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PROLOGUE 
 

Time meant nothing to Serdaro.  A day, a year, an age: they all blended seamlessly into the 
shadowy darkness, the long grasses of the field where he barely existed bending and waving in a 
breeze he couldn’t feel.  There was nothing to do but think, and dream, and wait – and regret.  If 
he focused his mind’s eye and concentrated, sometimes he could catch glimpses of the world 
outside his prison, where men and women laughed, lived, fought, and died in flashes of bright, 

familiar warmth that only caused him pain. 
It seemed like an eternity, as the little trials of humanity played themselves out around him, half 

seen and unfelt as they rippled like the current of a deep, nameless river around him as he stood 
there, cut off from his kin.  It would be an eternity more. 

At one point – there was no day to speak of in that hourless place – he turned around, and saw a 
man standing in the field with him.  It was the first new face he had seen in forever, and though he 
no longer had a heart that could beat quicker, the ghost of the sentiment remained. 

“What are you doing here?” Serdaro asked. The stranger was familiar.  He had brown hair and 
blue eyes, and although at first Serdaro couldn’t put a name to his face, he immediately recognized 
the tormented expression upon it. 

“I don’t know,” he replied. 

“You’re not supposed to be here.  What have you done?” 
“I didn’t do anything.  I didn’t even say anything.  I…” The man tried to remember.  Serdaro 

knew he would.  It was impossible to forget.  As he thought, Serdaro could feel his visitor’s 
memories seeping into his own mind.  Echsir.  Sheidanou.  Sayis.  Friendship.  Food and light.  
Worry.  Evil and war; terrible pain and the corruption of the Risdena that he knew so well.  The 
Book.  The tidafu lo–honas – the silver disk.  Serdaro and the other man flinched at the thought 
simultaneously. Tev, that was his name, he finally recalled.  Althydena’s boy. 

“No.  I didn’t do it,” he said eventually.  “I didn’t tell.” 
“Then you shouldn’t be here.  Not with me.  There are still things to be done.  You must go 

back,” he said, although he didn’t understand how he knew that was true, until he felt the gentle 
whisper of the Elders speaking through him.  They hadn’t done so for a long, long time, and then it 
had only been to condemn him. 

“I don’t want to.  I have been there for a very long time.  I’m tired, and I hurt.” 
“That is a poor excuse,” Serdaro replied, but his heart, such as it was, went out to him. “We will 

help you.  You must do this.” 
“Who will help me?” 

“The ones you lost.” 
“I did not lose them; they left me.  When I needed them.  When I was alone and scared.  They 

are always leaving me.” 
“It would only have caused you more pain, if they had been there to feel it with you.  They did 

not want that.  They will help now.  You will get them back.” 
“I don't want them – not anymore.  I can't fight anymore.  I want to let it go.” 
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Then let it go, Serdaro almost said.  “You asked for it, do you remember?  You asked for all of 
it, even if you didn’t know what you were getting.” 

“I don’t understand.  Who are you?” 
Serdaro smiled sadly.  Tev didn’t know – how could he?  He would not have any recollection of 

that time, when they had both been innocent. “I am not like you,” he said.  “I did something I 
should not have done, a long time ago.  I stay here because of it.  Because I didn't want to fight 
anymore either, and because I chose myself over others and gave in.” 

“That's not fair.  You can't be expected – I would have, too.  One moment more and I would 

have.  It's not fair.” 
“Yes it is,” replied Serdaro.  “I faced that moment, and I failed the test.  But you still have time, if 

you read the Book, and if you can control it.  You have to stop them, for the last time.  You can 
even stay there.  But you need to decide now.” 

“Read the Book?  What do you mean?  I thought – I'm only here because I wouldn't.  I fought 

them.  That's what they wanted from me, but I fought them.  And they won, so now I'm here.  They 
said I should never read it.  Are you telling me I got it wrong?” 

“It is not your fault.  And they have not won.  But yes, about this you were wrong.”  Serdaro 
watched as Tev struggled to control his emotions.  It wasn’t even easy with practice, and his wounds 
were as fresh as could be. 

“Why didn't anyone tell me?” he asked quietly, eventually collecting himself, but Serdaro just 
shook his head. 

“I am not the one to explain.  You must make your decision.” 
“I will go,” Tev said after a moment, but he looked so crestfallen that Serdaro couldn’t meet his 

eye. 
“I am glad.  I will hope to see you again.” 

“Is it possible?” 
“I hope so, for your sake.  But now you must find your way back.” 
“How do I –” Tev started, but the next instant, in a flash of emptiness, he was gone. 
Serdaro stared hopelessly at the space where he had been, resigning himself to his isolation once 

more.  Time meant nothing. There was nothing to do but think, dream, wait, and regret. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Serdaro Ashosu picked at the grass, plucking a few stalks from the soil and tearing them into 

pieces.  There was dirt under his fingernails, which would annoy his mother, but not half as much 

as Daralya was annoying him at the moment. 

“I just don’t see why you won’t come with me,” he said peevishly, dropping the shreds and 

watching them twist away on the breeze.  It was a beautiful midsummer day, and they were sitting at 

the top of the earthen embankment that surrounded Sayis, a popular spot for picnics and 

sunbathing among those residents who couldn’t afford the luxurious resorts and summer homes 

that dotted the countryside. 

“Because Yarrin offered first,” Daralya said.  “I told you that.  You should have asked me 

sooner.” 

“I wasn’t here.  That’s not fair.” 

Daralya shrugged.  “That’s not my fault.” 

Serdaro made a little noise of frustration.  The solstice festival was the biggest celebration of the 

year, and no one worth a brass farthing would dare attend alone.  He had taken Daralya for three 

years running, which was quite a coup considering that she was the most sought–after girl of his 

acquaintance, and he was little more than tolerated by his peers. 

The fact that he was Moreivi intrigued her, in a detached sort of way, but it didn’t endear him to 

his fellows.  The Eidarhta boys he knew had been raised to be wary of his people, with their private 

language, strange ways, and inexhaustible longevity, and they often took it upon themselves to test 

the claims of his heritage by pushing him down the stairs, throwing rocks and ice at him in the 

winter, or even slashing at him with bits of glass or pocket knives to see how quickly the wounds 

would disappear. 

Daralya never really stood up for him, of course, but neither did she take an active part in the 

teasing.  It was better than being Llorani, she had said to him once, trying to comfort him as he 

nursed a black eye behind the merchant’s offices where he worked.  It hadn’t been much 

consolation. 

The Moreivi were mistrusted and somewhat feared in the Empire of Zanuth–Karun, and 

especially in its capital city of Sayis. They had appeared suddenly from the Mormora Mountains 

two centuries ago, driven out of their hidden city of Yhen Lidra by a terror even they hesitated to 

mention out loud.  Two hundred years was little more than the blink of an eye to one of the 

immortals, and they were still struggling to adjust to life under the Empire’s rule, finding a place and 

a purpose in their new home. 

Serdaro had been born in Sayis, but was many times older than the sixteen years he appeared to 

be.  Moreivi children grew up slowly, until they stopped outwardly aging when they attained full 

adulthood.  It had been one hundred and fifty years since Serdaro’s birth, and it would be at least 

that long, if not longer, before he reached his prime. 

He keenly felt the burden of his extended youth, replete with all the usual pubescent angst and 

anxiety, and was as desperate to put the ungainly years behind him as any mortal was.  Until then, 

however, the only noticeable things that separated him from all of the other young people in the city 

were his culture and religion, both of which made the Eidarhta Church very suspicious of his 
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people. 

That’s why he had been away for a week, and that’s why Yarrin had been able to ask for 

Daralya’s hand before he had a chance.  The Moreivi had been forced to make some adjustments 

to the seasonal rites after leaving the mountains, substituting the high, barren ledges of the 

mountains for the tallest rise of the stubby hills around the River Sigai.  Even Serdaro felt the 

muddy mounds were a poor replacement for the majestic gateways of the heavens, though he had 

only heard tales of their ancestral home and had never seen it in person. 

