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ALHARIC

Age 22. Holder of Izdhan Manor. Twin of Jeskha. Keshkin of Manifesting Status

ARJUNA

Age 24. Heir of Estrahna. Keshkin of Vadhi Status; Ascending.

ASHUR

Age. 25. Sixth born of the Kharbinian Family. Twin of Seth. Keshkin of Vadhi Status; Ascending

CRADHEN

Age 23. Seventh born in the Kharbinian Family. Keshkin of Ashvin Status (Prodigy). Steward of Alnyaghel Keep.

IREN

Age 10. Brother of Rhandon and Rihala of Laskidoor.

JESKHA

Age 22. Holder of Izdhan Manor. Twin of Alharic. Keshkin of Manifesting Status.

KESSHAR

Age 26. Pratham Defender and only Solace of Rhandon of Laskidoor

KHALLIN

Pratham Consort of Northern Laskidoor and Holder of Zavhiera Manor.

MAYAH

Guardian of Jeskha and Alharic

MARKHUM

Guardian of Jeskha and Alharic

RHANDON

Age. 24. Heir of Laskidoor. Keshkin of Vadhi Status; Ascending

RIHALA

Age 15. Sister of Rhandon and Iren of Laskidoor

SETH

Age 25. Fifth born in the Kharbinian Family. Twin of Ashur. Keshkin of Vadhi Status; Ascending

SOBEKH

Age. 26. Fourth born in the Kharbinian Family. Keshkin of Ashvin Status. Holder of Ohannes Manor.

SRAIDRHA

Age 22. Eighth born in the Kharbinian Family. Keshkin of Vadhi Status. Kalfa of Alnyaghel Keep.

TSU

Age 25. Heir of Iona. Keshkin of Vadhi Status; Ascending
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Rulers of Yeshvara. 

Charged by their ancestors to be Caretakers of Yeshvara, to maintain the Great Balance.
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Aivastra

Norio of Alnyaghel

Haaron of Laskidoor

Khafre of Izhmir

Deshiro of Vadheen

Rajendrha of Queritahn

Mahendrha of Nehir

Oyama of Estrhana

Silla

Yaasume of Firnuzai

Nirigana of Iona

Ujin of Saita

Konami of Haeda

Kisasi

Hafsa of Ivardakka

Bekhis of Khemana

Akhillas of Gelakehala

Basmut of Behira
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Something moved, and he looked up from his reading, a finger holding his place in the book.

His first thought: fight or flight? Stand or flee? Which would it be?

Leaning forward, he peered into the blackness just outside of

the perimeter of the candlelight. He saw nothing new there, nothing alarming. His ears picked up naught but the regular sounds of his breathing. He put out a hand. For what, he could not begin to know, but all felt as it should. Though he felt ridiculous doing so, he allowed his nostrils to flicker, scenting. His own scent; sweat laced with indikha and dark liquor and cedar wood.

He’d be damned to Oblivion if he would taste anything. That was just this side of stupidity, even for this strange stirring that he could not place. No, that was not right. He could place the feeling. It had been long ago, far longer than comfort allowed since the last time he felt it. But, he could recall it. He turned, planted his feet on the side of the bed, and placed the open book face down beside him.

A stirring, an awakening from within, moved him for the first time in Generations.

Interesting.

He dropped his hands between his knees and allowed himself to relax— truly relax—each muscle and tendon and nerve from head to toe. He inhaled, pulling all of the dark and negative feelings that hovered just under the surface together into a concentrated sphere. Exhaled, pushing that sphere outside of the boundaries of his consciousness. Brought in air once more, this time very, very slowly, allowing the breath to fill every part of his body like a thick wine filling a glass. He went to his other Perceptions then, those that rested always within the reach of his desire. The present Generation, he recalled, referred to Perceptions as Gifts, but he would always think that Perception was a better word to describe the abilities.

He first sought the Fire. N’har. A vision also appeared in his inner eye; the beautiful, shining brazier that represented the primal Perception that he considered the first of the Eight. He explored the ambient temperature around him and knew it to be stable. It was not fire which caused the unrest.

He summoned Shu next, the Perception of Air. Aside from an odd viscous sensation that was particular to this place, there was nothing out of the ordinary in the air. Yet.

Water came next, a natural reflex for him. His brother always teased him about the methodical, predictable way he did things, how he never left his routine, how changing it unsettled him and made him ill-tempered. But he always noticed that his brother did the same thing, had his own pattern for Seeking, his own way of Controlling. He touched, after a fashion, Eckhnar Bay, just outside the First Keep, and it was calm. So, it was not M’har.

He began to smile then, because now that he had eliminated most of the Major Perceptions, he could almost guess what—or from where—the disturbance originated. Smugly, he reached out for Quiescence and Chaos in his mind. They appeared as a double-panned scale. The scale was off balance, tilting slightly to the right.. He observed how Quiescence held the three Major Perceptions he already called in one pan. Along with Chaos, the other three Majors rested in the other pan. He frowned, and grounded himself again, just to make sure the imbalance was not coming from within himself.

And, as he reassured himself, his heartbeat started to speed; his breathing came in short bursts of excitement. The Perception closest to the fulcrum, B’hia – Metal – quivered infinitesimally, then grew stable. The next one, Wood (K’het, his subconscious said the old word while his upper mind said it in the common tongue), was quiet and at peace.

That last one, though... It seethed.

He encouraged the last Perception to speak to him directly. Pushed his consciousness straight through the stone floor, sending it down through the foundations of his tiny Keep and into the hard-packed earth beneath.

There it was, just beyond his reach.

Further still he pushed, through topsoil, along the roots of trees and grasses and plants. He skirted past animal holes and insect nests and even chuckled at the grubs burrowing ferociously to get out of his way. A massive vein of Metal ululated right past him, a glistening, dangerous serpent in its own right.

It was hot down here, as if Fire were there with him, but he knew better. Fire had its own place. It kept its own counsel. Moreover, Fire didn’t have this kind of heat. This was different. It was caused by massive motion and pressure and—

There. There, there, THERE.

He’d found the disturbance. It was in a place many days away from him. To the west under the River, down into the regions of his Family’s lands. Of course.

Where it once started, it once ended, and that was where it would begin again.

Two large sections of the Earth slid against one another, like heavy limbs shuffling in sleep. He slowed his own forward motion and examined the phenomenon closely, with eyes sharpened by Generations and Generations of practice.

The path of each giant plate of Earth was slow, and when they touched one another, they purred, like twin bhakti cats soothing each other in an unfamiliar place. How could anyone think of K’heb as a non-living thing, when it had sounds and movements and behaviors that were the same as any other thing that kept life safe within?

Fight or Flight? He asked himself again. Had the prolonged battle between the two plates finally ended? Because now he remembered when this particular dance had begun.

Had it been only thirty hundred years? Where had the time gone?

Was this what he thought it should be? The answer came with a sudden stop to the grinding, a loud snap, and then a deep groan. Earth stretched, joints cracking, muscles pulling.

Such a wonderful sound. His teeth flashed in a quick, tight smile and he silently withdrew back into himself.

Lifting his head, he stared into the black quiet of his room and withdrew every other Perception away from his Control except for that of K’heb. Earth. He could feel it plainly now without seeing, hearing—by Oblivion—even tasting. He clasped his hands and nodded slowly, unable to stop the grin blooming on his face like a midnight blossom.

It was not even a matter of Fight or Flight. That was far too simplistic a reflex for this thing. To put a fine point on it, he knew now that it was actually both. There was no choosing between the two... just as he wanted it to be.

He’d been waiting in patient silence for this Herald. Ages it had been.

Generations indeed. Sweet Kaede, it was time.

Khara released the Control the same way he gathered it, allowing his final, deliberate exhale to make a soft sound. Then he allowed his voice to shift the Air:

“Finally.”
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Shattered Foundations

I awaken them the way I always awaken them.

With a whisper
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Morning Light

Alnyagel Keep, Kharbinia

Cradhen watched the morning come up slowly—thick, crystal and gold, like the honey he poured on his bread that morning.

It changed the color of the sky from a pale pink and purple, from blue, into a golden hue that shimmered and grew lighter and brighter the longer he stood there. The fragile branches of brightstar blossom trees bent under the sticky moisture in the air until they touched the ground, anointing the paving stones with dew. He empathized. The same morning humidity clung to his skin, pulling at the roots of his hair, rolling down his neck and back, as it clung to all who stood waiting on the top step of the main entrance of his father’s Keep. He was just this side of drooping himself.

He had only a handful of heartbeats to appreciate the heady serenity before things began, so he ignored his discomfort and took it in with a sweeping look and a deep breath. It was beautiful, as it should be.

Then, between one shadow and the next, he saw group after group of covered litters and baggage wagons materialize like sun visions. He fought the sudden desire to sit on the bottom step, cover his head and scream. As the vehicles winked in, landing on the final stretch of the Keshkin Road, he dragged a breath through and out of his suddenly tight ribcage. His fingers curled into his palms and his teeth clenched until he thought his jaw would snap.

He kept his expression still through sheer will alone, even mentally beating into nothingness the tic along the left side of his face.

Before he could even see the water clock on his nightstand in the darkness of the semi-dawn, a knock on his door almost sent him to the floor, a tangled and exhausted mess. Usually, he gave himself a full hour to wake his mind, to prepare and drink some lemon balm tea, to fool himself that this day would be like any other day. He should have already concluded his usual morning meditations by the time the precise division of night and dawn showed through the window.

He should have been the picture of serenity.

Instead, he found himself disheveled, standing at his bedroom door, sucking in as much air as he could, staring down at his sister as she calmly informed him that it was time to greet the Brethren.

When she’d finished her announcement, there came a dark, distant rumble somewhere in the distance, like the world commenting on the event. Both he and Sraidrha looked toward the end of the hallway at the large window. Then they looked at one another, wordlessly commiserating on what that sound could mean. She yawned and shrugged. He managed to nod and shut the door in her face with a not-quite intended politeness. Then he broke his teacup when he pitched it against the wall.

And now, although he vibrated frantically under his skin, he presented to the public that visage of implacable composure.

The Brethren were approaching. Of the members of the Hierarchy, there were four sets of siblings. One of those sets were called The Brethren. These were Cradhen’s blood uncles and aunt... and parents; all Hierarchal and Divine.

He should have been prepared for this when the Hierarch of Iona arrived, a full quarter year early, with his Heir and half his retinue in tow. While not a true member of the Brethren, he was Norio’s boon companion, and was welcome to all gatherings of that group. Cradhen had fought his way through a blinding headache the full day after their arrival. The noise alone, so unlike the normal buzzing of the Keep, almost drove him to madness. Then, as he’d adjusted to the new rhythm of his day and planned out the last twenty- two days before Ascension, His Divinity Haaron of Laskidoor, appeared—literally— in the middle of the main Audience Hall. No wagons, no companions. Just the man, unaccountably ragged and exhausted.

Cradhen had hidden in his room that evening and stuffed the soul that had been scared out of him back into his body with a flask of milloweed.

Then he’d watched from a safe distance as messages flew between Keeps, and resignedly scratched into his schedule a meeting of the Brethren. While the Sparrows carried their precious missives, Cradhen continued his usual work as the Steward of Alnyagel. That included hours of overseeing the preparations of the Hierarchal suites; listening to the cohort of servants he’d chosen to care for them babble and argue about the number of pillows belong on every bed; and, presiding over such trivialities as the placement of night crockery and already spotless rugs and tapestries. And then, more mind-numbing headaches. He’d spent his days pretending he was solidly in control and his nights full of dreams about joyfully applying blunt objects to the skulls of the incompetent around him.

He should have been prepared.

He sighed. All of his hard work this morning lasted the first quarter hour only, and now he could feel his hands curling to fists beneath the wide cuffs of his shirt, could feel his teeth clenching again. Distraction was always his best tactic when dealing with the urge to collapse in a pile of helplessness, so he stole a glance at his sister, standing next to him looking like the demure lady that she wanted the world to see. He did not believe the façade for a moment. She probably wanted to scream just as much as he did, though not for the same reason.

Sraidrha had to be as hot as a fresh-baked jelly roll, he thought, as he considered the layers of clothes she was forced by Tradition to wear. Four full layers: underclothes; wide-legged trousers; tight, long-sleeved tunic with a front hem that reached just above her navel and sides and back that reached to her ankles. Then there was the full-length, probably stifling, formal zhari. Ten cubits of suffocating cloth, wrapped, tucked, and folded around her waist and draped over her head. The whole concoction looked as stiff and scratchy as his own new trousers and sherwani and his—

Shit.

The word ricocheted around the inside of his head and settled like a rock into the bottom of his stomach.

As a stray breeze dared to stir, pulling his own white curls across his face, Cradhen realized that he had forgotten one important piece of clothing.

In the spirit of fairness, though, it was not a normal practice to cover one’s head in their father’s Keep. However—and here he swore he heard a wicked, bitter being of Chaos cackling in the back of his mind—the upcoming Ascension and the arrival of every Keshkin in the three Realms made observing terem mandatory for all.

The small cap that matched his dark jacket, tunic and trousers was supposed to be here, round, and flat-crowned, perched properly on his head. Instead, it was lying in the middle of his bed, waiting for him to remember it. It was probably doing a little spin of joy to be missing this solemn occasion.

And his mother, that paragon of Keshkin Tradition and Virtue, would notice within a heartbeat of seeing him. And she would leave him right there on the steps in a pool of his own blood for being so crass as to forget to cover himself properly.

Well, perhaps not, he chided himself. Doing that would leave an unattractive mess on the front steps.

As the group closed in, he took a deep breath. Then when the air shimmered at the bottom of the steps, heralding a Synchric jump, he realized that he did not want to sit and cry any longer. He wanted to escape to his suite, board up the door and windows, lie down and wail like a wraith being diddled by a nightmare.

His mother had brought an entire vardho with her. He watched the purely decorative vehicle flicker, barely visible for a few moments while his mother wielded her Gifts. When it was fully solid, the vardho pulled to a soft stop in front of the group at the entrance to the Keep. The team of horses were unbothered; animals never seemed to be affected by Synchric jumping. The driver, however, gave a gentle shiver, jumped down from his seat, hurried over, and pulled the little steps down.

Cradhen watched his mother’s first step touch the ground of the courtyard in front of Alnyagel Keep. She was wearing the soft leather boots he’d given her for her birthing day.

“Dear, sweet Kaede,” Sraidrha’s soft inner voice delicately dropped into his mind. “Where in Oblivion is your cap?”

***
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THE WARM SCENTS AND muffled sounds from the kitchens were very welcome as he moved through it and into his office.

Not much talking went on in Alnyagel’s kitchens. Just enough to pass on instructions, or warnings, or the occasional unhappy mouser as the head cook chased it from the area with her great chopping knife. Cradhen could see that the midday meal was almost finished and ready to be presented to the Keep. He stopped briefly by the sauce maker, happily accepting the taste of the slightly sweet, but spicy concoction that would be poured over the meat in the next few moments. While his tongue responded to the heat, he nodded and pushed the curtain that separated this hive of action from a back hallway and the door of his private office.

Everyone except Sraidrha thought him crazy for renovating the old stillroom tucked on the other side of the kitchen’s main hearth wall as the office he used when he had to leave his room and deal with the inner household. Sraidrha understood that he needed the closeness of the tiny, insignificant room like anyone else needed a warm, heavy blanket. And for practicality’s sake, it put him in easy reach of most of the people he would need to talk to.

In that moment, though, he thought he could hide here long enough for his mother to forget his lack of proper garments, and get some work done without constant interruptions from merchants who believed that their wares took precedence over everything else in Kharbinia.

The table he used as his desk was from the kitchen, once used for chopping madder roots to make mourning red dye. The earthy smell of leftover dye that permeated the wood actually chased away the headache banging around behind his eyes. One of the kitchen workers, who appreciated the extra coin, kept this space clean, his water pitcher filled, and his ink fresh and ready. It was far better kept than the desk in his room, or the one in the office he shared with Sara. Ledger books perched upright along the edge across from him. A battered metal cup served as a holder for pens, styluses, and penknives, and a glass normally used for strong spirits served as his inkwell. And a neat stack of blank pages sat by his left hand, waiting to be filled.

He was lifting a cup of cool water to his lips when the breeze from the door opening sent several sheets of those neatly stacked pages to the floor.

No woman was more beautiful than his mother, especially when she was angry. He dared not look away from Hafsa’s deep purple eyes as her gaze bored into him. When she pushed the cowl- like hood away from her face, the light hanging from the ceiling, lit by the Gift of Chaos instead of Fire, caught and held onto the highlights in her hair, making the red shade look more like fresh commoner blood than it usually did. Or perhaps that thought was just an intrusive observation, reacting to the fact she was here, taking up all of the extra air in the room.

He knew she was gathering the correct words to convey her displeasure, and, from the set of her mouth, he realized she was just about—

“I know that we did not raise you in a stable or a barn.”

—there.

She paced a few steps, looking contemplatively at the ceiling. “So I am trying to understand why you thought it right to present yourself partially dressed before most of the Hierarchy.” She stopped right in front of his desk and turned her head toward him. “Please help me understand.”

He seemed to remember that she appreciated honesty, so he tried that. “I-I have no excuse, Mother,” he said in a suitably subdued voice. Behind it all, he was contemplating violence against the person who told Hafsa where he was. Then he realized that no one denied his mother anything when she put her mind to a certain thing.

“I know that you have no excuse.” She began pacing again while he leaned back in his chair. “I’ve told your father a hundred times that spoiling you and allowing you to flout small conventions would encourage you to abuse the larger ones.”

So, now she considered being up before dawn and down after dark spoiling? Cradhen stifled the weary sigh he felt coming from the very depth of his soul.

She halted and came forward, leaning over his desk. “Refresh my memory, child. During Ascension, what is the custom on terem head coverings?”

Child. As if he were not two years away from Ascending himself. He intoned, “Because all Territories will be in attendance, all members of every Keshkin household will not be seen outside of their chambers without proper head covering during the Ascension Holiday.” He hoped she wouldn’t pick up the petulance in his voice.

It was just a damned cap, Mother.

“Why? Why do we wear head coverings, Cradhen? Why is it so important?”

Cradhen was really trying not to roll his eyes. “The wearing of head coverings in terem tradition,” he said, reciting the words exactly the way they were drilled into his head when he was a small child, “is a representation of the honor, self-respect, courage, and filial loyalty we show to our Divine ancestors. It is also an expression of modesty before those Divine ancestors.”

“So are you telling me that you have forgotten your honor?” Hafsa rapped out. Her voice whipped over him like an Izhmir sandstorm.

“No, Mother,” he said, quietly. More words than these were crowding on the back of his tongue.

“Well, I’m not going to go into your self-respect,” she waved a hand and he flinched, a reflex and a protest to the assumption that he had none. “How about filial loyalty? Do you respect our Divine ancestors?”

He shoved the fouler words in his mind out of the way and said, “All of them, Mother, including and especially the Divine Three.”

She leaned further forward, so close he could practically count her lashes. “I will allow that your modesty is usually unassailable. What about courage, Cradhen?” she said, just loudly enough for him to hear. “Have you managed to finally gather at least a measure of courage?”

That stung. She knew it stung and had said it just to make sure it stung. Neither parent was given corporal punishment, but Hafsa could and would use words to inflict damage when she deemed it well deserved.

Between one heartbeat, where he was wondering if he could flee, and the next, all of the words he’d been stifling began to tumble from his mouth. “I am still here, am I not?” He burst out in the sharpest voice he had ever used toward his mother.

She blinked but didn’t move.

And the words kept coming, whether he willed them or not. “I am sitting here in front of you while you verbally whip me for simply forgetting my cap, am I not? I’m not cowering.”

Hafsa’s face went utterly blank.

He pushed on. “I would expect this kind of lecture had I not decided to come and greet you at all, not for a bloody scrap of cloth that covers the crown of my head.” He took a breath. “Is that enough courage, Mother?”

The silence was thick. Cradhen forced himself to look his mother in the eyes—in for half, in for it all—and waited. He really had too much to handle and did not have the time to listen to this tirade. It was time that she stopped finding fault with absolutely everything he did or tried to do. Yes, it was a breach of manners to forget his cap, but did she really need to behave as if he had taken a life?

He gave her a few more moments to absorb what he’d said, and then moved, picking up a piece of parchment and reaching for a pen. The first thing he needed to put on his list was to arrange accommodation for new male Defenders and Solaces, who would be arriving in three days. He continued speaking; “I will not give you cause to have to speak to me on the matter again, Mother. You have my word.” He looked her in the eyes again. “I am well known for my integrity, correct?”

She gave him a few more moments of her intimidating presence, then whirled. “The shadri,” she said over her shoulder.

“For the next three days, you shall take the shadri. I do not want to see you without one outside of your chambers, so I sincerely hope you can find a decent variety of them in that cavern you call a room.”

As if she had never used this form of punishment on him before. It was her favorite. A shadri. Of course he had a variety of them—Hafsa’s obsession with making her children wear them whenever they displeased her was legendary. She especially loved to drop one over his head for extended periods. As if she was so angry with him that she did not even want to look at him. As if flinging a decorative drop cloth over him would make him disappear.

“Next time, I will nail one to the top of your head. Do better.” He was so distracted by the idea that he would hide in plain sight for the next three days that for once, the slam of the door did not make him flinch.
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I Fear for My Land

He watched the Hierarch of Laskidoor turn away from those assembled to gaze out of a window.

This room’s decor was at odds with the feeling of unease that filled it after Haaron finished speaking. Soft cushions and rugs were thrown about, accenting the low seats and tables. The light colors clashed with the mood of definite doom that permeated everything. Even the drop of ink suspended from Cradhen’s pen dared not fall and disturb anything.

Haaron’s last words hung heavy, emphasizing the slashes of shadow over the spots of sunlight cast by the sun through the large pane windows. Cradhen could feel every disparate type of emotion that emanated from each of the Hierarchs through their Control of the Gift Divine.

Coming from his father was not his usual dominia but a feeling like an undercurrent that would drown if one was not careful. His mother’s dominia hummed like a low note in a discordant song. Nirigana of Iona’s was like a lush, heavy carpet blanketing the floor. Yaasume’s left her practically vibrating; she sat like a sparrowhawk, perched and waiting for prey to move within reach. And Haaron’s domina was a tightly strung bow held in arms that were not practiced with the movement.

The pressure of it all brought moisture to the edges of Cradhen’s hairline. Cradhen sat playing Haaron’s words in his head, unable to believe all he’d been asked to scribe in shorthand before him. The moment Haaron had opened his mouth and pulled the words carefully into being and now they sat in a carefully cleared space in his mind. The last five still reverberated in the air:

I fear for my land.

“The news I have to share, my Brethren, is grim,” Haaron continued, his voice, dulled by deep emotion and pure exhaustion, filling the room. “In all of the histories that I have read, the type of tremors that have brought me here have not occurred in Yeshvara since the Sundering.”

Now the silence of the others was broken.

“Tremors?” Hafsa, a member of the Brethren through marriage, asked quietly. “Earth tremors?”

Haaron nodded, moving from the center of the room, and standing in front of the bookshelf closest to him. He clasped his hands behind his back—Cradhen could see the knuckles go pink, then white beneath the weak tea pallor of his skin. He spoke again. “They began three days ago—one Great Tremor, followed by countless aftershocks.”

“Three days?”

Cradhen looked up at the speaker, Nirigana. The man’s face was politely blank, but Cradhen could see that the man’s thoughts were flying fast behind his eyes.

Haaron turned back to the assembled. He didn’t answer Nirigana’s question. Instead, he said, “And, unlike the regular tremors that we know of, those that harrow the Kisasi Realm, these cannot be Controlled.”

The tension thickened again, filling up the confines of the chamber like the sludge in the oil traps in the kitchens.

Earth tremors that could not be Controlled by Haaron, a Hierarch Favored by Earth’s Gift? Cradhen scratched a thick line under that phrase on the sheet, the sound from his pen far too loud. He looked around surreptitiously, but no one noticed.

Haaron wandered back to his seat and lowered himself slowly. For the first time in Cradhen’s memory, he caught a glimpse of the Price Haaron paid for his Inheritance. Each Hierarch paid a Price—some were more obvious than others. Haaron’s concession was to take on a lower stamina than normal.

The effects of that strain marked him each time he exerted himself, and it took him longer to recover from using his Gift. It was a strange Price to pay, Cradhen thought, for such an obviously strong man. Haaron usually managed, but now Cradhen was not so sure. Deep purple smudges sat like scars under Haaron’s eyes, and Cradhen could see a slight tremor in his hands.

“I have been able to reduce most of the larger tremors to mere aftershocks,” Haaron said. “Obviously, I sought into the Earth for the source. I found it. I just have not been able to determine why they are so strong.”

“And where is the source?” Norio asked. “How much of the Territory is affected?” Nirigana added.

“The Great Tremor came from the north, on Eckhnar Island,” Haaron answered. “From there, it traveled down into Northwest Iarth, then out in a radius that covers all four Consort Territories.

“There are some areas in the northeast, along the Midhval River, that are untouched.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “In the west there is flooding; the fields there are gone.

“The Bar—,” Yaasume began.

“Of course the Barriers and their Glades remain undamaged.”

Cradhen saw his father and Nirigana store that information away. “And that would explain why none of us felt... anything?” Nirigana asked, looking around. “Did anyone feel anything?”

Cradhen circled the words Eckhnar Island. The largest of the scattered Sunder Islands, it sat in the center of Eckhnar Harbor in Northern Laskidoor. Legends placed at least one of the Three living on that Island during the Sundering War, and old bedtime tales told to keep little children in line had one of Them still there. That Territory-wide earth tremors began in that location was definitely cause for some concern.

“A coincidence,” said Yaasume of Firnuzai suddenly, faint dismissiveness underscoring the statement.

Even as Chaos’ pull tugged him toward a tacit agreement with her, Cradhen did not believe in coincidences. Not where the Gifts were concerned.

Haaron ran his hands through ragged, unkempt hair. Cradhen wondered if the others noticed how much the man’s hands shook.

“Right now,” Haaron said, “three quarters of Central Laskidoor are a few tremors away from total devastation. The only thing that saved Iarth from much damage was the C-Creche. I thank the Three that no one lives on Eckhnar. It is ravaged.”

“And what do Laskidoor’s Consorts say?” Yaasume asked. Her question sounded off-handed, almost casual. Cradhen knew better than that. That question was on the tip of his own tongue. The four titled Holders of the four Cardinal Manors of Laskidoor were the second tier of rule in that Territory. They were supposed to represent the common folk of Laskidoor and should be very urgently requesting aid from their Hierarch.

Haaron pursed his lips, as if something sour sat on his tongue. “The Consorts are...out of their depth. They tried it; their desire to stay self-sufficient lasted two days.” He held a hand up as the others began to speak. “So, I invoked the Writ of Hierarchy before I left, and Rhandon speaks with my voice.” Haaron leaned forward, clasping his hands between his knees. “As I said before, I fear for my land.”

Cradhen was now actually thankful for the dark blue shadri his mother made him wear as a so-called punishment. It covered him from head to toe and was held in place with a beaten silver diadem. Through lace that covered his eyes and nose and allowed him to see, no one could notice the apprehension on his face.

Three quarters gone? The ramifications rippling from that fact grew larger and larger in Cradhen’s mind until he wondered why no one outside of the Laskidoor knew. And the Writ invoked? The Writ of Hierarchy temporarily made Laskidoor, a Territory governed in concert by the Council of Consorts and the Hierarch, a Sovereignty. In this moment, Haaron had the final and only word. Cradhen pressed his memories but could not recall a time when the Writ had been invoked anywhere in his lifetime.

And that Rhandon, not yet Ascended, spoke with his father’s voice was also noteworthy. As far as everyone present was concerned, a Keshkin not Ascended was still only barely out of childhood. Even more so because Rhandon would not reach his actual majority until eight days into Ascension, if Cradhen’s memory served him correctly.

He remembered the Heir of Laskidoor. Every other Ascension or so, Rhandon sought him out to share a glass of Cradhen’s favorite wine and a passing game of senet. He wondered how Rhandon was holding up under the strain of acting as his father’s voice. It couldn’t be easy for him; early on, Cradhen discovered it was an acute awkwardness around others that chased Rhandon in his direction. When the crowds of Keshkin became too close and cousins got too loud, the Heir of Laskidoor found the Steward of Alnyaghel Keep.

Cradhen’s father cleared his throat, barely moving the silence and what was left unsaid out of his way. Norio poured from his pitcher into a delicate glass goblet, shifted a bit in his chair and took a long sip. “That explains the reports we’ve gotten from the southwest,” he murmured, “Again, how many days has this gone on, Haaron?”

Haaron exhaled slowly. “The Great Tremor struck three days ago. I had to wait two more days until Rhandon arrived to come here...”

“Five days.”

Cradhen felt a frisson of discomfort drip down his spine at his father’s voice. Two words but said in the way that brothers shared things. Cradhen could see that Haaron understood what words Norio left behind.

“The Consorts initially refused aid from other Territories,” Haaron said, answering what was unasked. “Unanimously. Had the tremors ended within the day of that, we would have been able to recover quickly. But now—”

“Did you allow another referendum?” Norio asked.

“There better not be,” came a murmur from the group of Hierarchs. Cradhen placed the caustic voice as Yaasume yet again.

Haaron’s lip curled a bit at that remark. “No, and I won’t. No more time should be wasted on senseless votes.”

“Well,” Norio said, “you no longer need to fear for Laskidoor. I know that we,” and he indicated everyone else in the room, “will help.”

Cradhen knew he was included in that blanket statement and envisioned the days stretching before him. Ascension preparations and organizing aid to Laskidoor? With Sundering Week staring him down? Chaotic did not even begin to describe it.

“Find Sraidrha.” His father’s mental projection interrupted his thoughts and fitted faultlessly within the creases and folds of the other things Cradhen stored in his mind to keep himself sane.

Cradhen did not hesitate. He took a deep breath, clearing everything from the surface of his mind. He placed a hand gently on the moonstone pendant around his neck and engaged with his torpal Gift.

A curtain of opaque white dropped over his inner vision, a soft buzzing and crackling sound filled his ears, and the rich scent of wineflower enveloped him and blocked out his surroundings. His inner eyes opened and sought his sister in the crush of others occupying the Keep.

Wading through sights and sounds and scents of siblings and cousins, he found the faint trace of Sraidrha’s familiar Sigil, cinnamon, and nigella. He followed it carefully until he was literally halted by the walls of Alnyagel’s Sanctuary. A total rejection of his Gift; there was even a painful screech in the back of his mind. Damnation. Reviewing the day’s tasks, he recalled that she would be cleaning the vigil chamber of Sanctuary. Well, that would have to wait. She definitely would forgive the intrusion when she learned why she was being summoned.

He flinched, mentally yanked himself straight, and pushed forward, shoving his Sigil around the Ionan steel struts in the wall.
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Sanctuary

The sounds of a busy Keep faded behind Sraidrha while she made her way down the back corridor that led to the south garden.

