs. It was only because she was watching so closely that 
Collie saw Yisrael’s hand slip under Shri’s right sleeve, and a flare of orange 
light made spots dance in her eyes.

Shri cried out in surprise and pain and backed away from Yisrael, both 
of them still in the air. His sleeve was intact, but angry red lines were on his 
hand. His eyes were not on his hand, however, but on an item in Yisrael’s 
grasp. The girl saw something shiny hanging from between his fingers, and 
she realized it was a crystal with what looked like an inky blackness in it.

“Ah.” Yisrael’s tone was triumphant and sly. “Here he is.”
“Give it back,” Shri said in a low, dangerous voice.
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He reached for the crystal, but Yisrael just laughed and flew back down 
to the floor. Shri was close on his heels. What looked like a blue ribbon shot 
from his hand, coiling around Yisrael’s arm and jerking him back. Yisrael 
staggered but kept his feet, and the crystal remained in his grip.

Sahariel had finally loosened his hold on her, and before she could 
second-guess her decision, Collie lunged at Yisrael, even though she doubted 
she would have any effect on him. But his eyes were on Shri, and he was not 
expecting a mortal girl to bull into him. Collie aimed for his arm, throwing 
all her weight into grabbing the limb. Yisrael stumbled, and Shri took full 
advantage, grabbing Yisrael’s fingers. The combination of that and Collie’s 
attack twisted his arm at an odd angle, and he hissed in pain. Collie slapped 
his face, and he snarled at her, backhanding her. She cried out and fell on her 
back. Shri had Yisrael’s arms pinned, and he raked the other Lesvan’s grip 
with his nails. Yisrael released his hold of the crystal with another snarl. Shri 
sprang back with it in hand.

Collie sat up, holding her cheek and blinking back tears. Shri fastened 
the crystal around his lower forearm, and then his sleeve covered it, and it 
was out of sight. She noted his hand was shaking.

“Damn.” Yisrael stood up with both his dignity and his arm recovered. 
“I almost had him.” He looked down at Collie. “Your new pet, Shri?”

“I’m no one’s pet.” Collie tried hard to glare at him. Her cheek stung, 
and it was likely to swell. “I am helping Shri.”

“Ah.” Yisrael once again sounded bored. “He’ll dispose of you eventually. 
You’ll become a liability. And besides,” he leered at Shri, “we can only afford 
to have one weakness.”

Shri’s gold eyes flashed with anger. “Leave this place, Yisrael.”
“You will have to deal with me again if you are going to involve yourself 

in these affairs, my dear Shri,” the other Lesvan said smugly. “Remember, I 
work with the Horin now.”

“Well, hopefully the Esteemed One comes to his senses,” Kor said 
sharply. “Now get out, Yisrael, before I force you.”

“Oh, I’m scared,” Yisrael said sarcastically, wiggling his fingers in pretend 
spell casting.

Collie stood. Her heart thudded in her chest, and she feared they would 
fight again, for Shri looked ready to. But Yisrael appeared casual, like he 
didn’t have a care in the world. He reached out to touch Shri’s cheek, but the 
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other Lesvan smacked away his hand. Collie had never thought she would 
see such hatred on his face.

Kor came forward. His posture was commanding. “Yisrael, I said leave.” 
He pointed a finger at the man, and a purple light was on his fingertip. “Now.”

Yisrael gave them a fluid, mocking bow. “As you wish,” he complied. 
“Remember, you help the Horin, you will be dealing with me.” With that, 
he vanished.

“Oh, we’ll be dealing with you all right,” Jabilo muttered. He turned his 
dark gaze on Collie. “You all right, girl?”

Collie nodded, feeling a bit numb.
“We must contact the Horin,” Hok’ee said. “Talk some sense into them.”
There were murmurs of agreement, and the Ginjo slowly departed. 

Sahariel gave Collie’s shoulder a brief squeeze. “Have courage,” he murmured 
and followed the Ginjo with Togoso at his side. Collie watched them go, 
wishing she could help. It had happened so fast.

“Collie,” Shri said, drawing her attention, “follow me.”
Startled out of her thoughts but glad he had not forgotten her, Collie 

obeyed.
“Get your things together,” he ordered as they walked.
“Why?” Collie was suddenly afraid he was taking her back to her village 

after all. “Where are we going?”
“Where you have been wanting to go.” A knowing smile came to his face, 

though his eyes still sparked with hostility. “Keldrin’s Meadow.”