But the women had danced in their swirling costumes of bright silks draped with loops of 

exquisite glass beads, and he had been given his own drum for the first time this year.  It had almost 

been fun, until he had come back and learned about Daralya’s decision, and his good cheer had 

instantly soured into seething resentment.  It wasn’t the first time he had thought that being Moreivi 

was ruining his life, and he was quite certain it wouldn’t be the last. 

“Tell him you changed your mind,” Serdaro said. 

“I can’t do that.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because it’s not right.  If I did that to you, you’d be furious, wouldn’t you?” 

“But he’s not me.  He can take anyone he wants.” 

“And I’m the one he wants,” Daralya said, not without a little smug self–satisfaction. 

“Then what am I supposed to do?” 

“You could always come with us, I suppose,” Daralya said, although clearly she didn’t mean for 

him to accept the offer. 

“Right.  I bet Yarrin would love that.  Listen,” he said, standing up and brushing shreds of grass 

off his breeches, “I have to go.  I’ll see you later.” 

“Serdaro –” 

“What?” 

“Walk me back into town?” she asked sweetly, trying to make peace.  He hesitated, but then he 

stuck out his hand to help her up. 

“Just remember that I’m the one who always walks you home,” he said.  “He never takes you 

anywhere.” 

“He’s busy.” 

“I’m busy.  I work for a living, in case you haven’t noticed.  What does he do all day?  Live off 

his father’s money and chase tavern girls when your back is turned?  Spoiled brat,” he said under 

his breath. 

“I’m sure it’s none of your concern,” she said primly, but he was fairly certain that she didn’t 

know, either.  “Besides, you’re not working right now, are you?” 

“That’s because we got back early.  I will be tomorrow.  Not that there’s any point if I’m not 

going to the festival,” he added.  “I was going to treat you to whatever you wanted, but I suppose I 

won’t need the money.” 

“Stop sulking, Daro,” she said distractedly as they passed under the watchful eyes of the guards 

on the gate.  They had stared at her when they left the city, and they were staring again now.  She 

had told him once that she didn’t like it, but that didn’t stop her from running her fingers through 

her strawberry hair and smiling winningly at the handsomest of them.  Serdaro pretended not to 

notice. 

He knew that she was only humoring him when she spent time with him, and that no matter how 

much he longed for her to beam a smile like that in his direction, she never would.  In a few years’ 

time, she would marry some wealthy Eidarhta who didn’t deserve her, and at some point he would 

be asked to pick a Moreivi bride, to keep his lineage uncorrupted by mortal blood.  It was the way 
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they had done things for uncountable millennia, and there would be no exceptions. 

“I’m not sulking,” he muttered as they walked along the main thoroughfare of the city.  It was 

crowded, as it always was, and they had to dodge and weave through throngs of merchants and 

shoppers, messengers, servants, and the occasional curtained sedan chair holding some prosperous 

patron or another. 

“You can take me to the lantern festival in a few months.  I promise,” she said. 

“You don’t have to give me a consolation prize,” he said, a little irritated at her tone. 

“Very well.  Then maybe I’ll let Yarrin take me to that, too.” 

“No, no,” he said hastily.  “I’ll go.” 

She nodded, satisfied.  It was actually very nice of her to offer, he reflected.  He was probably 

underestimating the damage he was causing to her reputation, and it was better than nothing. 

Daralya even gave him a little peck on the cheek when they arrived at her house.  She didn’t 

invite him inside, but that wasn’t unusual.  Her parents did not approve of their friendship, and had 

been quite vocal about it. 

Serdaro tried to shake off his disappointment as he made his way to his family’s house.  He lived 

on his own, in a modest set of rooms above a millinery shop close to where he worked, but he 

didn’t feel like being by himself all evening, and his mother always liked it when he stopped by. 

Besides, Veirran was in town for the summer rites.  He had come all the way from Echsir, and 

Serdaro wanted to spend as much time with his older brother as he could before he went on his 

new assignment.  They had barely gotten to see each other at the ceremony, and he was supposed 

to be leaving again soon, although where he would be posted this time was anyone’s guess. 

Veirran was dozing on a wooden chaise under the spreading oak tree that took up most of their 

front garden.  Serdaro would have liked to sneak up on him, but the creaking front gate spoiled his 

approach almost immediately, and he was forced to abandon the plan.  His brother opened one 

eye at the noise, then sat up when he saw who it was. 

“Where have you been all day?” he asked as Serdaro slumped down on the lounge next to him. 

“Out.” 

“With that lass of yours?  What’s her name again?” 

“Daralya.  And she’s not mine.  She won’t have me.” 

“Of course she won’t.  What have I told you about otassi girls?  You won’t ever be able to be 

happy with one – or at least, not for long.  The sooner you learn that, the better.  You have so 

much choice here in Sayis.  Take advantage of it.  And then come out to my next posting with me, 

so I won’t be so bored.” 

Serdaro laughed.  “I thought you left because I was too tedious to tolerate any longer.  Why the 

change of heart?” 

“I didn’t think I’d miss Sayis so much.  People here might look at you strangely, but at least you 

don’t have to hide who you are all the time.  It’s nearly impossible in Echsir, and I have almost no 

chance of a promotion, since no one will take a gamble on putting me in the public eye.” 

“I thought the Llorani didn’t care.” 

“They don’t.  But the Llorani don’t hold that much sway there anymore.  They’ve moved out, 

and a lot of other people have taken their place.  I’ve only been there for five years, but it’s hardly 

recognizable anymore.  The Kialdari don’t understand us, and the Church – well, you know what 

they think.  It’s not as welcoming a place as it used to be.  I’m not sorry to have left.” 

“You could move back here,” Serdaro said hopefully. 

“I thought you wanted me to go so I’d stop annoying you.” 

“I didn’t think I’d miss you that much, either.  I hate it here.  All I do is work myself to the bone 

so I can get beaten up every day for having the audacity to walk around town minding my own 
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business.” 

“Why do you let them?” 

Serdaro gave him a look.  “You know I’m not allowed to fight back.” 

“That’s ridiculous.  Of course you are.” 

“You really have been away too long.  A couple of months ago, Elder Ranelma came to every 

house personally to warn us to keep our heads down. Didn’t you hear about that Llorani boy who 

got himself killed last winter?  I thought Father would have mentioned it to you.” 

“He didn’t.  I suppose he didn’t think it would apply to me.” 

Serdaro rolled his eyes.  Veirran was not someone who got accosted on the streets.  Besides the 

fact that he was six foot tall and built like an ox, so unlike his reedy younger brother that they 

constantly had to reassure strangers that they were actually related, Veirran had spent the last fifty 

years in the Empire’s army, traveling to far–flung lands and conquering them soon after.  The 

military was the one place where the Moreivi were valued, although few ever joined of their own 

volition, considering the dangerous uses they were often put to. 

“Fine.  We can’t all be famous heroes like you, though,” Serdaro said. 

“Maybe not, but you could try.  If you hate it so much here, why wouldn’t you?  I have friends 

that could get you into a good regiment.  You could make something of yourself, instead of being 

some wool merchant’s errand boy until he passes you over for one of his own kind.” 

“I’m Lyurem’s head clerk, Veirran,” Serdaro said defensively.  “Three different offices report to 

me.  And I have my own errand boy.  I’m not nothing.” 

“Whatever you say.  Come inside,” he said, standing up and hauling Serdaro to his feet by his 

collar.  “What is that?” Veirran asked, pointing at a bright red slice mark on his back, revealed by 

the gap in his shirt. 

“I told you no one likes me,” Serdaro replied with a shrug. 

“Bloody hell, Daro.  I didn’t know you were serious.” 

“I don’t care.  It doesn’t even hurt.” 

“That’s not the point.”  He marched his brother into the house, spun him around when they 

reached their father, reading in the library, and pulled down his shirt to expose the wound again, 

despite Serdaro’s strenuous protestations.  “Did you know about this?” he demanded. 