She purposefully ignored all the voices, especially those that were talking about her in her rough spun, commoner clothes and the way she carried her own bucket down the hall. She didn’t have the time to entertain their shock that she was, once again, not behaving as the daughter of a Hierarch should behave. She wasn’t Norio’s daughter today. She was the Kalfa of Alnyagel, and she had too many things to do.

The thick, stifling air threatened to knock her flat after the coolness of indoors. Not even a heartbeat outside and already sweat was popping up on her forehead and prickling her scalp between her braids. The large ring of keys jingled at her side and the bucket she carried banged against her thigh as she picked her way down the pathway leading to Sanctuary. She would spend the rest of the morning preparing the vigil chamber inside for the Ascending Keshkin; the afternoon would be planning the menus for Eighth Night, the night of Betrothal.

She spun the three great locks on the unadorned door and waited until it slid aside.

Confident even in the pitch blackness, she waved her left hand over a small, palm sized piece of highly polished garnet set into the wall, and the Chaos lights on either side of the hall snapped to life, two by two, illuminating the rest of the way to the door of the vigil chamber. As with all of the inner doors of Sanctuary, no key would open this chamber. She detached the bejeweled pendant from the chain around her neck and fitted it into the center of the array of gears in the door. A turn to the right, and two to the left, and watched every gear turn in order. Soon, she heard the bolt slide open. As she stepped over the threshold, set with another large garnet, she heard the familiar buzz and snap again as each Chaos light flashed bright white around the walls. With the chamber fully lit, she halted in its center, put the bucket down and looked around, assessing the room’s condition before she got started.

The silence wrapped around her like a cool breeze, pushing the oppressive heat of outside out of her memory. Of course the room was as it had been left the previous year, with the exception of a light layer of dust that covered the white wooden benches set against each section of wall.

She looked up and noted that the vents that let in outdoor air were open, bringing in floral perfumes from the garden outside. The bit of sun shining through the vent melded with the inside light and converged in soft beams in the center of the room, right over the brazier, the chamber’s centerpiece.

Sraidrha knelt on the floor, made sure that the small braids that covered her head were secure in the bun atop her head, and dipped the small hand brush hanging from the bucket handle. She attacked the grout and tile in front of her in a well-practiced routine.

As she did every year, she started with the faded, reddish-blue stain next to the brazier that had been there for as long as she could remember. Every year she tried to remove it, and every year she failed. This would be the year she would succeed, even if it meant she had to scrub the bristles off the brush.

Her mind balked at the thought of exactly what the stain was made of, why it was there, and why the myriad of mixtures she’d concocted over time wouldn’t remove it. The logical portion of her mind mocked her.

It is blood, Sara. Keshkin blood. You see it on your sheets every two months, you know exactly what it looks like, how hard it is to clean it up. And you know why the blood of our family stains the floor of this Sanctuary.

Of course she knew. It was part of her family’s history.

This room made up the first original Sanctuary, built a few years before the ending of the Sundering War. What was now the Vigil Chamber was supposed to have been Kaede’s safe house, where she would remain safe and untouched throughout the duration of the War. When the tide of the War did not make her safety certain, she was moved to another Sanctuary.

And while the doors were open and she and her first born were being moved, someone Gifted had shed blood in this room, a room where Gifted were supposed to be protected from all harm.

In protest to that unconscionable, inconceivable thought, she attacked the stain with something she concocted in her own personal still room, taken from a dusty recipe page from ancient household records just that morning. Those servants who’d been talking about her would have had collective apoplexy to see her on her knees, scrubbing at the floor like one of them. Well, perhaps not, as only the Divine blooded could enter Sanctuary.

But certainly they would have gasped at the sweat trickling down her neck and under her arms. After all these years, some still thought the most strenuous thing she should have been doing was lifting a finger to signal someone to fill her teacup.

The scent of crushed winterbloom oil mixed with distilled spirits wrinkled her nose, but she scrubbed with the single-focused mind of the obsessed until the scuffling sound of the brush hypnotized her into forgetting everything else around her.

Then... finally. Finger-width by slow finger-width, the grout went from faded red-bluish purple to a paler blue. Adding the caustic called Kepher’s Tears was working. She ignored the crick in her neck, flung the two or three tiny braids that fell over her shoulder to her back again and triumphantly continued.

The vision of her comfortable couch, and that cup of tea she would enjoy after this carried her through until she realized that the loud, scraping sound wasn’t from her brush, but from a tile shifting loosely against the ancient grout.

She sat back, ancillary thoughts draining away like the fluid draining down the grate slightly left of the brazier. And, just as outrage over the idea that someone dared damage this sacred room could overwhelm her, she took a calming breath and focused on what was in front of her.

She carefully lifted the tile from its place and moved it to the side. The grout below, hundreds, maybe thousands of years old, had been dampened by her efforts into a dark gray paste. Perhaps, she thought, it really couldn’t take the effort she put into her scrubbing any longer. She added the task of acquiring a small pot of new grout to her running mental list. She pushed aside some of what was there and felt the earth under it, which was supposed to be packed solid, dipped softly under her fingertips.

And felt something hard and cold stop her touch. Snatching her hand back, she looked at the spot and saw the spark of something metallic in one of the finger depressions.

She didn’t like this. With two fingers, she scraped at the earth a little more and exposed the thing.

It was a... book. So, tiny; fashioned of metal. Silver, she thought as she ran her water-wrinkled fingertips over it, registering the oddly chilly feel. She’d never seen such a thing in her life. When she turned it around, she realized it really wasn’t a book, it was a box shaped like a book. On the top were a confusion of gears, similar to the ones on the door of Sanctuary. When she closed her fingers, it disappeared into the palm of her hand.

A miniature book. She examined it again, looking for a way to open it. She saw a tiny latch—that was firmly locked in place.

She sat back on her heels again and remembered the very first time she’d entered Sanctuary, right after her father gave her the pendant key. She’d had only fourteen years at the time and was staggered by the immense responsibility of being made Kalfa of Alnyagel Keep.

She remembered that she’d spent the entire night going over every bit of every room. She spent almost the whole night there. She could describe it in her sleep if needed. Never had she seen one disturbance of its pristine condition, with the sole exception of the small bloodstain that she’d just washed away. Then her mind turned some more, turned every corner precisely and led her to the only conclusion she could reach. And just as she reached out for the idea, she felt...

It, at the corners of her mind like butterfly wings brushing her skin. She even swiped at her forehead as if to wipe it away. After a few heartbeats the softness became a pricking feeling, like the tiniest of dressmaker pins slowly drilling away at the spot between her eyebrows.

Someone was actually looking for her, had found her and was trying to reach her. Whoever it was, they were being checked by the Ionan steel within the walls, as they should be. Interestingly, though the visual and audible Sigils couldn’t touch her, the scent of ripened grapes on the vine reached her through the vents, and the impression of burnt cinnamon tickled her nose.

Her lips quirked. Making herself more comfortable on the floor, she rearranged her thoughts again, this time to open her torpal center as much as she could. It was hard; her own Sigil bounced back at her like a tiny hammer from the inside, making her whole jaw vibrate painfully. Muttering an obscenity even as she rubbed the spot, she stood and began to turn for the door. She would step into the entryway and see why Cradhen needed to contact her so urgently.

As she did, her gaze fell on the brazier. Highly polished, made of the same steel that was everywhere around her, the sparkle drawing her eyes like a new coin attracted magpies.

No. It was her Gift that felt the attraction, turning toward it like a flower toward the sun. How was that possible?

Fascinating, she thought as she hiked up her skirts to her knees and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of it.

She saw her own reflection in the bright metal, as she always had in the past. Then she saw her Sigil swirling around her, an almost physical, smoky thing. That which identified her as Sraidrha to other Keshkin wafted through the air in a slow, delicate dance, seen only through her inner eye. Sharp and sweet like cinnamon and bitter like nigella. Unbidden, ropes of pale blue blossoms twined around the bark of the thin cinnamon tree in her mind’s eye, the stamen of crystalline shades moving toward the scratching in the corner of her mind.

That was new. She’d never actually seen her Sigil like that before.

Have others done this? What happened when they did? And why?

“Wow. Those are a lot of questions, sister.”

Her Sigil locked on her brother’s. It was as familiar as every other breath she took. The light crackling sound, the fuzzy white- gray pattern that overtook her inner vision was easy for her to identify.

“Well, I mean, why would you cause yourself a headache and a half to get to me?”

“Sara, I know you are busy.” Her brother’s torpal voice had a muffled quality to it, like there was cotton stuck in her ears. “But Father needs you here.”

She thought for a moment, trying to remember exactly what time it was. Then she blinked. “During a meeting of the Brethren? What’s happening?”

“I will tell you when you get here. But I wager a half bushel of your favorite tea that you have never seen Mother so bereft of speech in your entire life.” The amusement in her brother’s voice was tinged with an underlying tension. He was trying to distract her from the point.

“Cradhen you’d better tell me now.”

She heard a light chuckle. “Not a chance.”

“Well, you’ll have to give me a moment or two. I can’t come into such a meeting looking like a bag of old rags and string.”

There was a moment of silence, then; “I’ve bought you a few moments with Father. Change. Hurry, though. I think Mother will come up for air soon. And this time it is not to ask me if I am aware of the terem tradition of head coverings. By the way, you should see how she decided to cure me of my forgetfulness.”

“A shadri?”

“It’s actually rather lovely.”

She stowed the tiny box in a pocket for later inspection. Sraidrha scrambled to her feet and headed for the door. She almost forgot the bucket and brush on her way. She almost forgot the disturbed tile and earth beneath it.

Almost. Not even a summons to a meeting of the blood- related Hierarchs would make her forget herself entirely. She replaced the earth with a well-placed pat and fit the no longer stained tile back.
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Unspoken

Sraidrha slammed open her wardrobe and found presentable clothes. And, of course, she remembered to cover her head with a small thin scarf before sprinting from her room.

She heard the Hierarch of Firnuzai in the midst of a harangue as she entered as quietly as she could. The group looked up at the interruption even as Cradhen’s torpal voice whispered, “Your hair.”

Tucking stray braids under her scarf and behind her ears, Sraidrha greeted her parents, uncles and aunts, slapping a polite and curious look on her face.

“Are they even breathing?” She asked Cradhen, as she eyed the Defenders of the Hierarchs present standing along the walls of the room.

To Sraidrha’s mind, Defenders were about as useful as thumbs on a foot. Not once in her entire life had she heard of a Hierarch requiring Defending against anything. But there they were—and she sighed inwardly—Traditionally.

“I believe so, though I am not sure of that stick bug who watches over Yaasume.”

As she took stock of the rest of the tableau, the other Hierarchs moved from their comfortable places to a low table strewn with papers and vellum. It was almost incongruous to watch them sit on cushions and low chairs around the table, these supposedly noble individuals. Then she examined each small frown and grew even more curious.

Her uncle Haaron stood looking out of one of the tall windows, his whole body held so rigidly that she could see the vibrations in his shoulders. That definitely was not a good sign.

“This couldn’t wait for the rest of the Hierarchy?” She asked Cradhen as she sat on a stool placed beside her brother. She turned to him and suddenly had to bite her tongue to keep from laughing. Draped in cubits of dark blue cloth, Cradhen looked like a statue ready for storage. “Guess you won’t forget your cap again,” she quipped.

“Never again. Mother even suggested I nail this to my head as she watched them put this damn drop cloth over me.”

“Well, at least you gave your poor attendants something to do. She still hasn’t figured out that this isn’t the punishment she had in mind, does she?” Drop cloth or not, the shadri gave Cradhen the isolation he most sought as he moved through crowds of people.

“She thinks all of her children are vain as bloody sunblossoms”

“We are, with few exceptions. Anyway, why could this meeting not wait for the others to arrive?”

Cradhen shifted a bit on his chair. “They wanted to keep this to themselves for the moment.”

“Keep what to themselves?”

“So many questions!” Cradhen mentally clicked his tongue. “Just listen. I guarantee your answers will be forthcoming.” He was trying for gentle amusement. The attempt fell flat on her senses.

“Why?” She persisted.

“Trust me?”

“Cradhen has wisely asked Sraidrha to join us,” Norio offered to the others by way of explanation. “We’ll need her knowledge of daily Keep activities and capabilities to augment Cradhen’s expertise.”

Yaasume spoke, picking up the tail end of whatever diatribe she’d been flinging at Haaron. Sraidrha inwardly winced at the waspish tone in the woman’s voice. “Haaron, you’ve just told us that your Territory has suffered the worst earth tremors that I am sure any of us have heard of! Laskidoor’s crop rotation alone has probably been thrown into complete disarray, hasn’t it?”

Nirigana of Iona heaved a healthy sigh and leaned back in his chair, rubbing at the back of his neck. A black, iridescent hummingbird landed on his shoulder, tilting its head back and forth. It was the first time Sraidrha had seen a bhakti look... troubled. She glanced around at the other Gifted animals in the room. They were shifting anxiously; cats circling their charges, the singular hound lying as close to Hafsa’s lounging chair as she could, ears twitching slightly and tail intermittently thumping on the floor.

After the moment it spent on Nirigana’s shoulder, his bird flew off and joined the other birds near a window full of sunlight, buzzing as if they were having a meeting of their own.

Cradhen shifted slightly. “Yaasume has this annoying habit of picking at a subject the same way a scavenger picks over rotten food. She has been at it for a fair clip already.”

Sraidrha answered, “Did I hear correctly? Earth tremors in Laskidoor? The entire crop rotation out of time?”

“Yes, and apparently these...tremors cannot be Controlled. Remember the report of strange rumbling we had from the North?” He glanced over at Sraidrha. Before Yaasume interrupted, Cradhen qualified his earlier words, “This is what Haaron told us, in his words.”

Sraidrha listened while he repeated Haaron’s announcement, in the same cadence and tone. He kept his mental voice low, almost whispering, so that she could maintain her attention on the other conversation.

“How dare your silly group of Consorts think of denying charity when their own children will soon be starving?” Yaasume snapped, her voice moving through Cradhen’s recitation like dull shears through thick batting.

“I fear for my land,” Cradhen finished as the last few words of Yaasume’s speech faded away.

Sraidrha delicately cleared her throat to gather attention. Heads turned her way, some expressions clearly relieved. As she stood, her gaze settled on the pile on the table. “Are these the raw figures, Divinities?” she asked simply.

Norio handed her the topmost sheet. While she returned to her seat and studied the numbers and words, Sraidrha heard Yaasume continue to pick at her elder brother.

“Right now, your people are in a state of panic, are they not? I thought as much. Your Consorts do not have the wit to close their mouths when outside in the rain, let alone decide what is best for the whole Territory. And I’ll place a healthy bet that they are taking care of their own first.”

“Yaasume,” Nirigana interrupted, “this is not—.”

Yaasume held up a hand. “Haaron, they all need your guidance. In times like these, a Hierarch does not allow people their precious Referendum. A Hierarch simply takes control and does what is best for all. This is our first responsibility.”

Haaron finally turned from the window. Sraidrha was struck by her uncle’s appearance again. Ridden hard and stabled wet would be an apt description.

His voice was as ragged as his appearance as he shot back, “And that is why I exercised the Writ, Yaasume!” His steps brought him back to his chair. He sat, leaning his head against the back. “I had to allow the first referendum. Sovereignty may work in Firnuzai, but in Laskidoor, the people would not tolerate it under any circumstances.”

“He’s right,” Sraidrha murmured torpally. “And yet, Yaasume is also correct.”

She continued to read the report:

Almost all the fallow fields are damaged. The crop rotation is disrupted. All reserves appear to be going to help those without resources, those near the center of the disturbance.

Cradhen asked, “Can we help them?”

“Of course, but not by ourselves. Look at the damage done to the countryside.”

“Look at yourself, Haaron.” Yaasume’s bird-like squawk scraped over Sraidrha’s nerves. “You can’t even dress as befits a Hierarch!”

That caught Sraidrha’s attention completely, only because it was the most irrelevant comment that she’d heard in quite some time.

Norio finally rounded on Yaasume. “That is quite enough!” Cradhen and Sraidrha blinked at the sudden fierceness in their father’s usually calm and level voice. Then stared further when Yaasume melted back onto her cushion, hands folded on the table, calm, quiescent, as if she’d never opened her mouth.

“You know, sister, it is impolite to stare at a Hierarch like that,” Cradhen whispered.

Sraidrha discreetly elbowed him to be quiet.

“Your pardon, Brethren.” Deshiro of Vadheen finally spoke up. Sraidrha noted that, as usual, he’d been watching and listening to the others—his way of gathering information before offering his own opinion.

He gave his only sister a studied glare before turning to Haaron. “Brother, how much of your crop land has been devastated?” he asked softly, kindly, but pragmatically. “How many seasons has it put you back? Which export crops are affected? Are there livestock left? Are those,” and he pointed to the paper in Sraidrha’s hand, “really the most recent numbers?”

Sraidrha felt sorry for Haaron for the barrage of questions until Norio said, “These are the questions we should be asking, Yaasume, not the nonsense you’ve been spouting.” He ignored that Hierarch’s bristling with a purposeful turn of his head. “Haaron, I know you’ve got a terrible weight on your shoulders. You’re finally able to speak freely; and we are here to listen to you. Tell us what you need.”

Haaron pulled a scrap of paper from his trouser pocket and carefully smoothed it on his thigh. “I expect an additional report from the Heir at any time.” He halted and ran his hand through lank hair. “This,” he held up the paper, “is a casualty list he sent me this morning. It lists those who have Passed that held positions of import.”

Sraidrha continued to review the papers they had, as her father handed them to her, while Cradhen let his pen run smoothly over the paper on his lap desk, following Haaron as he told of the numbers of essential workers who were dead. Of merchants who didn’t have time to leave the city and were stranded.

The Hierarchy would have to move fast, Sraidrha knew. Once those moving through Laskidoor were able to leave the Territory, word would spread. It would be best if they were in the process of assisting Laskidoor when the news hit a critical number of people.

Haaron started pacing. “Some cattle holders couldn’t move their stock to safety in time, so yes, the livestock counts are very low,” he started. “Rhandon estimates that two-fifths are gone. He has released some of our private stock to help. The fallow fields will have to be re-planted in some holdings. The tuber crop is entirely a loss.” He suddenly released a ripe curse, crumpled the paper in one fist and pitched it to the floor.

He pulled both hands through his hair again. “Norio, your two children have it all in front of them. As much as my Consorts would rather it be different, I’m asking for assistance. All you can give. As quickly as I can arrange it...”

He turned toward the door, took two long strides, spitting the rest of his words out as he made for the door. “Now, while my Heir is endeavoring to manage the entire Territory in my absence, I need to contact him and make sure his sanity is still intact.” He shoved out, leaving the echo of his boot heels in his wake.
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Family Ties

In the time it took for the others to recover, Cradhen realized that Alnyagel could offer but a fraction of the aid that Laskidoor needed, if the reports were indeed complete.

He gave his sister a look. She was frowning at the stack of papers on the table. He looked in her eyes and saw that she was scanning over a part of the report, over and over, as if she were trying to commit it to memory. He started to reach for her torpally but was distracted as his gaze crossed over their mother. He changed what he’d been about to say. “The Kisasi will not be so moved by all of this.”

Hafsa looked uncomfortable. Kisasi was a fractious Realm, enduring intermittent natural disasters throughout each year. The Hierarchs there had learned to keep their lands in check and took immense pride in their Control. Knowing what he did of the other three Hierarchs of Kisasi, their advantage would be the first thing brought up, to Haaron’s detriment.

Then Deshiro spoke again, smoothly bringing up that exact thought. “We need a plan of action before we place this before the others. There are some in the East who are going to be quite... difficult.”

From the corner of his eye, Cradhen saw his mother stiffen. “Mother must be sick,” Sraidrha said. “She normally would have swiped Deshiro’s teeth and tongue out for disparaging her Realm like that.”

“Yet, where is the lie?” Cradhen said. “She can’t say anything because she knows it is true. Besides, if she opens her mouth, everyone else will remember that Kisasi does have more than enough emergency stores to take care of all Laskidoor’s needs and more.”

Hafsa stood. The Hierarch of Ivardakka smoothed her skirts, the ivory cotton falling heavily to the floor. “I must confer with my own Brethren on this matter,” she said. “Since we have experience with tremors, among other things, I believe we can coordinate some solutions quickly.” Despite her conciliatory words, the frost in her voice would have killed every living thing had it been literal.

Norio gave his wife a long look. “If you need more specific figures, you can seek out Sraidrha or Cradhen as you need.”

“She will never seek me out,” Cradhen thought bitterly. Her dismissive gaze as it passed over him confirmed it; she didn’t believe he had two wits left to rub together after... Cradhen inwardly shook himself. This wasn’t the time to rehash old misconceptions.

Hafsa nodded, and gave her husband a slight bow, acquiescing supremacy under his roof. Spine as stiff as the Metal in her Control, rather than walking from the room.

As Norio acknowledged her exit with a thoughtful glance, Nirigana said, “I don’t think Haaron should speak in full Council.”

Strategizing had commenced. Cradhen leaned forward while Sraidrha dipped her head back to the papers in front of her.

“No, he shouldn’t,” Norio agreed, “and I don’t believe he will protest if we tell him so. I can imagine his desire to ask the Kisasi for anything is incredibly low.”

Yaasume stood and moved toward the ball of paper Haaron abandoned. Dipping gracefully, she picked it up and smoothed it out again. Reading a bit, she pursed her lips and sat in Haaron’s old chair. “The Kisasi are going to ask an insultingly high price for their help.”

No one bothered to comment; it was, after all, what they were all thinking.

Nirigana stood and began to pace restlessly. Cradhen wished he could do the same. With this added to his list, he would need more than an hour to prepare each day.

“Norio...,” Yaasume said quietly, “Haaron said he could not—”

The mental pressure in the room suddenly dipped. “I heard him.”

“But that means he—,”

Norio raised his hand, succinctly cutting her off. “We will let Khafre deal with that when he gets here.”

Cradhen felt the heaviness increase, as if the Brethren were burying so many emotions by force of will. It made the back of his neck itch, and he noticed Sraidrha shifting a bit in her seat.

“When is Khafre coming?” Nirigana wanted to know.

“He’ll slide in here the day before First Day, as usual,” Deshiro said. “You know he has to make sure every one of our children in his care is tucked in and safe before he leaves Aravindha.”

“Khafre should preempt the Kisasi,” Nirigana suddenly muttered, unintentionally echoing the words Cradhen was going to slip into Sraidrha’s mind.

His sister raised her head to follow the conversation more closely. Good, now he wouldn’t have to scribble down every single word. Every eye blink, every nuance, would Sraidrha pack into her formidable mind.

Norio shook his head. “No. Their assistance needs to be voluntary. Haaron won’t accept any forced charity.” He turned his gaze on his daughter, his blue eyes darkened seriously. “Sraidrha, exactly when are the other Hierarchs scheduled to appear?”

Never caught flat-footed, Sraidrha spoke quietly. “Within the next six days we will have the rest of the Hierarchy in attendance as well as the Heirs who will arrive with their parents. And yes, I do believe that Divinity Khafre will be here the evening before First.”

“You realize,” Deshiro continued, “that Hafsa’s Horde is going to shove Haaron’s Referendum in his face? Yaasume’s lecture will be nothing compared to what they’ll say.”

Everyone glared at Yaasume. She snorted and waved her hand dismissively. “Oh, that performance was to give him a taste of what will come from their forked tongues. To see how he’ll behave. Now we know.” She shuddered. “Do you all really think I would criticize him when he looks so...?” She waved her hand helplessly. “I can’t even describe it!”

“And, when Akhillas repeats what you succinctly said,” Deshiro countered, “in his utterly endearing way, Haaron is going to yank out and wrap that forked tongue around his neck.”

Yaasume smiled slowly; Deshiro grinned back.

“And these are our elders,” Cradhen told his sister irreverently. 

Sraidrha said, “Tell me you wouldn’t pay a good coin to see it.”

“Of course I would. However, I really want to see what is spinning in your head about which you are unwilling to speak? What have you seen in that report that no one else has?”

Without warning, Nirigana slapped the table in front of a brooding Norio. Sraidrha gave a slight jump, and Cradhen cursed to himself and caught his tiny inkwell before it spilled.

“Stop glowering, Norio,” the Ionan Hierarch said. “It makes you look like and ugly goat and you know good and well that Laskidoor will get the help it needs. If Kisasi doesn’t want to disgorge it, the rest of us will.”

“Oh I know,” Norio answered. “And the Kisasi will open up their coffers when I’m through with them. I’m just thinking on Haaron’s children, and not just Rhandon.”

“The children will be fine,” Yaasume said softly. “I’m sure Haaron would not have left Rhandon to rule with the Writ in hand had he not been confident in his Heir. The other two are in Aravindha. The fact that we’ve heard nothing about Rihala tells us she’s doing well under Khafre’s care and Iren... well,” her mouth gave a tiny, wicked twist. “Considering the mountain of food I know you’ve prepared; little Iren will be more than fine.”

Everyone, every single person stared at the sudden change in her tone. She’d gone from harridan to sweet auntie in between heartbeats, complete with dimpled smile.

Deshiro said quietly. “You are a madwoman, Yaasume. Truly mad.”

“That comes from being the only sister in a brood of hard- headed brothers.” She stood and straightened her already perfectly straight kimun. “If I don’t keep you creatures on your toes, you would go blundering into making all of the mistakes.”

Sraidrha couldn’t quite muffle the snicker that escaped. She did manage to deliver to her elders a look of complete innocence when they turned her way.

Nirigana snorted, shook his head and poured out of Norio’s pitcher. Taking a healthy swallow, he made a horrendous face. “Oh, dear sweet Mother of us all. No wonder you’re grouchy. Don’t you even sweeten your juice, Norio?”

“Akhillas raised the price of sugar last month. It’s too expensive these days to waste the money on me. And I hate honey.”

Nirigana stared at him. “Waste...you are serious, aren’t you?” He looked at Sraidrha who shrugged. “Well, I have something you should try. Sweet Kaede, this is piss water! I know you can no longer drink spirits, but this is just pure nonsense.” He made a rude noise. “Too expensive indeed.”

“Send me whatever you have, I’ll try anything.” Norio waved his hand distractedly.

“Already done.” Nirigana gestured.

A young boy stepped away from a shadowed section of the room. Cradhen eyed him speculatively. Something about the boy captured his attention. He wasn’t sure if it was the shape of his eyes or the way he tilted his head slightly as he moved from the room.

“Can that boy hold his tongue?” Deshiro asked, following the youngster with his eyes. “He’s very young.”

“Have you found the secret of Ionan steel yet?” Nirigana shrugged. “Sparrow in training. He can hold his tongue.” He turned back to Norio, who was still worrying his bottom lip with his teeth. “What else are you worried about?”

“How did Haaron keep things so quiet?” Norio whispered. “I understand the Barriers hid a great deal, and the rumbling we caught in the East was dismissed as nothing of import. If those tremors reached Kharbinia through a weak Barrier...”

Cradhen heard the click of the door opening before his father’s gaze lifted. Razia, Kharbinia’s First Defender took something from the page at the door. The woman walked over and handed Norio an unlocked message carrier. As Norio read the message within, he looked up suddenly. “Do you think any of the others know?”

“The mountains are in the way.” Deshiro shook his head. “Hmm.” Norio bent back to the message and became utterly engrossed.

When he finished, he stared at nothing for a heartbeat. Then, after realizing everyone was staring, Norio cleared his throat and stood.

“Deshiro,” he said, “I need to speak to you privately.”

Deshiro leaned forward. “What is it?” he asked in what Cradhen knew to be his serious voice, the one that halted the forward motion of anyone who heard it. “Is it in relation to L- Laskidoor?”

Interesting question. Especially the way he phrased it and the tumble his tongue took around the Territory’s name.

“Yes and no,” Norio said. “Trust me, this should be private.” He read a few more lines on the message and then folded it. Cradhen noted the muscle twitching in her father’s jaw.

“Norio?” Yaasume asked. “Is something else wrong?”

Norio considered a moment. His glaze slid toward Deshiro. Cradhen could practically hear the torpal conversation. Then, Deshiro gave a small nod.

Sighing, the Hierarch of Kharbinia said, “Personally, I don’t see this as a problem. Others might not be so generous.” He smiled a bit then looked at the others. “According to this, we will be receiving special visitors. It will be their first time attending a Keshkin gathering.”

Cradhen saw Deshiro stiffen right after Norio mentioned ‘their first time’.

“Just spit it out, Norio,” Deshiro said wearily, scrubbing at his face. “I assume that it’s from Mayah?”

The rest of the Hierarchs began to shift uncomfortably at the question.

Mayah. Cradhen’s mind suddenly blanked at that name. His memory scrambled to catch up. Mayah was in Laskidoor. She’d been Deshiro’s Solace at one point. Then she married and became—

“What is going on?” Sraidrha asked him.

He thought for a minute, wondering how to frame it so Sraidrha didn’t fall from her chair in an unladylike heap. “If I understand what Father is not saying, someone Deshiro... knows will be coming to Ascension.”

“And I take it you know who it is?”

Oh, he knew. He forgot for a moment that he knew, but... “Yes.”

Norio was speaking and Cradhen missed the first part of what he said “... is coming in Rhandon’s retinue.”

He didn’t miss Deshiro’s reaction though. The man froze and a fixed, blank look crossed his face as he visibly tried to reorient his world. “Here?” He said, his voice strained.

Here, indeed, Cradhen thought. 

“Yes. For Ascension.”

“And I assume these are the people Deshiro knows?” Sraidrha asked, in that lovely way she had of mentally poking him in the shoulder.

Cradhen gave an indelicate snort in her mind. “Knows is an understatement. They’re his children.”

He felt Sraidrha’s mind go completely blank at that. Publicly, Deshiro had no spouse or children to speak of. It was common knowledge among some members of the family that he had back- blanket children dotted here and there across the Realms. The actual number was unknown, but rumor ran from one to at least a full score. However, according to what Cradhen did know, these children were all past Manifestation age.

Apparently, he didn’t know as much as he thought. His father had said for Ascension, not during Ascension.

Norio handed the message over to his brother. “Here, you read it. She–the girl–addressed it to me. Very polite, quite appropriate, but the message is clear.”

“And very forward, I wager,” This came from Yaasume. “Comes by that honestly, I expect,” This from Nirigana, who ignored the sharp look of caution Norio gave him.

Ignoring them all, Deshiro bent to the piece of paper. Cradhen watched him read, then watched as he folded the message carefully, smoothing each crease with his fingers.

“Yes,” Deshiro said hoarsely, “the message is quite clear. Do you mind if I keep this?” Cradhen had never heard such a tentative tone come from a Hierarch. “Of course,” Norio said. Then, looking around at everyone else, he said briskly. “Let’s adjourn and get back to the joy of preparing for Ascension. Cradhen, Sraidrha, please meet me in my office as soon as you’ve completed your tasks for the day, we need to come up with a plan for Laskidoor to present to the full Hierarchy.” Norio then wiped his expression clear of anything other than a pleasant smile.

The other Brethren did the same. He heard Nirigana murmur something in Yaasume’s ear as they all moved toward the door and heard her healthy chuckle. Obfuscation, Cradhen thought, to keep the people outside from wondering why a group of Hierarchs were huddled in a room together for longer than a half hour. He heard Sraidrha take a deep breath when everyone was gone and felt the pressure release and flow away from her.