From his front row seat in the audience, Neil surveyed the twelve surviving 
cultists, Sandermick among them. The man’s face was red with anger, and 
all his finery was gone, having been reduced to a simple brown, undignified 
robe. The material looked rough, and some of the cultists were wriggling in 
their seats. Emali, whose hair was a tangled mess instead of its nice braids, was 
crying softly. Neil hoped she might have an easier sentence than the others. 
Surely she had been roped into this, being young, impressionable, and afraid 
of the consequences if she refused.

Neil had informed Rorimys of his conclusion about the cultists, and he 
wished Shara and Saeris were there to help support his claim, but Tekril sat 
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on his left and Meera on his right. The elf had paper in front of him, ready 
to record what took place. Meera’s arm was bandaged and in a sling, even 
though it wasn’t broken. She kicked her feet back and forth lightly, peering 
around. This place also served as the council chamber, Tekril had told Neil 
earlier, which explained the painting on the ceiling depicting a circle of men 
with thoughtful looks on their faces, some leaning to whisper in another’s 
ear. There were tiered seats, four levels behind Neil, and then a balcony that 
encircled the room. All the Nottonian nobles must be in attendance, and Neil 
felt rather out of place, and the only reason he was in the audience at all was 
because he was a witness and had fought the cultists.

Lord Rorimys was dressed in a dark blue, quilted jerkin with a tunic a 
few shades lighter. It had silver stripes down its length and covered his thighs. 
His hose was black and thankfully with no stripes.

The Lord of Notton stood in the center of the circular room with the 
royal scepter in his hand. His face was grim as he faced the cultists, and the 
room, having been filled with chatter, quieted as he held up a hand.

“I cannot express the shame I feel, Sandermick,” he said in a solemn tone. 
“To learn that a relative of mine is the leader of a cult.”

“My lord,” Sandermick said slowly, “I know in my heart that demons are 
evil.” He shot a glare in Neil’s direction. “Yet they are more responsive than 
the gods, and they can give you—”

“Power!” Rorimys snapped. “I know that’s why people form these cults. 
Tell me, cousin, were you willing to sell your soul for power? Did you not 
have enough?”

Sandermick shifted, and Neil could smell his nervous sweat. “This is 
a different kind of power, cous…my lord. Not only would I have fame and 
fortune, I’d be a mage in my own right!”

“There are schools for that!” someone in the audience, a woman dressed 
entirely in purple, shouted. Even her hair was dyed.

Neil had to swallow a laugh. He heard Meera giggle, and she leaned to 
whisper in his ear. “That’s Madam Fayya. She fancies herself a fortune-teller 
among the nobles.”

“Somehow, I’m not surprised,” Neil muttered. “Is she any good?”
The girl shrugged. “My family isn’t high up enough to know.”
Sandermick looked up at Fayya. “I have not an ounce of innate magic in 

me. Believe me. My parents tried sending me to the Arcane College and—”
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“Sandermick,” Rorimys interrupted firmly. “Did you fully understand 
what you were getting into? Demons are malicious beings, and anyone who 
chooses to worship them becomes nothing but a pawn.” His eyes traveled 
over the other cultists. “Did you all understand this?”

The eleven other heads nodded. Emali was crying openly.
“Were the servants Captain Isamal killed a part of this cult, too?”
Again, the heads nodded.
“We kept track of our members,” a middle-aged woman said softly. “We 

plotted to find the killer and sacrifice him, but he always alluded us.” She 
frowned thoughtfully. “I do not know how Saeris discovered us.”

“So you admit that those Isamal killed were part of your group?”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Do you regret your choices?” Rorimys demanded.
Five heads, including Emali’s and the woman who had just spoken, 

nodded, but the other seven remained silent. Neil wasn’t surprised. Even if 
they knew the consequences, most cultists were willing to risk them for the 
possibility of power. Simple regret was not enough to warrant freedom, but 
in the case of the girl…

“Were you going to try to coerce me into this, too, cousin?” Rorimys’s 
voice was a bit dangerous.

Sandermick dabbed at his brow with his sleeve. “It had crossed my mind 
more than once. As the Lord of Notton, a demon could have given you even 
more power! But…” he trailed off, frowning.

“You wanted the power for yourself,” Rorimys concluded grimly. “Were 
you planning to kill me?”

Sandermick’s silence spoke volumes, and there were murmurs among 
the crowd again. Neil saw Tekril make an avert evil sign out of the corner 
of his eye.