Enryn briefly looked up from his book.  “Again, Serdaro?” 

“That’s not – Veirran, that’s not fair,” he snapped, finally struggling free and putting his clothes 

to rights with an indignant glare.  “It’s fine, Father.  Really.  Rusarch’s bleeding bones – I came for 

supper and all I get is abuse.  I thought I was supposed to be safe from it here.” 

“Just don’t tell your mother,” Enryn said mildly, glancing back down and turning the page. 

“You’re not going to do anything about it?” Veirran asked. 

“What is there to do?” 

“Report it.  It’s a crime and it should be punished.  No one else can get away with that sort of 

thing.” 

“They won’t hear our claims,” Enryn said.  “They say it doesn’t matter.  We are trying to come 

to a settlement about it, but it’s difficult.  Besides, the court is rather preoccupied at the moment.” 

“With what?” Serdaro asked.  Gossip rarely reached him in time to be relevant, and the chance 

to be able to spread a rumor instead of receive one was nearly irresistible. 

“The Emperor, of course.  He’s been spending hours in his study, locked away with books about 

enchantments and those pitiful charlatans who call themselves magicians these days.  Jh’taith has 

always been taken with that sort of thing, and I suppose he thinks now that he is fighting fewer wars, 

he has the leisure to indulge.  Apparently he wishes to study the arts, but I’m sure I don’t know why 

he has not asked our keliphu to teach him the proper way.”  He sounded extremely disapproving. 
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“What’s wrong with that?” Serdaro asked. 

“He is a mortal.  What do the otassi know?  He doesn’t have the discipline.  It should not be 

taken so lightly, especially after what happened with us.  He will stir it all up again, given half a 

chance – you can be sure of it.  His kind is so easily led astray by promises of glory without thought 

of the cost.  It should be forbidden.  They should be controlled.” 

“That’s what they say about us,” Veirran said. 

“Perhaps.  But the difference is that we are right and they are wrong,” their father said with a 

smile.  “Go say hello to your mother and leave me alone until supper,” he told them, shooing them 

off.  “I want to finish my book.” 

Serdaro found Ganeya in the parlor.  His mother was working on one of the many thousands of 

quilts she made to give away to the needy, a welcome hobby even in high summer, when the barren 

stone cellars that often housed the poorest residents of Sayis barely warmed above their winter chill. 

She kissed him on the cheek when he embraced her. 

“Hello, Mama.  Do you have room at the table for me tonight?” 

“Always, darling.  I thought you would have come sooner to see Veirran.” 

“I’ve seen quite enough of him already,” he replied, still miffed about his rough handling.  

“Father is in a bit of a mood,” he continued conversationally, wandering over to the table with the 

candy dish and scooping out a handful of sugared almonds. 

“He’s very upset about politics,” she replied, doing nothing more than giving him an 

admonishing look as he popped the sweets into his mouth. 

“He’s always upset about politics.  I don’t see why it matters so much.” 

“If you’re saying that just to annoy me, dear, then you are succeeding admirably.” 

Serdaro grinned.  “I’m trying to distract you from telling me my hands are too dirty to eat with.” 

“They are.  You must have been out with Daralya again.  Why won’t you leave that poor girl 

alone?” 

“Now you’re just trying to annoy me.” 

“I have a list of girls as long as my arm who would all be delighted to meet you,” she said as she 

drew the needle back and forth through the colorful cloth in quick, practiced motions.  “You’re not 

a baby anymore.  You need to start thinking about these things.  You don’t want to be alone 

forever, do you?” 

Serdaro sighed.  That was the whole point, really.  Having children wasn’t particularly important 

for the Moreivi, considering their population never naturally decreased.  Most only had one child, if 

they bothered at all.  It was the companionship that his people truly prized: the binding together of 

two spirits in a special ceremony called the loburi di’seraja, the exchange of souls.  It was the only 

thing, they said, that could truly banish the loneliness of their endless existence.  It was what made 

immortality worthwhile, and it could not be done with anyone outside of their clan – or at least no 

one had ever tried. 

Marriage was an unbreakable commitment, although if a couple successfully passed the required 

tests, they almost never had any thought of dissolving the union.  But Serdaro had no interest in 

binding himself at such an early age.  He wasn’t lonely; he was just…dissatisfied.  Love might fix 

that, but so would a lot of other things. 

“Why don’t you ever make Veirran sit through these lectures?” he asked as he dusted the last 

grains of sugar from his palms. 

She smiled slightly.  “Because Veirran will simply walk away, and you turned out marginally 

more polite.” 

“I didn’t know that was an option.” 

“As much of an option as pursuing an otassi,” she replied.  “It isn’t one.” 



8 
 

“Yes, all right, all right.  I get it.  I’m going to go wash up.” 

“Anything to get away?” 

“Anything.” 

 

“He can call lightning down from a clear sky, you know.  Make crops grow and heal any 

sickness.  And raise the dead,” Isoruth was saying confidently to his circle of rapt listeners when 

Serdaro entered his office the following day.  Isoruth was one of the oldest clerks, and his longevity 

gave him a certain authority among the younger employees, especially the runners and apprentices 

who knew no better than to listen to his tall tales. 

“The Emperor?  No, he can’t,” Serdaro scoffed as he glanced at his desk, piled high with papers 

that no one was attending to. 

“What do you know about it?” 

“About the dead?” Serdaro laughed.  “A thing or two.”  He had never experienced death 

himself, but Veirran had told him what it was like to cross the shadow border into the temporary 

twilight of the otherworld.  “If he could do that, I think we’d have heard about it already.” 

“You have no idea what’s possible.  You’re not a magician,” said Isoruth. 

“Am I not?  I bet I could do a trick for you now.  Are you ready?” he asked the smallest courier, 

a child of no more than eight.  The boy nodded eagerly.  “I’m going to close my eyes, and when I 

open them again,” he said enthusiastically, “you’re all going to get back to work,” he finished in his 

sternest tone.  A collective groan ran around the room.  “Go on, now.  There are things to do.” 

“It’s so nice to have you back,” the older man said as they reluctantly dispersed. 

“I had a lovely time, thank you,” Serdaro replied.  “I see you had an equally pleasant holiday, 

since nothing appears to have been done.  Why are these ledgers still here?  They should have 

been sorted already.  And where’s my inkpot?” 

Catching up on a week’s worth of work meant staying late, and even though the sun took its 

leisure to set this time of year, it was nearly dark before Serdaro could leave his desk and lock the 

door behind him. 

Although he had acted as if the rumors were just nonsense, his disapproval had done little to 

dampen the excitement that colored the day, and he had in fact listened closely to what was said by 

those whose business took them out into the streets and back again, even if most of it was too far–

fetched to believe. 

It wasn’t very surprising that Emperor Jh’taith was interested in magic.  He had been a scholar of 

old lore in his youth, and had even welcomed the Llorani into his inner circle for that reason, 

despite the Church’s protests.  No doubt the Eidarhta clerics would be less than pleased with his 

new hobby, too, and Serdaro wondered how long he could defy their strict precepts before it began 

to affect how the Empire functioned. 

The Church and the throne were inexorably entwined: the Eidarhta Council made no effort to 

hide their important role in influencing the people, while the emperors constantly struggled for 

control over the institution, even though they traditionally ranked above the Patriarch and his 

bishops. 

It had very little to do with piety and almost everything to do with power and money, but the 

Church took a dim view on studies of the arcane for several reasons, not the least of which was a 

fear that their dominance over the peasantry would suffer from a rebirth of the old heathen rituals, 

which fell well outside their purview.  It was why the Eidarhta disliked the Llorani, almost 

untouchable in the far land of Jajyaak, secure behind the Yene Mountains.  It was also why they 

viewed the Moreivi with such dislike, since the immortals guarded their secrets very closely indeed. 