Cradhen closed the doors behind the last Defender, and then leaned back against them. He raised his hand and took the circlet and shadri from his head, flung them on the nearest chair.

Sraidrha said aloud what they both were thinking. “We can’t help Laskidoor until we know what the Kisasi will say.” She collapsed in the chair atop the dark blue cloth and rubbed her temples. “They are the ones with the most to give.”

“Yes,” Cradhen answered, “but how much will the others get them to disgorge.”

Sraidrha gave an annoyed sound. “They’re so stingy. I hope Father can convince Mother to keep them in line.”

Cradhen flopped into the deep cushions of another seat. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “I’ve a feeling that Father won’t show his hand to the others until he knows that they’re giving their fair share. You know how he is.” Norio was unflinchingly fair. He always gave people a chance to either do good or hang themselves.

“And after? How much can we give them?”

“Not much. Not and host Ascension as Tradition dictates.” “And Ascension must continue.”

Cradhen’s scratchy voice echoed around the room, sounding weary to his own ears. “You already have the numbers.” It wasn’t a question.

Sraidrha gave him a smile. “The base numbers. I can put ten beans together and tell you what happens if I take away three, but I’ll leave all the detailed calculations to you. We could sit down together and figure out the final tally after I’m done with Sanctuary.”

He apologized for interrupting that task, and then smiled, leaning forward slowly and gesturing. “You have a smudge on your nose.”

“What?” She sat straight up and scrubbed at the offending spot. “You let me sit there looking like I’ve been shoveling shit around?” She tried to glare at him but failed miserably at the naked mischief in his eyes.

“Oh, language! Mother was insane about it, you know, but she dared not say a word and draw more attention to it.” He shrugged. “Besides, Father knew where you were, so I do not think he expected a completely perfect vision of Keshkin femininity.”

Sraidrha rolled her eyes, even as she rolled the papers up and tucked them under her arm. “Let me finish my work. You go spend the rest of the afternoon haunting the dry cellars and supply wagons. Do you mind if I transfer some of the tasks on my list to you?”

“You have not told me what was written in that report that had you in such a mental uproar.” Thankfully, Cradhen was the only one who knew exactly how diverse her foul language lexicon could be, for he could see the unspoken obscenities in her eyes.

“You haven’t finished telling me about Deshiro’s children,” she countered.

“You go first.”

She made a face, then suddenly gave him a thoughtful look as she made her way back to the chair. “I’m sure–no, I’m positive– that Haaron has kept this from the others.” She shuffled a few of the parchment and vellum pieces around. “I don’t know why. But I do know it would have sucked all the air from the room if he had told them.”

Cradhen’s brow furrowed, his gaze flicking between the rolled paper under her arm and her face.

She moved to a table beside one of the windows and moved goblets and teacups out of her way. Slapping the stack of papers down, she unrolled and spread the scroll from under her arm and weighed it down with the small, polished river stones she always kept in her pocket for that purpose. She moved her finger across the large page until she found the spot she wanted.

She spoke in a whisper, as if she were afraid that someone would hear through the thick, impenetrable door:

In an attempt to Control the tremors, I visited the Crèche of Laskidoor. As I started to draw energy from the heart of the Creche, as I always do, I realized that something was wrong. I looked closer and discovered a small, finger-length inclusion in the depths of the stone, near where the agate and aquamarine joined. I have no explanation for this anomaly.

Cradhen gasped; she nodded, then continued:

It is for this reason above all others that I invoked the Writ and came here. I have not informed my Consorts. I do not intend to.

If my Territory is to survive the current calamity, we desperately need outside assistance. The only others who are aware of this particular situation are my pratham Defender and the Heir. It will remain this way, for obvious reasons.

But I need answers. Determine a course of action, Brethren, before the Balance breaks and things become untenable.

Cradhen had even less difficulty than Sraidrha with using foul language. He made use of all of the words. “A crack in the Crèche?” he said finally, disbelievingly, keeping his voice low though he wanted to shout. “How is that possible?”

Created by the Hierarch upon Inheritance, the Creche was the connection between the Gift Divine and the Hierarch. And that connection was somehow damaged.

“I don’t know and I’m sure I don’t want to find out.” Sraidrha sighed. “It isn’t our place to speak on this. Haaron gave it to Father and will address it when he is ready and not before.”

He leaned back again and saw the conflict in Sraidrha’s expression.

She must have seen the thoughts working behind his eyes, because she said, “I know, Cradhen, but this is something for the Hierarchs to handle. Father has given us our task—numbers and organization. And numbers and organization are what we will deal with.” She put a hand on his arm. “It’s the best we can do.”

Cradhen blinked at her for a moment, then shook his head free of his ruminations. “Fine,” he said reluctantly.

“So... it’s your turn. Tell me about these mystery children that are threatening to upend all of our Ascension plans.”

He snorted. “Can you fit a taste of quickbeer into your schedule?”

“The newest shipment?” Sraidrha shrugged and gave her brother a crooked smile, “I suppose we must make sure it is palatable.”

They started to pick up the papers when Cradhen discovered an unopened message carrier on the floor, under the table. Upon first glance, he saw Laskidoor’s Seal. He swiped it up, shook it, heard the rattle inside and piled it with the rest. He would go through this mess and try to make order of it after he explained the intricacies of Deshiro’s new family.
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Foundations Shattered

Anyone who saw him would think Cradhen was uncomfortable, seated at an angle in the overstuffed chair, book in lap and goblet in hand.

The position was perfect as far as he was concerned. He could see the door, most of his room, and look out of the window at the bustle below. No one could catch him unaware in this position. He set up his room for his own peace of mind. He had the bed put in a corner so that he could also see every bit of the space between it and the door. His desk as well, set in the opposite corner.

A simple assortment of three trunks held his clothing-no wardrobe for anyone to hide in. The most detailed change to this room, however, was his bathing chamber. It was its own small room, created by knocking out a wall and taking advantage of a small room that was already hiding there, covered over centuries ago. It was a place where he could lock himself up if ever he felt unsafe.

The room was his own Sanctuary; and there would be no opportunity for anyone or anything to violate it. Outside of his window, marred only by a small, hairline crack, he saw dozens of people roaming about in every direction, some purposeful, some as aimlessly as herd beasts, He could identify most of them by sight alone. The blinding array of colors from arriving Keshkin and their retinues, flashing in and out in Synchric jumps, clashing with the foliage in the courtyard and with each other, hurt his eyes and threatened the calm he selfishly treasured.

Baggage wagons; rolled toward the kitchens. The rest of the carriages and litters and vardhoes fought for preeminence on the circular pattern in the flagstones that led from the Keshkin Road to Alnyagel’s entrance. Each time one of them opened, he held his breath, only to exhale when it was someone he knew and with whom he had no concerns.

The ink-dark hair of his oldest brother, Kharbinia’s Heir, stood out, as he climbed from his carriage, accompanied by a pair of perfectly matched, light-haired women, his Solaces. He saw Birith’s tilt up to look toward his window; Cradhen gave his brother a crooked smile and raised his hand in mock salute. Birith was just far enough out of his range of good vision that Cradhen couldn’t read his reaction.

Nearer to the entrance he saw Tsu, Heir of Iona, greeting his best friend and cousin Arjuna, Heir of Estrahna. Cradhen managed to smile; now that these two boon companions were together, the tidbits of gossip would no longer be boring.

Ascension be damned, but he wanted all of them—siblings, cousins, aunts, and uncles—gone. They snatched at the air he needed to breathe, no matter how many walls separated him from them. He could feel them everywhere.

Then a bright shade, unlike any other shade in his memory, caught at his periphery. Cradhen turned his head a bit to confirm what he saw. Something nasty and icy cold suddenly ran ephemeral, terrible, sharp nails down the nape of his neck, down the bumps of his spine. A tiny whirlwind of memories spun up from the dark corner. With an inward curse, he pushed those memories back where they came from.

He watched the brother who possessed that cloud of turquoise-colored hair, like freshly dyed, unspun Firnuzai wool, approach the entrance. No, that wasn’t right. Sobekh assaulted the entrance, as if he would batter the door down, ignoring everyone who backed out of his path.

Cradhen thought his heart would jump completely out of his chest. He took another sip of orchid wine, ignoring the shaking of his hand.

For nine years, including the first year he came home to Alnyagel, he managed to hold on to his composure whenever he saw Sobekh. It was a close thing, but he managed it. Why did this year have to be one where that composure cracked and trembled, in the same way he was sure that Laskidoor was moving?

He wanted everyone gone. Every single one of these invaders.

He wouldn’t be able to do it.

Welcoming people who were most certainly not welcome with open arms and falsely smiling lips, while Sobekh—

Listening to one more laugh like carrion birds cackling, while Sobekh—

Trying to ignore this particular older brother, while Sobekh walked about with that contemptuous look on his miserable face.

The sneer that almost permanently twisted those lips was familiar as well. Cradhen could even hear the incessant, overloud chatter of his retinue, following him like guider fish, above the rest of the noise. He shuddered and finally dipped his head toward the book in his lap.

He could do this. He couldn’t.

He didn’t feel the prick of the glass until he felt the chilled wine and saw a drop of warm blood land on the page he’d been reading, felt it and the wine running down his wrist. He looked down. The goblet was shattered, and a stinging pain finally banished the intrusive thoughts. He did not even remember contracting the muscles of that hand. He opened it and let the pieces fall on the floor, then plucked out the shard in his palm, placing it carefully on the table next to the window. The blue of his blood and the orange of the wine mixed and refracted off the glass pieces in a weird, wild darkness, almost black and as ominous as the sense of dread that lived in his breast pocket.

He flung himself out of the chair, feeling vaguely like a headless chicken. This would not do. He had to do this, maintain this mask of false serenity for at least twenty more days. Just twenty more days, then they would all leave, and he would be safe again.

He banished the vision of bright blue-green hair and looked for something to wind around his hand to stop the bleeding. Rambling one-handed through his smallest trunk, he found a white neck cloth that served the purpose, then he sat heavily at his desk. He tried to drown himself in the ledger on his worktable. Damn it to Oblivion. The neatly printed rows of numbers and words started to blur on the page before his eyes with each heartbeat.

And he could... hear that damned Sobekh’s voice carrying over the others at the entrance, demanding preeminence as if he were one of the Hierarchs.

The pen snapped in his hand. He flung it to the desktop.

Always. It was always like this. When there were too many bodies prowling around Alnyagel, only when he was forced by Tradition and common courtesy to listen to that melodious voice, did he feel those rats scuttling around his feet again. Ten years removed; he felt them as if they were with him now. Could practically feel their rough fur, hear their wild chittering.

Did he smell the cold, wet dampness of the foundation wall? Did he hear the dark chuckling?

A sunbeam reflected off a piece of glass on the table in front of him. He allowed the rainbow prism to distract him as much as it could.

The door opened and his trembling increased. He’d forgotten—how could he have forgotten to keep his face to the door! He wanted to shriek and throw something at the invader. He bent his head deeper into the ledger book, but he knew it wouldn’t work, especially since his heartbeat was skittering so quickly, he could feel his tunic move.

A hand quietly placed on the edge of the desk crept into view, gently preparing him for the further intrusion of another person.

“All of this will be finished soon,” Norio said in his softest voice.

Cradhen looked up. The blue eyes of his father, much like his own, dark with understanding, always, always, always banished the rats, the cold, the laughter, and his fear. He swallowed the desperate protest that welled in his throat and answered in the way he was most comfortable.

He threw out his Sigil perfunctorily then spoke directly into Norio’s mind; “It will feel like a hundred years. I wonder sometimes why it is Alnyagel that must host Ascension. And then I remembered. It is your excuse to pay the servants more.”

Norio chuckled as he pulled a chair over.

Cradhen felt his father’s Control of Quiescence as he worked, dropping it around Cradhen like a soft, weighted cloak. Finally, the breath that choked him loosened slowly.

After straddling the chair backwards, Norio’s eyes grew shadowed. “I came to speak with you about Deshiro’s twins.” He told his son what he hadn’t revealed in the meeting of the Brethren about the twins.

Cradhen held his peace for a moment as he absorbed that news. “I thought so.” he finally asked aloud.

“I’d like for you and Sara to look after them. Help them feel welcome.”

Cradhen tore his eyes away from the wall and stared at his father, mute. All of his words were just gone again, fleeing to the shadows under his bed.

Norio looked at him carefully. “Is that too much?”

The light in the room suddenly hurt his eyes. “M-may I think about it?”

Norio nodded carefully. “Of course.”

Cradhen sighed. “You have already promised Uncle Deshiro.”

“It’s a very delicate situation. The Hierarchy and Heirs are aware of them, as are you and now Sraidrha, but the others know nothing.” Norio shook his head and ran his hands through his hair. “I’m not sure any of the others will take kindly to two new Keshkin suddenly moving in to take their place among them.”

Claiming their rightful place. Destroying the pecking order.

Being in the way.

Cradhen was already making a mental list of those he would absolutely avoid when introducing them. There were plenty of Keshkin children who had been eyeing Vadheen as a potential Inheritance; they had no need to get their hands on these two.

“I’m sorry for what you’ll be giving up,” his father whispered.

“I suppose it is time I grow up and come out of hiding,” Cradhen said it all at once in a rush before he could take any of it back. “I will be Ascending in two years; I suppose I need to start practicing now. Tell uncle Deshiro that his children will be in safe company.”

“That was never in doubt.” Norio finally noticed that Cradhen’s eyes kept straying to the book in front of him. “Are you almost finished with Laskidoor’s numbers?”

“Yes,” Cradhen answered. “And if these are accurate, Laskidoor is going to need as much help as the Hierarchy can give.”

“Three days and so much damage...” Norio took in the rest of the desk, pointedly ignoring the pieces of broken glass. Cradhen watched him pick up the unopened message carrier. “What is this?”

Cradhen shook his head. “I don’t know. Another report perhaps?” He looked at it closer. It almost looked like it would carry something more important than scribbling of numbers.

Norio was examining the ribbon hanging from one end closely and not paying any attention to what he was saying. Cradhen followed his gaze and noted the smaller seal tucked in behind the Great Seal of Laskidoor. It was in pink wax, the color of the Heir. “Did Rhandon send something more?” Cradhen asked. “Perhaps he prepared some kind of summary that would help.” That was something that the Heir of Laskidoor would do, with his sharp attention to detail.

Norio looked up at him, blinking. Cradhen thought his father was not really looking at him more than he was looking through him. It took him a few heartbeats to answer. The Hierarch bent his head and tucked the carrier under one arm. “I don’t think Haaron meant to... I’ll just take this and review it myself.” He made it to the door before turning around, about to speak. Cradhen waited. Norio changed his mind, shook his head, and closed the door behind him.

After his father left him, his gaze traveled back to the window against his will. Children’s laughter floated up to him. And now he could hear the wheels of sturdier wagons and hear the noises of the animals that were pulling what he was sure were merchant delivery wagons.

Those sounds he could handle. Those were the everyday sounds of household peace, and he could use those to push back the Chaos for a little while longer.

He could do this. The last vestiges of the old panic sent him to one of his safe spaces.

***
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THE ARCHIVA OF ALNYAGHEL wasn’t as much a archive as a strange, misshapen room crammed with shelves full of books and scrolls and parchments, organized in an unfathomable manner. And behind those bookshelves, crammed in a corner, illuminated by only one oil lamp, he reclined in an ancient, overstuffed chair, dressed in a simple, long gray cotton tunic. His cap sat on the table beside him; it was doubtful if anyone would come to find him here, but just in case, he didn’t want to be caught lacking again. He reviewed the spines of the bound books that stacked up next to his cap. No light reading tonight; one was a selection called The Seven Principles, written by some seventh or eighth generation Keshkin who had nothing better to do. Another was a copy of the alleged Diary of Menkheper. The last was The Mechanics of the Gifts Divine. All dry as stale bread; even the Diary. It had been edited until it was almost pristine by one of Menkheper’s children.

It was obvious to him that the damage to Laskidoor’s Creche’s and the tremors were connected in some way. But, was it the tremors that caused the damage or the damage that caused the tremors?

Each book he chose contained quotes from the Histories of the Three Before, the parts where the use of the Gifts were codified and explained. It didn’t take him long to find the passage he wanted in the first book:

After the Divine Three, those who were Most Precious were the Hierarchy of Lands and the children that they bear. These descendants of The Three are now called Kesh- kin, which has no appropriate translation in modern common parlance. Of all of the peoples of Yeshvara, only the Keshkin’s Water of Life is imbued with the Fire of Divinity. Only they have the strength to handle the Precious Gifts we were given by our Divine Parents.

Cradhen followed the footnote, which led to another book. He pulled it off a shelf containing the boxes filled with unbound documents, written who knew when. He took the box indicated back to his chair and placed it on the table beside him.

The rest of the passage spoke of The Sanraksha, the title given to the children of Kaede, Menkheper and Khara. Most of those children witnessed first-hand the events of the Sundering War. It was for them that the Sanctuaries were built and imbued with Gifts, and it was from within The Sanraksha that the first Crèches were created.

Cradhen went back to reading The Mechanics:

After the Divine Three, those who were most precious are the Hierarchy of the Lands and the children they bear. These descendants of the Three are now called Keshkin, which has no appropriate translation in modern common words. Of all the peoples of Yeshvara, only the Keshkin’s Water of Life, which flows through their veins, is imbued with the blue Fire of Divinity. Only they have the strength to handle the Gifts Divine.

Rather than expend their energies in a constant link to the elements in their Control, each of the Sanraksha created, for lack of a better word—

Lack of a better word? Cradhen snorted. How many more words did this writer need to have?

—a focus stone in which to store their given portion of the Gift. This stone was placed in a receptacle of beaten metal, filled with the Blessed sands of Izhmir, and called the Crèche. Over time the word came to stand for both the jewel and its receptacle.

The footnote attached to that bit was again referring to the book sitting on the table. He looked speculatively at the box and decided that he would look. He closed the first book and opened the plain, varnished wood box. He had seen what he wanted to know about the Crèche, where they had come from; now he had to find out what was being referenced in conjunction with it.

An incident of some proportion. He supposed an earth tremor of the magnitude described by his uncle would be considered of some proportion, especially if Haaron could not Control it with his Gifts. The first page held an interesting title: Correspondence of the Three Before. By the same author. Cradhen sighed. The door cracked open. Cradhen froze, until he realized that it was just Sraidrha. She, too, had changed into comfortable clothing. The wide-legged pants she wore were just a bit too long for her and dragged behind her feet with a whisper of soft cloth.

“Are you planning to sleep anytime soon?” she asked softly, pushing a diaphanous scarf back and shaking her hair loose. “I think I even heard a pair of mousers wish each other goodnight.”

“I wanted to look up something on the Crèche,” Cradhen told her.

Sraidrha shook her head. “I told you, I’m sure the Hierarchy will know exactly what to do about the Crèche, Cradhen,” she said. “You shouldn’t worry your mind. You have plenty of other things to occupy you.”

He shrugged. He stood, offering her his chair, and then sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her. “I couldn’t help it.”

His sister smiled tolerantly. “You can’t leave a good mystery alone, can you?” As Cradhen watched, she reached into the pocket of her tunic. “Well, could you put that mystery aside for a moment?” She pulled out the smallest box Cradhen had ever seen.

He leaned forward, to look more closely. “Where did you find that?” he whispered.

She was silent for so long that he finally looked up to see her staring at him. There was something slightly askew behind the blue topaz gaze. “In Sanctuary.”

Cradhen was sure he had not heard her correctly. “Sanctuary?”

“Under a tile near the brazier.”

He shook his head. Perhaps he was very tired, indeed. “Wait. But no one has been in there since last year.”

“I know.”

“You are the only one with access to it, beside Father.” “Yes.”

“So...” He took the thing from her. “How did it get in there?”

“That is my question.” As if relieved to have given the thing away, she stood and rubbed her hands together. “I’m going to guess that it’s always been there. I wonder why.” She stepped over him and headed for the door as he examined the thing closely.

Playing with the latch on the side, he found the tiniest of keyholes. The details were flawless. “Sraidrha?” He called.

“Think you can find out what it was doing inside of our Sanctuary and whether it’s always been there, or was put there between last year and this morning?” She asked quietly as she left. “So I can break the fingers of the person who did so?”
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The Heir’s Mahal

All of Laskidoor’s current reports, copied in the tight, neat printing of multiple Scribes, were piled on and around the twin desks in her office.

As she stared expressionlessly at the pile, Sraidrha heard another ten items on her regular daily list crashing into nothingness. She sighed at the inevitability. At least all of it was sorted into logical categories. Food Stores; Land Damage; Injuries-Human; Injuries-Animal. Sraidrha gave herself a moment to decide where to begin.

At least she didn’t feel that annoying box she’d found every time she reached into her pocket. Looking at Cradhen, seated at the desk across from her, she wondered if he’d gotten anywhere.

“I will take the records on the physical damage,” Cradhen volunteered, as he grabbed a particularly thick stack and settled down to flip through them. She sighed with immense relief. With Cradhen helping, she could put at least three tasks back on her list.

She pulled forward the papers that listed the number homeless and was promptly lost among the sound of sliding beads and scratching pens. She had to refer to her crib sheet on how many bodies could fit in each building to complete the math, and she was soon cursing under her breath as she forgot repeatedly to carry numbers and drop separator marks. Cradhen looked up at her occasionally, giving her the numbers she needed when she was ready to toss the counter out the window.

Interruptions were sporadic but tolerated. A runner came with a list of requests from the guests of the Keep; she noted their brother Sobekh’s name on the list and winced. She would have to be the one to take care of him, and she knew he would eat up more precious time than she could spare. Well, he could rot in a mop bucket beside the kitchen hearth until she was finished here. She almost said so, but familial duty made her give the runner specific instructions for that brother to meet her in one of the small solars on the upper floor of the Keep. That would give her at least one hour.

After a few more moments of quiet, someone else—one of the newer, younger runners—came in babbling at full volume about a fruit merchant. Sraidrha almost dropped her pen when Cradhen cursed. Out loud. Quite a colorful word it was, too. She half listened while the runner gathered their poor, jangled nerves and listened when Cradhen told them that he would handle the unfortunate soul. Well, he didn’t quite call the merchant a ‘soul’. She couldn’t help snickering at the word he used; it fit the particular fruit merchant perfectly. She barely noted Cradhen’s swift disappearance.

The boy still stood there, at a loss for what to do next. She took a moment to stop working and sent him looking for something to drink. While she waited, she pulled the scarf from her head and draped it over the back of her chair. When the runner returned with a translucent glass pitcher and a pair of tall glasses, she poured some suyu juice and once again reviewed her mental list of things she had to accomplish after she finished with the current mess.

She rattled off some swift delegation and instruction to the boy, smiling as his expression took on a more confident cast. She’d given him enough to keep him busy for the rest of his day. She remembered to get his name before he left; he would be perfect to assist Cradhen until Ascension started.

Though she half expected it, she was still unpleasantly startled when the cook came in, prattling some nonsense about allergic reactions. Sraidrha sent her waddling away with a thinly veiled threat of bodily violence. Nosy hag. She’d just come in here to find out what had gotten the upper household so distracted, Semerkhet’s intolerance to tree nuts notwithstanding. Sraidrha sniffed away her annoyance and bent back to the Laskidoor reports, scribbling notes in the little book that she kept her daily notes within.

She heard the door opening with Cradhen’s return, but she kept working. The glint of something in the corner of her eye drew her attention away and left her pen hovering in midair.

The sight of yet another mahal spinning between Cradhen’s fingers would not have caught her attention had it not been for her brother’s expression. Years of daily contact with him gave her the ability to interpret the curious glimmer in his eyes as an obvious prologue to an interesting conversation. With that, she put aside all of her thoughts, placed her pen down and gave him her full attention.

He twirled the thing for a full twenty heartbeats before thanking the runner for bringing it. Sraidrha started; she hadn’t even noticed the girl’s presence.

Cradhen gave Sraidrha the most intense of looks. It almost made her uncomfortable. After he placed the mahal on the desk with exaggerated care, she watched him shove his hands in his pockets as he flopped back into his chair. There was something he knew about the content of the mahal and was dying to share it with her.

“Want to look at it?” he finally said.

Sraidrha blinked. “Look at it?” She turned her attention to it. The bejeweled ends were like all other message carriers. She recognized the color of the jewels as those of the Territory of Iona. There was a ceremonial seal tied around it, a wax Sigil hanging from one of the ribbons that designated it as belonging to—

“The Heir of Iona?” She said quietly, looking up, intrigued. 

Cradhen gestured. “Open it.”

Sraidrha gave him a doubtful look. “You’re serious?” Familial commiseration aside, this type of prying was not even remotely in the realm of polite curiosity.

Cradhen watched expectantly.

“We’re not supposed to be toying with such things, Cradhen.”

“You are the Kalfa; I am the Steward. We do not toy with such documents; we process them.” He gifted her with a rare smile. “Well, I process Betrothals. You know you want to know who it is. Go ahead. I won’t tell.”

She tried to be discreet as she casually made short work of the closure. The effect was spoiled when she realized that all she’d done was expose the lock.

“Oh. My fault. Here you go.”

That innocence in Cradhen’s voice almost gave her pause.

Almost.

It was her mother who was the arbiter of Betrothals between Keshkin, and that realization raised the fine hairs on the back of her neck. If Hafsa found out she was peeking where she wasn’t supposed to... then there was the placid look Cradhen gave her as he now sprawled in the chair across from her. The felines hunting rodents in the stillroom looked less pleased with themselves.

“Which one?” she finally asked, placing the tube down. It had to be one of her sisters. Cradhen wouldn’t meddle in the business of any of the other families. Perhaps it was Faetia; she was the next girl in line. The fact that she had seen Faetia and Tsu earlier that morning in the solar, with Tsu shamelessly flirting... “Can you imagine the look on Faetia’s face when she finds out?”

“Faetia?” Cradhen said blankly.

Sraidrha didn’t rise to his bait. “Mother is nothing if not meticulous when it comes to these things. Each of us will be Betrothed in our correct order.” Sraidrha looked up as Cradhen slid the tiny key across the desk. “And Faetia is next in line for obvious reasons. You wouldn’t have me be so rude if it weren’t for one of our sisters.”

He opened his mouth; closed it. Then said, “You and your phenomenal mind. I should have known better than to try to keep anything from you.” He pushed the key further with the tip of his finger. “Hurry up. I want to see your face.”

She scooped up the tiny key. The parchment roll sat on the table like a delicate spring flower, curled tightly and waiting for sunshine to bloom. For a moment longer, her conscience came up again to harangue her. “This isn’t proper. You know it.”

“Sraidrha.”

“Father would break my fingers if he found out. And Mother, she’d bake us both in a thin, flaky crust for dessert.”

“Sraidrha, I can replace the seal, you know. Go ahead. You know you want to know which of the lovely flowers in our family the Heir of Iona has decided to grace with his regard.” After the usual stare-down that always happened when Cradhen was trying to convince her to do something she knew she shouldn’t be doing, she stowed her conscience and wasted no time.

She had to find something to distract her from the depressing prospect of caring for Laskidoor’s displaced. In addition, she admitted mentally, she was genuinely interested in what the Heir of Iona was willing to promise Faetia for her hand

She had to read it twice to digest the words she should have known would be there. In truth, she had to process each word separately in her neatly structured mind, just like she had when she was first learning to read. Well. Her formerly neatly structured mind. Because each carefully written word had sent every wit she had scattering for cover.

Tsu’s Cipher was a delicate watermark covering the whole page. The written formula was ancient and infallible; everything detailed correctly and succinctly, in both old and new tongue. Everything was as Tradition dictated it should be.

Most Keshkin marriages were arranged and negotiated right before one or both parties Ascended. That was in keeping with everything she knew, she expected. But there had to be a mistake of some kind, a missed stroke of the pen. She even looked for a blot of ink on the wrong line. There were a lot of Keshkin around; there had to be someone else whose name had the same letters as hers. She looked up.

Cradhen was sketching an invisible drawing on the tabletop and wasn’t even looking at her.

Replace the seal, indeed, she thought.

Perhaps one of those ubiquitous little runners would appear with another list of arrivals, or word that the cook had become a human torch...

Cradhen’s face was a vision of peace; his eyes, however, told a different story. He may not have been looking at her, but he was definitely laughing at her.

“This is not the time for a joke like this, Cradhen,” she managed. “There are too many preparations left—”

He looked affronted. “It is not a joke. I would not dare.” His lips twitched. “Much.”

She allowed herself to ignore that. “We have to figure out what to do with all of the—”

Cradhen said, his voice full of gravity, his eyes full of mirth. “As you know, I have to confirm such documents as authentic before Father seals them.” He crossed his legs at the ankles. “Stupid little formality, that. Personally, I had to read it four times. I thought Mother would take my head when I finally asked her if she was sure.”

“She...?” Sraidrha cringed inwardly; her voice never sounded so small. “What about Father?” 

Cradhen shook his head. “I am sure Father had to know why the Ionan contingent was here for so long.”

Sraidrha chose to ignore the snicker she thought she heard at the end of that. “There must be some kind of mistake.”

“There is no mistake, sister.” Cradhen tilted his head. “Such are the privileges of the Heir. And, as you said, these things are done in the proper order. You are next, not Faetia.”

Well, that was pointed out. She folded her hands in front of her and tried to stop the asphyxiation hovering at the edges of her lungs. “The privileges of the Heir?” She forced herself to sound calm. She knew what Cradhen was talking about, of course she did, but maybe she had to hear it from someone else before she could believe that it could apply to her.

Cradhen leaned forward. “You know enough about this Tradition to understand what I am saying.”

She did as he suggested and tried to think about the Betrothals she’d heard about and seen, and all of the ritual and protocol involved.

She finally leaned back in mute surrender. Cradhen nodded. “The privileges of the Heir.”

“He...” The last time the name of the Heir of Iona crossed her mind was just this morning when she was trying to finalize the schedule of Vigils for Ascension. Again, her last sight of him had been in the morning solar... with Faetia.

She heard Cradhen’s voice around a strange buzzing in her ears. “The Heir pulled the singular privilege of simply petitioning for a specific spouse. And An Heir is rarely refused their choice— unless that choice is wholly inappropriate. Or the Heir is a complete idiot. There are things that I have heard about Akande...”

“He’s... Tsu is our cousin,” she said in the smallest of voices. “Second. On Father’s side. There is no relation on his or our mother’s side.”

Damn the matrilineal rule of consanguinity.

She could barely speak any more, so she took the safest route and looked at her brother with owlish eyes.

Cradhen finally released his merriment. Despite it being directed at her, she still thought his laughter was a beautiful thing. “Is that panic I see?” he said. “Oh, dear sister, do not worry yourself. You have plenty of time to prepare.”

Of course, she knew that. She may not have known the correct spelling of her own name at that moment, but she did know she had until Day Eight to prepare. “Is any response required of me?”

“The fact that the seal is broken is enough of a response for now.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You back-blanketed son of a bitch.” “Hmmm. Part of that is true... anyway, even if you did not

break the seal, your acceptance would be a moot point. Mother and Father have accepted on your behalf, as you are still of a minor age.”