“There is no way he can be found not guilty, is there?” Neil whispered 
to the elf. “The evidence is all there. He even admitted to it.”

Tekril looked up from his frantic scribbling. “Trial is the law, even if the 
perpetrator were caught in the act. It makes things fairer, but if guilt is obvious, 
then the trial is mainly to deduce the motive and details.” He lowered his eyes. 
“What matters to me is that Saeris’s name is cleared of guilt.”

“Saeris chose not to go to trial,” Neil reminded him. “Is that allowed if 
trial is law?”
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Tekril shrugged. “It’s uncommon because most people do want a chance 
to defend themselves, if only to explain the reason for their actions, but no 
one would be forced to stand trial if his or her guilt is obvious.”

Rorimys started speaking again. “So, had things gone according to your 
plans, you would have sought to overthrow me.” His tone indicated it was not 
a question. “And by extension, Notton would have been under demonic rule.”

“That is outrageous!” bellowed a man in the audience. “My ancestors 
fought in the War of the Races. I will not have their victory be stolen by—”

“Peace, Lord Fane.” Rorimys held up a hand. “Such a thing will not 
come to pass.”

“I want to go home!” Emali wailed. “I’m done being a servant in Lord 
Sandermick’s household!”

“As of today, my cousin will not have a household,” Rorimys declared. 
“His mansion will be torn down, and the land will belong to me once again. 
Your possessions, after being thoroughly cleansed of your evil touch, will 
be distributed among the nobles. Your clothes will be cut up and given to 
seamstresses. All remaining servants will be added to my estate or return 
home, depending on their wishes. You”—he pointed to Emali—“I will have 
you know that regret is not enough for redemption. You were still involved in 
cult acts. However, I am fair, and you are young. Thus, you will be held under 
lock and key in Shuran’s Temple, where you will serve penance until you are 
deemed fit for society. If you ever show any sign of renewed interest in these 
dark acts, the Shurite priests have orders to kill you on the spot. As for the 
rest of you…” he paused, taking them in with his eyes, and Neil didn’t know 
if he were seriously considering the punishment or if he were just pausing for 
effect. “Death by hanging.”

The middle-aged one started to weep, as did the others who had expressed 
remorse. Neil sighed inwardly. They were indeed facing the consequences of 
their actions. He was glad the girl had been spared though.

“That’s absurd!” Sandermick stood up. “If I am to die, I demand to slit 
my stomach, not be hanged like some common criminal.”

“Slicing your stomach is the honorable way out, the warrior’s way,” 
Rorimys said firmly. “You, Sandermick, are no such thing. You deserve a 
common execution. And from this moment onward, you are no longer a part 
of my family.”

Yet again, there was murmuring among the nobles. Sandermick was being 
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disowned and sentenced to death. He would die alone with nothing to his 
name, his only legacy being that of a cultist.

Rorimys gestured to guards who had been waiting near the doorway. 
“Take this girl”—he pointed to Emali—“to Shuran’s Temple. And the rest 
are to be locked up until the day of their execution.”

Sandermick was the only cultist who put up a fight, trying to knock 
the guards’ hands away and cursing them. They managed to shackle him, 
forcing his fat arms behind his back and pushing him out the door. Neil’s 
eyes followed them, frowning. Something was off about this. Why had the 
rest not struggled? It was all so easy.

“They might be up to something.”
“Neil,” Tekril said in a practical tone, shaking the paper to help dry the 

ink, “not everything here involves duels and blood. Things can be resolved 
peacefully. Relax.”

After a moment of silence, Rorimys turned to face Neil and Tekril. Some 
of the nobles had left, finding the interesting part over with. “There is still 
the matter of Captain Isamal to discuss, as well as Ambassador Aotallin.”

“My lord,” Tekril said, rubbing his nose, “if I may, we all know his 
reasons for doing what he did. He was not murdering harmless servants. He 
was killing dangerous people.”