But although the Church could impose rules upon its devout followers, it could only frown 
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strongly at Jh’taith’s interests for the moment.  Serdaro wondered, as he climbed the narrow stairs 

to his apartments and fell instantly into bed, whether there would be an argument about it. 

At least it might be entertaining, he thought sleepily.  Besides the occasional news of some 

foreign victory, and the incessant squabbling and infighting of the courtiers and aristocrats, Sayis was 

not a very interesting place.  There had been peace in the capital for forty years, ever since Jh’taith 

had taken the throne. His ascent to the position had been somewhat bloody, after a prolonged 

conflict within the royal family, but despite the ruthlessness that had resulted in control of the 

Empire, he had brought fresh prosperity to the land, and the people were content.  Serdaro could 

only imagine how they would feel when the priests started preaching against Jh’taith in the pulpits. 

But the affairs of state didn’t occupy his mind for long.  It was stifling hot, even with the window 

open, and sleep was not coming to him.  His thoughts wandered first to Daralya, and then to his 

mother’s rebuke.  He didn’t see the problem.  Veirran had courted any number of otassi when he 

was younger, and no one made a fuss about it then.  It wasn’t strictly proper, of course, but as long 

as no half–breed children resulted from such dalliances, most of the Moreivi looked the other way.  

Daralya was the first girl he had ever really fancied, and he resented that his brother, at least, wasn’t 

being more supportive – or more helpful. 

He kicked off the cotton blanket that tangled around his feet and tried to get cool enough to 

settle down.  It hardly mattered anyway.  Yarrin had likely sealed his fate, and there would be no 

more contest, if there ever had been.  Maybe he really would have his mother introduce him to 

someone.  It could hardly go any worse, except that the tightly knit community seized upon 

matchmaking as a beloved form of competitive entertainment, and he would be fair game as soon 

as he decided to enter the market.  There would be an endless stream of women pushing their 

daughters on him, and there really wasn’t any polite way to decline spending time with those who 

didn’t meet his expectations.  It was not a pleasant notion. 

Serdaro groaned and turned over again, thumping his pillow to flatten it out.  Thinking about it 

wouldn’t help him wake up for work the following day, and the night was already flying.  He 

squeezed his eyes shut, banishing all thoughts of anything besides icy rivers and shivering on cold, 

snowy days until he eventually drifted off into overheated dreams. 

 

*** 

 

Resaki gar Eidram was worried.  He hadn’t been called in front of the Emperor for six whole 

months, and now he was being rousted out of his bed and summoned long before the break of 

dawn by Jh’taith’s personal bodyguards, who most emphatically did not demean themselves with 

insignificant tasks.  They had pounded on his door until he had blearily gone downstairs to open it, 

trying to calm Feila’s sudden panic as he and his wife were startled awake. 

Resaki was under the impression that the Emperor had grown bored with the novelty of having 

him at court, but he didn’t think he had done anything horrible enough to warrant an early morning 

execution, the likes of which he had overseen several times in his former military career.  They 

tended to start out in a similar manner, in his experience, and he prepared himself for the worst 

eventuality as he was hurried into a closed, unmarked carriage. 

It was certainly a relief when he arrived at the palace and was escorted with somewhat more 

dignity to the sitting room of the Emperor’s private chambers, although he didn’t start breathing 

easily again until Jh’taith himself welcomed him into his presence with a cheerful expression. 

The Emperor was a tall man, although Resaki, being Llorani by birth, was even taller.  While 

Jh’taith’s pale skin betrayed his recent seclusion, his sturdy frame and powerful, almost forceful 

movements made him seem much younger than the nearly seventy years he carried.  He had made 
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his name in the wars, after abandoning hopes of a quiet academic career when his cousin and 

predecessor, Hyrosha, proclaimed him heir after his only son died in his infancy along with his 

mother. 

Although he hadn’t been raised to rule, Jh’taith had taken to his task with enthusiasm, and had 

done quite well out of it, which made his sudden abandonment of his usual involvement in 

government affairs all the more troubling.  He didn’t appear to be ill, however, and he greeted 

Resaki with genuine warmth. 

“Baron gar Eidram, it’s been far too long,” the Emperor said as Resaki bowed deeply before 

him, and the Llorani had to suppress an involuntary frown at the use of the title.  Jh’taith had given 

him the honor three years ago, in recognition of the fact that he had been instrumental in 

conquering several ornery tribes in Lisastya.  It had been much to the not–so–secret delight of his 

wife, but the use of Westlander titles was ridiculed among his own people, and he had enough 

trouble convincing them that he hadn’t sold himself to the Empire as it was. 

“An honor as always, Your Majesty.” 

“I need to ask you a favor.” 

“Anything, sire.” 

“You’re still good friends with Maaksim Turisi, are you not?” 

“I am,” Resaki said warily.  His old schoolfellow Maaksim had become a controversial figure in 

recent days. After his rash decision to burn down an Eidarhta church to protest the clergy’s 

treatment of his people, Resaki wasn’t certain if acknowledging his association with his outspoken 

acquaintance would help or harm him. 

“Good.  He knows quite a bit about the healing arts, does he not?” 

“He is one of the best.  If you are in need of his services –” 

“Not his services.  His knowledge.  For obvious reasons, I cannot speak with him directly, but I 

would be obliged if you could.  I would like to see him.” 

Resaki hesitated.  Maaksim was the foremost authority on Llorani medicine in the Empire, and 

nearly second to none in Sheidanou itself.  Although he didn’t live in Jajyaak any longer, he was 

fiercely proud of his nation and had a simmering hatred for the Westlanders, who constantly 

probed ways to take advantage of their neighbors.  The Eidarhta had started to send missionaries 

into the fertile breadbasket of Etzlim, trying to smooth the way for a more extensive incursion by 

converting the Llorani to their religion.  Even though it hadn’t worked very well so far, Maaksim 

and other likeminded expatriates were determined to see that it never did. 

The idea of bringing him in front of the Emperor was simply ludicrous.  Even if Maaksim didn’t 

try to assassinate him on the spot, he would surely ruin Resaki’s reputation by saying something 

wildly offensive.  If that happened and Resaki took the Emperor’s side on the matter, his own 

people would shun him.  If he sided with the Llorani, that would be the end of his career at court.  

He wasn’t prepared to make such an important decision right at that moment, but he was being left 

with little choice. 

“I am not sure he would wish –” Resaki started carefully, but the Emperor raised an eyebrow 

and he stopped.  “Of course, Your Majesty.  I will contact him immediately.” 

“With discretion,” Jh’taith said.  “You will bring him tomorrow night.  I will be holding you 

responsible for his conduct.  You may have some men to aid you, if you wish.” 

“I don’t believe that will be necessary, sire.  He will come willingly or not at all, unless you give 

me a regiment to face him.” 

“He will come,” Jh’taith said, as if he already knew.  “I expect to see you again at my assemblies, 

as well.  That is all.” 

Resaki was promptly led out and allowed to return home, although this time he had to walk.  He 
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hurried through the nearly deserted streets as quickly as was possible without raising the notice of 

the few citizens awake at this hour: bakers and tidily uniformed house servants and the rumbling 

carts of dairy merchants and greengrocers preparing for the coming day.  He slipped in through the 

kitchen when he reached his house, where his wife was pacing fretfully back and forth in her 

dressing gown. 

“Mothers’ breath, Resaki,” she cried when she saw him.  “I thought you were bound for the 

gallows.” 

“Not yet, love,” he replied, gathering her up in a hug.  “But who knows how long that will last.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“The Emperor wants to see Maaksim.” 

Feila looked confused.  “Whatever for?  Is he ill?” 

“I do not rightly know.  I think Jh’taith wants to learn our ways.” 

“Well, Maaksim will not help him with that,” she said matter–of–factly.  “What could he 

possibly be thinking?” 

Resaki shrugged.  “I will have to go see him tomorrow.” 

“He will skin you alive for asking it.” 