A minor age. She, the Kalfa of Alnyagel, who had been taking care of this entire Keep with her brother for almost a decade, was of a minor age. She was also outraged.

They should have at least given her some warning. She dared to voice the unthinkable. “So, what if I don’t...?”

“Want to?”

“Yes.”

It was Cradhen’s turn to be nonplussed, which gave her more satisfaction than she was willing to admit. “Have you finally succumbed to popular rumors and gone mad? Do you want to refuse?” Before she could even think about forming her lips around an affirmative, he shook his head. “Impossible. Refusal in these circumstances would be only allowed if some sort of,” he searched for the proper word, “impediment could be found. There are no impediments. Unless you have... become attached to someone else?”

“What?”

“Or if Tsu’s gender is not your preference.” He waved a hand. “No, Mother would not count that. She would send you to Iona with plenty of other alternatives to keep you satisfied for the rest of your life.”

Sraidrha stared.

“As long as you gave Tsu his Keshkin Heir and Spare. And even a quarter-Kisasi Heir and Spare in Silla would make our mother unbelievably happy.”

She took a moment to think of what he’d said. Hafsa would truly make her marry Tsu for the sake of the bloodlines? Of course she would, even if she was a damned middle child and it was not her specific duty to continue the Kharbinia family line. 

“I am, however, the titular Lady of this Keep,” she said, “and Kalfa. She agreed to that, and I know nothing of Father searching for a replacement for either. Unless you know something else you aren’t telling me.” She wondered if she could get away with salting Cradhen’s tea until he was trapped in the privy for most of the next day.

“Your position would not have stopped Mother. Truly, all I do know is that Father allowed Mother to continue with the negotiations without argument.”

Negotiations. As if she were a goat or sheep Tsu was buying for hides. She wondered if he’d wanted to check her teeth and hooves beforehand, or her milk producing capabilities.

By Menkheper’s balls, she wanted to scream.

Cradhen waited. Mentally, Sraidrha categorized each filthy word in her vocabulary into alphabetical order. She took her time to gather her composure but couldn’t think of anything short of wailing and stomping her feet. The last time she succumbed to such, she was probably three years old and Sobekh had eaten her honey drops.

She sighed. Of course, there was no real reason to refuse.

Her memory of the Ionan retinue’s arrival solidified behind her eyes, clear as pure ice. The Heir bowed over her hand, with perfect observance of protocol. She even remembered the scent of the lake flowers that were common to his home Territory; it clung to him and the entire group. The man had given nothing of his intentions away. In fact, he and his bloody father had spent six full months in the Keep and hadn’t given a Damned thing away. All they had done was inconvenience her by requiring Sillan runners who were familiar with their way of things.

Without further comment, she rolled up the parchment, tied the ribbon neatly, placed it back into the beautiful mahal and handed it back to her brother with deliberate calmness. She knew Cradhen was waiting for the explosion. He was doomed to disappointment.

If her parents thought it was time to situate her life to suit their needs, then so be it. For now. She wouldn’t protest—that was beneath her. She certainly would not satisfy her brother by throwing the tantrum she so desperately wanted to have. She, however, would deal with this Betrothal as soon as she could come up with something that did not involve gouging out Tsu’s eyes and screaming directly into his skull. The coolness of the metal in her hand jolted her out of those horribly unladylike thoughts and reminded her yet again of what she’d found in Sanctuary. That was a suitable diversionary topic.

“Cradhen, have you had the time to look at the thing I found in Sanctuary?

The look he gave her put her on notice.

“Yes,” he said. “I think we need to show it to Father.”
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Heavy is the Head

Each Keshkin had a different habit when speaking torpally.

When Sraidrha did it, she grew fixed as she concentrated all of her attention on the words she shared. Cradhen himself was proud of the fact that he could speak torpally with anyone, and no one would know. Now he watched as his father pulled all of the stillness in the room closer and slowly closed his eyes. Cradhen could see his father’s eyes moving rapidly behind his shut lids as he talked distantly with his fellow Hierarch in Izhmir Territory.

After a while, Norio opened his eyes just as slowly, allowing the torpal connection between Khafre and himself to end on its own accord. The pull of the Izhmir Crèche was strong; even Cradhen felt it along the edges of his nerves, and he shifted on his chair as he settled his father’s seal on the bottom of the sheet in front of him.

“What did he say?” Nirigana asked.

It was a peaceful day of business; Cradhen decided that working in his father’s office was the perfect way to stay focused and get merchants their payments for the upcoming Ascension. His father and Nirigana sat on the other side of the office while he worked, while his uncle Deshiro sat in an over plush chair by the window, their presence giving him the impetus to get this onerous task done.

Norio rolled his head on the back of the couch toward his cousin. “He’ll be here two days before,” he said lazily. “No sooner, he says.”

Nirigana nodded and swirled more cream into his tea. “An entire day earlier. What a concession.”

“You know he has to make absolutely sure that all of our children are packed and ready to travel before he feels confident enough to leave them to their own devices.” Norio said, and Cradhen chuckled inwardly at the picture that conjured. His bookish uncle running about to each sleeping chamber in Aravindha, that great Keep where every Keshkin child fostered and learned about their family history and the amazing Gifts bestowed upon them by their ancestors, admonishing dozens of Keshkin children like a hen gathering eggs into her nest.

“Yes but considering the challenge we are going to face with Laskidoor, I’d like him to arrive before the others get here,” Nirigana answered. “Especially Rajendrha.”

Deshiro allowed the paper in his hand to roll up on its own. He joined the conversation with two succinct words: “That ass.”

“Exactly.”

Cradhen almost chuckled out loud that time, blinking innocently when the three Hierarchs looked at him.

Nirigana laughed. “Be respectful, young man,” he admonished mockingly.

“Always, Divinity,” Cradhen answered. “Father, this one is for the musicians,” He held up another piece of paper. “It’s ten percent more than the usual amount.”

Norio gave Cradhen a narrow-eyed look, then a crooked smile. “Hurriyet is a sneaky bitch. She thought I wouldn’t notice. Pay the usual.”

Cradhen nodded and scratched out the amount written, correcting it with the usual fee they paid the Keep musicians for the Holiday. Seal affixed, he slid it into the wood tube and put it with the stack of others.

“I wish I could get Khafre here earlier,” Norio muttered, “but he won’t budge.”

Deshiro said, “Khafre will get here when Khafre gets here.” “And we can’t do anything about it.” The Hierarch of Iona

took a slow, deliberate sip of his tea.

Cradhen envied Nirigana’s ability to remain calm in the face of just about anything.

“Hafsa has already spoken to her Brethren,” Norio announced, then waited for that to sink in. “They responded as we knew they would.”

“Of course they did,” Nirigana answered, “Whining, pissing and moaning is their common tongue. Basmut probably said something snide, Bhekis sighed and reminded everyone that their Territory is so small, and Akhillas was dumb enough to say something stupid enough to get his teeth handed to him. We just have to keep Haaron from doing the honors.”

“I’ll do the honors if he pushes too hard,” Deshiro half- growled.

Cradhen watched the worry move over his father’s expression. Being tied to the Kisasi by marriage made Norio’s position slightly uncomfortable. His part to play was always that of peacemaker between the more fractious Hierarchs. “Laskidoor needs more than their whining.”

Nirigana answered, “At least most of us remember the fact that we are family and will do the right thing.”

Norio sighed. “You’re right of course.” “I know.”

Norio gave Nirigana a sour look. “And must you be so smug about it?”

“I have nothing else to do.” Nirigana made a point to stretch and yawn in Norio’s face.

“That boredom you feel is your fault. You were the one who decided to come here so early.”

Nirigana smiled again. “Actually, I had very little to do with that decision.”

Deshiro joined them at the couch, accepting the glass of milloweed Nirigana handed him. “I’ve been extremely curious about that. Why did you come here so early? Norio told us a half a year early?”

Norio smirked. “His son had his reasons for coming early and Nirigana can refuse Tsu nothing.” He picked up his own cup and considered the dark dregs of iced tea in the bottom. “How is that going, by the way? I know the Betrothal contract was given to Sara yesterday.”

Cradhen cleared his throat and hid his grin. His sister’s reaction had been priceless beyond measure. And his morning tea had been disgusting with four teaspoons of salt instead of sugar.

“Has Tsu made any progress at all?” Norio finished.

Nirigana rolled his eyes. “Has he tried to; you mean?” He shook his head. “I fear my son has lost all of his inherited charisma and charm in his dealings with his potential Betrothed.”

Deshiro blinked, and then chuckled. “We are talking about Tsu? Your son? The one who has been chasing and catching every female in his age range from the moment he knew what he was doing?”

Cradhen could feel his ears twitching to hear. There were rumors, with which all young Keshkin were free, and then there were the facts.

“I can’t fathom why,” Nirigana replied, shrugging. “She doesn’t bite, does—,”

The door opened and the three Hierarchs ceased their conversation. Cradhen smile as Sraidrha came into the room, a lead stylus tucked behind one dainty, perceptive ear, and a sheaf of papers in one small, capable hand.

Sraidrha bowed to the Ionan Hierarch, smiled shyly at the Hierarch of Vadheen and made her way over to Norio’s side. The crown of her head was covered by a small round cap pinning down a diaphanous scarf, just enough to cover her hair. Cradhen did a double-take when he realized the colors of the cap and scarf were those of the Heir of Iona. Cradhen saw the very tips of her carnelian red braids peeking from under the longer end of the scarf, looking like a rebellious piece of cotton fluff. Today, she reminded him of a rebellious kitten on the verge of being a full- grown cat.

He loved the comfort—the Quiescence—he felt looking at the serene beauty of his sister.

The day, nine years ago, that the Hierarchy decided that it would be best for him to leave (ESCAPE, he thought) Aravindha, he hadn’t agreed with their conclusion. If anything, he felt even more alone and adrift than he had after the Incident had been halted. But then Sraidrha, only twelve years old herself, announced that she was coming with him, hang what everyone else thought, her mere presence was the most precious of balms. And the way she fit her thoughts delicately and protectively around his own when he needed her, told him he would always have a haven, no matter the circumstance.

To him, Sraidrha was perfect in every way.

And he would be wretched when she was left to go live with her Betrothed in Iona.

“These need your signature, Father,” she was saying, laying the papers down in front of Norio. “I would let Cradhen handle them, but these are from the Gelakehalen merchants.”

Cradhen rolled his eyes. All of the Kisasi merchants were annoyingly particular about protocol. “Good way to see what the Kisasi actually have.” 

“It would help to be able to say I’ve seen with my own eyes what some of them can offer,” Norio said.

Nirigana laughed. “Dear sweet Kaede, you want Hafsa to have apoplexy when you call Akhillas on his penury?”

Norio thought for a moment. “Well...” Deshiro snorted.

“Actually, Divinities,” Sraidrha said to the two Hierarchs, “the Kisasi merchants will not accept anyone else’s seal but Father’s. Neither Cradhen’s as proxy, nor especially the seal a mere woman as myself, will do.”

“What absolute arrogant fools,” Nirigana answered. “I’m certainly glad I don’t have to deal with them.”

Sraidrha shyly tilted her head. “Indeed, Divinity,” she dared to agree. Her smile was impudent and wicked. “Just today, I was told that the hand of such a dainty creature as me will not suffice for such important documents.”

“Dainty, they say,” Deshiro observed. “As dainty as a kick to the teeth can be.”

“Only if you pull on the strings of her final nerves,” Cradhen answered, chuckling.

Sraidrha did not protest.

Norio snorted and reluctantly pulled himself forward to consider the documents, moving toward Cradhen’s tiny lap desk as he did so. “Everything is prepared for the arrival of the rest of the Hierarchy, Sara? All of their suites and creature comforts?”

“Of course.” There was no arrogance in that remark, just a simple statement of fact. “Down to the twenty sticks of loto incense that Thulani simply has to have every day.”

“And the preparations for the Heirs completed?”

She answered, “I have had the suites that circle the Ascendant’s Wing aired and prepared. They can use the common room there.” Sraidrha tilted her head toward Nirigana. “Does your son find his rooms to his satisfaction?”

Cradhen heard the ice lacing the question.

Nirigana simply nodded, and Cradhen noticed that the man apparently was unable to stop smiling. “He is quite comfortable,” was all he said.

Sraidrha nodded. “I was careful to move him into room closer to the regular sleeping wing. I didn’t want him to feel isolated until the other Ascendants arrived.”

“He is more than satisfied, I daresay, and I am sure he sends his compliments,” Nirigana answered, still smiling.

That appeared to glance off her like the wind through her hair, though Cradhen would have sworn that the puff of hair below her scarf twitched. “Well, please tell him that I am glad he is pleased,” she said. She turned back to Norio. “Father, I’ve been meaning to ask. Should I prepare Mother’s suites for the duration? Or...” the girl pursed her lips over the slightly uncomfortable question and Cradhen saw her shoot the other Hierarchs a look.

The fact that Norio and Hafsa did not require constant attendance upon each other caused more speculation than was absolutely necessary. Theirs was a love story and match all of their own. “Her retinue needs to have somewhere to sprawl so that they do not get in my way. That is their favorite pastime. So yes, prepare her suites for them, and make sure your mother is comfortable in the Golden rooms.”

Sraidrha’s lips quivered upward. “Of course,” she murmured. “I’ll return later to pick those up for delivery.” She bowed again and started to make her way from the room.

Norio stopped her at the door. “Sara?” She looked back at him.

“Do remember to eat something today. We won’t be able to survive Ascension if you wither away while ensuring our comfort.”

Sraidrha rolled her eyes and shut the door behind her with a purposeful click.

Cradhen watched Norio give the Hierarch of Iona a narrow- eyed look. Nirigana returned it with all the innocence of his younger days. Which was to say none at all.

“Don’t you dare say a word,” his father warned.

Nirigana spread his hands wide, white-diamond-colored eyes sparkling. “Who, me?”

Deshiro frankly cackled with slightly inebriated glee. “Ah, Betrothals,” he said, waving his glass toward the decanter. Nirigana shook his head and refilled his cousin’s glass. “Don’t think I didn’t notice her wearing Tsu’s colors. I can’t wait for the entertainment.”

“Entertainment is the right word,” Norio said, almost thoughtfully. “I am almost afraid to say there will be many surprises afoot this year.” 

Nirigana asked, “My son won’t be the only one making a fool of himself? Oh, do tell.”

The spark of mischief in his father’s eyes brought to Cradhen’s mind a similar glimmer in his youngest brother Semerkhet’s eyes. That his father was holding in some information that was just as potentially dangerous as anything Semerkhet could think of was intriguing. He debated whether to ask his father to divulge the information but decided against it. The anticipation that always came with the Day of Betrothal would go a long way toward banishing his underlying worry about the people of Laskidoor, among other things.

“I would share,” Norio said, “but I cannot until all of the parties have been informed.”

“I can’t wait,” Deshiro said.

“I bet you can’t,” Nirigana added.

***
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CRADHEN FOUND A THICKLY bound ledger open in his public office, waiting for him. Ah, yes, stipends. Sraidrha was subtly reminding him that he had better things to do than worry his mind about cracked Crèches and weird little mahals. He sat down and pulled his counting frame closer.

He spent a few productive hours flipping wooden beads across the frame and counting. Cradhen felt his usual sense of accomplishment as he checked off each name on the list of servants. As he did so, pulled out each color of paper that he needed to.

Each member of the Alnyagel household had everything they needed to live in comfort: room, board and clothing. What he handed the notes wrapped in gray paper to the young boy who was his runner for the day was their monthly stipend, which was given so that they would have what they needed for the members of their families who didn’t work for the Keep. After the boy left, he moved to the next list.

Sixteen people were chosen for their exemplary skills of observation and discretion. The informal title for them was Sparrows, and they were either Solaces who were fully trained but never chosen and far too talented to ignore, or  young ones who felt called to the profession.

Spies, Cradhen called them. Every Hierarch had an ear in every other Hierarch’s Keep, a polite agreement put in place right after the Sundering. These people received their stipend just like other servants of the Keep but folded between sheets of blue paper. A Sparrow’s stipend was commensurate with their merit and skills and were a private affair between Steward and Sparrow. 

Unlocking his safe drawer, he pulled a stack of draft notes out.

Rajan, Lasya, Pantanjali. Sertac. His hand hovered over the next name on the list of Sparrows. Mekha. Haaron’s news about Izdhan Manor’s holders probably explained Mekha’s silence. He set the chest aside. Perhaps that Sparrow would come in Rhandon’s retinue.

That gave him pause. How many other Hierarchs had sent a Sparrow to Izdhan; and how many of them were now silent because of the earth tremors? Would his father’s Brethren notice the lack of information, or would they be too busy preparing for Ascension? Just as he noticed Mekha had not sent his monthly report, he would have to assume that the others would as well. Would they know why? Would the nosier of the Hierarchs arrive, brewing with uncomfortable questions? That was something he would have to ask his father about.

Once the stipends were paid and the books were tallied properly, Cradhen stood and stretched. Rubbing his tired eyes, he tried to decide whether he needed sleep more or whether he needed peace.

The tension in his neck answered the question and he turned toward the hall that led further into the Keep. He had a better idea.
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Etiquette’s Shield

The topmost levels of Alnyagel Keep held the family wing, with only one set of stairs that Sraidrha now climbed.

Long ago, Norio decided that, once he had more than five children, he needed a separate space for his growing family to land. So he raised the roof and built the Family Wing with all of the dedication that the Three had when making the Sanctuaries.

Looking nothing like the rest of the Keep, the family wing was all movable screens and walls with neutral decorations and furnishings. From one moment to the next, it could be transformed from a space that held all the family, to small alcoves that afforded a privacy that was hard to attain in such a large family. It was a tangible vision of the Quiescence that Favored her father; mutable, moveable, and flexible. Even the separate bedrooms—all thirteen of them—were a fluid addition, with doors that slid open softly and, when closed, fitted neatly to become part of the wall.

The area of the Wing she chose for greeting this particular brother was a balcony on the outskirts of the common area, overlooking the whole of the Keep. From her vantage point, she could look straight down the six stories into the Audience Hall, with a perfect view of the entrance. Sraidrha gave one of the fully fluffed cushions on the couch one last fluff before sitting down, back against the sofa’s arm and feet curled under her, waiting.

From her spot she could see inside of the family wing as well, and her eyes landed on the family portrait. She sometimes thought that it was strange to be a sibling in such a large family. There were times when one looked upon one’s brother or sister and saw a visual reflection as perfect as only a mirror could make it. And then one would know that the reflection she saw was absolutely nothing like her. That was how Sraidrha felt when she looked at her fifth born sibling, the one she was greeting today.

No one in the family wanted to greet Sobekh and for good reason. Simply put, he was an utter boor.

One of the many doors that lead to the wing opened and she straightened on the couch. Looking at Sobekh as he made his way toward her was indeed like looking at herself in a masculine form. The obstinacy that she shared with him (but kept more discreet) was on full display today as he made his way through the door. The large open area seemed overpowered by the entirety of his presence. Some of her cousins said that she Controlled attention when she entered a room, but she was positive that it wasn’t quite the same way that Sobekh did.

Sraidrha saw that only a partial retinue accompanied him. She sighed. Of course he would want to see if she would be unprepared and scrambling to welcome his companions. Of course she wouldn’t.

She gave one last check of the food in front of her. Another thing she shared with Sobekh was favorite foods. Fat, plump dates; sweet, round, pink grapes; and slices of meat so rare they still dripped with traces of blood. The only thing that differed were the two flagons of wine; Sraidrha preferred a vintage a bit stronger than Sobekh favored.

She put a delicate finger in the heavily embroidered collar of her long-sleeved tunic and grimaced. The thick threads would leave a mark on her skin. But he followed protocol almost as much as their mother did, and she knew he would comment if she wasn’t dressed appropriately.

She wanted to take one of the delicate chairs that his silly little Solaces were currently making their own and throw it at his head. She sent a quick torpal message to Cradhen, asking him to send a servant up with another tray for the women, this one full of the pastries and confections she knew they craved.

“I’d requested to meet with Mother or Father,” Sobekh said by way of greeting. Instead of a greeting, Sraidrha corrected.

“They are in meetings,” Sraidrha said calmly, ignoring the slight in manners. That little hypocrisy was as much a part of Sobekh as the air he breathed. She flicked a finger toward the staircase leading downstairs. “The Hierarchy has started early this year.” She offered the explanation before he could ask. Sobekh never took subterfuge well, and she did not want to incite a one-man riot. Especially since she noted the bruising along the right side of his jaw and the area over the bridge of his nose that was turning from purple to sickly green. She wondered who managed to get licks in. A name came to mind, but now was not the time or place to ask about it.

Sobekh grunted, seated himself, knees spread wide, taking up most of the couch and causing Sraidrha to unconsciously pull herself tighter, giving him room. “I’ve heard that there are some members of our family that will be attending the Day of Betrothals this year.”

Sraidrha would rather eat nails than tell Sobekh anything about—, “That is what I’ve heard as well,” she said instead.

Sobekh showed his acknowledgement of her hedging with a tight, upward curl of his lips. “Well, if our parents are going in their regular order,” he threw out, “then that would mean...”

“That would mean you were past due.”

That shut him up, very succinctly. She almost laughed at the flush that rose from his neck to cover his freckled face. Hafsa had yet to find someone willing to settle on the sour-tempered fifth son of the Kharbinian Horde. The youngest daughter from the fourth Kharbinian Consort House had been briefly considered, but Rheil had spent one half afternoon in his company and refused outright.

Not that Sobekh was hard to look at, Sraidrha thought as she watched him pluck a grape from the bowl and pop it between his lips. He was just difficult to be around. Something that felt suspiciously like Chaos constantly cracked around him, striking anyone who came within arm’s reach with instant intimidation.

“Ah, well,” he finally said, “I do prefer watching the show as it unfolds.” He picked another grape.

After several moments of charged silence, Sraidrha sighed again. “You have something else to ask about?” she asked. She could see it all over his face. “You really should learn to master polite conversation, Sobekh,” she told him. “We are supposed to discuss pleasant trivialities first, gossip and the like, after which you should sneak in your pointed questions.”

“What trivialities would I have to discuss?” Sobekh honestly wanted to know.

Sraidrha wondered how he would look with a fork up his nose. Instead, she said, “Really. Perhaps I should have said pivotal events in your life, as nothing you would discuss could ever be considered trivial.”

He gave her a sour look. “What can you tell me about the strange stirrings happening around the Midhval?”

She gave him a bland look. “What stirs around the Midhval?” The Midhval River made up most of the western border between Kharbinia and Laskidoor; Sobekh’s Manor sat near one of its tributaries in the southwest. She gave her thoughts a voice. “What stirrings?”

Sobekh clenched the stemless wine glass in his hand. He’d really expected her to answer him promptly, as if she were prone to running her mouth. Perhaps a year apart and he’d forgotten anything he thought he knew about her. “Are things that bad? I heard some rumblings, but nothing concrete.”

Sraidrha sighed inwardly, deciding to play. “What have you heard?” A fig found itself between her fingers. She dipped it into creamy yogurt and took a dainty bite.

“Just across, over in Laskidoor.” He started to explain. “Laskidooris on the riverside usually come across to help with the fishing during season and we divide the catch.”

Sraidrha popped a date into her mouth and nodded. This she knew.

“That usually doesn’t happen until—,” 

“Summer, yes I know.”

“Well, some of the families have come early.” He took a healthy swig of wine. “And they weren’t looking right. Right peaked. When I asked about it, they had little to tell me.”

The Laskidooris were certainly loyal to their Territory, Sraidrha thought. Had she been in their shoes, she wouldn’t want this particular Keshkin to know the details of their travail before aid had been proffered. Sobekh would go off like a damned klaxon, telling all and sundry of the situation before the Hierarchy could settle things to their satisfaction.

“Is this what you wanted to ask Mother or Father?”

Sobekh nodded, taking a few figs, and popping them in his mouth like grapes.

“I’m not sure why they’re meeting today,” she offered. Not necessarily a lie; she didn’t know what subject was being covered in this particular meeting. “But I don’t believe they’ll be all day about it.” 

“Well, I need to ask Father or Mother if I should do something to aid them and how it will benefit.”

Sobekh was almost more of a Kisasi than their mother was. Always looking for the benefit of a good deed. “I’m sure if it is something serious, they will tell us.”

“That wasn’t all.”

Of course not. “What else?”

He finished his figs, rubbed his hands together, and leaned forward, turning his head in her direction. She didn’t like the troubled look in his eyes. “The river was... boiling four days ago.”

Sraidrha’s hand paused on the way to her mouth, the third fig she held dripping. “Pardon? Boiling?”

Sobekh waved his hand. “Well, not necessarily boiling. There was no heat. But it... bubbled like a pot of stew for half a day.”

“Did you stop it?” she asked. Sobekh was Favored by the Gift of Water, and he Controlled it like he did everything else—heavy handed.

“Didn’t have to. It stopped on its own, as quick as it started.” He poured himself another glass. Sraidrha noticed that he hadn’t eaten much more than the figs and the singular grape. She ate her fig and reached for an empty plate, intending to fill it for him. It wouldn’t do for him to be drunk so early. “But the Chaos that followed it,” he continued, “was annoying. Like nails across slate. It had more to do with the water condition than anything, I suspect.”

She placed several thin slices of meat on the plate, then some of the pearled onions. “Explain?”

“I could feel the Chaos, like a net hauling an enormous catch... pulled tight on something big under Water. I reached out, but I couldn’t find the end of the line. It’s just. It’s hard to describe. It just... sank into the Earth under there. The river beds.” He took the plate she handed to him, leaned back and picked up a sliver of meat with his fingers “Never felt anything like it before. And then... A full school of fish floated to the surface in a circle. Dead.”

No wonder he was pressed to speak to our parents. Sraidrha wished she could tell him what she’d found out but continued to hold her tongue on that news. If their parents thought he should know, he would know. “I’m positive there will be a good explanation,” she assured him, almost blithely.

Sobekh glowered at her for a moment. He took a sharp breath, then took another bite of the meat and licked the juices from his finger. “You really know nothing?”

It wasn’t a lie, she told herself again. She knew nothing of boiling rivers. “No. The only thing on my mind right now is the surfeit of Keshkin coming to Ascension,” she said, and led him into small talk about the current Generation’s familial largess. According to the historians of the family, there had never been so many Keshkin born in a generation.

Then she noticed his furtive looks around the room, at the door. “What are you looking for?” she asked him.

He blinked, caught, shook himself, and gave a slightly guilty shrug. “No one—nothing.”

Sraidrha sighed and allowed her expression to go flat again. “He won’t come up here,” she told him. “He’s not stupid.”

Sobekh sneered, “I believe that’s up for debate.”

“Sobekh...,” Oh how she wished she had a domina to throw at him.

A laugh from him cut her off, dark and full of contempt. “Just make sure he stays out of my way. I’ve enough to deal with the rest of you.”

“Don’t worry, I’m sure he has no desire to be in your company for any period of time,” Sraidrha didn’t hold back on that. She finally gestured at the bruises on his face. “Who did that?”

Sobekh fairly growled at her. “I don’t want to discuss it.”

Well, that was easy. It was Farandianis, she confirmed. And Sobekh had been bested. She was sure this explained the extra self-importance. He probably deserved the thrashing but wouldn’t take kindly to any poking about it.

So, she obliged him, and spent the rest of the time with him in innocent gossip as they finished their meal. By the time they were done with their sherbet, she’d managed to get Sobekh suitable for mixed company.

She’d also made a private note to speak with their father about what Sobekh told her about the Midhval river.

Of course the boiling river had plenty to do with the Earth cracking beneath it. She supposed that the Hierarchy would appreciate knowing where the tremor line ended.

First the Creche, now the Midhval. She didn’t like anything disturbing the regular order of things.

***
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IT WAS A DAY AND A half before she’d managed to pin Norio down long enough to listen to her. Sraidrha watched carefully as her father read the part she’d shown him in Haaron’s report. Aside from a small crease on his forehead, he did not react the way she expected him to.

Finally, he looked up at her. Sraidrha at last saw a bit of what she hoped to see; his eyes darkened with troubled thoughts.

“Again, your attention to detail amazes me, daughter,” he said, sighing. He put the report down and looked over her shoulder, staring blankly and tapping his fingers on the small table. This was always his way when he had a puzzle that needed solving. He was arranging what he knew into an equation that he could personally pick apart. She wondered what he would say when they brought the box she found in Sanctuary to him.

It was just turning to dawn, and she and Cradhen had spent another night with only the turn of an hourglass worth of sleep, completing tasks that had to be put aside for the Laskidoori problem. There was plenty of time to discuss the mahal later. This was far more urgent.

She cleared her throat gently, drawing their father back to her presence.

Norio blinked the thoughts out of his eyes and gave her his full attention. “Thank you for showing me this,” he said. “I will speak with Khafre and find out what he knows about these things.”

“But, what does it mean, Father?” Sraidrha asked. “I have never heard of something like this happening to a Crèche. Could it be because of the tremors?”

Norio shook his head. “Earth tremors should not affect a Crèche.” He scrubbed at the scruff on his face, and Sraidrha noticed that he looked haggard. “Haaron is Favored by Earth; his Crèche would never respond in such a way to anything involving Earth.”

Sraidrha felt the icy fingers of fear walking down her spine. She was recalling what Sobekh mentioned about the Midhval River. The disturbance of the Water then the death...

Norio noticed her expression. “Nothing to worry about,” Norio assured her. “Of course Water would protest such rough treatment by Her Brother. Just enough to ripple a few wells, but no damage at all.”

Speaking of ripples...Sraidrha shook her head. “Sobekh...he mentioned something.” She told her father what Sobekh said about the people coming across the border. “He tried to pretend that it was just curiosity, but you know how he is.”

“Damn it. It has his attention, which makes him capable of telling any and everyone.” Norio said quietly, then nodded. “That changes a few things.” Norio said briskly. “If he starts talking, it will spread through the Keep like a whirlwind. Have your older brothers and sisters meet me in the family solar as soon as you can gather them all together,” he told Sraidrha, “All of them down to Seth. I’ll handle keeping Sobekh quiet until then. We do not need panic right now.”

Sraidrha added the meeting to her mental list.

“Keep what you know of this,” Norio held up the report, “to yourself. Matters of the Crèche are for the Hierarchy to address.”

Sraidrha kept her doubts to herself.

Norio saw through her. “Trust me, Sara my dear. If I could share everything with you, I would.” He gave her a father’s smile, trying to soothe frayed nerves. He patted the report and stood, placing an arm across her shoulders. “Go. After we meet, I’m ordering that both you and Cradhen of you get some rest. There will be plenty more to deal with later.” He chuckled. “We still have to inform the Hierarchy about the twins, and I want the two of you present for that.”

Sraidrha agreed. While it would be entertaining to see how they reacted to the addition of another pair of Keshkin, she wasn’t looking forward to dealing with the dramatics that were sure to occur. And Cradhen would not be happy having to be in the same room as both Sobekh and Seth for any period of time. Perhaps he could shadow the cook for that hour....