“Murdering murderers.” Rorimys tapped his chin.
“My lord,” Neil said, “you heard that woman confess that those Saeris 

killed were guilty.”
“Yes, but he still escaped his cell,” Rorimys said sternly. “That in itself 

is a crime.”
“How can it be a crime when you were holding an innocent man?” Neil 

asked.
Rorimys regarded him steadily. “Did you not see him as guilty?”
“That was before I knew the truth. Saeris is innocent, and Shara’s only 

crime is traveling to see her friend.”
“Your view is naturally biased,” Rorimys said a bit wryly. “Shara and 

Saeris are your friends.”
“Is it not right to defend one’s friends?” Neil met his eyes.
In the Hells, one bowed to authority, but Neil did not fear Rorimys. He 

could respect him without kneeling before him. The rogue demon believed 
in the truth of what he was saying.
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“Saeris and Shara have long been loyal to me,” Rorimys conceded. “It is 
not often that humans can gain the full trust of the Fair Folk.” He blew out a 
long breath. “I cannot be seen as too lenient. There are those who will think 
I should have sentenced all the cultists, even the girl, to death. Both will pay 
a fine, but that will be their only punishment.”

Tekril let out an audible sigh of relief, and Neil nodded his head in 
thanks.

“This session has now ended,” Rorimys announced to those remaining. 
“The execution will be held in two days at noon. Those who wish to attend 
may do so.”

“He makes it sound like a social gathering,” Tekril whispered with a 
wince.

Chatter rose as people stood and started to file out of the council room, 
all brightly colored. Neil caught snippets of conversation, some speculating 
on the fate of the cultists’ souls once they died.

“I will see you later, Neil.” Meera drew his attention away from the 
talking. She put a hand on his arm and smiled. “I best go, and you better 
come see me!”

“I will.” He grinned. He watched the girl weave her way through the 
crowd. The three elves weren’t the only friends he had gained.

After a moment of watching the shuffling nobles, Neil turned to Rorimys, 
who was still present. “How will we get word to Shara and Saeris?”

“Carrier pigeon.” Rorimys smiled.
Neil realized he was serious. “You actually use birds to send messages?”
Tekril laughed. “Come with me. I’ll show you.”
“All right,” Neil said, not seeing how he could refuse. “This should be 

interesting.”
As he followed Tekril out of the room, the rogue demon heard Rorimys 

chuckle.
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T wo days later, the cultists were hanged in the castle courtyard, 
out of the public eye, and only a small crowd had gathered. 
Neil, leaning against the garden wall, found grim satisfaction in 

watching it. The guilty stood in a row on a platform, waiting for the trapdoor 
to open beneath them.

Depending on the crime and who was laying out the sentence, executions 
in the Hells drew large crowds, and the death could go on for hours, the 
guilty dying slow, torturous deaths at the gleeful hands of the executioners. 
Neil had seen his fair share of them, pressed shoulder-to-shoulder with other 
demons as they watched the blood with hungry eyes.

There were no bloodthirsty eyes here, just solemn gazes. The sky was 
overcast, and the smell of snow was in the air. Without it, the air just felt 
cold and bitter, a perfect day for a hanging.

Lord Rorimys stood gravely at attention, watching without expression as 
the executioner put black hoods over the cultists one by one. They all stood 
so still and silent, all accepting their fate. Why? Did Sandermick think he 
was going to be rewarded? Kom, if he even bothered with the man’s soul at 
all, would laugh in his face and wring his soul until all Sandermick knew 
was pain. The former nobleman failed, so he could not expect to be lounging 
on plush cushions.

Neil’s amber eyes flicked toward the sky, thinking of the will of the 
gods. Some believed mortals were all but pawns, puppets on a string or 
pieces on a chessboard. Others believed they had complete free will and 
could decide their own fate. Sandermick had chosen his path, and because 
of his choice, his fate had been decided, so was it perhaps a little of both? 
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Neil shook his head at himself. He was no philosopher, nor was he privy 
to the way of the gods.

“You will regret this!” Sandermick declared even as the hood was put 
over his eyes and his voice became muffled. “Just because I am dead, it does 
not mean this is ended! You will all—”

His words ended in a choke as the trapdoor opened him and the cultists 
dangled from the ropes. Some died instantly, and Neil could hear their necks 
snap, but a few, like Sandermick, kicked their legs and struggled futilely until 
the breath was stolen from them. It was an unpleasant sight, but Neil had 
seen worse.

Some in the crowd had averted their gaze when the guilty were dropped, 
and now they cautiously looked at the dangling bodies a moment before 
leaving with quiet mutterings. They did not wait to watch the bodies be cut 
down. Neil pondered over Sandermick’s final words. Had the man known 
something about the demons, or was he just trying to have the last say?

Feeling suddenly weary, Neil made his way back to the room he shared 
with Tekril. The trial was over, and Saeris was pardoned. So now what? What 
use would they have for Neil next? Would he be allowed to stay in Notton? 
Would they make him a detective of sorts and use him to weed out other 
cults? And there was still Gwen to worry about.