“He might try, but he has never beat me in a match these past twenty years, Feila.  I am not very 

worried.” 

She shook her head.  “These are not schoolyard games anymore.  This is serious.” 

“I have no choice.  Perhaps I should fix that leaky well bucket tonight, in case I do not have a 

chance to do it later.” 

Feila smiled a little.  “So this threat you take seriously, but my warnings mean nothing to you?” 

“You cannot have me hanged until after I get the job done,” he reminded her, kissing her on the 

forehead.  “Come back to bed.  There is no need to fuss until daybreak when we could be 

sleeping.” 

 

“Go away!” Maaksim shouted in Llorani through the locked door for the fifth time, so Resaki 

started beating on it yet again. 

“You know I will not,” he called back.  “Do you want me to break it down?  I will do it – and I 

will not even pay for it this time.” 

“You did not pay for it last time either, you lying bastard,” Maaksim replied.  That was still a sore 

subject, actually.  He probably shouldn’t have brought it up.  A few curious passers–by stopped to 

watch. 

“You are making a scene.  Please just let me in?  I only want to talk to you.  Since when am I 

your enemy?” 

“Since you took up with that thief who calls himself an emperor.” 

“Maaksim, you can talk to me willingly or you can talk to his soldiers and get a spear in your ribs 

for the trouble.  It is your decision.  But when I leave, that will be it.  I will wash my hands of you.  

Do you understand me?” 

The other man didn’t say anything for a moment, but then Resaki heard him pull the deadbolt.  

He opened the door and sullenly let his old friend inside. 

“You have ten minutes.” 

“That was not so hard, was it?” Resaki said, taking a seat in the somewhat shabby parlor without 

being asked.  Maaksim had never cared very much about keeping up appearances.  “He only wants 

to see you.” 

“For what?” 

“Your sage wisdom, of course.  He wishes to learn about medicine.” 
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Maaksim just laughed.  “Absolutely not.  You may go now.” 

“You only have to meet with him.  You can tell him that yourself.” 

“No.” 

“It will be my head if you don’t,” Resaki said. 

“It was your decision to throw yourself in with the Westlanders.  You must face the 

consequences for your betrayal.” 

“Betrayal?  Do you have any idea how much good I have done for us by gaining their trust?  

Who stopped that ridiculous Bann–Isina Edict from going forward?  That was my doing, because I 

had favors to trade upon with the Eidarhta. 

“I know for a fact that you could not have paid the taxes that were going to be levied on us, and 

all your shouting in the streets only served to make us more disliked.  I do not think you rightly 

understand what sort of opportunity you are passing up.  Do you think burning a few churches is 

really going to change anything?” 

“They notice me now,” said Maaksim. 

“They notice me.  They notice my position before they remember my origins, and that is true 

power in this place.” 

“Your way is not the only way,” Maaksim said. 

“No.  Perhaps not.  But if you do this, then we can work together, instead of being forced onto 

opposite sides.  You know I want the same things you want.  Etzlim is part of my home, too.  A 

martyr may start a war, but he never lives to see the politician sign the treaty of peace.  You are 

being offered the choice of which one you wish to be.  Think carefully.” 

“I am no politician, and you know it,” Maaksim said. 

“Show him how to mix a few potions.  Show him we are good people who do not deserve what 

the Church is trying to do to us.  We have given so much to this place.  Remind him of that.  Hold 

your temper and you might be able to manage it.” 

“My temper has nothing to do with it.  I simply cannot swallow my honor as easily as you seem 

to be able to.” 

Resaki shook his head.  “You never even listen to me.” 

“I heard you.  But that does not mean I have to agree.  I will go, however,” he added when 

Resaki made to speak again.  “That does not mean I have to like it.” 

“I never said you did.” 

“Now?” 

“Tonight.  I’ll come back for you.  Do you have anything else to wear?” 

Maaksim glanced down at his rumpled shirt, the hemline stained with the long–forgotten 

remnants of some unidentifiable meal.  “No?” 

“Of course not,” Resaki muttered.  His friend had never married, and such things did not often 

enter his mind.  “Feila will sort you out.  When was the last time you saw her?  Two years ago?  

She’s been settling her nerves by baking all day long, you know.  If that is not an incentive for you, I 

do not know what is.” 

“You really are an idiot, Resaki.  You should have said so.” 

“So much for your honor.  You are very easily bribed.” 

“There is only so much temptation a man can endure.  Lead on, then.  Let us get this over with.” 

 

*** 

 

“Do you really have to go already?” Serdaro asked, watching Veirran packing up his bag, the 

cooling evening breeze whispering through the curtains in his brother’s old room, now barely used 
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except for his brief visits.  “You’ve only been home for two weeks.  Can’t you put it off?” 

“No, I can’t.  That’s why they call it an order.” 

“But it’s so far away.  And you don’t even like the ocean.” 

“Echsir was farther, and yes I do.” 

“At least Echsir was vaguely civilized.” 

“And I’m going to Dovriun to make sure it becomes the same.  How do you think that comes 

about?  Not by the Emperor’s magic, I assure you.” 

“I’ve heard there are still savages down there.  You’re going to get killed.” 

Veirran shrugged.  “So?” 

“Doesn’t it bother you?” 

“Not too much.  You should try it sometime.” 

“I’m sure you’d be happy to oblige,” Serdaro said. 

“If you don’t leave me alone and let me finish up, maybe you’ll find out.  I’m not leaving until 

tomorrow, anyway.  Let’s do something fun tonight, yes?” 

“I don’t know.  Your friends don’t like me.” 

“You don’t like them,” Veirran replied.  “It’s not the same thing, Daro.  Stop trying to twist 

everything around.  I meant you and me, in any case.  No one interesting is in town at the moment, 

so I might as well.” 

“Is that supposed to make me feel better?” 

“That I’d risk being seen with you?  Yes, I should think so.  Now leave me alone and go find 

something useful to do.  I’ll be there in a few minutes.” 

Serdaro skipped down the steps, reaching up to touch the worn spot on the ceiling overhanging 

the staircase as he had done every single time since he was tall enough to brush it with his fingertips, 

a silent, childish competition with Veirran turned into a superstitious ritual.  He jumped from the 

third step down to the foyer’s hardwood floor, smiling as he landed with a satisfying thud, which 

quickly turned into a look of shock and embarrassment when he glanced up to see his father and 

Elder Ranelma staring at him. 

“Oh,” he said, before he regained enough presence of mind to bow to Ranelma.  “Good 

evening, Elder.  I’m sorry; I didn’t know you were here.” 

She acknowledged him with a nod.  Ranelma wasn’t the most senior of the Tohada’a, the circle 

of the wisest men and women of the tribe who were the closest thing to rulers that the Moreivi ever 

had.  But she was very, very old all the same, and deeply respected for her insight and intelligence.  

Serdaro had always been a little bit in awe of her.  “Always a pleasure, my child,” she said.  “Where 

is your brother?” 

“Upstairs, ma’am.  He’s preparing to leave soon.  Shall I fetch him for you?” 

“No, that’s all right.  I have some business to discuss with your father first, but I would like to see 

him when we are finished.” 

“Business?” Serdaro asked.  Any visit by an Elder was a very special honor, but an unannounced 

audience with Ranelma had never happened before – his mother must be beside herself, Serdaro 

thought, without a chance to clean the place from floor to ceiling – and he was terribly curious 

about the occasion for it. 

“None of your concern,” Enryn said sternly.  “We will be in my study, and we are not to be 

disturbed.” 

“Yes, sir,” Serdaro said, disappointed.  He didn’t move as they walked down the hall towards his 

father’s office, but as soon as the door clicked closed, he raced towards the kitchen, where Ganeya 

was scrubbing out the fine silver tea set with a furious intensity.  “What does she want, Mama?” he 

asked eagerly.  “Do you know?” 
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“I haven’t the faintest idea,” she replied distractedly.  “Hand me those saucers – no, you can 

clean them.  I have to see if we have anything respectable to eat.” 