She allowed Norio to guide her to the door, then she told him, “As long as you get rest as well.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “All right, all right,” he promised. “I’ll go find Sobekh now while you corral the rest of your siblings into one room. Good luck with that, by the way.” They separated in the main hallway that led to the different sections of the private residence. She took the right path, toward the women’s wing, and Norio headed toward the staircase.
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Excoriation

Cradhen lay on his back on the stone ledge and held the tiny object in front of his face.

It had been a long time since he had taken time in the family sona, but today he decided he deserved a nice, long sweat, and a quiet place to consider this little mystery that Sraidrha placed in his lap. As the sound of dripping condensation from the walls surrounded him, he focused all his attention on the little book.

He’d never seen one so small in his life. It was the length of Sraidrha’s tiniest finger, wide as three baby fingers, but the detail on it was amazing. Age had darkened the metal but hadn’t dimmed the colors of the miniature jewels set in between the carvings. The jewels on the spine pricked at Cradhen’s memories, but he couldn’t place them.

He tried opening the cover again—it held fast. He turned it this way and that, trying to see if there was anything etched into the surface that could tell him what it could contain. Perhaps it was a love note from a time long ago. More likely, it was just a crib sheet for some Keshkin child who had a liking for drama and flair. But, what had it been doing inside of Sanctuary, hidden under a tile? Who put it there? That same mysterious Keshkin child? He reached back to the previous Ascension. Those who Ascended to Ashvin that year weren’t the mischievous type.

No, those four were a boring set of Keshkin. A spoiled Heirling; a bookish girl; one who was so unremarkable, he couldn’t even remember what she looked like; and Sobekh. He couldn’t see any of them even considering doing such a thing. Sanctuary was sacrosanct.

He flipped over onto his stomach. He would continue considering the path that would have led this thing into Sanctuary after he’d sweat away as much of his tension as he could. Pillowing his head on his hands, he closed his eyes, keeping his ears active even while he slowly tried to relax other parts of his body. The soft sound coming from the ceiling, water falling into a large pool of hot water in the center of the room was his rhythm while he concentrated on each of the eight nodes of his body from foot to crown. As moisture began to pop out all over the surface of his skin, he pictured the symbols for each of those points in his head. When before it was a struggle just to breathe normally, now his thoughts and emotions were effortless and smooth.

Just as the peace around him started to seep into his skin, something made the fine hairs stand at attention, like a poison seeping into pure water. The humid warmth crept out of the way and Cradhen opened his eyes.

The scream was trapped behind the bubble of air in his throat, choking off everything. He thought about sitting upright, but his muscles would not obey. He could only lay there and stare as...

Sobekh smiled slowly, knowing exactly what he was doing to Cradhen.

Cradhen cleared his throat and tried again. “What—what do you want?” He was surprised at the strength in his voice.

Breathe, Cradhen.

“How are you, brother?” Sobekh said smoothly, sitting himself on the ledge, close—far too close—to Cradhen. Cradhen hoped beyond hope that his shivering wasn’t obvious. But, as Sobekh ran his eyes along Cradhen’s form, Cradhen knew what he looked like.

PREY...

“What do you want?” He kept his words small and succinct, single syllables, the better to minimize the appearance of intimidation. He told himself that Sobekh’s question was nothing more to him than the annoyance his brother wanted it to be. They never spent time in mindless chatter, never once since...

“I’m curious.” Sobekh looked around the sona, as if he were putting his words together. Cradhen knew that to be nonsense. Sobekh had his words together and was preparing to wield them like the weapon they always were. Like a healer arranging his cutting instruments Sobekh was fully prepared to incise him from crown to toes.

Cradhen sighed. “About what?” 

“Laskidoor.”

Cradhen blinked. He hadn’t expected that.

“What’s going on over there?” Sobekh asked in a deceptively smooth voice.

Now Cradhen found the power to sit up. “What do you mean?” he asked cautiously.

“What. Is . Going. On. In. Laskidoor.” Each word was sharper than the one before.

Cradhen’s eyes slid away. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Sobekh barked a laugh. It hit Cradhen like a pointed finger to his chest, a flick to the forehead from a bully. As Sobekh leaned in, Cradhen leaned away. “That’s a damned lie,” Sobekh said. “You know everything that goes on around here.” Sobekh only stopped moving forward when he could comfortably speak into Cradhen’s ear.

The sweat rolling down Cradhen’s temple had nothing to do with the humidity in the sona. “I know nothing about—”

“You know everything,” Sobekh said. “You know when the least of the people in this Keep takes a shit. Don’t try to lie to me. I know all the Brethren are here; so I know there was a meeting about something of importance. It was about Laskidoor, wasn’t it?” After all that, Sobekh leaned back and looked into Cradhen’s face, searching for subterfuge.

Cradhen forced himself to remain impassive. “Even if it was, you know I couldn’t tell you.” He cleared his throat. “Even if I wanted to.”

Breathe, Cradhen.

“Well I think you might want to, if only to get me to go away.” “Why do you want to know?” Cradhen cut off Sobekh’s verbal momentum.

“Well... I might be able to get some advantage out of it.”

Cradhen forgot himself for a heartbeat. “How?” he said, voice breaking on the word.

Sobekh crossed his arms. “The Laskidooris coming to Ohannes this season seem to be in distress. Imagine what would happen if I could offer them succor.”

The word succor and the name Sobekh did not belong anywhere in the same room with each other. Cradhen could only stare.

“It is time for me to make my mark,” Sobekh continued. “What better way than to help without costing Laskidoor anything that it cannot afford.”

He was dreaming, Cradhen finally decided. There was no way that this conversation was happening in his reality. Make his mark? Where? Why?

His confusion gave him some strength of purpose and made him forget to allow Sobekh to intimidate him. “You are the last person with whom I would share such things, even if there were anything of import to share,” he said honestly, quite proud that his voice stayed steady.

He saw the spark of anger spark deep in his brother’s eye, probably before Sobekh even felt it. A knot formed in Cradhen’s gut, and his throat threatened to close, but he held firm.

Sobekh’s knowledge was troubling. If he found out what was happening in Laskidoor, he wouldn’t hold his tongue. He would cause panic, just to be able to assuage fears and take credit for his part of the solution.

“L-look. I think you’re imagining things that aren’t there,” he told Sobekh, half to himself.

The silence made him look up. The storm cloud gaze cut off his breath again.

“I’m not the one on the edge of madness here, boy.”

Cradhen’s stomach dropped, but he held tight to his nerves. He cannot hurt you here. He would not dare.

“Still, I couldn’t tell you until the Brethren allowed it. So, this is pointless.” Leave me alone.

Sobekh’s lip curled. “You think you’re protected here, don’t you?” he said. “You think you can talk back to me without consequence.”

Cradhen started to shake his head but stopped just in time. Sobekh was making absolutely no sense, which meant that this was terribly, terribly pointless. He was only doing it to slice his way under Cradhen’s skin. Cradhen was angry with himself for not catching on sooner.

“You ever been in the lower levels of Alnyagel, brother?” Cradhen’s eyes narrowed. He was even more on guard now.

“What?”

Sobekh chuckled. “I know you love the study of our Divine history.” He stood. “The history to be found down there is impressive.”

And?

“There is an entire holding down there, beneath the foundations of this Keep.” Sobekh held his gaze the way he held his favorite tankard.

Something cold surrounded Cradhen and squeezed, making him shiver. Memories...memories...

“The Sanraksha made their home here after leaving Laskidoor,” Sobekh continued with his so-called history lesson. “If you think the lower levels of Iglasi were so... oppressive,” and his eyes gleamed in a way that brought every memory Cradhen had crushed deep down in his consciousness screaming to the fore. He could see all those things gleaming in the reflection of gray/blue of Sobekh’s cyclonic gaze. Greasy; an oily haze over troubled water. “Wait until you’ve experienced the lower levels of Alnyaghel.”

Why did that sound like a promise and a threat?

“Do think about what you can share with me, Cradhen.
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Hounds and Jackals

Sraidrha didn’t know why she always felt... exposed when she was in the presence of her eldest brother and sister, but there she was.

Perhaps it was because whenever they condescended to give her their attention, the whole experience left her feeling as if she were lacking in something.

Birith, very much the Heir of Kharbinia, barely tolerated her presence, a mere seventh child. Roxolani turned up her nose at the idea of a Keshkin—and one of her sisters—lowering herself to be a servant in her own father’s house. No matter that Sraidrha was the titular lady of the Keep. A Kalfa was a servant and that was not to be borne.

She rolled her eyes when their censorious gaze left her, glad that the obligatory examination was over. She found a comfortable seat amidst the full-cushioned settees.

For this meeting of most of the family, the screens had been moved to block off the view from the balcony and to create a small space that would actually be private. Razia, Norio’s Defender, was already present, standing beside the screen blocking the door. She would see who entered and ensure privacy for this gathering.

“Do you know what this is about, Sara?” Roxolani asked as she sipped daintily from a teacup.

Sraidrha dropped six tiny spoons of sugar in her own cup before answering. “Not really,” she said. “I could be any of three or four things.”

Birith gave her yet another disapproving look. “You can’t even give a hint, girl?”

“It has nothing to do with you,” Sraidrha offered, knowing that would kill his interest immediately.

Birith rolled his eyes. He dismissed her and went back to sharing gossip with his other sister.

Sraidrha hid her smile behind her cup.

Cradhen entered the room, drawing attention for long enough to give Birith and Roxolani something new to disapprove of. He gave Sraidrha a small smile before finding a safe perch in a window seat. Sraidrha could tell without a word passing between them that something was amiss, but there was no way to bring it to light right at the moment.

“We will talk later, sister,” Cradhen told her torpally, and she heard the tension like primed springs in his inner voice.

The spot he chose allowed him to be able to see the entire room; no one would be able to surprise him with their appearance, unwanted or not.

Sraidrha was sitting her cup down when she heard the door open. Norio had specified that only the oldest be here, down to those Ascending, so only seven more siblings were expected. And they began to trickle in, giving Sraidrha the opportunity to get a good look at those she only saw once a year during Ascension.

The next to arrive was Ashur, twin to Seth and Ascending with him. As always, his arrival was like a swift breeze, redolent with flowers and sunshine. It was more than amusing to watch Birith startle when Ashur clapped a hand on his older brother’s shoulder. He blew a kiss at Roxolani, who tried to stay prim and proper, but who could not respond to the very brightness of day? She gave Ashur a half-smile.

Sraidrha saw Ashur’s new, matured sigil just as he said torpally: “Stick still firmly up there, hmm?”

Sraidrha coughed delicately. “It would take a Writ from the whole Hierarchy to remove.”

Ashur chuckled aloud, earning a frown from Birith. “What?” he asked the Heir. “I’m not supposed to be in a good mood?”

“I’m sure this meeting is serious in nature, brother,” Birith answered, “You could try to show the proper decorum.”

“Too much like work.” Ashur flopped in a chair close to Cradhen’s perch. He swung his legs onto the cushioned leg rest and crossed his arms. Leaning his head back, he closed his eyes, looking for all the world as if he were ready to nap.

Sraidrha wasn’t fooled.

Neither was Cradhen, who gave the top of Ashur’s head a small smile. The space around him was surely protected from anyone not willing to deal with Ashur’s eternal cheerfulness.

At least, that was what Sraidrha thought.

Sobekh appeared with Seth, as usual, in his wake. Darkness and his Shadow. The mild chatter softened slightly as Sobekh stopped, looked about, and began to move through the room.

Roxolani twitched her skirt out of his path. Sraidrha saw her lip curl and empathized. Birith gave his younger brother a flat, emotionless gaze as he passed. That was as close as he would get to a cut direct without turning his head.

Sraidrha shivered when she looked at Sobekh head on. The look in his eyes would have shattered glass. She turned slightly so that she could see Cradhen without drawing attention to the fact. He looked as if he were totally engrossed in what was outside. Sraidrha knew better than that. She sought out torpally and touched... a wall. A wall created of Cradhen’s sigil; gray and white lights crackling and sizzling and keeping everyone and everything out. Sraidrha withdrew, promising herself she would ask him how he did that.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake would you give it a rest, Sobekh?” Ashur said. “You are getting so tedious. Ruffians and bullies are only interesting for as long as it takes one to find out that they’re just completely obnoxious.”

Sraidrha looked and noted that Sobekh was seated in a chair facing Cradhen. He got comfortable amidst the cushions of the chair. His eyes were glittering with something unidentifiable as he watched Cradhen watching the scenery outside.

“Indeed.” At the new voice everyone turned toward the door.

Norio and Hafsa entered together, with Farandianis between them. It was Norio who’d spoken, and his expression brooked no argument.

Faran gave Sraidrha a smile and found himself on the couch beside her.

“How is our little Kalfa?” he asked, his voice a soft rumble through the room.

Sraidrha smiled back. “As usual.” She looked down and noticed the discoloration across his knuckles. She gasped softly. “What happened to you?”

“This?” He held his hand up and considered the bruises. “I... ah...hit a wall.”

And her guess about Sobekh’s eye was confirmed. She gave Faran a satisfied grin. “I think I might have a salve for that.”

“My thanks.” 

“Of course.”

Someone in the room made a sound that suspiciously reminded her of a laugh, covered with a light cough. Sraidrha watched Sobekh give his siblings a slow, glowering look, trying to find the guilty party. Unsuccessful, he turned his attention to his mother.

Hafsa seated herself on the couch next to her spouse. Back ramrod straight, one foot placed directly before the other just so, Hafsa was a Hierarch from the time she woke until she slept. Her critical eye swept the room a moment, cataloging her criticisms for later. Then, she deferred to her husband to begin the meeting. After that, she barely looked at any of her children, as if to give attention to one would be to show favoritism. Sraidrha knew the woman did have favorites, and that she did not number among them.

Norio smiled at all his children with genuine equal favor. “I appreciate you coming so early in the morning, especially those who do not favor the morning,” he said with a slight chuckle. He was a casual foil for his wife’s formality, wearing loose shirt and plain trousers of a matching dark gray. Hafsa wore a long, formfitting gown that covered everything that terem dictated be covered. Her pectoral flashed silver whenever the sunlight struck it. Sraidrha never saw any wrap a gele as precisely as Hafsa had her servants wrap one. Sraidrha would have had a days-long headache if someone wrapped her head that perfectly.

Norio took a long draught of the water given to him by the servant. “There is just no delicate way to put this, so I’m going to hop in with both feet.” He explained to the assembled of the tremors in Laskidoor, doing it in such a way that kept all of the underlying troubles close to his chest.

Sraidrha took note of who grew attentive. The Heir did. Sobekh blinked in minute surprise. Perhaps he was expecting more of an explanation than mere tremors on the border.

“Kharbinia, like the others, will be offering help to our Brethren as He needs it. Right now, He needs a place for those of his people who have lost their homes to damage. Those of you who have holdings will be housing those people. The remainder will be kept in Kharbinia’s guest houses.

Hafsa said, “All three Realms are offering a place for Haaron’s dispossessed—,”

Sraidrha saw her father tense and wondered at that.

“—so do not think we are going to be overwhelmed. The burden is being equally shared.”

“Now why does that sound so ominous?” Cradhen whispered to Sraidrha torpally.

Sraidrha didn’t realize how relieved she would feel to hear him speak. “I’m certain we’ll find out soon,” she answered. Are you all right?”

Silence. Then: “I will be.” 

“What happened?” 

“Nothing.”

“My arse.”

“Leave it. We can talk later.”

She let her gaze skirt the room. She caught a curl in Sobekh’s lip and wondered where his current contempt was coming from. This news was perfect for him; he would be able to help and be rewarded, just as he wished.

Hafsa also noticed, it seemed. Her eyes narrowed briefly, in the way of all mothers, warning her second favorite child to watch himself. As Sobekh subsided into a morose pout, their mother said, “I know I do not need to remind you that these people have no idea what goes on in the houses of the Divine,” she said to the room at large. “It should stay that way. Keep your drama in your private chambers. That said, they are to be afforded the respect that is their due as honest hard-working people.”

There was a weighty silence after that. What exactly had Sobekh said torpally? She’d caught the flicker of his eyelids; his particular way of focusing inward.

Sraidrha shot a quick look toward Cradhen. She caught the bitter twist to his lips. Had he answered?

Faran cleared his throat, dispelling the tension. “Of course, we will welcome them.”

“Without hesitation,” Birith added for good measure.

Norio relaxed into his and Hafsa’s couch, took a sip of the ever-present water near his hand, and continued onto another subject.

“You,” and he encompassed all of his children within that word, “will be the example all other Keshkin follow. These people of Laskidoor have no control over their circumstances, and I will not have them feeling less than because of it. They are common folk; not stray animals, not oddities.”

The two Heirs spoke for the others. “It shall be as you say,” they said, completely in unison without thinking about it. Despite all appearances, Faran and Birith commiserated in ways that only the first born could. Never mind that Faran, scandlously, was the first-born of the Pratham Consort of Ivardakka, and not the third-born of Norio’s children.

“No other questions?” Norio asked the room at large. He had to know there would be, but he ignored the eagerness in a few expressions. “All right...off you go!” He gave them a serious look. “Keep what you have heard in these walls. And I want you all to gather up your best of manners and keep them close. When I say I want these people welcomed, I mean it.”

He waited a moment. When no one moved, he clapped his hands. Everyone jumped. “Well? Out! I’ve private things to discuss with your mother!” Half-grinning and placing an arm along the back of the couch behind Hafsa, he began to mutter just like a man who was into his tenth decade. “Can’t even have private dealings with my own wife in my own house! Rotten, nosy children...”

Sraidrha pressed her lips together and suppressed her giggle. It would not do to earn the Kisasi Glare from her mother. She stood, feeling Cradhen’s presence beside her. In a quick glance, she realized that the two of them would have to pass Sobekh and Seth on their way out. She placed herself between Cradhen and them and turned to ask Cradhen a question related to the arrangements for Ascension. It did the job and kept Cradhen distracted long enough to get out of the room unscathed.
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One Blessed Evening

One blessed evening of rest, and Sraidrha’s mind had finally ceased spinning.

She buried her bare toes in the deep pile of carpet in her room. After running all day in either responsible or formal shoes, to luxuriate barefoot was the one and only vanity in which she indulged to distraction. She’d dismissed her maid for the evening, telling the girl for the one-hundredth time that she was fully capable of drawing water and bathing herself, and had been doing so for quite some time. Which, after tearing herself from the overstuffed chair was what she proceeded to do.

Of course it took time for the water to grow just heated enough, so, since no one would see her, put her hand into the water and called the warmth she needed. Her mind’s eye saw the carnelian torpal stone actually begin to glow with an orange and red fire.

Neither her mother nor her father knew she could do that. Khafre hadn’t even realized that she had such control over her torpal and synchric energy. And she really wasn’t ready for them to know either. Not until she had decided exactly how it had come so easily to her when everyone else struggled with this step.

In any case, when the water was exactly hot enough to boil a good cup of tea, she was soon soaking with blissful abandon and some playful splashing and humming. Circumspection, while without question was required in her daily duties, had no place within her own personal sanctuary and she let herself be consumed by the heated water in the gigantic tub fitted into the floor behind its own small partition.

All mental discourse about dinners, ceremonies, rituals, meetings and the like floated away with everything else beneath the wonderful scent of summer flowers. If anyone who thought they knew her could see the vision of decadence she presented as she rested a soapy foot on the edge of the tub and fed herself sugared fruit, they would have documented it for posterity. Surely, Sraidrha the Prude was not lying up to her neck in a tub full of scented water amid a deep-pile white carpet, humming and contemplating nothing more than what she was going to wear on First Night.

A discordant tapping jolted her completely from her reverie. She slowly opened one eye and peered at the door, disbelieving. It was an unspoken rule that when Sraidrha entered her private chambers for the evening, she was finished with everyone and everything. She hoped that something somewhere was on fire; else, the poor unfortunate soul on the other side of her door would leave her presence swiftly and minus the ability to hear straight for three days. Maybe four.

No. She wouldn’t yell. That would undo all the relaxation she’d just attained. But perhaps she would employ a bit her mother’s icy ire and flay the—

Her next thought as the door swung open was a wish that the beautifully decadent, deep-pile carpet would swallow her whole.

Standing in front of her, looking about as shocked as she felt, was the last person she expected to see. Because, of course, who else would she expect at her door but the man who’d mysteriously requested the so-called honor of becoming her Keshkin spouse. The man with whom she’d had less than one cumulative month’s worth of direct, isolated contact before said Betrothal was proposed.

Tsu, the bloody Heir of Iona, was in the doorway of her private chambers looking as fresh as he probably had when he emerged from his own guest quarters earlier that morning.

The expletive that crossed her mind would have appalled the Heir of Iona. So, too, would have the thought she had of cracking both of his kneecaps for disturbing her.

How did one respond to this kind of thing?

Thankfully, he saved her. “I fear I’ve come at an inopportune moment,” he murmured, his eyes fixed on her face, as if he knew better than to look elsewhere.

She pulled the neckline of her robe tighter, as well as her dignity, and prayed the belt held everything else in place. Indeed, he had to have been thinking, quite correctly, that all she wore beneath the robe was what she came into the world with. Her toes curled of their own volition into the carpet.

Sweet Kaede. She was newborn naked underneath her robe in the presence of her newly Betrothed. She could hear the ancient creators of the terem protocols weeping somewhere, in a descant to a screeching multitude of tradition-bound ancestors.

And there was no way she was going to let him get away without finding out what brought him here to throw her evening into disarray. “No, please... if you will just allow me to—”

“Of course.”

“It will only take—”

“A moment. O-of course.”

She never dressed faster in her entire life.

The ends of her hair were still damp but secured firmly into a demure knot at her nape— she almost looked presentable when she emerged from her sleeping chamber in a floor-touching tunic dress and chemise. She still went barefoot; shoes were a personal affront to this room, so he would have to deal with the discourtesy. Apparently, he was too busy studying the toes of his own soft- soled house shoes to notice. Stretched in the same chair in which she’d been resting prior to her bath, he looked far more fitting than she would have liked. The muted colors of her room, white, pale blues and greens, suited him as if the room had been decorated especially for him.

She stubbornly refused to acknowledge that the colors were, in fact, his own.

His hair was a peaceful swath of white roots and pale bluish green ends, like larimar under moonlight; his eyes a clear, bright contrast to the other shades. Against the backdrop of her personal sanctuary, he was stunning and disturbing to her equilibrium. She didn’t like that. She drew herself up and allowed her public mask to fall over her face. He hadn’t earned more than the quick glimpse of her bare of her protections.

Then, she noticed that he looked troubled.

When he spoke, each word was given over like precious tender. “I find myself having to apologize to you for a multitude of things.”

“Oh?” she said before she could catch herself and think of what that comment meant. “Apologize? For what?”

Tsu gazed up at her. It felt odd to have him in that vulnerable position, looking at her like a petitioner. However, aside from the cushioned footstool, there was nowhere for her to sit. To be gracious of his obviously uncomfortable plight, she perched herself on said footstool in front of him and waited expectantly for him to continue.

“I understand that you have received my...” he began.

She folded her hands in her lap and did her best to give him a serene look. “It was quite unexpected.”

He stared at her so long she wondered what in Kaede’s Eyes he was looking for. Then he said, “Then... can I expect to see you at the Ceremony?”

Ah. Apparently, he had to hear a yes or no. She couldn’t meet his gaze. “Your request was quite unexpected,” she repeated.

“Hmm. All right. Understood.” With that done, he seemed to work himself up to the apology he had earlier spoken of. “I realize that coming here tonight was very untoward. I didn’t mean to disturb your evening like this.”

“As Kalfa of the Keep, I am actually used to interruptions.” She shrugged. “I even expect them during this chaotic time.” She would not apologize for how he found her.

“I wanted to offer my apologies for the presumptuous way you received my petition. I’d wanted to... however...” he scrubbed at the back of his head and found something utterly interesting on the toe of his shoe.

She decided to spare him more discomfort. Perhaps it was her first step toward acceptance; perhaps it was her need to get him out of her room so she could go back to relaxing. “Your apology is not necessary, but I will accept it.” Then she waited for his next apology. For there was something she remembered seeing that put his whole proposal to her into a unique perspective.

The interaction between Betrothed was a closely monitored thing. Obviously, he knew that their Betrothal was only missing the ceremony on day eight of Ascension to be publicly official. So, he should have been more careful with whom he kept company around the Keep. Knowing this, he was possibly preparing to assure her that what she’d seen would not happen again. So, she waited.

And waited.

He seemed to gather that she was, indeed, waiting. An almost comedic look crossed his face. “Have I done something else for which I must ask for forgiveness?”

She blinked. He, an apparent expert of all that was seemly and proper, had no idea that—

“I see I have.” He sat straight up and then became earnest. “Am I allowed to learn how I have offended you?”

Where was her voice when she needed it most? Where was her Control of the common tongue when she wanted it? Ah, there it was, cackling at her in undisguised glee. “What...What were you doing with my sister in the morning solar?”

If one listened carefully, one would have heard the pile in the rug shifting beneath her feet. Probably would have heard a random bird falling off a perch somewhere in the garden beneath her window.

He blinked at her like a confused canine, his eyes, crisp green, ringed with a circle of white fire. “Your pardon?” he almost stammered.

“Faetia. Why were you with her in the morning solar?”

His bottom lip actually dropped a fraction as he stared. “Faetia?” he repeated, quite like the dullard she knew he wasn’t.

“My sister Faetia. Younger than me by a year. You were escorting her to the morning meal as if you and she were—” There was no way she would finish that particularly uncomfortable thought. He would just have to figure out that one did not Betroth oneself to one woman, only to escort another anywhere people would notice. Especially since she would be aware of it by default, as Kalfa of the Keep.

After that, he certainly confirmed that he was not a dullard. He’d caught on, with a quickness that blinded. A small smile danced across his features and landed in his eyes. “I was with your sister—Faetia, younger than you by a year—for the benefit of my cousin and best friend, Arjuna.” Tsu peered at her. “Of Estrahna? Ascending this year, same as me.”

Sraidrha frowned. “I know who he is. But I don’t understand.” 

“I fear that my friend has found himself in a situation similar to my own.” His glance willed her to get it, his cheeks actually flushed light lavender. “Unlike me, he decided to take a safer route to learning more about his potential Betrothed before asking formally for her hand.”

Sraidrha almost fell from the footstool. “Betrothed?”

“Oh dear. I shouldn’t have said that.” His words said one thing; his face said nothing of the sort.

Poor Faetia.

Her composure was now almost dissolved into vapor. “I don’t think I’ll have anyone to tell. And no time to do so.”

“She doesn’t know yet.” 

“What?”

“Your mother hasn’t delivered the news yet. On Arjuna’s request.”

The temerity of these Heirs. “I see.”

He smiled a little more. “And I see you don’t approve. Wait until you hear about... no, I can’t talk about that one.”

“Well, it certainly is not fair to blind-side anyone like that.”

“The way I blind-sided you?”

There was almost no response to that. Almost. “My circumstances are slightly different. At least I have an opportunity to consider my options.” As if she had more than two options open to her.

“A direct hit.”

“Does it sting?” There her mouth was, running where she didn’t want it. She almost snapped her jaw trying to close it so fast.

He rubbed at the center of his chest, smiling ruefully. “Absolutely.”

“Good.”

“Were you jealous, Sraidrha?”

Well. He was a master of the blind-side. “Excuse me?” 

“Tell me truthfully. Were you jealous?”

She couldn’t meet his inquisitive gaze. “Why should I be jealous?” she babbled like an idiot, trying her best to stay afloat. No, that hadn’t deflected him. She sighed.

An arched eyebrow met that disclaimer.

And she was considering a lifelong commitment with this man?

He was looking at her as if her father was a glassmaker.

She allowed, “I admit to a small amount of confusion. You are supposed to be my petitioned Betrothed, and there you were, chatting up my sister—” she clamped her lips closed for a moment, then tried again. “All right. Fine. Will this make you feel better? Yes. I admit I was a bit irritated.” Before he could make fun of her, she quickly added, “And, again, confused. Do you really wish for my approval or is this Betrothal some kind of caprice to distract your parents from making the choice for you?”

“Ouch. Once again, a straight shot.” He reached out to take one of her hands. Her eyes widened at the liberty. “Never lie to me, Sraidrha, and I promise I will never lie to you.”

This time her tongue was compelled by something else entirely. “Agreed.”

“And no, this is no caprice. Just clumsily done.”

And they sat there, just breathing. She knew she was still breathing because she could hear her heartbeat thumping in her ears.

He blinked, breaking the suddenly close mood. “Now, I should leave before your brother comes breaking this door down to pummel me.”

“Which brother?”

As he stood, he looked over his shoulder at her. “You know which one. You share a bond with him closer than any set of twins I have ever met.”

“Oh.” She searched her slightly scattered mind, and sure enough, she could sense Cradhen scratching at the edges, concern, and curiosity foremost in his thoughts. “It’s necessary... as we share so many duties and—”

“I understand.”

She nodded, then all she could do at that point was watch him walk to the door. The grace in his step, unnoticed all this time, suddenly struck her somewhere in the middle of her own chest.

Before he left, he whispered one more thing. “It is a kind and loving thing you do for your brother. Rest your mind, I will not come between that.”

Before she could respond, he was gone. It was then she noted the clean, masculine scent he left behind. A spicy scent, not too heavy and cloying, but just enough to notice when one wished to notice it.

It was the perfect accompaniment to one blessed evening of rest.
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Words Unbidden

Cradhen suffered the daraji who buzzed around him with his measuring tape and his incessant, pointed questions without much complaint.

As much as he hated dealing with this essential part of his personal Ascension preparations, he hated more the way Sobekh and Seth wound their way underneath his skin just by simply being around.

During the meeting, he made sure to keep himself out of their reach, maneuvering himself to put Farandianis and Ashur physically between them. If either noticed, they gave no indication. He knew that Sraidrha noticed, despite her lack of reaction. She’d promised him a quiet evening with her favorite tea and sweets when they were finished with all their duties.

“Serenity,” the daraji snatched his attention. “Will you be wearing white or black for the First Night festivities?”

Cradhen didn’t hesitate. “Black.” 

He heard the man’s relieved sigh and was glad to have given him peace of mind. To request formal white was to request a fabric that was specially-treated to keep it from staining. He knew with intimate knowledge how awful that treatment was to apply. He would not be one of the people who required it of the whole contingent of daraji and assistants.

Although... he knew that most of his brothers preferred formal black, and he had no wish to be just another member of the Kharbinian Horde. That would draw far too much attention to his liking.

Now he was torn...

The door to the room opened and he saw them in his periphery. Cradhen’s muscles seized a moment, but he recovered just in time for Sobekh’s gaze to settle on him. Cradhen kept his attention on the daraji, though he could feel the stormy blue gaze on his skin like a straight pin sinking under the surface.

When Cradhen’s heartbeat steadied, he turned and nodded a cautious greeting to Sobekh’s almost constant shadow. Seth was a follower, therefore was infinitesimally safer. He could put up with Seth for short periods of time. Unfortunately, Seth followed Sobekh into every storm the elder brother could summon.