With a sigh, Neil reached for the knob on his door…and stopped. Once 
again, there was a presence on the other side of the door, and it wasn’t human 
or elven. But nor was it demonic. Neil didn’t know what to make of the sweet 
but somewhat unsettling sensation that went through him. Cautiously, he 
opened the door, not knowing what to expect.

In the corner of the room was an angel clothed in a dark blue robe with 
black hair falling down his back and his wings folded. He raised gray eyes to 
meet Neil and gave a slight nod of greeting.

“It’s you,” Neil whispered. “The angel I have been seeing since I came 
to the surface.”

“My name is Togoso,” the angel introduced himself. “I know who you 
are, Neil. It is why I’ve been watching you.”

“I’m under Heaven’s watch, too?” Neil asked warily.
“No, just mine,” Togoso said.
The angel came forward, and Neil couldn’t help but be awed. An angel 

was actually talking to him and not because he was a sworn enemy. His 
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demonic blood reacted with an urge to taste this angel’s sweet essence, but 
he pushed it down. He was not like his brethren.

“In the Hells, you are insignificant.” Togoso’s voice was soft and musical 
but somewhat melancholic.

“So I thought,” Neil said wryly. “One of them found me.”
“Someone you know personally?”
Neil nodded, and the angel was silent a moment. His thoughts were 

elsewhere. Neil waited for him to speak.
“Do you know Kom?”
“Most demons do,” Neil answered. “I have not conversed much with him 

personally, but I have seen him.”
“Which level of Hell are you from?”
“The Second,” Neil replied. “Kom spends most of his time in the Third 

and Fourth.”
Togoso nodded thoughtfully and drifted over to Tekril’s desk with its 

open books and scattered papers. “He’s known for his brutality, isn’t he?”
“He’s not exactly merciful, no.” Neil watched his guest.
“He wasn’t always like that.” Togoso sighed. “I didn’t know going to the 

Hells could change an angel so completely that he falls. We should never 
have sent him.”

“You’re that angel?” Neil’s eyes were widening in surprise.
Togoso turned and gave him a rueful smile. “Yes, I’m that angel.” He 

clasped his hands behind his back. “You give me hope, Neil, for you are proof 
that demons can be redeemed. You may be a lesser demon, but you were born 
in the Hells, under the influence of them.” He regarded him steadily. “When 
did you change?”

Neil shrugged, uncertain. “I didn’t like having to watch my back all the 
time,” he said dryly, earning a chuckle from Togoso. “Things just seemed…
wrong. I cannot explain it, even to myself.”

Togoso nodded as if he understood. “We cannot always know, at least 
consciously, why we do things.” He took a deep breath. “But Kom was an 
angel once, and I think he can become one again.”

“He’s been a demon for a long time,” Neil reminded him.
“And he was an angel for longer,” Togoso countered. “There must still 

be some celestial left in him.”
“Why did you come to me with this?” Neil queried. “I was hardly privy 
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to Kom’s personal life. If you are thinking I could converse with him, I am 
afraid you are mistaken.”

“I am not expecting you to,” Togoso assured him. “You are building 
your own life here. I will not rob you of that.” He sighed. “At least, not as 
much as I can help it.”

Neil arched a brow. “What do you want?”
“Spend some time here in Notton,” the angel advised. “Carve yourself a 

home here, but I will eventually ask for your aid. The city of Jys is notorious 
for its crime and sorry conditions. It is a perfect hideout for demons, and 
Kom frequents there.”

“Forgive me, but I would rather avoid contact with demons,” Neil said 
evenly.

“You may not have much of a choice,” Togoso replied. “Something big is 
coming, Neil, and I know you feel it. The idea of another War of the Races 
has played in your mind.”

Neil decided not to question how Togoso knew what he was thinking. 
“You are right,” he admitted quietly. “I do feel as though there is something 
larger at work. Helcol is planning something. I’m just not sure what.”

“Which is exactly why you must go to Jys,” Togoso said. “Not right away. 
Saeris and Shara will be back, and they may want to help you.”

That was something Neil hadn’t thought of. Shara hated demons. Would 
she see this as an opportunity to kill them? Saeris was the captain here and 
needed. And Tekril was, well, Tekril. But if Saeris went, the scholar would 
likely tag along.