“But I’m going out with Veirran –” 

“Not right now, you’re not.  I want to be able to see my face in those in five minutes, do you 

hear?” 

Normally, he would have complained loudly about being forced into such servitude, but he 

remained silent this time in the hopes that Ganeya would ask him to take the tea to their guest, 

where he might be able to snatch a word or two.  She did just that, after cutting up some peaches 

and piling them on top of slices of day–old ginger cake to disguise its provenance. 

It took a great deal of coordination for Serdaro to knock on the study door without dropping the 

heavy tray, but he managed it by balancing against the doorframe, and was even able to turn the 

knob unaided when his father called for him to enter. 

“It simply isn’t right,” Ranelma was saying as he silently placed the platter on the table.  “We are 

quite anxious about what he may be getting himself into.  But I am, of course, coming to you 

privately, and not with the approval of the Tohada’a.  They will never make a decision in time, you 

know.” 

Serdaro took it upon himself to serve the tea so he could listen a little longer, and neither his 

father nor the Elder stopped him. 

“I understand,” said Enryn.  “But I’m not sure that there’s much I can do.  And I wouldn’t like 

to make an overture that will be frowned upon should the rest of the Elders disagree.” 

“Of course.  But you are well with Resaki gar Eidram, yes?” 

Serdaro raised his eyebrows at the name.  Resaki was a Llorani lord who wanted his people and 

the Moreivi to cooperate in improving their circumstances in the Empire, seeing that they had 

much in common and were similarly reviled. 

“He is not in a position to help at the moment,” Enryn said. 

“He is now.  You haven’t heard?  Thank you, Serdaro, but that will be all,” Ranelma said as he 

stood there with nothing left to do, trying to make himself as invisible as possible. 

“Yes, ma’am.”  He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him, and debated pressing his 

ear to the wood in order to hear more, but realized that the punishment for being caught would far 

outweigh the benefit of catching a muffled word or two.  Defeated, he returned to the kitchen.  

Veirran and his mother were chatting together, drinking tea and finishing off the last pieces of the 

cake. 

“It appears someone interesting has come along after all,” Veirran said as he sat down at the 

table with them. 

“So we’re not going out?” 

“We will.  Afterwards.  Learn anything useful, master spy?” 

Serdaro shook his head.  “I don’t know.  Something about Baron gar Eidram?” 

Ganeya looked up quickly.  “What?” 

“Ranelma wants Father to meet with him.  I don’t know why.” 

“Is that right?” Ganeya said to herself.  “Well, we’ll see about that.” 

“I thought we like him,” Serdaro said as he pulled the empty plate towards him, licked his finger, 

and pressed it in the remaining crumbs. 

“Resaki is trouble,” said Ganeya.  “You know I like the Llorani, but he is not their best 

ambassador.” 

“He’s a good man.  I’ve met him,” Veirran said.  “He knows what he’s doing.” 

“He is concerned for himself more than anything else,” Ganeya replied. 

“Who isn’t?” asked Veirran. 
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“He is walking a very fine line, and if he tumbles off, it’s not a fall that is easy to recover from.” 

“Mother, your caution is laudable, of course, but recovery has never been a problem for us.” 

“I am not talking about swords and arrows, Veirran,” she said with a hint of sharpness in her 

voice.  “We wanted to build a home here.  We have lost one already – I am not so keen to lose 

another.  You will understand some day, when you tire of your little wars and begin to hunger for 

peace and purpose.” 

“I have a purpose,” Veirran said. 

“You simply serve theirs.  That will do for now, but it will not be enough.  It will not always be 

enough.  You are too young, dear,” she said wearily when Veirran looked skeptical.  “But I hope 

you stay that way.  It is not something I wish for you to ever understand.” 

Veirran poured himself some more tea and didn’t say much in reply, and the subject soon 

passed.  He had never been one for deep thinking.  He wasn’t unintelligent, he just preferred action 

over speculation, and didn’t give much thought to the future, assuming that it would sort itself out.  

But Serdaro thought he knew what his mother was saying.  He suddenly wondered if she was 

unhappy. 

It was an odd thought, and one that had never crossed his mind before.  She had never shown 

many signs of it, except when she grew serious and tried to lecture her sons about one thing or 

another as they built their own lives away from her.  Perhaps he had just never paid attention.  But 

he had always figured that the gnawing discontent that plagued him was something that he would 

grow out of in time, not a burden he would carry with him for the rest of his life. 

Had she been doing that for all these years?  It was considered rude to ask how old a Moreivi 

was, but she had told him once, when he was a child, that she had lived for nearly two thousand 

years, with that knowing little smile that nearly always lingered on her lips.  She was nowhere near 

the oldest of his people, but still, it was no wonder she talked so often of relief from the tiresome 

world she must hardly recognize after being forced to leave Yhen Lidra, the only life she had ever 

known. 

He looked at her as she looked down into her cup, idly stirring the drink with a spoon, his heart 

straining with sadness and a curious sort of preemptive grief, his mind suddenly flooding with alarm 

at the thought that she might take the final relief offered by the tidafu lo–honas someday soon: her 

last death, the final crossing of the border into the sweet solace of tranquility and light that was their 

idea of heaven.  He felt tears stinging his eyes, and he tried to blink them away as she raised her 

head to look at him with a strange, sorrowful expression as if she had read his thoughts as they 

twisted through his mind. 

Without a word she stood up and embraced him tightly, and he clung to her in silence, Veirran 

looking on in confusion. 

“Did I miss something?” he asked after a while.  Ganeya kissed Serdaro on the cheek as he 

sniffled and rubbed his eyes with his sleeve. 

“Veirran?” Enryn called from down the hall.  “Will you come here?” 

“Coming, sir,” he replied, and went to join him. 

“He worries too little, and you worry too much, my little one,” Ganeya said softly to him when 

they were alone.  “But perhaps I cannot call you that anymore.  Perhaps you are growing up.” 

“I don’t think I want to.” 

She smiled.  “Yes, you do.  And I will always be here for you while you’re doing it,” she 

reassured him. 

“Promise?” 

“I do.  Someone must keep you from trouble, and Veirran is more likely to get you into it than 

out again.  But let’s be a little mischievous ourselves, yes?  Tell me everything you heard.” 
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“What did she want?” Serdaro asked for the tenth time as he and Veirran found a seat in a 

small, busy tavern popular with his brother’s crowd: mostly middle–ranking Llorani army officers 

and a few bold and possibly foolhardy Eidarhta who frequented the place either to prove their 

tolerance or to start a fight.  Serdaro had lobbied against it – the places he enjoyed were much more 

law–abiding and somewhat more fashionable – but Veirran found it amusing to watch.  It was his 

brother’s last night in Sayis, he figured, and he ought to humor him. 

“She didn’t want anything,” Veirran finally told him after taking a long pull of his drink.  “We 

talked about nothing much for a few minutes, then she wished me luck on my new assignment and 

that was that.” 

“That can’t possibly be all.  Father will tell me if you don’t, you know.” 

“Unlikely.  But I’m not hiding anything.  I swear it.  She was very pleasant, but that’s all.” 

“Maybe she was doing a reading of you and you didn’t even know it,” Serdaro guessed. 

“She might have done, but I’ll never know for certain.  Even when Elder Sarrayim told me she 

was doing it, I couldn’t feel a thing.” 

“When did that happen?” 

“Years and years ago,” Veirran said vaguely.  “I don’t remember.  You were probably still a 

baby.  Not that you’ve changed much, to be honest.  What was all that with Mother earlier?” 

“Nothing,” Serdaro said quickly.  “It doesn’t matter.” 

“As you please,” Veirran said after a moment, realizing he wasn’t going to talk about it.  “But 

listen, I wanted to ask you something, in all seriousness.” 

“Seriousness?  You?” 

“Occasionally.  Your office has a branch down in Dovriun, no?” 

“A very small one.  It’s just a little trading post in a fishing town.  Why?” 