Out of the corner of his eye, Cradhen tracked a new daraji moving to greet the one working on him.

Sobekh’s gaze narrowed slightly then turned predatory, as Cradhen knew it would. He slowly circled Cradhen, giving him an assessing look when he finally stopped behind him. 

Through the looking glass, Sobekh said, “Brother, I do believe you’ve finally begun to put some meat on those bones. What do you think, Seth?”

Seth sat on a stool and began pulling his boots off. “He’s almost starting to look normal,” he mumbled.

Cradhen’s lip curled, but he kept his own counsel and kept his eyes on his daraji. It would do no good for him to trade any measure of words with this pair. He had not won in the past and would not win now.

Breathe, Cradhen.

Sobekh chuckled. “Now, let’s not get ahead of things.” He planted himself next to Seth. As he reached for his left boot, he leaned toward his brother in a conspiratorial manner. “Cradhen is and will always be...unique...among our clan.”

Unique. From any other’s lips, the word could be complementary. From Sobekh, in that falsely pleasant voice, the word was a replacement for not normal. Never normal. From Sobekh’s mouth, that word meant deficient. Lacking. Less than the rest of his family. Not a part.

He knew they were wrong. Sraidrha had proved them wrong. So had Farandianis. And, of course, his father. By the Three, when these two were not around, he proved it to himself daily. But with Sobekh so close, with his need to dominate was so prevalent, it was hard to chase away those things...those things...that had been done to convince Cradhen that he was nothing.

Sobekh spared a few of his valuable moments to give Cradhen another glance, and then utterly dismissed him.

Then Cradhen discovered that, even if he wanted, he couldn’t move. Those instincts that had been honed during the Incident, told him there was danger and acted accordingly.

The daraji who was fitting him gave a sympathetic tutting sound and directed all his attention to his measurements again, making it impossible for Cradhen to flee, as much as the desire burned through his veins. Then his brain started to chastise him, reminding him that he had made a promise to himself to stop running from such interaction, the way he had countless times before. It was time, past time.

Perhaps I will succeed this year.

He glanced at Seth who leaned against a wall; barefoot, calm and casual, waiting. When his brother, older by one year, caught him staring, he gave Cradhen a loose, lazy smile. It was a look of promise, one that Cradhen was familiar with.

He hoped the trickle of sweat that made its way down the back of his neck would not stain the fabric the daraji was wrapping over his shoulder.

“You know what?” Sobekh suddenly said. “I find the atmosphere in this room too close.” He jerked his head at Seth. “Perhaps we should find a fitting room that is better ventilated.”

“But I like this room,” Seth protested. “The potential for entertainment will distract us from the thousands of pins this prick,” he pointed at their daraji, “will be sure to poke into us.”

“What possible entertainment can we experience that we have not had before?” Sobekh asked, but still climbed up on his own dais, snapping fingers at their daraji. Before the poor man began, Sobekh leaned down into the man’s face. “I feel one of those pins, and you’ll feel my foot up your ass for the rest of Ascension,” he said, almost politely. “Clear?”

The man could do nothing more than nod frantically. Cradhen heard Seth chuckle.

For a few Favored moments, there was an unencumbered silence in the room, while daraji worked their measure tapes, pins, and chalks. Cradhen concentrated on the soothing sound of the scraping of pen across paper as the men copied down measurements and other notes. After a few heartbeats he could almost ignore his unwanted companions.

Then Seth spoiled it all by levering himself off the wall to take his turn walking around Cradhen, slowly examining the daraji’s handiwork. With each circle, he moved closer until Cradhen could feel his brother’s breath on the back of his neck on one pass. It took everything he had not to lean away.

“Seriously,” Seth said, with awe coloring the word. “He certainly has filled out. I believe that the available girls would think him almost handsome.”

Sobekh barked a laugh. “Girls?”

Cradhen felt the heat crawling up his neck.

“Well, I don’t think any of the males in our family would give him the time of day,” Seth said. “Most of them have more taste.”

Cradhen’s jaw tightened so fast he could almost feel the muscle snapping.

Seth caught the narrowing of his eyes. “Oh, I think I’ve hit a nerve, ‘Bek.” He moved until he faced Cradhen. Cradhen hated that looking at this brother was like gazing into a darkened mirror. At a quick glance, a stranger would think the two of them were twins. Same straight eyebrows, angular jawline, the same curving lips. The difference was that Seth didn’t have Cradhen’s almost transparent paleness. His soft, light brown skin looked as if it were almost always touched with morning dew. The butters and oils Cradhen would have to lather on to achieve that look...

Cradhen knew that everyone found Seth mysteriously attractive and appealing. Which did not calculate within the spiral that his mind had been taking. It jerked him out of his dangerous thoughts, and caused his expression to clear, leaving it placid. He saw Seth register the change with a slow blink of his eyes, long lashes hiding the blue-gray of trelemite briefly.

“He’s getting good,” Seth whispered. “We’ll have to fix that while we’re here.”

“Fix what?”

The rush of air that filled Cradhen’s lungs chased the drowning feeling away. He turned his head toward the voice. The first thing he saw was the thick, dark purple braid that wound its way over one broad shoulder. Shot with gold strands that picked up any spare light it could, it always caught his eye first, like a banner of safety he could reach for. That he had reached for in those years he had shoved into the darkest corner of his mind.

“I said,” Farandianis repeated, “fix what, Seth?”

Seth’s eyes fell to the ground, and he took two large steps back, away from Cradhen.

“This isn’t your conversation, Faran,” Sobekh growled.

Farandianis leaned in the doorway and crossed his arms across his chest. Cradhen didn’t miss that his fists were clenched, ready. A smile turned up one corner of his mouth. “Well, then, would you like to continue the conversation we were having back at Aravindha?” he offered.

Cradhen heard everything that the question carried and wondered what kind of conversation they could have possibly had in Aravindha. The two really couldn’t spend too much time in the same room without wanting to throw each other out of any convenient window. He looked at Sobekh. He was almost purple with an anger that had nothing to do with Cradhen for once.

Sobekh jerked his arm from the daraji’s grasp, sending the man spinning his arms to keep from falling. “Seth, let’s go,” he spat. “Now the air in here reminds me of unwashed ass.”

“Perhaps you should bathe more,” the mumbled words were loud in the small room. Cradhen’s eyes widened as he stared at the floor; he hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

A snorting laugh tumbled from Seth, unbidden. Cradhen, surprised, turned his head to stare. Then he saw Sobekh step down from the dais toward him, teeth just slightly bared.

Farandianis stood straighter. He and Sobekh locked gazes for so long, Cradhen was sure the world had completed a full revolution around the sun.

Seth stepped between them, whispering something urgent in Sobekh’s ear. 

“For once,” Farandianis said, “I think Seth is the one giving you good advice.”

Sobekh quickly scooped up his boots and moved toward the door. He looked back at Cradhen, and then gave him that full-toothed smile that made Cradhen want to scratch everywhere. “Look forward to seeing you at First Night, brother,” he said softly. 

The two took their troublesome presences out, sliding by Farandianis as if they were avoiding a diseased animal.

It took quite a few heartbeats after the door shut behind them for Cradhen to gather his wits once again. He cleared his throat and looked at the tailor. “And that is that,” he whispered.

Faran began chuckling. “I wish you could have experienced the look on Sobekh’s face. Utterly priceless.” He turned serious. “The next time those two come within shouting distance of you, call me,” Farandianis told him, his tone brooking no argument.

Cradhen nodded mutely. Perhaps he wasn’t quite ready to tackle them on his own.

When the daraji was done, and had draped the cloth patterns on two stands, Cradhen fell into double-checking them, even though he knew the man’s work and knew that both suits were fitted with all the deference due sons of the Hierarchy. But, he needed to take part in something meaningless until his mind stopped screaming at him, and the urge to fit himself into the darkest corner went away.

***
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IT SHOULD HAVE GIVEN Cradhen a sense of ease, as he followed the page down the hallway, to see that preparations were still moving along so successfully, but his mind was still buzzing with other things, awash with a myriad of subjects.

And once he heard what caused Hikmet to seek him out, the humming between his ears grew louder, and a particularly sharp pain jabbed him right between the eyes. Tension, he told himself. Instinctively, he reached out to find Sraidrha, but realized when he found her, that she was busy speaking with one of their siblings. He decided to turn his thoughts to that which he could mentally work on.

Foremost on that mental list concerned the behavior of the one who sent Hikmet, the Hierarch of Queritahn, to find him. Just the vision of the bow-legged little man made Cradhen roll his eyes.

Before he could even cross the main hall, that exact Hierarch accosted him. Rajendrha’s eyes, a dark purple that would have been attractive had they not been so deep set in his narrow face, peered up at him with wasted impatience. Wasted, because Cradhen could not have cared less about this Hierarch’s time. Like all other Hierarchs and their retinues, Rajendrha would have known when to arrive and Cradhen could not—would not—be blamed for the lack of planning that made the man on the verge of late.

“—and why have I not been informed of the current state of affairs in Laskidoor?” Rajendrha’s voice carried the length of the entrance hall, a feat that made Cradhen wince and bring his attention back to the words coming out of the man’s mouth. Laskidoor... ah, the tremors. He shoved his own problems into a deep well and gave his attention to his uncle. Cradhen despised caterwauling and anyone who indulged in the foul habit and wanted this Hierarch to be quiet and go away as quickly as possible.

Rajendrha gave Cradhen a moment to compose an answer, and then waved a hand at him. “Oh, how would you know, boy? But you should know.” Now he was waving his walking stick in a tight circle around Cradhen’s ankles. “That is what a real Steward is supposed to do, keep his ear to the ground and keep his Hierarch informed.” He stuck out his chest. “My Steward could tell me which of my Brethren was picking his nose from across the entire Realm.”

“My father is, of course, well informed in this situation, Divinity,” Cradhen said mildly, feeling no shame in contradicting this member of the Divine Sixteen. The man could not tell sass if it knocked him into the next season.

“Then he should have instructed you to inform all of us, not just those he favors.” Rajendrha whipped off his over-jacket and tossed it at a waiting retainer. Cradhen counted at least five people over the requested number following the Hierarch. He sighed mentally, half-glad, half-sorry that Sraidrha would have to deal with housing them all. He hoped she stacked them like bolts of fabric in a closet somewhere and forgot about them.

In his discreet scanning of the group, he noticed the small figure standing slightly behind a group of four women wearing shadris of different shades, fully covered herself from head to foot in a pale rose shadri held in place with a darker pink diadem made of embroidered satin ribbon. Cradhen gave the Heir of Queritahn a small bow and a smile, even if he could not see her smile in return. At least she was quiet.

“Stop gawking at my daughter, boy,” Rajendrha ordered. “Good thing I left my wife at home. No one can keep their eyes to themselves around here. Not that I can blame anyone. Now there is a beauty, one that would have even you drooling in a heartbeat.”

Cradhen knew what the Spouse of Queritahn looked like. Mentally shoving that unfortunate vision aside, he waited with what he hoped passed for patience for the Hierarch to finish babbling.

“In any case,” Rajendrha carried on, “what is being done? What have the Brethren,” and he gave that sobriquet a derisive twist, “decided in this matter?”

“What matter, Cousin?”

Cradhen felt as if gentle jaws grasped him by the back of his neck. He turned slightly and gave an extremely proper greeting to his aunt Basmut. And she looked at him like he was a wayward kitten.

Where Hafsa kept her appearance severely contained, with hair braided, twined and coiffed in a very dignified manner during every public appearance, Basmut’s thick braids fell in ten long, dark vines that began green at the roots and turned red near the ends. A beaten metal diadem twined with a red silk ribbon crossed her forehead, setting off the other most striking feature, her black-ringed yellow eyes. She posed in front of Rajendrha in such a way to steal the breath from the man’s lungs and most of the annoying words from his mouth.

Her bhakti fenek padded up silently, steps making no sounds. As soon as the canine reached the Hierarch’s side, she sat, casting an implacable stare at Cradhen as she did so. After a moment, the Hound came forward to bump her nose against Cradhen’s limp hand. Without thinking, Cradhen moved his hand over its head to scratch her behind one ear. The Hound leaned into Cradhen for a moment. Then, her greeting over, she returned to stand beside her charge. Cradhen wanted to kiss his aunt as he had when he was a toddler taking his first steps for that small bit of reassurance. The Hound had been there too, while he rested a hand on her back to keep himself steady.

“This... this matter of Laskidoor,” Rajendrha sputtered, waving that stick around again. Cradhen held back a wince as it made quick, biting contact with his shin. “Apparently Laskidoor is on the brink of destruction, and no one has taken the time to apprise Queritahn of the situation. Has Behira been informed?”

Basmut pursed her lips, looking very much like Hafsa at that moment. It was a wrenching thing too, even with the infinitesimal differences. However, it served to distract him from the sudden sharp frost in the depths of her eyes.

“Surely you exaggerate, Rajendrha,” she began, her voice deep and slow. “If Laskidoor were on the brink of destruction, I’m sure I would have had word from my Pratham Hierarch on the matter.”

What a pure-bred lie. “Actually Divinity,” Cradhen had to say, because he knew his aunt would never, ever let him spend a peaceful moment had he not. “Her Divinity, my mother, has only just a few days ago been informed herself. I am sure that she has plans to pass on her information to her own brethren at an opportune moment.”

Basmut threw him an indecipherable look. Cradhen never knew where he stood with this woman, who had both tweaked his chin when he was a little boy and swatted his backside when that same boy stepped even a finger width over the lines of propriety. In that moment, Cradhen was not sure whether she was going to reward him for his holding on to the information or flay the skin off his back for daring to lie to a Hierarch.

Then she spoke, and her mood was unmistakable. Basmut was annoyed, but not with him. He couldn’t believe that Rajendrha didn’t want to roll up like a pill bug and scurry away. “I wish to speak to my sister, Cradhen,” she said. “I also think it would be wise to speak to the others who are already here.”

“Yes, a meeting,” Rajendrha spouted, causing Basmut to flinch. “Well, why are you standing there like a potted tree, boy?” Another wave of the stick; a matching bruise on his other shin. “Fetch them! We need to see this matter concluded as quickly as possible.”

Cradhen blinked once, and then bowed before he could say anything disrespectful. “Yes, Divinities, I will do my best.”

“You always do, nephew,” Basmut said softly. He bowed again and went to finish the meeting preparations already in motion.

“And send someone to settle my retinue!” Rajendrha called while Cradhen made his escape. “There’s no need to keep them standing in the entryway like yesterday’s garbage!”
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Under the Surface

He felt Sraidrha  immediately  send  her  Sigil  out  to  soothe Cradhen’s nerves when she felt him coming.

After a moment he relaxed as he practically fell into the chair across from her.

“Fitting finished?” she asked kindly. As a matter of fact, she knew that was on his task list for today, and he knew that she could sense something more than just fitting had happened to him.

“I feel like a pin cushion, of course.” He was going to say nothing about his encounter. She would only worry; and she had better things to do than cluck around him like the mother bird she was.

He tried to ignore the fact that she watched him closely, noticing how he rubbed the tops of his thighs with hands. He tried to stop; failed miserably. “What happened?” she asked finally, arms crossed over her chest.

Cradhen waved at her. “Nothing. Nothing to worry about,” he lied. “Just had an unwelcome interruption during my fitting.”

“Oh?”

“No worries, Sara,” he insisted.

“Hmm.” Sraidrha nodded and unnecessarily smoothed her skirts.

He decided it would be best to switch the subject before she decided not to be satisfied with his answer. “So, this thing.” He reached into his pocket and pulled the little book out. He held it in his palm. “I am going to assume it’s a mahal of some kind, since it seems to be locked and is too big to be a locket.”

Sraidrha sat upright. “Have you found something?”

Cradhen sighed and leaned back in his seat. “Not really. I could find nothing that could explain how or why something like this would wind up in Sanctuary. I did learn that before Traditions slapped us in the face, people used to fashion message carries into any form that suited their fancy.”

Sraidrha took the box for him. Turning it this way and that, she pursed her lips. “So you think this held—or is holding—a message of some kind?”

“Perhaps,” Cradhen said. “Considering how you found it, I don’t believe it’s been touched since it was put there. You said the tile was cracked?”

“Just slightly, and when I was scrubbing at the bloodstain, I loosened the grout under it.”

“So, it was placed under there and grouted over. Wonder when?” He shrugged. “I think it’s just something one of our ancestors left there during one Ascension or another.” He’d poured through the library for two nights and had come up completely empty. Diaries, histories, nothing mentioned anything that referenced a miniature book with a lock like the one on a Sanctuary door.

“But why would they hide it?” Sraidrha asked. “It was purposefully put under that tile. I’d love to know why.”

“Love to know why what?”

They both turned. Cradhen saw their father looking more energized than he’d seen him look in a few days.

Sraidrha looked at Cradhen in question. He thought about it a moment, then nodded. Of course, they should. Actually, they should have shown him the day Sraidrha gave it to him. He held up the book.

The small smile left Norio’s face and his eyes widened. His hand unconsciously raised toward the thing, before he pulled it back, holding it to his chest as if he’d reached toward something hot. “Where did you find that?” he asked. His voice barely broke the surface of the air.

“Father, do you know what this—,” Sraidrha began. “Where did you find it?” He asked again.

Cradhen traded another look with Sraidrha. She imperceptibly shrugged. Feeling as if they’d been caught teasing the mousers, he watched his father carefully join them, sitting on the edge of the sofa next to them. His eyes never left the trinket. It was then Cradhen noticed Norio’s bhakti mau. It was difficult not to hear—to feel—the loud, insistent purr that reverberated through his  bones.  The  cat’s  attention  was  no  less  intent  as  his companion’s. Makhuvele padded up, paws moving delicately, spotted coat shimmering, and let his nose touch the thing in Cradhen’s hand. Then he turned in a delicate circle and lowered himself to the floor, blinking at Norio expectantly.

Sraidrha answered her father’s question with all the caution she felt. “I... found it in Sanctuary. In the vigil room, under the stained tile.”

Norio blinked once then stared at her, as if he couldn’t understand the language she spoke.

“Father?” Cradhen said, his voice low and wary.

Norio held out a hand. Not imperious, like their mother would have been, but insistent, nonetheless.

There was no question; Cradhen gave it to him. Norio examined it closely, turning it every way, touching each tiny jewel on the gears and the bar that served as a lock.

“Father, do you know what it is?” Sraidrha whispered. Norio...started. He looked at Sraidrha in surprise.

Cradhen couldn’t keep his lips from twitching. It was rare to see that unbelievable focus that carried through his family line. It was also rare to see his father shaken. “It’s a mahal.

Sraidrha flushed a bit and rolled her eyes. “I know that, Father.

Is it a special mahal? Like a vaahak mahal?”

“Antique,” he told her. “Something from before the... First Generation, I believe.” He cleared his throat lightly. “They way you found it in Sanctuary...”

Sraidrha looked at Cradhen. “Antique,” she repeated torpally. “Could one of the Sanraksha put it there?”  Cradhen asked

that question of Norio, who shook his head.

“Not quite sure about that,” their father said. “I will be asking Khafre about it though.”

Sraidrha inwardly sighed. So did Cradhen. Despite his amazement, he was gratified that Norio would be taking the mystery from their already full hands. “When I find out, I’ll be sure to share the story with you,” Norio was back to smiling gently, his earlier discomfiture seemingly gone. “I’m going to hazard a guess that this is something used to pass notes between the siblings. With all the upheaval after the Sundering, I can guess they would need some way to keep things among themselves.”

He peered at the spine, then tried to pull the bar. “Ah, see, this lock isn’t merely for show. Yes, Khafre will love playing with this thing. He spent a few more moments turning it here and there, then slid it into a pocket. “Actually, I’ve been looking for you, Cradhen. I have something here we need to discuss.” He gave Sraidrha a meaningful look that made her eyebrows raise in surprise. It was rare that Norio discussed anything with either of them that the other could not share.

Nevertheless, she rose gracefully, giving Cradhen a look that plainly told him that he would be telling her about every detail at his first opportunity.

As soon as the door clicked shut, Norio sat up straight and turned on the couch, facing fully in Cradhen’s direction.

Cradhen waited expectantly as the moments moved by, painfully slow. First his father just looked at them, then he pursed his lips and rubbed his hands together.

Finally, Cradhen carefully cleared his throat. “What did you need to discuss?” he asked carefully. “Is it something about Ascension?”

Norio nodded slowly. “Ascension... Yes, I suppose you could say it is about Ascension.” He cleared his throat. “As you know, we’ll be needing to find a new Kalfa soon.”

Cradhen laughed softly. “She was not amused by Tsu’s little game.”

Norio gave a quick, almost painful smile. “It wasn’t a little game you know,” he said. “Boy’s been enamored with her for years.”

“How many years?” Cradhen asked cautiously. While there was only a year separating Tsu and Sraidrha,

“Well, then he is absolutely expert at hiding it.” Cradhen tilted his head. “How long did you know?”

“Since the beginning. You’d be in eternal shock to know how many of my children are in the running for very advantageous and fulfilling Betrothals.”

“And I suppose you are not allowed to share?”

Norio made a curious sound, which was almost echoed by Makhuvele. Cradhen blinked and found the bkhati mau in front of him, its body draped over his feet in an oddly comforting way. Its liquid eyes met his for a moment, then the cat turned its head toward Norio and trilled again.

Whatever had passed between them, Norio responded by ducking his head and reaching into his other inside jacket pocket. He pulled out yet another mahal, a modern one.  This one

Cradhen recognized; it had been among the stack of papers from Laskidoor.

Though a strange twinge went down his spine that he couldn’t quite identify, he said, “Is there something else that we need to know about the troubles in Laskidoor?” What else could that poor Territory suffer? Was it something new? More damage? More death?

Norio blinked at him a moment, then shook his head. “Oh, no, it’s nothing to do with that. There have been no changes from what Haaron reported.”

“Then what did the Heir have to say?” Cradhen pointed. “That is his report, yes?”

The mahal was handed over while Norio uttered a short affirmative. “I’ve reviewed it,” he said, “and everything is in order.”

An interesting comment, Cradhen thought, that twinge coming again, but he opened the thing, nonetheless. The minute he unrolled the document within, though, all rational thought swirled down into the depths of his mind. The only thing that remained on the surface was his ability to breathe and read. Which is exactly what he did. The first thing he read were dates and all that made sense. It was the second grouping of words that caught his attention:

“I’m going to assume that this is as unexpected to you as it is to me,” Norio’s voice floated over the pounding in his ears.

Cradhen flicked a look at him. His father looked like he was ready to stop him from leaping from the nearest window. That explained the bhakti mau’s behavior. Hatsarma was holding him still, keeping him from running off. As if he would do something so ridiculous. However, just as he realized he was trembling, little vibrations that made the page he was holding crinkle, Cradhen felt the comforting domina that swept over him.

No, he would not run off. Besides, there was nowhere in the Keep that he could hide where his father could not find him.

“This is... quite unexpected,” he finally found something to say, then lost the complete train of his thought. “I had no idea that—that—well, that this was...” the right words were all crowded back there in his throat, just a jumble of letters that were wrestling for supremacy and for the right to rearrange themselves into something that would deny what he was reading.

He had questions. Many, many questions. “When did you speak to Haaron about this?”

“Not too long ago,” Norio said. “That was a very fascinating conversation.”

Cradhen waited for Norio to elaborate.

“I believe it would be best if you discussed this with... Rhandon.” He said the name as a question, as if he were trying to fit it into a logical pattern and found himself failing miserably.

Cradhen let the document roll up. He tightened the roll a bit and slid it back into the mahal. “Has Mother seen this?” He asked unnecessarily. Of course, she had.

Here Norio frowned. “Apparently, Haaron discussed it with her first. To ensure that there would be no impediments through family ties.”

Cradhen had no response to that. Of course, there would be no impediments, else he would not be holding it. Discuss it with... Every single year, the Heir of Laskidoor would seek him out at least once during the Holiday.

They would talk about inconsequential things; he would tell Rhandon what it was like to run a Keep and Rhandon would tell him what nonsense was going on at Aravindha. He would msmaake Cradhen laugh; Cradhen would ignore the repetitive motions that marked the restlessness in Rhandon’s mind. Nothing else; nothing quite as important as a possible Betrothal and union with—,

Indeed, he would discuss it. He had a lot of things to discuss. But first... He sought out with his Sigil, found Sraidrha and waited patiently for her to answer. When she did, he told her: “Sister, I owe you a very lengthy and abject apology. When I can find the words, I will give it to you.”

He felt the surprise in her answer. “What are you talking about? What did Father want with you?”

“You will not believe it until you see it with your own eyes. Or perhaps not even then. I still am struggling to believe it.”

“Cradhen—,”

“In any case, will you meet me for a glass of milloweed later this evening? After we’ve finished for the day?” 

“Milloweed? Are you serious?”

Cradhen looked down. “As serious as this bhakti cat sitting on my feet. “I think I might need more than one glass.”

“Is it that bad?”

He thought about that for a long, long moment. In that time, Norio moved, and caught his attention again. He shook himself and managed to get out a rough: “Thank you, Father.”

“I...” Norio waved his hand helplessly. “As I said, son, this is as unexpected to me as it is to you. I can’t tell you exactly how to proceed. My situation was different; and the other children were contracted to Consorts.”

“I—you know that I am aware of all of the formalities necessary. I just need to get my mind around it.” He gave a weak chuckle.

“What is funny?”

Cradhen wanted to tell Norio about the drubbing he gave Sraidrha but decided against it. He shook his head. “Nothing. Just—nothing.”

Norio cleared his throat and stood. “Well, I suppose I should leave you to absorb all of this. I know it took me some time.”

“There isn’t much to absorb, though. He is the Heir.” He looked up at his father, feeling incredibly young and stupid at that moment. “He has the prerogative.”

Norio gave him a silent nod, and a helpless pat on his shoulder. “I’ll be here if you need me.”

Then his father and Hatsarma moved from the room as one entity, leaving Cradhen with a yawning, gaping hole in his head, waiting to be filled with answers he couldn’t begin to predict.

Definitely what he got for teasing Sraidrha. He immediately went in search of her soothing presence. Amazing how he thought mere moments before that he wouldn’t need her to help with his encounter with Sobekh. He’d actually forgotten all about Sobekh, and Seth, and anything they could possibly have done to him.
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City in Dust

No one appreciates it when I change the tempo of the dance. Not that it matters much to me; the dance will continue until I say so.
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City in Dust

Iarth Keep, Laskidoor

The boy’s words might have been as clear as the glass in the windows to everyone in the audience chamber, but to Rhandon it was nothing but unformed babbling.

“Stop. Please.”

The young Sparrow-in-training did exactly as he was told. His voice became silent and he was still as a frightened bird, as he looked up at Rhandon with big eyes, waiting for instruction.

Rhandon knew the boy was excited at the idea that he was reporting to the Heir of Territory, who spoke with the voice of the Hierarch, and that he was reporting on a catastrophe that no one could have imagined experiencing. Rhandon also knew would have to calm the child down and get him to give up his information in a way that Rhandon could understand.

“Take a breath,” he said as softly as he could. The boy did as he was told. “Now, tell me about the damage to the Holding Quarter. Slowly, please.”

He then lowered his head and listened with all of his hearing while the boy told him about the residential area of the city of Iarth. He guided the Sparrow—slow or fast—through the other parts of his report. Guild Houses; Treasury Quarter; Merchant Quarter.

“Stores?” he asked at last, wincing as the boy’s voice washed over him, telling him that the storehouse was intact. By Oblivion, the boy was shrill. “The aqueduct?” It was damaged, but still working. So was the Refuse Pit, and Main Fountain, their emergency source of water.

Overall, the City of Iarth was hurting, but not destroyed. Not like some of the smaller cities outside of the boundaries of Keshkin Road and the immediate reach of the Creche.

The main problem, as he could see it, was the loss of homes, those of the City, and those beyond it. As he sat, elbows on knees and head bowed so that he could hear clearly, Rhandon was thankful that he’d had only two thoughts upon waking. One being that he was certainly glad that he was still used to being coherent at sunrise. The other thought was a vestige of an idea about how to solve the problem.

He’d arrived home from Aravindha the day before the quake struck and he’d hit the floor running, so every moment he could just sit and listen and process was a relief—but only if he could understand what he was told.

He held out a hand toward the scribe—his father’s—who silently handed him paper.

(A new box for his pens, he would have to find a new, more secure box for his pens.)

“Kesshar, as soon as we’re finished here, I want you to take this to Our Factor in the Treasury,” he said, knowing his voice was sharper than intended, but he was honestly trying not to growl. After writing a few more words he lifted his pen and shook his hand; the motion stopped his mind from crowding up before it could start. Thank goodness the motion simply looked as if his wrist were tired of all the writing he’d done. Comments about his odd little ways were not needed or welcome at such a time as this.

He slid the pen back into the slot on the lap desk and handed the whole thing back to the scribe.

Leaning back in his chair, he looked back at the Sparrow. “Thank you for your report. I want you to go back to the Holding Quarter and inform the Guild Master that I will come to him later today to discuss solutions for those without homes.”

The boy nodded, bowed, and sped off. Rhandon sighed in relief to be done with that exchange.

He squinted up at the brightness of the Defender’s smile; something the man slapped on his face any time he felt like poking fun at Rhandon’s dislike of early morning sunlight and everything it brought. “Must you be so chipper?” he grumbled as Kesshar placed the full tray that had appeared in his hands on the table that served as desk behind the dais.

(He would only have to be on display for a few moments more, then he could escape to inspect the City.)

“Unfortunately, yes,” Kesshar answered, the whiteness of his teeth almost as blinding as the sun outside, “else those in the kitchen would all hide under the tables and never give me what I want.” He raised the lid that hid a plate piled high with fluffy, scrambled eggs—Rhandon’s current favorite. “Eat, Sacredness. You have yet another busy day ahead of you.”

Rhandon eyed the milling groups of people near the entrance; servants coming in from the City to work in the Keep, no doubt curious about working for the Heir instead of the Hierarch. “That’s no lie.” He pulled himself closer to the table and started to tuck into the food. He heard a sudden spray of rain hit the large windows at the front of the main hall and gave a longing look at the hearth. It would be folly to want a fire.

On the first day of the tremors, his father forbade open flames. Haaron wanted no chance for a spark to touch any escaping ground air. Iarth Keep could withstand much, but not an explosion of that magnitude. And right before he left, Haaron had the ground air conduits closed.

So, he sighed and continued eating. “I have an idea,” he said before shoveling eggs into his mouth. He took the soft silence as assent to go forward. “I want to open the Keep up for the homeless. Just those in the City.”

“Hm,” Kesshar murmured. He lifted the lid of his own plate and tucked into his own breakfast, meat, eggs, and hominy porridge. “And where are we all going to move to?”

“Sanctuary.”

Kesshar’s fork paused on its way to his mouth. After a moment of thought, he took a bite. “I’ll get Hadiyaa and Arshad on it right away.” He made to rise.

While Rhandon started his own mental list, he told Kesshar, “Sit down and finish eating. I think it can wait until you’ve thrown a few crumbs in your mouth.”

(The Kalfa would need to unpack all the extra place settings. There were enough dishes to feed a hundred or more.)