“Are you forcing me into this?” he asked a little harshly.
Togoso shook his head. “No, I would not force you.”
He held out his palm, and Neil saw a silver band with strange but 

graceful writing on it. He took it a little cautiously and slipped it on his 
forefinger. Biting cold lanced up his arm, and he hissed, but as he was 
about to pull it off, the cold faded, and the ring was just cool metal on 
his digit.

Togoso nodded in satisfaction. “It accepts you. That is a good sign. If it 
hadn’t, your arm would have turned to ice.”

Neil scowled, rubbing his arm. “I see you were willing to take that risk.”
Togoso shrugged. “I doubted your arm would have frozen.” He smiled 

a little. “I trust you.”
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Neil looked at the ring. “This writing is Celestial, I take it? What’s 
it for?”

“Yes, it is Celestial writing, and it is for contacting me. Just say my name 
and send me a message.”

“In other words, you want me to inform you when I’ve made my decision,” 
Neil said with a crook of a smile.

“If I haven’t come to you first, yes.” Togoso put a hand on Neil’s shoulder, 
and the rebel demon felt a small, cool rush go through his skin. “Think 
about it.”

With that, he was gone.

“You did well, Neil,” Saeris congratulated, clapping him on the shoulder 
as they stood in the castle entry hall. “The cultists were executed, and the 
citizens will sleep safely. Not only that,” he added, “you have earned my 
respect and trust.”

Neil smiled and nodded his head. “Thank you, Saeris. The feeling is 
mutual.”

“The city owes you.” Tekril was standing next to Saeris.
“I cannot take all the credit,” the rebel demon said humbly. “I had help 

and your faith. Well, at least the possibility of earning it,” he amended with 
a wry smile.

Saeris chuckled. “Earned it you have, my friend.”
Neil saw someone approaching out of the corner of his eye, and he turned 

to see Shara with a little smile on her face and a glide in her step. Her hair 
was in a chignon, and she wore a deep blue dress with gold vines on the hem 
and collar. A shawl of almost the same shade was draped over her shoulders.

“Mine as well,” she murmured.
Neil pivoted to face her fully, and he felt a little flutter in his chest. 

“Thank you, my lady,” he said in the same tone. “You do not know what 
that means to me.”

“I can guess.” Her smile widened a bit. “You will be the talk of the city 
soon enough.”

“He already is,” Saeris said. “My soldiers keep asking about him.”
Neil supposed he would have to get used to the attention, but at least now, 
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it was the attention of gratitude rather than hatred or wariness, at least for 
the most part. He knew complete trust would not be won overnight. Right 
now, all that mattered was that he had the trust of his three companions.

Tekril tugged lightly on Saeris’s arm. “Speaking of soldiers, I want to 
watch you spar in the courtyard.”

Saeris chuckled. “I have never stopped you from doing so.” He bowed 
lightly to Neil. “I will see you later today, my friend.”

Neil gave him a bright smile and a small bow. “Perhaps we can have 
supper together.”

Saeris nodded. “I would like that.” He returned the smile.
As he watched them go, Neil realized Shara had lingered, and he offered 

her his arm. “Would you care for a walk? I’d like to visit Meera.”
Shara stared at his arm a moment, and Neil wondered if he had been too 

bold, but then she took it, looping her arm under his.
“People might get the wrong impression,” she muttered as he led her 

outside into the city streets.
“Having the favor of the elven ambassador will improve my reputation,” 

Neil teased.
Shara scowled, but it turned into a smile. “I suppose it would.”
As they walked, Neil looked around the Notton streets. It all seemed 

back to normal. Some people were still surely on edge, and for those who had 
lost loved ones to the cultists, justice was bittersweet.

A light dusting of snow covered the ground, and the square was bustling 
with people bundled in warm clothes, shawls, and cloaks. The smell of baking 
bread and roasting meats reached Neil’s nose, and he could almost taste them.

“There is something festive about winter,” he said. “Aren’t there some 
celebrations that take place this time of year?”

“The Midwinter Festival,” Shara confirmed with a nod. “It’s a holiday 
most races celebrate. There are various forms of entertainment, gifts, feasts, 
and prayers.”

“What kind of entertainments?”
“Singing, dancing, games, storytelling.” She shrugged. “It’s a celebration 

after all. It differs somewhat among the races, but we all celebrate it.”
“Have we missed it?” Neil asked, intrigued.
“It’s next week.” Shara smiled. “You’re just in time. You can bet some of 

these people are starting to prepare.”
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“Do you want to be in Silver Crescent for it?” he asked softly.
“Yes,” she replied in the same tone. “My people are there.”
The rogue demon nodded in understanding, even as he wanted to be in 

the fair elven city, too. Not just to be with Shara, but to be among the elves 
and see how they lived.