“I want to make some money.  They hire guards and such, don’t they?” 

“Of course, but I didn’t think you were allowed to take a side job.  If you tried that here, you’d 

lose your commission.” 

“It’s different on the frontier.  No one minds, as long as it doesn’t interfere with my duty.  I can’t 

travel somewhere with a caravan, clearly, but I’m sure I could make myself useful.  Will you write a 

letter for me?” 

“What do you need money for?  I thought you had plenty stashed away.” 

“I do.  But I don’t want to wait another two decades of hoarding my salary before I can buy a 

government post.” 

“What are you talking about?” Serdaro asked, a little confused.  “Since when do you want to get 

into politics?” 

“Mother isn’t the only one who wants to establish herself here.  There aren’t any of us in high 

office. We keep relying on the Llorani to speak for our interests,” he said quietly, so their 

neighbors couldn’t overhear.  “But that’s foolish.  I said that I like Resaki, and I meant it.  But 

Mother is right. He doesn’t have our wellbeing at heart.  I want to show the Eidarhta how much we 

can help them.  You think I want to see you bruised and battered all the time?  It’s not right.  The 

courts won’t help because we can’t make them.  Maybe I can.” 

“Father had an important position,” Serdaro said, feeling vaguely offended by Veirran’s 

assertion.  “You’re not the first one with that thought.” 

“He doesn’t have it any longer.  And it was nothing but a hobby for him.” 

“He has offered to introduce you to his friends a hundred times.  You’ve never shown any 

interest.” 

“I don’t want him to do it,” Veirran said.  “I want to do it myself.  That’s part of the challenge.” 
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“So it’s just a game?” 

“No.  I’m just not sure I can do it,” he said eventually.  “I don’t want to dishonor him if I fail.  If 

I make my own way, he won’t be responsible if I do something wrong.” 

“That’s nonsense,” Serdaro scoffed. 

“It is not.” 

“Yes, it is.” 

“No, Daro, it isn’t.  It’s the same reason you don’t live with them anymore.  Wouldn’t it be 

easier to have Mother cook and clean for you, and Father to pay your bills?  But you want to make 

your own way.  And so do I.” 

He had to admit that Veirran had a point.  He was rubbish at cooking, but he did it anyway just 

to avoid his mother’s hovering critique.  “Does Father even know?” 

“No.  And don’t tell him.  Just write me a recommendation, all right?” 

“All right.  Should I tell the truth, or make you sound nice so they’ll hire you?” 

“Very funny,” Veirran said. 

“Can I be your clerk when you’re First Councilor?” 

“You’d work under me?  I’d get to tell you what to do all the time.” 

“You do that already,” Serdaro said.  “I don’t even get paid.” 

“Well, then I won’t have to pay you then, either.” 

“You won’t get anywhere unless I write you a good reference,” Serdaro reminded him.  “You 

should start being nice to me.” 

“All right, all right.  Do you want another drink?  My treat.” 

He nodded.  “It’s a start.” 

 

*** 

 

“This is a terrible idea,” Maaksim murmured to Resaki as they were led towards the Emperor’s 

rooms.  It was nearly midnight, and the halls were completely deserted except for the squadron of 

well–armed soldiers who escorted them.  Just in case, the captain had told Resaki.  He couldn’t 

blame them.  

“I know.  Trust me, I know.  Just mind your manners and try not to do anything stupid, will 

you?” 

“Tell that to your Emperor,” Maaksim said as one of the men opened the door to Jh’taith’s 

apartments.  Much to Resaki’s relief, Maaksim made his proper respects as he was introduced, but 

he didn’t have much time to savor the feeling as the Emperor came straight to the point. 

“I am looking for an expert in medicine among your people, and I am told that you are the best.  

I wish you to teach me.” 

“I will not do that, sire” Maaksim said. 

“Why not?” Jh’taith asked, more curious than upset. 

“It is the place of the physician to heal, and the Emperor to rule.  If you wish to become a 

serious student, you would be able to do neither for some time.  You are not needed in my field, 

but no one else can govern the people.  It would be irresponsible of me to distract you from that.  

Perhaps you should focus on matters of state instead of ignoring the plight of your citizens to amuse 

yourself with games.” 

Resaki held his breath.  So much for not being stupid, you idiot, he thought silently, hoping the 

thought would find its way into his friend’s head as he glared in Maaksim’s direction. 

“You make an interesting point,” the Emperor said mildly.  “But a good ruler will continue to 

educate himself in the ways of his subjects, and will always strive to master whatever he puts his 
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mind to, whether it be politics, medicine, or the very laws of nature herself.” 

“There are some things that cannot be conquered,” Maaksim said sharply. 

“I suppose you think the Llorani fall into this category.” 

“We do.” 

“But so many of your people live in my lands of their own volition, do they not?” 

“Only to be abused and mistreated.” 

“And yet they – and yourself, Maaksim, let us not forget – do not leave and return to Jajyaak.  

Why is this?”  Maaksim didn’t reply.  “I am aware of your activities,” the Emperor continued.  

“They are misguided.  You should be more like Baron gar Eidram, here, and learn to play the 

games you seem to despise so much.  Why do you think I asked him to fetch you?  He is 

persuasive, and he gets what he wants because of it.  Your stubbornness will do more harm than 

good, I assure you.” 

“You underestimate me, sire,” Maaksim said. 

“Do I?  I can compel you to do as I wish.  Should you refuse, you would be bound by your code 

of taiult to take your life before being dishonored by capture, would you not?  Then I should rid 

myself of a troublemaker, and I will not mourn the loss.  You are the only one who does not gain in 

this situation, Maaksim.  I advise you to think carefully before you make any decisions.” 

“My death would bring a bigger storm than you realize,” he warned. 

“No, it would not,” Jh’taith said simply.  “The Llorani do not want trouble.  They want to be 

ignored.  They want to grow rich and fat off of my land, as I have allowed them to do.  They do not 

share your grievances.  I know for a fact that they are quite content.” 

Resaki shifted uneasily.  He had agreed with Jh’taith up to that point, but his last statement was 

not true.  He wasn’t sure how much of it was ignorance, and how much the Emperor was just trying 

to nettle Maaksim and get under his skin, but it was not something he wanted to hear from Jh’taith’s 

mouth. 

There was plenty of unhappiness among the Llorani, not least because of high taxes and the 

pervasive distain that originated in the Church.  Even without Maaksim’s meddling, it was rising to 

the surface faster than Jh’taith realized, as debate about their future in the Empire grew more 

heated with the Church’s activities in Etzlim.  If he didn’t start to govern them more carefully, none 

of Resaki’s persuasiveness would do much good for anyone. 

Maaksim was clearly incensed at the Emperor’s speech, clenching his fist and glowering, but 

Resaki had to commend him for not leaping up and trying to strangle the man, as such words had 

compelled him to do before. 

“You have a day to think on it,” the Emperor told him.  “I will send a messenger for your reply.  

Choose wisely.  That will be all,” he said, before he dismissed them both with a casual flick of his 

wrist. 

 

“You really want me to die, don’t you,” Resaki said to his friend when they reached the street.  

“You want to see my head on a spike, and you are doing this just to spite me.” 

“You are not that important to me,” Maaksim said dismissively.  “I said what I wanted to say.” 

“What happened to being tactful?  I thought you agreed with me.” 

“I decided I did not.” 

“He will have you killed.” 

“Then I will be killed.  And there will be retribution for it.” 

“You will force us into open war.  How can you be so selfish?  What is wrong with you?” Resaki 

said angrily.  “Your insolence and disobedience would be a perfect excuse to launch an invasion of 

Etzlim.  He will have Sheidanou within the year.” 
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“No, he will not.  You must think very little of us if you expect us to give up so easily.  But I am 

not surprised, Westlander.” 

“I will not keep defending myself against you,” Resaki said, ignoring the insult.  “It is between me 

and my conscience.  I am doing the best I can.” 