“I only want the essential people brought into Sanctuary,” Rhandon said aloud. “You will serve me; no one else.”

“What about Duha?”

(Duha could go soak his head.)

He kept that ungracious thought about his second Defender behind his teeth. It wasn’t Duha’s fault that he had the personality of a damp towel. “Tell him he has to ensure that my rooms here stay secure.” He didn’t want his second Defender mouth-breathing around him in the close quarters of Sanctuary, and by Kesshar’s small smile, his first Defender—and Solace—knew that.

Kesshar nodded. “So, you, me, the Defenders and Solaces of your father. Hadiyaa and Arshad.”

“The rest of the servants are needed in the Keep. But I want the stable master’s family with us, as well as those of Hadiyaa and Arshad. The stable-master’s wife just had a baby.” He wanted them safe after what happened to the stables. The poor woman, just a few years older than he, probably had a head full of gray hairs after watching the pretty little cottage attached to the stables burn to the ground after barely making it out with her new son and her life. He shuddered, remembering for a moment the crackling of the flames and the screaming of the horses. His hand twitched.

“I asked about the stables,” Kesshar told him, snatching his attention from those thoughts. “We can hire what we need from the Mason’s Guild to rebuild. On Account.”

Rhandon shook his head. “No accounts. I have the deben; pay them as soon as they finish from my accounts.” Those workers would need their money, now more than ever.” He toyed with the last forkful of eggs on his plate. The last instruction he had to give was the one he was still trying to wrap his head around. “Also, I want two extra rooms. We will be having guests.”

Kesshar gave him a look. “Guests? At a time like this?”

Rhandon jerked his head in the direction of the desk. “A message arrived from... Izdhan Manor by Sparrow. Father left it with me before he Jumped Synchric to Alnyagel.”

He could hear the gears turning in Kesshar’s mind. His Defender-Solace knew exactly the significance of any message coming from Izdhan Manor.

Kesshar mentally shoved the Defender part of himself to the side and began thinking as a Solace. Rhandon saw it in the softening of his posture as he relaxed in the chair. “Did it come through Khallin?” He asked carefully.

Rhandon made a rude noise. “Khallin is too busy making sure his fat-arsed family is safe and worrying Father about why these tremors happened in the first place.”

“Isn’t it Khallin’s responsibility to inform us?”

“Apparently, his responsibilities have fallen into one of those cracks in the ground outside.” In more ways than just this one, if the message from Izdhan Manor was any indication. The silence coming from House Zhaviera and its retainers, he’d been told, was deafening. “Father got this message from Mayah herself. And he has left the situation in what he calls my capable hands.”

Kesshar whistled softly. “So. There can only be a few reasons Mayah would contact His Divinity.

Rhandon nodded. “Marriage, Manifestation and Passing.” “Which one is it?” Kesshar took a moment, then answered his

own question. “Manifestation?”

Rhandon nodded. “Way past time for it, too.” He tossed his fork atop the plate. “I have never seen Father quite so speechless before.”

“How old are they now?” “They have twenty-two years.”

Kesshar gave another whistle. “That’s beyond the normal time isn’t it?”

Rhandon made a noncommittal noise around a swallow of lukewarm quickbeer. He tasted the herbs that had been mixed in and felt the energizing flush flowing through him. He re-oriented his mind before standing, then gave himself a good once-over. The dark color of his pants and tunic hid any stains that landed on them over the past days and the silver embroidery in his tunic detracted from any wrinkles. The laundresses had enough to do, sterilizing bandages and medical tools, without having to worry about his changing wardrobe. He could survive in the clothes he had until he was out of clean ones.

“Make sure Hadiyaa lets the kitchen staff know to concentrate on staple foods,” Rhandon said. “Bread, eggs, meat if we have it, and plenty of quickbeer. And milk. I am sure the children need milk.” He went over the current numbers he received from his Steward and shoved the intermittent buzzing that was starting to tell him he was getting overwhelmed to the back of his mind. “Arshad said he got a message that tells of fifteen children under three who need shelter. Make sure those families are first on the list.”

Kesshar finished his own drink in one gulp and stood, brushing crumbs off his pants. He too was in the same clothes he’d been wearing since they arrived from Aravindha, though the soft leather of his trousers was more forgiving.

“Oh, and Kesshar?” Kesshar turned.

“Leave that damned thing here,” Rhandon waved a hand at the thing in question, hanging from Kesshar’s belt. “We don’t want to scare people into thinking you’ll actually use it to keep them in line.”

Kesshar chuckled and removed the flintlock and its belt, leaving it on Rhandon’s seat. No one would dare touch it. He smoothed down his tunic and patted his waist, where Rhandon knew his Defender’s blade was still hidden. “Better, your Sacredness?” He spoke.

“Much. And... keep smiling. The Three knows we all need that.”
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The Patience of a Twin

Izdhan Manor, North Laskidoor

Alharic didn’t react as Jeskha slammed the door to the tiny room they were currently sharing.

Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as she leaned against the thick wood, letting its heavy strength hold her up, keeping the Chaos outside at bay. He kept writing—this missive had to go out that night. And not in the way that his sister thought it should.

Sometimes he wondered if perhaps someone dropped Jeskha on her head as an infant.

She inhaled deeply for the same reason Alharic himself would have—just to take a breath of clean air. The smells in the rest of the Manor hadn’t reached the level of utter stench quite yet, but the mixed odors of sweat, soiled babies; of spoiling food, and an overtaxed cesspit, had already pushed him to anoint the cuffs and collars of his shirts with a sweet-smelling oil Jeskha found in the bottom of her clothes press.

By contrast, the room they were presently sharing was warm, unlike the Audience Hall. The candlesticks they placed on every flat surface chased away the gloom of the constant rain outside. The smoldering coals in the fireplace tempered the morning chill.

Curls of smoke from the triple sticks of incense, as thick as his little finger, soothed. It almost made him forget that he and his twin sister were crammed into their office, sleeping and working here while the rest of the Manor house served as the most stable shelter they had for their tenants.

He slid a quick glance at Jeskha, waiting for her to speak. She was standing there in damp clothes; wet from the walk she’d taken to keep herself from throttling him.

He knew she wanted to throttle him. He disagreed with her idea. Of course, he disagreed; it was the most insane thing he’d heard of. To want to go haring off to Iarth City to deliver their report in person, while the ground heaved and buckled under them, was as daft an idea as he’d ever heard. Like as not, he told her, she and the monster she called a horse would fall into some deep fissure and he would never see her again. And their report would never reach its destination. And then where would they be?

A rumble from outside punctuated his thoughts. The very Earth agreeing with him? After the past days of this nonsense, he would never be able to tell.

His head bent, and his pen moving, he pretended to take no notice of her standing there. The memories of what he’d seen that morning on his own daily walkabout dropped over his vision like a thick, heavy curtain. One step off the flagstones in the courtyard of the Manor house, and he’d been felled flat on his arse by an aftershock.

Then he saw his people sporting bumps, bruises, and scrapes. Abrasions and scars that mirrored the ones in the ground, which itself was lashed with long, deep cracks and crevices just beyond the courtyard. Actually, the ground dropped a hand’s breadth right outside of the circular courtyard, creating a step that made him stumble again.

He made time to look at each one of the wounded. The bumps and bruises; time would heal those. Simple fractures of arm and leg and hand and foot; again, time was the remedy. But, that young girl’s thigh bone, poking through her torn skin, ripped tendons, and stripped meat, made the bile rise in Alharic’s throat. The healer had to push the bone back in so she could be moved, and the girl screamed so loud that Alharic’s ears rang for heartbeats after. The girl would probably lose her leg after all.

Then there was the young stripling who lay on the ground outside of what was once a small stone outhouse. His scalp had been cleanly shaved from the top of his head in an almost neat flap of hair and skin; and a palm sized rock was embedded in the left side of his face.

Even now his hand tightened on his pen at the memory.

He sought out the inkwell and dipped his pen, continuing his scribbling and figuring to stop the visions. They would need to fetch meat from their cold stores if there was any. And perhaps ten more barrels of quickbeer from the cellars.

Jeskha sucked in a breath and moved over to her bed. He continued to pretend to ignore her. Turning to the clothes trunk at the end, she reached over to open it and started feeling around for dry clothes.

Finally, he cleared his throat, letting her know he was waiting. “The sun panels are all intact,” she eventually said, keeping her voice neutral.

The scratching sound of ink on paper and the tiny clink of the nib as Alharic dipped it into the metal inkwell was his only reply. After a long moment where he could hear her changing her tunic, he not quite snapped, “What about the ground air lines?”

“They’re a mess, as is the aqueduct,” she answered, still keeping her voice steady. “One bad move and the ground air lines will explode. I shut down both at the main connection.”

He nodded.

“All we have for water are the roof cisterns, and all we have for cooking and heat is whatever kindling we can stack,” she finished.

A shuddering noise filled the room just then. It sounded like a pile of stones tumbling down; he hoped that the sound wasn’t literal. The whole Manor trembled and seemed to sway, and he grabbed the inkwell as it slid slowly over the desk. One, two, three, four heartbeats, and it was over. Not nearly as bad as that first day.

The day of the Great Tremor.

That morning had started oddly. As they prepared for their walkabout, he noticed the silence, total and strange. One step outside and it just grew more oppressive, heavy, like the sky was holding up a massive weight of... something.

Not a leaf on a tree moved, not an animal made a sound. That had lasted what seemed like forever, then the animals began acting up. Dogs began whining at the thin air; the cows froze and toppled over, for absolutely no reason he could see. Cats hissed at nothing, and the messenger pigeons from the other Manors took flight all at once, almost crashing into one another as they sought out their own homes.

A few heartbeats later than that, there came a series of muffled booms, like gigantic steps, coming from the northeast.

Then everything moved; buildings, plants, trees, everything. Jeskha fell flat on her arse, cup flying. Alharic barely kept himself from doing the same by flinging his arms out and planting his feet. He looked back at the Manor and noted with not a little curiosity that it was perfectly still and quiet, not heaving, nor shaking like everything around it. He wanted to gape; but realized that he’d do better to see what, by Oblivion, was going on.

One of three wells near the stables fell straight into the ground as if a hole opened and swallowed it. He heard the horses kicking at the stable walls and thought about going to help them, except every time Jeskha tried to rise to do just that, she fell right back down. For about thirty heartbeats that felt like hours, the madness continued. He watched an outhouse lose its foundation and settle flat on the ground, even as the flat roof of the building cracked and corners fell onto the ground. He’d heard an odd screaming sound, that was identified later as one of the ground air pipes bending as the ground around it shifted.

Before he could shout for the people to find cover, the booming, scraping, screeching sounds stopped. Or rather, tapered off, because he could feel how the shaking grew softer and softer, and seemed to move farther and farther away until everything was still once again.

Shaking his head, he shoved that memory away and looked at his sister. “You’re starting to look as bedraggled as the manor cat,” he said. “So, everything not actually attached to the Izdhan is damaged?”

The sudden wails of infants and toddlers in the upper story completely brought him completely out of his own head. He watched the sweat pop out on Jeskha’s skin as the outside shuddering faded again. He barely held himself from a sigh of relief; no matter how many aftershocks he felt, they still made him want to piss himself.

“Yes,” Jeskha finally said, “However, the stables are still standing, and the main storehouse is left.”

“They’re attached.”

“Yes, but the icehouse is missing part of the outer western wall. Finally, the still house—which isn’t attach—is intact.”

They looked at one another for a long moment. The still house was where they dried all their herbs and flowers. Alharic knew they were both wondering if they had enough madder root to make red dye.

For shrouds.

Alharic was the first to look away. Back to the reports. “That was a long walk,” he said carefully.

“It was a long argument.”

Alharic sighed, then voiced a new question. “New numbers of the injured?”

“Seventy-two.” And before he could ask the question she didn’t want to answer, she decided to march ahead with the argument that had sent her outside to begin with. “I am going to Iarth.”

He gave her a bland, implacable look. “No, you are not.”

Jeskha sighed before saying it once again, this time through her teeth. “Yes, I am.”

“No, you are not.” 

“Yes, I am.”

He suddenly envisioned the two of them going round with this like children fighting over a favorite toy.

No. Not going to do it.

He watched her gaze settle on the twin metal cups of lukewarm water on the two desks that faced each other in the middle of the room. “There will be nothing but quickbeer to drink tomorrow, and we both know how much you hate that. We’ll need to save the water for the little ones and the sick and injured. And meals.”

He frowned in confusion at the change of subject.

She crossed her arms, waited patiently for him to catch up. “I know that,” he finally said cautiously.

“And I’m sure the cows are still terrified and won’t be able to give milk even if you kissed their udders,” Jeskha continued.

“No, they won’t,” he agreed. He put down his pen, and turned his chair to face her, crossing his arms over his chest and fully listening. She was building up to a point, and regardless of the fact that he knew where she was going, he would wait.

“Not that we could convince anyone to go to the barns to milk them. I wouldn’t want to. Oh, and the goats have run off. All of them.”

“Good,” he muttered, “I couldn’t stand their screaming.”

“No, not good. With the cows dry, the goats were all we had for milk. The children of the Manor need their milk, Alharic, especially the newborn we have upstairs.” She gave a look upward.

Instantly, he thought about the nursery, crammed full of children whose parents could barely bear to let them go and the lone, tiniest infant who needed sustenance that no one around could give her.

“She needs milk most of all because why? Oh, yes, her mother was...” she could barely say the word, “...killed when the roof of her home collapsed.”

Alharic cursed. “I am aware of—can you just get to the point, Jeskha?”

“The point is that we need help. Real help. Not the promise of help from House Zhaviera. Our dry food stores will last us for quite a few months, but our cold storage—we’re still trying to figure out what’s left.”

“Jeskha—,” He had to stop her before they wound up going around again. She could not go to Iarth. It was simple, and not negotiable.

“Our people also have questions,” she was saying. “Important questions. How long do we have to endure this? What will be left?” A dry, whining sound echoed around them as if in answer. “That was no person or animal I know of.”

Alharic waved an arm, cutting her off. “I know that. I also know that going to Iarth is too dangerous, for all the reasons you just gave.”

“So, we’re just going to continue to sit here like a couple piles of horse shit? And be about as effective? Send yet another— another—message to Khallin and pray to the Three that he decides finally to send help? As if House Zhaviera isn’t probably suffering as well!”

Alharic sighed, trying hard not to agree with her. But their Consort, should have gotten back to them by now. What if the House was destroyed? What if the Consort himself was unable to send help?

Before he could open his mouth, she barreled ahead. “I will deliver this report in person, straight to the Council. If Khallin is there, he can’t ignore it if I’m standing there staring at him in his fat face in front of the other three Consorts.” There. That left no room for misunderstanding.

And his protectiveness reared its head, right on time. “No.” Alharic slapped his hands atop the ledger book that told the sad tale of their current resources. “This isn’t negotiable, Jeskha. You can’t go. What part of the danger outside of the courtyard are you having problems understanding?”

Jeskha made a rude sound with her tongue. “If the Sparrows can go, then so can I. I don’t see Mekha having problems.”

“Mekha is taking the Keshkin Road,” Alharic said, then winced, knowing he’d said the wrong thing. He asked the Three that she didn’t pick up that thread. Yes, Mekha, their Sparrow, was taking the Keshkin Road because runners had that singular privilege of all commoners.

That they didn’t have that privilege. Even if they should. And that was the sorest of subjects for Jeskha. He cut her a cautious look; her eyes were narrowed, and he could see the thoughts flying behind her eyes...

He sat up straight, then. And stared. Her eyes. When had her eyes—,

“Give me a better reason, one that makes any sense, and I may—what by Oblivion are you staring at?” She shook her head at him and picked up a clean pair of trousers she’d chosen and shook them out. She sniffed at it, then reached for the waist of her damp trousers.

Alharic didn’t even register that she was changing her pants.

Jeskha’s eyes were brown. Dirty dishwater brown, she called them. He was sure of that.

“Well?”

So how, in what reflection, did dishwater brown suddenly look like clear, sky blue?

He shook his head. He really needed to get some sleep; he was now seeing things. Picking up a thread of argument, he said. “Well, it isn’t seemly or proper.”

She froze in the middle of tossing the dirty trousers into a corner and stared at him, incredulous.

Alharic winced. That had sounded ridiculous. With the Manor packed full of people, a person could fart in the Audience Hall, and they would smell it all the way in the attic. Seemly and proper had gone the way of the goats.

Another noise tore through their debate. The boom and crack came from outside their window and finished with a moan that made Alharic’s back teeth rattle. He stood; Jeskha shoved herself through the door and the two of them were down the stairs and had reached the Manor doors just as Markham entered.

The man held up his hands as he stepped over the threshold. “The tree in the courtyard,” he said, “No one is hurt.”

Alharic’s heart slowed its fluttering in his chest.

However, his relief was short-lived. Jeskha’s patience had snapped like the trunk of the great tree. She turned and poked him in the chest. “You can sit here waiting for Mekha to carry our messages to people who aren’t the least bit interested—or even alive,” she growled. “I’m going to the bloody City, and I will make those who are alive interested.”

Alharic crossed his arms and looked down at her, trying to use his height, the way he used to when they were children. “I forbid it,” he growled back.

That stopped her for a long moment. “I’m sure I didn’t hear that word pass from your lips into the air,” she said in a dangerous whisper. “Forbid?” Her voice raised. “You can’t forbid me anything!” She leaned in, tilting her neck up so she could look in his eyes. “This is not a terem household, brother mine. This woman is not compelled by law and Tradition to let you make all–or any– decisions!”

“I wish it were,” he said under his breath. He took a step away from her as she bared her teeth at him, scratched at his sweating scalp and came back at her. “Of course, we aren’t terem, but things don’t run on referendum in this Manor, and you know it. Everyone in this household is our responsibility. I am your responsibility, and—guess what—you are mine. We make the decisions, both of us. And since you seem to have gone spare in the head, I will make this dec—,”

“If you want to go that route, Alharic, remember who is the oldest,” she gritted out.

She would pull that out of her arsenal. A single heartbeat of time that she could fling at him when the need arose. He flung back in almost full volume. “And exactly how do you propose to travel to Iarth, older sister?”

After the shock of him yelling at her passed over her head, she blinked. He thought as much; she’d been so busy trying to convince him that she was right, she hadn’t thought that far yet. Her mouth opened and closed. She looked around and noted the muted stares from the people around them.

Alharic followed her glance and inwardly groaned. Their small great hall was packed with people; placed all along the perimeters, and while they watched, the Holders of the Manor were caterwauling at each other like a couple of children with ten years between them. For a brief moment, he felt like crawling up the stairs and hiding under his bed.

“The Keshkin Road,” she finally told her brother, giving him a twisted smile. “The Keshkin Road is perfectly safe for travel. Protected, as it were, by our Hierarch himself.” She took a breath. “And if Mekha can travel it, so can I.”

He closed his eyes and gathered the tattered remains of his temper. “Is that really the kind of attention you want, Jess,” he said, more softly now, “to travel the Road and be the focus of all you pass? Because the moment you step on it, everyone will wonder how a mere Holder dares to travel the Road with impunity, even during this emergency.” He sighed then, continuing. “The patrols would stop you before you went a quarter measure.” He lowered his eyes and ran a foot over a thin crack running across the once- polished floorboards. It hadn’t been there three days ago. “You know we can’t get permission to travel the Road without answering some very uncomfortable questions.”

“Maybe we need to start addressing those uncomfortable questions,” Jeskha whispered.

“No.”

“We have to. We’ve got nothing else to give our people.”

Alharic tilted a glance on her, desperately looking for a way to skirt a subject that had scratched at the corners of his mind and temper since The Great Tremor. “Tell me the truth. Exactly why are you so bent on going to Iarth? What do you think you’ll find there?”

Her cheeks grow pink under his intense gaze. She looked around again, at the press of people, the smells and sounds of pure Chaos. He knew—they both knew—what she wanted to find there. “The better question,” came another voice, “is whether this argument is getting either of you anywhere?”

The twins gratefully turned toward the voice of reason. Alharic saw their foster mother Mayah standing there beside her husband, hands on hips and no room for nonsense in her gaze.

“Will either of you ever learn how to give ground gracefully?” she admonished. “Alharic, I know where that question was going, and it isn’t fair.”

He subsided with an abashed grumble.

“And Jeskha, you know better than to disparage the Hierarch.” She waved her hands, shooing them toward the back of the hall. It was a small alcove of peace created by Mayah where leadership could meet with the household staff. There were two long couches, with a table between, set in front of the empty hearth. Two overstuffed chairs completed the enclosure, and it was to one of them that Mayah made her way. Markham made his own way to a small sideboard. Alharic watched him fill the cups, sniff at them and bring them to the group on a small tray.

Jeskha flopped down on the couch with her back to the one fire allowed in the Manor. As the firelight touched her hair, Alharic noted that it had taken on an odd shade near the ends. Undertones of green. Perhaps she’d fallen again, this time in the wet grass and...

“I admire your dedication to Izdhan,” Mayah continued, yanking him back to the group, “but childish bickering is not the best example to set for your people.”

“I’m sorry,” Alharic offered freely before Jeskha could shove words of apology out of her own mouth.

His sister rolled her eyes at him. “I am too,” she finally said, “but I can’t just sit here and wait on Haaron and the Consorts Council and whoever else do what they should have done on the first day.”

Alharic started to open his mouth, but Mayah gave him a warning look that shut it quickly. “I know, Jeskha,” she said, “your sense of duty runs blood deep. Which brings me to another subject that we must discuss above everything else.”

Mayah cleared her throat and began picking at her skirts with her fingers. “First, Jeskha, I agree with you. It would be best for one of you to go into the City.”

Alharic noted a change in Mayah’s expression, a tightness around her mouth and a flicker in her eyes that didn’t quite match the calm and almost casual way she’d made her statement.

“Don’t start celebrating yet, girl,” Markham said, “she isn’t finished.”

When their guardian started picking at her skirts again and avoiding their eyes, Alharic’s suspicions rose a bit higher. “What’s wrong?” he asked, slowly, wondering what new calamity would be shared now.

“What’s happened?” Jeskha said, at almost the same time.

Mayah and Markham shared a silent exchange. “We should continue this elsewhere,” Markham offered quietly.

Alharic looked around and knew that the news of one of them leaving would spread through the hall by the time they reached their room. He could actually hear preparations being made as Mayah softly closed the door. Everyone waited while she sat in Alharic’s chair, then found places to seat themselves.

“I have to go,” Jeskha whispered to him, before he could let his worry loose again, and while Mayah and Markham decided on how to break their news. “Izdhan can’t continue to survive like this.”

Alharic, seated on the arm of her chair, shook his head. “I still say it’s too dangerous.”

Jeskha rolled her eyes and finally called out. “Mayah, do you have any idea how I can get there as quickly as possible without taking the Keshkin Road? Mekha told us that the regular roads were questionable to say the least.”

Mayah was still looking at her husband with an unreadable look that continued to give Alharic pause. What was it that they were afraid to tell them? Had there been more deaths? Were the maize fields in danger?

“Jeskha is the oldest and I think she should stay here,” Markham murmured to his wife, continuing their private conversation out loud. “Alharic should go to the City. Meet directly with the Heir and bypass the Council altogether.”

Alharic spoke up then, “Why the Heir?” he asked, trying to ignore the fact that they’d served him up for the trip. “Shouldn’t we go through the Council first?”

“And how can the Heir be useful?” Jeskha added. “I know he’s practically Ascended, but really. He just came back from fostering. He probably still has to ask for guidance on taking a piss.”

Alharic choked, torn between laughing and be outraged on behalf of their Territory’s Heir.

Mayah’s lips twitched. “That’s not nice, Jeskha. And, of course, Alharic, you’ll take the Keshkin Road.”

“Only Keshkin and official runners—,” Alharic began quickly.

Too quickly, he knew.

Mayah finally cut him off. “Alharic, stop it. The very vaahak mahal you two are planning on sending gives you both license to travel the Road and you know it.” She looked at Jeskha. “I can’t believe you forgot that.”

Jeskha looked up at him, then at the message carrier with the baby’s fist-sized brown and blue jewels on each end, hanging on the rack, waiting for the report Alharic was just finishing.

The vaahak mahal was the carrier of important messages from the Manor; anyone carrying it would be granted access to the Keshkin Road the moment a patrol saw it. He saw the moment the truth dropped into Jeskha’s mind. Alharic wished he could shrink to about the size of the inkwell. Jeskha was going to peel his scalp back and spit down his skull. Shit.

As Jeskha stared, Mayah was shaking her head at Alharic. “I know you are under a lot of stress, but was that the best excuse you could use to keep her from going? Or did you really forget?”

He suddenly discovered that the windowsill needed dusting.

And perhaps the ceiling—,

“I ought to crack your stones for you,” Jeskha hissed.

He crossed his legs in protest, and rubbed the back of his head, “I’m sorry?”

“Alharic, I’m sure you meant well,” Mayah said.

Alharic looked at his sister. Jeskha was sure of no such thing. He opened his mouth and let a few unwise words free. “Thundering over to Iarth like an untrained—,”

Mayah rapped out his name sharply, the way she had when they were children. Alharic surrendered just in time to keep Jeskha from reaching out to strangle him until his eyeballs popped.

“In any case,” Markham said, “There are other, far more important, reasons for Alharic to go and they have nothing to do with the current situation.”

Mayah took a moment to collect her words. “This is about... your family ties,” she finally said.

Jeskha started vibrating beside him. He felt the same, though his reaction was a nauseous lump in his belly. Something untoward was coming.

“We haven’t discussed this in a long time.” Mayah paused. “Remember when we talked about the Gifts of the Keshkin?”

Alharic said slowly. “You told us that since we went through adolescence without any sign of—what was it called, Jess?”

“Manifesting,” she offered, still staring at the woman who’d raised them. That Mayah was bringing up their family ties now of all times still echoed through the room.

“Yes, that. Manifesting,” Alharic continued. “We hadn’t Manifested, so it was safe to say we didn’t have any Gifts.”

“And that cut us right out of all privileges given to the Keshkin family line,” Jeskha finished, with just a bit of the immense bitterness she’d been holding on to all day.

“We were wrong.”

That had come from Markham. Alharic was unsure that he’d heard him correctly and carefully asked him to repeat himself. He did and the three words hit his ears like a slap.

His mind cleared out as she worked to pick at his memories of their earliest take about their so-called birthright.

It was on the day following their celebration of reaching eighteen years that Mayah told them they were not going to Manifest. That was where Alharic settled his memory, plucking the explanation out while his mind tried to process the words Markham said: We were wrong.
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Seventeen
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Manifest Denied

The Gift Divine was what it was called. The infusion of special ability that gave the whole bloody Keshkin bloodline the right to rule, was the Gift Divine.

Everyone knew that. Everyone knew how the Gift Divine moved through the bloodlines of Keshkin.

Those of the Consort Families, descendants of the Princes of the time before Sundering, were always chosen as spouses for Keshkin. Their blood was as pure as thirty Generations of inter- family marriages could make it. And their blood, mixed with Keshkin blood, continued the ability to gain the Gifts Divine without deep inbreeding.

Alharic was never sure how many Generations it had taken, but the ties of the Consorts and Keshkin had separated and tangled just enough to keep second-cousin marriage safe. Khallin was indeed a multiple-removed cousin of the previous Hierarch of Laskidoor.

Their mother, Meritathn, had been a Consort, though a Consort of Kisasi. It was the toss of a coin whether Jeskha and Alharic, or even Jeskha and not Alharic, or even Alharic and not Jeskha would inherit the Gifts.

Manifestation was the first sign of the inheritance. Back when they had eighteen years, Mayah kept her explanation simple: They should have Manifested at ten, had not, so they were not Keshkin. Plain and simple. They could aspire to be Consorts in Kisasi at best but were illegitimate at worst. Alharic had been relieved with that news. They could stay in Laskidoor.

Jeskha’s reaction had been the complete opposite. Her bitterness knew no boundaries. Aside from receiving the beautiful Manor and town in which they currently lived from their father, it seemed as if every other member of the family to which they belonged had forgotten all about the back-blanket twins that had hung in the balance for ten years.

Every single member, including their father, damn his Divine ass to Oblivion.

Now, with three simple words—we were wrong—things had apparently changed.

“I don’t understand,” Alharic asked. “How were you wrong?” Markham cleared his throat, a flush touching his dark cheeks.

“We thought...the finer details of Manifestation are a closely held, private affair. Even given our responsibility for the two of you, they didn’t share much more than what to look for and when to look for it.”

Mayah picked up where her husband faded away. “Those of the Divine blood usually Manifest around the age of ten.”

Jeskha nodded. “You’ve told us that already.”

Mayah held up a hand. “Your tenth year came and went. We thought you were safe,” Mayah said. “Then we were told to wait until you had eighteen years to tell you.”

Safe. Alharic didn’t like the sound of that. In this current Chaos, what could possibly have happened to make them not safe?

Mayah suddenly chuckled, a nervous run of sound. “Actually, I’m glad you decided to take the mirrors down before we could explain.” She gestured at the wall over the fireplace, where the light color of the wall betrayed the fact that an oval mirror once hung there. “Husband, did you get it?”

“Right here.” Markham pulled a small mirror the size of both of his hand from one of his many pockets. He held the thing in both hands and turned it to face Jeskha. “Have a look.”

Alharic stiffened slightly, suddenly seeing what his guardians were seeing. Mayah put a soft hand on his shoulder, keeping him quiet and holding him in place.

Jeskha peered into the mirror. Her expression told him she saw nothing different, other than the dark, dingy circles under her eyes. Same oval shaped face, same dark freckles which made her look about twelve instead of twenty-two, same slightly double chin, the same blemishes along forehead and jawline that meant she really should apply some soap to her face within the next few days. The same dark, and straight hair, like roving wool, which was starting to tangle up near the roots.

Come on, sister, he silently urged. Look.

She frowned and looked over the mirror at her guardians. Just before her eyes left her reflection, she saw it.

Slowly, she turned her head back to give her reflection all her attention, staring at her own eyes until she could feel them crossing. Large, with long lashes that tangled constantly, those eyes stared back at her, a tired, watery-looking brown shade. Same as always.

Damn, it was gone. Perhaps he had...

Jeskha blinked and rubbed them, and there it was again. She, too, saw the shift then, between two heartbeats, when the brown simply... changed. She blinked once and they were back to her natural color. Another blink and now Alharic saw a green glaze ripple over the surface of her pupil like moss over a pool of brackish water.

Alharic’s exclamation startled her; she almost forgot he was there. She turned and lifted her face to his. “My eyes,” she said. “Look at them. They’re...” her voice faded; her mouth flopped open. Then she shoved the mirror in his face.

A reflective purple shade covered his whole right eye for a moment, then settled in the center, covering the blue completely. His left eye remained green. Alharic cursed; Jeskha agreed.

“It started yesterday,” Mayah was saying, answering the question that was on the tip of his tongue. “It was Alharic’s hair. White, just at the root, but there it was. I thought that it might have been the trauma of the Great Tremor. As the days passed, the changes grew more frequent and I knew what it was. I’m surprised you didn’t notice it yourselves.”