Meera had given him her address and even a map, but Shara, it turned 
out, knew the street, so Neil let her lead. Meera lived in a largely residential 
part of the city. Small shops gave way to houses with a few restaurants and 
specialty stores here and there. The houses were one or two stories with 
wrought iron fences and trimmed yards. People strolled up and down the 
cobbled street, dressed in crisp clothing with fine hats and coats. Well-
groomed dogs peered out windows and barked at passersby.

“This is the upper-middle class district.” Shara’s arm was still looped 
with his. “Not nobles, but they have money to spend.”

“I gathered as much.”
Meera’s house was a two-story affair made of dark wood with a small 

front porch and lace curtains. Its fence was only waist high. Neil could jump 
over it if he wanted. Its deciduous trees and garden boxes were bare, but he 
could imagine her mother or a servant working out here in the spring. The 
gate was locked, but it was a simple sliding mechanism, and Neil reached 
over and unlocked it easily. He arched an eyebrow at Shara. There was no 
real point to the lock system or the low fence. It wouldn’t keep out intruders. 
Shara shrugged in response.

Neil pushed open the gate and searched the windows for a glimpse of 
life. He could see no candles burning, but the face of a young girl suddenly 
appeared in a second-story window and lit up in a smile when she saw them. 
Neil waved up at Meera, and she returned the gesture and signaled for them 
to wait. Neil adjusted his cloak, and Shara chuckled.

A few minutes later, the door opened, and Meera stepped out. She was 
bundled in a caramel-hued cloak, and he was glad to see her arm was no 
longer in a sling. She beamed at them.

“I’ve been waiting for you to come.”
“How did you know we were here?” Shara asked.
“The gate.” Meera pointed to it. “When it is unlocked, it sends a signal 

to the residents in the house.”
“So it isn’t just a pointless lock,” Shara said wryly.
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“It’s saved us from loiters more than once.” Meera grinned. “Please, come 
in. My parents won’t be back for a while.”

Meera’s house was warm and inviting with polished wooden floors and a 
fire glowing in the hearth. A dark green rug stretched across the front room, 
and there was an emerald divan under the window. A pale yellow blanket in 
the making had been left there with knitting needles still in it. A dark wood 
bookshelf was on the far side of the room, and there was a burgundy-colored 
reading chair in front of the fire with a small table beside it, on which sat an 
unlit candle. A family portrait hung above the fireplace mantle, and a table 
with a silver tea set and napkins were beside the doorway that led into the 
hallway, where Neil could see the staircase and entrance to the kitchen.

“I’ll go find Sivin and ask him to make us some tea,” Meera said. “Please, 
make yourselves comfortable.”

The girl disappeared down the hall, and Neil’s eyes drifted toward 
the family portrait. Meera’s father was a tall, slender man with a mustache 
and a mouth that looked ready to smile, even in the painting. His hand 
was resting on his wife’s shoulder, a short woman with her brown hair in 
a bun and solemn eyes. She was round-featured but not too plump. Next 
to her was a young man with a serious expression and a straight back. An 
older brother?

“They must have had to have stood still for a time while they were being 
painted,” Neil said dryly.

“More likely they were sketched and then painted,” Shara said. “But yes, 
they still would have had to have stood there.”

Meera returned with a handsome half-elf male in black livery. He smiled 
at Shara but eyed Neil warily.

“It’s all right, Sivin,” Meera assured him. “These are the friends I told 
you about. Would you be so kind as to get us some tea?”

“Of course, Miss.” He still looked at Neil suspiciously. His almond-
colored eyes gauged his every move before he left.

“Don’t worry,” Meera said when he had gone. “He won’t trouble us.”
“It seems as though I am the one troubling him,” Neil noted.
Meera shrugged and waved a hand nonchalantly. “He’ll get over it.” She 

sat down in a chair, stretching languidly.
“You seem to be doing well,” Neil observed. “Your arm is no longer in 

a sling. Is it still bandaged?”
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Meera rolled up her sleeve to reveal the pale gauze wrapped around her 
arm. “It’s healing well enough. It’s just tender.”

The girl was silent for a long moment, almost too long as she looked at 
her lap, and Neil was about to ask what was wrong when she spoke.