“So am I.” 

“Will you do it?” Resaki asked after a while. 

“I have a day to decide.” 

“And you will keep me in suspense until then?” 

“I do not particularly want you dead, Resaki, but I do not mind if you suffer a little.” 

“Maaksim!” 

“Yes, I’ll do it,” he said, and Resaki let out a heartfelt sigh of relief. 

“You will not regret it.” 

Maaksim shook his head.  “I am fairly certain that I will.” 

 

*** 

 

Ranelma stepped out onto her rooftop garden and closed the door behind her.  It was a lovely 

spot, especially in the warmer months.  She had gathered plants from every corner of the world, 

and she tended to the exotic blooms in a daily ritual that was her one source of peace in these 

troubled days.  When she lived in Yhen Lidra, she had had the sweeping vista of the Mormora’s 

mighty peaks to clear her cluttered mind.  But everything here was on a smaller scale, and 

lamenting her beloved observatory was useless.  The stars were here, too, she reminded herself, 

and they would follow her no matter where she traveled. 

She sat down on the large, soft cushion she had placed in the middle of the floor for her 

meditations, and smiled ruefully as a twinge from her back sent a shock of pain lancing up into her 

neck.  A few centuries ago, she wouldn’t have thought twice about tucking her legs under her, but 

even the bodies of the Moreivi showed age eventually, and she was beginning to feel her years.  So 

much had changed, and it would change again.  That was the thought that had disturbed her, and 

had driven her to her solitary retreat, the night noises of the city obscured by the soft swish of 

leaves nodding and bending around her. 

Ranelma closed her eyes and let herself float free of her surroundings into the delicate world of 

half–truths and nascent possibilities that wrapped itself around her like a formless, cottony cocoon.  

She had to be careful, these days.  Since Herradath had opened the way for the Stone Daughter, 

the paths had become very treacherous indeed. 

It wasn’t something she should be thinking about while searching out glimpses of the future – the 

last thing she wanted to do was summon that dark creature a second time – but Ranelma had felt 

the malicious edge of her presence again, creeping in the nighttime and haunting her while she 

slept. 

It worried her, especially with that bumbling, inexpert Emperor attempting to learn the art of 

dreamwalking in his own headstrong way, ignorant of what he might find and unleash onto the 

otassi, and that was why she sought council in her visions to begin with. 

It was the Stone Daughter who had forced them to leave Yhen Lidra.  Naddorei, older than 

time, whose spirit dwelt in the hidden roots of the mountains.  The story said that she was the 

mother of their people: that her husband Ayakkult, the sun god, had given the first Moreivi into her 

womb in order to tame her wicked ways and teach her how to love. 

But instead, she chose to shun her offspring and threatened to destroy them.  Ayakkult locked 

her away for her disobedience and took the Moreivi under his care, teaching them right from wrong 
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and doing his best to suppress the seed of evil that had been planted in each of them by virtue of 

their birth. 

Ranelma had always questioned the truth of the story.  She certainly rarely felt like a child of the 

gods.  Like most myths, however, its origins had been lost to the shadows of time and the 

embellishment of storytellers, and she had become a dreamwalker to find out for herself.  She had 

learned with concrete certainty that Ayakkult was real, and so was Naddorei.  But whether the 

Moreivi had truly sprung from the gods or simply discovered them before other men was 

impossible for her to determine. 

Herradath had simply been a scholar questing for the same answers, traveling far abroad in his 

explorations of the ghostly world where Ranelma now wandered.  He had meant no harm, but 

Naddorei had found him, and seized upon the connection with the mortal world in order to break 

free from her eternal prison. 

For untold years, the battle between Ayakkult and his wife raged in the spirit realm, casting its 

shadow on those who could feel such things, and dividing the Moreivi amongst themselves until 

they turned on each other in fear and despair in an unthinkable war. 

Ayakkult was finally triumphant, though the Stone Daughter had fed off of the strife, and could 

not be bound as securely as before.  She lurked in the secret corners of the dream world, a sinister 

reflection with no real substance, trying to lure the susceptible to her ways.  The Moreivi were 

exiled from their ancestral home as punishment for their squabbling and lack of adherence to the 

sun god’s precepts, and told to find their own way in a world that had little love for them. 

The offenders had been cleansed from among them, and they had lost their right to Ayakkult’s 

presence in the netherworld.  They were no longer his beloved children, but outcasts, forced to 

relinquish any claim they once had on the heavens.  The memory remained sharply clear for those 

who had lived through the trials, and the sorrow followed them keenly as they wandered into the 

strange lands of the mayfly mortals. 

Ranelma had lost her brother and her husband to the purge, and a sharp pang of grief and regret 

stabbed through her every time they crossed her mind.  It had been her fault – no, she reminded 

herself gently, trying to breathe away the pain of it and refocus.  They had made their choices, and 

there was nothing to be done about it.  A long moment passed as she felt her way forward, carefully 

trying to keep her concentration as the mists gathered thickly around her, shrouding the tentative 

path to the future that she sought. 

 
“You are far from home, young one,” a silky voice came to her, curling around her like drops of 

blood poison in a clear pond. 
“I go where I will,” Ranelma replied, but her heart was frozen in her chest with the fear of the 

dark, looming presence.  She knew what it was. The memories had called her.  There was no point 
in berating herself for her carelessness – the goddess would simply use it against her – but Ranelma 
knew that she had made a horrible mistake. 

“What do you seek?”  the Stone Daughter asked. 

“The blessing of Ayakkult,” she said automatically. 

Naddorei hissed with laughter.  “He does not live here.  You are in my lands.  If you wish to see 
yours again, you will do as I say.” 

“I will not,” Ranelma said, but her voice quavered.  “You cannot command me.” 
“I am your mother,” Naddorei reminded her.  “You have always been mine to command.” 
“No.  Ayakkult protects me.” 
“From what?  I only ask your aid.  I can give you what you want,” she said.  The formless void 

shifted, and slowly condensed into the shapes of Ranelma’s lost brother and her husband, who 
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smiled at her and threw their arms out to greet her.  It took all of her strength not to run to them, 
but she knew they were not real.  “They could be,” the Stone Daughter tempted, reading her 
thoughts.  “Free me, and you will have them.” 

“You lie.  You do not have the power.” 
“You have no idea what power I have,” she whispered, her tempestuous anger at being denied 

overcoming her attempts at coaxing Ranelma into cooperation. The darkness lashed out, rushing 
through her like a thundercloud, squeezing her lungs so hard that she couldn’t scream, even in her 
head.  All the skill and fortitude Ranelma had amassed in her ten thousand years of training 

collapsed into a crumbling pile of ashes, blown away in an instant by the furious intensity of her 
grip. 

“Free me,” Naddorei commanded, her strength growing with every moment as she drained 
Ranelma of her life. 

“Never,” Ranelma managed.  She struggled with everything she had, and the fight was wordless 

but futile.  She could feel herself writhing on the hard tile of the rooftop, gasping for breath as her 
body failed her.  She had experienced death before, with its spider silk tether to the mortal world, 
but this time her spirit was trapped like a fly in the web.  She couldn’t escape, and there would be 
no return. 

A mix of sadness and relief filled her as the last sparks of her conscious mind fired slowly.  She 
had wished it several times in her long existence, but she had never been brave enough to take the 
tidafu lo–honas and discover for herself what was on the other side.  But though she was leaving the 
world this day, her courage had held in the face of Naddorei herself.  Perhaps no one would ever 
know, but it was the only small comfort left. 

She used the very last of her might to reach out to the Elders of the Tohada’a, to say farewell – 
to try to warn them, but the Stone Daughter just laughed, and cut the feeble thread of her thought 

with ease, gathering Ranelma’s lifeblood into her, increasing her own strength, delighting in the 
killing for its own sake, for the pure, terrifying, singing joy of it. 
“And so you die,” she said, bringing the desperate, crushing weight of her crashing down until 
Ranelma was no more. 