“I have nightmares,” she confessed. “I keep seeing the bone wraith and 
expect to wake up to find it at my bedside.”

Before Neil could respond, Sivin came in bearing a lacquered tray with 
porcelain teacups and a kettle. Neil could smell the sweet aroma of the tea, 
and he thanked Sivin as it was offered to him, even as the half-elf stared at 
him as if he thought Neil would bite. The man left quickly after setting down 
the tray. Shara watched him go sympathetically.

“He’s been with our family since before I was born.” Meera held the 
teacup between her hands. “I don’t know his story, but he’s always taken care 
of me.”

“Sometimes it’s best not to know a person’s story.” Shara walked over to 
the window with a teacup in her grasp.

Neil watched her dress sway slightly as she moved. While her words only 
made him curious, he knew pressing would not get him answers.

“So,” the elf said, turning around, “you said you were having nightmares, 
Meera?”

The girl nodded, taking a sip of her tea. Her gaze shifted to Neil. “The 
bone wraith is dead, right?”

“You saw it burn,” Neil reminded her. “Yes, Meera, it is quite dead.”
He didn’t want to think of what might have happened if they hadn’t had 

those torches. And he still didn’t know why the bone wraith had appeared 
instead of Kom. Did Gwen know about any of this? Was she a part of it? The 
thought was unsettling. If Gwen became more involved, Neil would have to 
leave Notton if he didn’t want to put his friends in danger. He hoped Meera 
never became entangled with demons again.

“The Shurite priests did a cleansing on me to make sure I was free of 
all demonic influence.” Meera picked at her dress and sighed. “If only I were 
free of my nightmares.”

“Those will fade in time,” Neil said in what he hoped was a reassuring 
tone.

“I hope so.” Meera sighed. “Poor Sivin has had to come into my room in 
the middle of the night to comfort me or my parents. I feel like such a child.”
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“Are you attending classes again?” Neil was seeking to change the subject.
“No, we’re out for the Midwinter holiday.” Her eyes brightened, and she 

looked hopefully at Neil. “You’ll be here for the celebration, won’t you?”
Neil looked over at Shara, remembering that she wanted to be home for 

Midwinter and he would like to see Silver Crescent. However, he was sure 
the festivities would be spectacular in Notton as well.

“I wouldn’t miss it,” he replied.
Shara smiled at him and nodded in approval.
Meera beamed with joy. “You’ll love it,” she said excitedly. “I can show 

you around.”
Neil smiled at her. “I’d like that.”
Shara put a light hand on his arm. “We best go,” she said softly, and as 

Meera started to pout, she added, “Lord Rorimys wishes to speak with you.”
“He does?” Neil furrowed his brow. “Why wasn’t I informed of this? 

What does he wish to speak with me about?”
“He wants to talk to you about establishing a more, shall we say, 

permanent residence here,” Shara said. A warm smile was on her face.
Neil was shocked, not having expected that. He was actually going to 

have a home among humans? The thought was wonderful and baffling all at 
once. “I wasn’t expecting this so soon.” If at all, he added silently.

“Nor was I,” Shara admitted. “You have done well, Neil, and I suspect 
Saeris put in a good word for you.”

“Suspect and suspicion are words that have been used a lot around here 
within the past weeks.” Neil smirked.

He was rewarded with a chuckle from the elven woman.
“Well, Meera,” the rogue demon said, “it looks as though I will indeed 

have more opportunity to see you.”
“I’ll hold you to it,” the girl replied, no longer pouting. “I’ll want you to 

give me the details on what our lord tells you.”
“I shall.”
Back outside, Neil won Shara’s arm again, and they strolled back to the 

castle. He gazed up at the afternoon sky, amazed at the turn his life had 
taken. Maybe Shuran didn’t hate him, and maybe he would get a chance to 
make a positive mark.

On a day like today, the world seemed right, but all was not so, and 
Meera’s arm was a reminder of that. Helcol was planning something, and 
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demons were becoming more prevalent. A storm was coming. They just 
couldn’t see it on an afternoon like this.

“Alovalianevansrae may go out,” he said softly. “We can no longer ignore 
that possibility.”

“I’ve been watching it every night,” Shara said, not seemingly surprised 
by him bringing up the subject. “I fear what will happen when it does.” She 
looked at him, searching his face. “What will you do?”

Neil met those sharp blue eyes. “I will be ready,” he vowed.
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