Jeskha gasped. “I thought it was just the light...”

“Jeskha,” Markham said, “when you returned from your walk, I saw your eyes switch three times in as many heartbeats.”

“Have you two noticed anything different?” Mayah asked.

Alharic looked at his sister and noted the quick flash of twinned remembrance.

“My head’s been hurting,” they said in unison. Alharic reluctantly smiled; it had been a long time since that happened.

Mayah nodded. “That’s a common sign. But I can see how you might have mistaken it for tiredness.”

Alharic sighed, relief loosening the muscles in his chest and shoulders. “Just a bit ago,” he said to his sister, gathering their attention, “your eyes turned blue for a moment; and I saw green in your hair. Thought I was ready for a nap.”

Mayah slapped her thighs and stood. “All right. Jeskha, Alharic, is it decided? Will Alharic go and you stay, Jeskha, as oldest?” Mayah’s voice softened. “Not just for the Manor. For yourselves as well.”

Alharic looked at Jeskha. Again, her eyes shifted color, this time to gray and dark brown. “I’m going,” he said before she could speak up. Jeskha, as the oldest, was the one who spoke for the Manor, but Alharic took care of everything else. She knew that. He knew she knew that.

He would go.

Markham said. with a touch of pride in his voice, “When the Council sees you, and understands what it means, they will be bound by Tradition to do everything in their power to help us.”

“They’d better,” Mayah said. “It’s actually their responsibility to watch for it, the idiots. When was the last time Khallin visited?”

“I think I was still crawling,” Jeskha muttered. “How could they, when they have their heads shoved up their—,”

“Jeskha!” Alharic almost yelled.

Jeskha subsided, pretending to clear out an ear with an almost comic wince.

Thoughts buzzed and flew around his mind like a swarm of angry little fruit flies. Finally, he asked plaintively, “Mayah? Does this mean what I think?”

It was, surprisingly, his sister who answered. The pieces had fallen calmly into place for her, and she translated it for him with the same serenity. “It means we’re Keshkin, Alharic.” She looked at their guardians. “Doesn’t it? We’ve inherited the... Gifts.”

Thrown into the air, said out loud, made real. Alharic’s breath caught in her chest.

They were Divine.

He wanted to cut himself somewhere, just to see if the blood would run blue.

The silence grew around him and he looked up. Of course, they were waiting for his reaction. Usually, they were busy chasing Jeskha’s impulses, whether it was to spin her into a safer direction or to follow and guide her along the path she moved. He rummaged around his emotions to give them something. After a quick wrestle between shock and embarrassment, sarcasm climbed atop and won. “So,” he said, “I suppose cooler heads will prevail for the time being, huh?”

Mayah sighed, then smiled. “We can make arrangements for you to leave in the morning.”

When a deep, dark sound suddenly shook the windows and panicked voices cut through the air again, Alharic felt it this time in an unusual way. It traveled up his body until his back teeth vibrated and twisted something right in his temple, where those headaches flared. He winced and rubbed at the spot.

Standing, unable to process any more surprises or shocks. He needed to find somewhere private to think about this. Actually, he wanted to go to Mekha to process this news.

The twins separated at the stairs, he toward the servants’ hallway, and his sister toward the stairs leading to the bell tower. “You’ll be ready?” Jeskha asked him.

He nodded. His sister’s eyes were too crowded with questions for him to face much longer.

She tried to lighten things for a moment. “Well, at least you can have Mekha to yourself for a whole evening.” It was just the right thing to say. He blushed all over his face and gave her a stupid excuse for a smile. As he entered the recessed stairwell, he heard Mayah speaking.

“It will be alright, Jeskha.”

As he headed toward the Aerie, the words ran through Alharic’s mind:

They were Keshkin. They were Divine.

***
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AS JESKHA HANDED OVER the vaahak mahal, she pursed his lips at the sad pack he was stuffing into the saddlebag.

“I know,” Alharic said. “I’m going to look like a motherless child standing in front of the Heir.”

“You are a motherless child,” Jeskha muttered sourly. Then she asked, changing the subject, “How does the Aerie look?”

“It is still standing.” Right now, the Aerie was almost empty. Only Mekha and two other Sparrows were in residence, while the others left tended to their families and their homes on Alharic’s order. The small outer building where the Sparrows perched was called the Aerie for obvious reasons. It was merely a place for them lay their heads between running messages throughout the Territory and beyond; separate from all the gossip and drama of the main home.

There were sixteen tiny rooms in each Aerie across Yeshvara and Izdhan’s was no different. Each room was outfitted with the bare minimum, surrounded by plain, thin walls, large windows and a few wide-open spaces. It was not a building made to withstand the violence outside.

He’d spent the night with Mekha there and had he not been otherwise occupied, he was sure he could not have fallen asleep on his own, staring up at the huge skylight windows, where the Sparrows could see outside and gauge the weather almost immediately upon waking.

“Thank the Three,” Jeskha was saying. “You still can’t get that man of yours to move into the Manor?”

Alharic flushed at Jeskha’s description of Mekha but shook his head. “He says he prefers openness. And he, Elkha and Marhon have the whole place to themselves, which is a rarity in itself.” He shrugged. “He’s enjoying it.”

He changed the subject by pulling on the horse’s cinch and checking the billets, making sure the saddle was secure. “Make sure the kitchen stays focused,” he said. “We have too many hungry mouths to feed without them running about like headless fowl.”

“And you use the rest stops,” Jeskha returned. She ducked her head to make sure he was hearing her. “Understand? We will hold out for a few days. Do not push yourself.”

Alharic lightly ruffled her hair, a move guaranteed to distract her. “You act like I’m some fragile child,” he muttered. “I am not going to wilt the first day out, and I know when to stop and rest.”

Jeskha flushed. “Sorry, but you know I’m going to worry.” It was their first time apart in many, many years. Alharic could already feel the connection between them lengthening, thinning, something he didn’t expect to bother him as much as it did.

Suddenly, the breath was knocked out of him as Jeskha jumped up wrapped herself around him in the tightest hug he’d ever felt. It was then he remembered that, truthfully, his sister was not a fragile little lady; he could feel his own ribs creaking as she squeezed him, her legs dangling almost a measure off the ground. “Be careful,” she muttered into his tunic.

“I promise,” he whispered into her hair.

Well, that was quite enough of that. Jeskha cleared her throat and untangled herself, shoving him lightly toward the horse. “Get going, man,” was all she could say.

He agreed. He got going.
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Benediction

The smells of the City reached him before he reached the main souk.

Rhandon caught the wet scent of the ground around them first as he and Kesshar moved through the Grand Gate of the Keep Complex. It wasn’t like the scent of newly tilled earth, like the beginning of the planting season on the outskirts of the city walls. This was the smell of... Rhandon couldn’t place it. He’d never smelled anything like it before and was positive he didn’t want to smell it again.

Before he reached the souk, he stopped in front of the central fountain, wondering if it really had been saved from damage like the Keep. The statue that made up the center of the structure was of The Three. He looked up—and up—into the faces of his First ancestors, who stood back-to-back-to-back, looking out over the City’s three original three sections.

There was not one crack in the fountain. Water still spilled out from the center of the statue, still reaching up to the sky and sending precious water down. As long as that happened, the people of the city would have potable water. He was nonplussed and looked closer at The Three. He wondered if they really looked like this in life, thirty Generations ago.

Khara with His powerful build, heavy brows, hair twined into thick locks, strong limbs, hands thick with sinew, grasping a sword that was almost as large as the one that hung over the hearth in the Main Hall.

Menkheper. Twin, but not identical, Menkheper was a softer version of his brother, just as powerful but lithe with it, like a prideful feline. He had a heavy, long mane of curly hair, like the male Barrier cats, and He carried a wicked looking scythe, whose tip barely touched the third person.

Kaede.

Rhandon frankly stared. She had not only a great sword strapped to her back, but she hand one hand raised, about to strike out with a long whip. The carver had picked out the braided leather of it so precisely, it even looked lethal in stone. As much as the histories dithered about her part in the Sundering, there was no doubt in Rhandon’s mind that She was also capable and ready to fight. No zhari covered Her head or Her face, so he could see the tear tracks carved into the naked rage on her face. Tying the whole tableau before him together was a simple gesture, shared by all three of them; one hand raised and placed to Their chests, resting gently over Their hearts.

He did what every person in the City did, at least once a day. He reached out and ran a hand over the foot of the closest of Them—Khara. He could even feel the wrinkles in the soft boots carved on Khara’s feet. Then he moved around it toward his destination.

The main souk itself sat strangely quiet in the exact center of the city, encircling the fountain on three sides, with solidly paved, winding streets that spun out like spokes on a wheel, leading to all four sections of Iarth. As he got closer, sour smells assaulted his senses. Rotting produce, clotted dairy, wet yeast, meats gone bad. It grew stronger near the back, where the food shops stood. Vivid colors of spices and powdered dyes spilled across the ground under their boots, intermingling with lightly whispering strands of beads and flowers, lengths of cloth crushed and abandoned in panic to find safety during the Great Tremor.

A rough layer of dust covered everything in sight and irritated Rhandon’s nose, threatening to choke him. He pulled his neck scarf up over half of his face. It helped some, but the riot of mud and color was starting to hurt his eyes. He steadfastly kept his hands fisted to his sides, even though he wanted to clap them over his ears against the assault.

As they moved through the damp passage toward the street that led Holdings quarter, a dry and musty smell was added to the funk, fighting for dominance with the encroaching scent of—

“Raw sewage,” Kesshar breathed. He halted at the entrance of the Quarter, looking as uneasy as Rhandon felt.

That was the smell. Raw sewage, Kesshar said politely. Shit, Rhandon thought plainly. The foulness was supposed to travel through underground pipes all the way to the northern outskirts of the city, where it would have been processed into fertilizers for the farms of Outer Laskidoor. But a major pipe must have cracked, so it had nowhere to go but into the ground. Until the ground couldn’t carry anymore.

(Then, if it got worse, then sickness would start to spread through the City. Then people would begin to—)

But, The Three protected us, he reminded himself. Through the Gifts his father wielded, gained by virtue of his birth, his Ascension and Inheritance. His father was Favored by Earth; Haaron had everything under his Control now and they would be fine.

Their first steps into the residential quarter were slow and cautious, their footfalls disturbingly loud. Rhandon’s heart thumped as he took in his first sight and sounds of the area where the citizenry lived. He saw around the large brick building of the main Guild House that the rows of triple-decker houses were, on the whole, standing upright. These houses held between six to twelve families each, up to four on each floor. Of the many buildings, built row upon row, every three buildings were stable.

People were gathered before the ones that tilted, expressions bordering on panic. They were too busy examining the damage to notice the two dressed in suspiciously clean clothes in their midst. He was glad about that, because he wanted to take stock of the damage up close so that he could validate his plan to bring people into the Keep.

“Guild house, Kesshar,” he finally muttered, when he took in the cracked, palm-sized mosaic of the Sigil of Laskidoor in the tiny, tumbled Aerie on the right side of the entrance to that building.

From the inside of the great, open building, the sounds outside, both human and not, sounded slow and warped, like the groan of a great grindstone under some immeasurable weight. It was a sound of fear and pain, and it rolled its way down his spine, causing a shiver that didn’t come from the morning chill. He forced his fingernails from the skin of his palms, made his fists uncurl, and crossed his arms over his chest to keep from running the tips of his fingers over his thumb until they bled. The movement made people uneasy, he reminded himself, and he needed people to be reasonably calm.

“I’ve never seen this place so... empty,” Kesshar murmured. 

Rhandon grunted. He still hadn’t gathered enough of the right words to convey his feelings. His stomach churned at the sounds outside, and the contrast of the yawning emptiness of the guild house made him able to hear his own heart pounding in his ears.

Kesshar’s hand was gentle on his shoulder. “Do you need to go back to the Keep, Rhandon?”

His Defender’s deep voice and the light touch was the anchor he needed to stay focused on what he’d come to do. His thoughts snapped into place like tumblers unlocked, and he quickly shook his head and gathered his wits. “I need to find the Holders’ records,” he told Kesshar. “I need to know the exact population of the residential quarter.”

Kesshar looked around the room. “And I want to know why the Guild Master—”

The door on the back wall opened. Kesshar calmly stepped in front of Rhandon; from there, the Heir of Laskidoor could not be seen. Unfortunately, that also meant that Rhandon could not see who entered.

“Who—ah, by the Three—Defender!” the voice of the Guild Master sounded cracked and tired. Rhandon could sympathize. He stepped around Kesshar and walked toward the man. At the sight of the Heir, the bandy-legged Guild master quickly sketched a bow. “Sacredness!” the man stammered.

“Esnaf, don’t bother with that,” Rhandon said. “I’m here to help and there’s no time to play with pleasantries.” (Was that too harsh?) He got to the point. “I need to see the Holder’s records, to get a count of citizenry. That is all.”

The Guild Master recovered quickly at the request. “I have those numbers, Sacredness,” he said. “I was preparing to deliver that information to the Steward.”

“May I see them now?” he asked. He noticed Esnaf’s startled blink. He was probably shocked that he was being asked, rather than ordered.

After the man spread his report on the largest table and allowed Rhandon to review the numbers, adding explanations as needed. With this, Rhandon was certain his plan to pull them into the Keep was solid. And as he spoke in his father’s name, the directives came easily.

“Iarth Keep can hold a thousand people with ease,” he told Esnaf. “A thousand and a half with prodding. And it is Our intention to offer succor to those who need it. You can start sending them there. Priority goes to those whose homes were most damaged.” He gave the man a careful look. “I don’t care about their rank—and I won’t hear of any coins changing hands for the honor, are we clear?”

Esnaf stood up straight and proud. “I’ve never made it a habit to use that odious practice,” he said. “Those who have the most need will get aid first, Sacredness.”

Rhandon nodded. “I’m going to direct them to see you; it is your task to make sure the people make it to the Keep. Make use of the patrol and any Fledglings you can find to guide them. They’re to bring only their most important possessions. All food and other needs will be taken care of by the Keep.”

Esnaf bowed again. “Sacredness, on behalf of the citizens of the City of Iarth, thank you.”

Rhandon offered a quirk of a smile. “Thank my father for making sure all of the buildings of the Keep are maintained properly.” He gave Guild Master a quick half bow. “The others who won’t fit in the Keep are to go to the lodging houses. On the order of the Hierarch, they are to be Kept there without cost.” His eyes narrowed. “If I hear of anyone who is a citizen being charged for room and board, I’ll be sending Kesshar to find out why.”

He watched the lump in Esnaf’s throat go down slowly as he looked up at Kesshar’s powerful frame. His Defender’s smile was a slash of white teeth against dark skin. And there was nothing amusing in it.

Rhandon held back a laugh; if Esnaf only knew how much of that was a show...

After receiving the Guild master’s quick reassurances, he turned and left the guild house, heading straight for the center of the souk toward the platform right behind the fountain. It was time to get his speech to the citizenry out of the way.
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Captive Audience

After watching the candle drip off the second full hour in the antechamber, Alharic was done with waiting.

The other petitioners could sit, waiting for the Consort of North Laskidoor like mushrooms if they wanted to.

After a surprisingly uneventful journey, his arrival into the City was accompanied by a small rain squall—quick but brutal enough for him to rush into the stables, toss a bag of coins at the Stable master and run toward the nearest lodging house. He’d been surprised to find that the cost of the room was half what had been posted behind the lodge master.

He was tired, the room he’d been given only had a flat, thin- cushioned bed and a bowl and pitcher with which to wash up; so he was officially still grubby from the road. The apple he’d swiped on his way to the Keep Complex had long been digested, so he was officially starving.

Now, after a full half day of rest, he perched on an uncomfortable wooden bench outside the Pratham Consort’s office in half dry boots, with others who were as equally tired of waiting as he was. None of the people in the room had moved; no one went in or out of the Consort’s door, and the scribe seated outside looked ready to flee should anyone step forward. So, he did.

He strode up, placed both hands flat on the scribe’s over- crowded desk and leaned forward. Perhaps he could borrow some of his sister’s boldness.

“My good man,” he began. A stupid turn of phrase, that. The Scribe, thankfully, wasn’t his to claim. Considering the condition of the desk, he could guess that he wasn’t good at what he did. And Alharic was only half sure that he was human, let alone one of the male variety. Having tried his polite voice an hour ago and his cajoling voice half an hour ago, both with no success, he now applied the voice Mayah said he and Jeskha inherited directly from their father.

“I have been waiting here long enough,” he continued, watching as the Scribe reacted to the sharpness of his voice like a slap. “Please inform the Pratham Consort that the Holder of Izdhan Manor wishes an audience with him. Now.”

Someone behind him muttered something that he was sure was both filthy and sarcastic. He flung a sour look over his shoulder, in no mood for nonsense. After silence fell once again, he turned back to the Scribe.

When the man simply stared at Alharic, he smiled in such a way that there was no mistaking his intention to snap the pointed end of the scribe’s nose off. “Right. Now.”

It was only after another stupid look that the Scribe suddenly blanched and scrambled up from the desk. “I-I’ll see what I can do, Serenity,” he stammered, making his way backward toward the door.

Alharic was a bit surprised that his simple speech was so effective. He decided not to bother correcting the man’s assumption that he rated a Serenity (at least, not yet), crossed his arms over his chest and nodded.

After a few moments, the Scribe, still flustered, eyes downcast, ushered him into the Consort’s inner office. Alharic ignored the outraged murmurs behind him and swept into the room with all the confidence he could gather in himself.

From his first glance at Lord Khallin, he knew that this meeting would not be productive. The man looked like... well he dressed as befitted a Consort. But that was all.

Though Consort Khallin was doing a reasonable job of pretending to look busy, Alharic could absolutely tell the difference between shuffling papers and doing what needed to be done. He’d done it enough times himself.

He glared at the top of Khallin’s balding head and inwardly sighed. Well, Mayah had tried to warn him that this wouldn’t be easy.

“Hira, is this he?” Khallin began without looking up. His high, wheedling voice made the fine hairs on Alharic’s neck curl up and withdraw. After a quick, unimpressed glance, Khallin said, “I see nothing special about him. Yes, well what do you want, boy? I’ve no time for dallying, there are those who really need my help. Are you seeking work? Perhaps I can find something in the City for you.”

Alharic gaped, unable to find a single word with which to respond.

“Come boy, speak up! Khallin snapped. “I said, I’ve more important things to do than deal with your bruised sensibilities.”

“Your pardon?” Alharic finally managed.

The man continued scribbling meaninglessly, so obviously disinterested that Alharic could see the swirls he made. Did he think Alharic was blind?

“Is that not satisfactory to you?” Khallin said, finally looking up. A flicker of the sort Alharic unfortunately recognized lit up the man’s beady eyes. “Well... I suppose I could discover another task to occupy your time.”

“Oh, my Lord Consort” Hira began stammering, trying to warn his superior that he was stumbling straight into a ravine of mistakes and misfortune. “He isn’t—,”

Alharic crossed his arms across his chest. He tracked Khallin’s eyes as they took in how the fabric stretched over his upper arms. “What... task would that be?” he rumbled.

After hours immersed in the roundabout bureaucracy of the Keep Complex, after dealing with three levels of other idiot-moron types like the Scribe, and suffering through the reek of mildewed, leaking halls, his patience had reached its exact limit.

Khallin paced slowly around Alharic. Alharic could practically feel the other man’s gaze burning various parts of his body, parts that were only intended for direct view by himself and his partner alone. And, by the Three, this Consort was never going to be his partner. The very thought had Alharic’s mind spinning.

By the time Khallin finished his perusal, the Scribe was holding his breath until his face turned purple, and the Consort of the Northern House of Laskidoor was watching him carefully.

Alharic’s hair began to fall free from the tie at his neck, the loose tendrils framing his face. In his periphery, he saw the light pink shade that tinted the ends and smirked. Perfect timing.

“As the Co-Holder of Izdhan Manor and other properties, I will overlook that insult,” he said evenly.

Khallin’s gaze suddenly steadied on his face. His beady eyes squinted, then widened. “Izdhan Manor?” 

Alharic witnessed the exact moment that the light dawned on Khallin’s stupid marble head. “That’s what I said. And, as such, I demand to speak to the Consort Council to discuss the current difficulties of our Territory and how it is affecting not only our Manor, but of all Manors in Laskidoor.”

He stared at Alharic a little longer, just long enough to catch... something else changing on his person. He knew it was a change, because the shifting was now accompanied by a frisson of nerves down his spine, as if a different connection switched on between his mind and his body.

To the Consort’s credit, it only took him a moment to recover from his shock. “Out of the question,” he barked and went back to his pen and paper.

Alharic drew breath to continue, and then stopped, not quite sure he’d heard the summary dismissal. “What do you mean, out of the question? Do you realize what’s going on outside of this door? A Council is obviously necessary.”

“The current difficulties, as you so prettily put it, has put a strain on all resources in Laskidoor.” Something disturbing accompanied the smile he gave Alharic now. “Even simple communication between Consorts and Manor is limited.”

Alharic said through his teeth. “That is why I’m here. I’m willing to allow that you haven’t had the chance to review our first report, so I have brought you an amended copy.”

Khallin looked at the vaahak mahal Alharic held up and sniffed. “It is true,” he allowed, “contact with our Major and Minor Manors are spotty.” Again, that smile, like swine grease, on his face. “I am down to less than experienced Fledglings. And, with these roads...”

As if Alharic didn’t know Sparrows and Fledglings had the freedom to use the Keshkin Road.

“I’m sure you understand, my Lord Izdhan, that I have no way to... satisfy your needs,” Khallin finished.

Alharic barely kept his lip from curling. “Then do you have any plans that I can share with the Manors?”

“The Consorts trust, based on what reports we have reviewed, that our Hierarch, Divine Grace Haaron, will see to it that we all have the aid we desperately need from his Brethren. Right now, he is the only one who has access to that which we need.” He gave Alharic a look that made the fine hairs run for cover again. “At least... that is what the Council has been led to believe.”

Well, that was pointed. This idiot had no concept of subtlety if that was supposed to be his attempt to elicit information from him. Of course, the stupid man thought the back-blanket twins were hiding something from their betters.

He had no idea with whom he was dealing.

“Perhaps you should review the actual report,” he said simply, because it was all that came to his mind that was proper enough for mixed company.

The Lord Consort stood and glided around the monstrous desk again. Alharic almost—almost—looked for a slime trail. “It is difficult to keep track when conditions change every moment,” the man said.

Mayhap Khallin thought that tone was—and Alharic’s brain choked on the word—alluring. To Alharic, it sounded like he’d been gargling smashed potatoes and gravy. He crossed his arms again and waited to see what else would come out of the man’s mouth.

“Nevertheless, if Izdhan is in such a desperate condition that not even you have the... connections to alleviate, I’m sure that we can reach some kind of agreement that will suffice until our Divinity returns.”

Alharic watched Khallin’s hand, fat and sweaty, reach out and land on his person. On a very particular part of his person that no one had ever dared to touch without his consent.

***
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A HYSTERICAL BROOD of chickens ran across Rhandon’s path, tripping several people and scaring the soul out of him. He watched Kesshar sidestep them deftly and pointedly ignored the other man’s soft chuckle at the curses that flooded from his mouth. “That way,” Kesshar said. He pointed toward a building that had a growing crowd in front of it.

Rhandon rolled his eyes and moved in that direction. In his periphery, he saw the Factors in their bright blue and gray tunics, moving efficiently between stalls and stands, ledger books clutched at sides or open in their arms, taking stock of what they could.

“Name?” he heard one of them bark over the head of a small cluster of people planted in front of a shop that sold cook pots and other kitchen equipment. After a woman surrounded by children spoke, the Factor searched his books, and then looked around for his fellows, calling out the name. Another Factor, only a few steps away, responded and made her way toward the family, book open and ready.

The people were quiet while they waited for attention. Each face Rhandon saw, in this most diverse of Cities, whether Sillan, Kisasi or Aivrastan, held the same expression—dull, confused, stunned. Even those who survived intact looked as if they could not comprehend anything going on around them.

The closer Rhandon got to where he wanted to be, the more he heard muttering, grumbling, and calling out in short, angry tones. Quick glances told him that these were the people completely without resources. No packs surrounded their feet. Their clothing was worn. Their faces were indignant, dissatisfied, and impatient.

“Here’s the nightmare, Kesshar,” he murmured. Kesshar grunted and once again moved in front of him.

A mother jostled a little baby on her hip, held the hand of another toddler, and glared up at the Defender, daring him to try to cut in the line, promising wholesale damage if he was so brave. It took her a few heartbeats before she recognized the colors on Kesshar’s tunic. Her eyes widened and she quietly moved aside, not even noticing the smaller man following him.

There was a shallow platform in front of the largest building in the souk. It was the Merchants Guild house, where traveling merchants stopped to declare their cargo and their final destination. A table sat on the left side of the platform, or rather, tried to stand on what was left of three legs. A goat was nosing at the parchments scattered underneath it, leaving little hoof prints in ink as it walked over spilled puddles and sampled almost every discarded sheet.

Rhandon stopped and examined the Guild house. The façade looked sturdy enough. A broken window, a cracked lintel that he could see straight away, but he saw no movement beyond that broken window.

“Kesshar, send two of the patrol inside,” he said. “I want to know why they’re not using the Guild house.”

“Inside damage?”

“Possibly. Make sure they have a care.”

Rhandon climbed up on the platform and put himself in the middle, facing the crowd, or what he suspected to be facing the crowd with Kesshar blocking his way again. Sweet Kaede...

“Kesshar, move,” he sighed, making sure he gave his Defender a softened smile.

The Defender moved one step to the left. Looking at the growing crowd, Rhandon thought that perhaps he couldn’t do this. So many people, and almost all of them looked as if they would attack the first person who opened their mouth. Which would be... him.

(Deep breaths. Don’t clench up your fists; these are your people and they depend on you. Another breath. You can do this. It’s just a speech—)

An ominous rumble moved the ground ever so slightly.

(Say your words, make them clear and get back to the Keep. That’s all you must do, Rhandon. Deep, deep breaths.) He pulled down his neck cloth and began.

His voice, deep and rough like ground gravel, carried easily over the chaos and, as always, gathered all attention. He supposed he should be grateful that his voice usually belied his appearance and carried so much authority on its own. It took a few moments for those in front to recognize him, even with his head uncovered. He watched the whispers move backward through the crowd like a light wave. He decided not to wait for the words to reach them all.

“I know that you are all worried about your well-being,” he began, his voice carrying easier over the low grumbling now that there was almost silence. “Know now that there are people who have been dedicated to your particular needs.

(Breathe.)

“All of you will be treated with dignity and discretion. But we need order so that everyone gets the attention that they deserve.”

He made his words calm and simple, reaching out with his Gift for any of the faint tendrils Quiescence he could sense around him. There was little of it around; the broken streets and buildings, the smells, and the rumbles of discontent as counterpoint to the aftershocks upended the balance between Chaos and Quiescence in the favor of Chaos. With each breath between phrases, though, he gathered enough from within himself to generate the calm the people needed so that they would listen to what he was saying.

“Those who are citizens of the City, you are to go to Esnaf.

He will direct you.

(Breathe.)

“Visitors, you will need to line up in front of each of...” He looked around and found three stalls that were still standing, “those stalls in an orderly manner. Factors will be there to help you.”

“How long?” He heard a female voice call out. “How long will this take?”

An honest question. Unfortunately, he knew he had no answer that would suit. “With the Order that comes with Quiescence, things will move much faster,” he answered levelly. “The faster we can get information about what you need, the faster your help will come. Fear and Chaos will get us nowhere.”

After that, there was a silence that spoke of the people taking in what he said. He only spoke the words needed and left stupid filler words in the back of his mind.

He turned to Kesshar, told him to find enough of the patrol to guide the people to the lodging houses and, before Kesshar could nod, Rhandon jumped off the back of the platform and allowed himself to be swallowed by the moving crowd. It wasn’t hard; and this was the one time that he blessed the Three for his slightness. His trip back to the Keep was quicker than his trip to the Guild House. He’d discharged his duty; he wanted to get inside the Keep. Now.

Rhandon took a moment to steel himself before he stepped into the great Hall of the Keep and headed straight for the large table in the back. He looked up at the ridiculously gigantic banner hanging over him and even thought about having it ripped down and used for bedding, until he realized that it was a good symbol of constancy. When the city folk arrived, they would look for a sign that everything would run as close to normal as was possible during this trying time.

By the evening, Iarth Keep would be packed to the rafters and he and his household would be tucked safely into Sanctuary.

(Should he visit the Crèche? He should; maybe he would get an answer or two or three or some guidance. Anything.)

He sat down and closed his eyes, saying a few small words to focus himself, to rid his mind of unnecessary thoughts, the way he’d been taught to do. When he opened his eyes, he looked around and nodded. Those standing quietly, waiting for him, sprang into motion, bringing him message after message.

He took the ones that were in carriers that identified them as coming from the four major guild houses in the city. The first was from the Treasury; a short, terse note letting him know that they were working as normal. He heaved an inward sigh of relief. The Treasury had to continue as usual, or every Territory would know about their troubles before his father could open his mouth.

The second vaahak mahal held a detailed report from the masons and carpenters. Only seven of the major housing structures were damaged beyond repair. He scrawled instructions and sent his response via one of the many young Fledglings gathered nearby.

Suddenly, the Keep began to vibrate and an angry, whining sound emanated from somewhere deep in the foundation. Rhandon looked down; he knew what it was. Everyone else froze and waited for the sound to pass. The Three protected the Keep; his father’s Gift protected the Keep and everything in the City, in all Laskidoor. Still, that thought didn’t stop the momentary urge to curl up and hide under the desk. He began sweeping each fingertip on his left hand against its thumb; counting off rhythmically until the noise backed off again.

When the Keep stilled and it fell quiet, he stopped counting and opened the mahal from the Souk Guild.

(Market. Food stores—had the kitchens taken all the dried meat from cold storage?)

The message was that the Great Storehouse was in one piece with minimal damage.

He finally reached for the message from the Consorts Council.

The roll of paper was thick, with many closely written pages.

(Did the scriptorium have enough paper for future messages? And he had to visit the Library; there was a book he needed to look at, a History that might have mentioned earth tremors...)

After flipping through four pages, he heard an agitated murmur coming from the entrance of the Hall. He heard the Fledgling before he saw her. The girl wove her way through servants and side-stepped a couple of men (his father’s other two Defenders) pacing the chamber before sliding to a stop in front of him. Her tunic told him she came from the Keep Complex; the leather message belt told him she was coming from the Council. He tossed the message in his hands down and leaned forward, giving her all his attention.

“Sacred—” she began, trying to catch her breath.

Rhandon waved away the honorific. “Take your time.” He reached out for the roll of paper he knew was tucked in the holder in her belt. She handed it over like a hot rock.

“P-Pratham Consorts Khallin’s scribe sent...”

The rest of her explanation was lost as he re-read the quickly scrawled note. Then read it again. By the time he went over each word for a fourth time, his mind was, for once, completely focused. He raised his head into the silence around him. Apparently, the runner blurted the message aloud for everyone in hearing distance.

He hadn’t heard her. But the message in his hand told him everything he needed to know. He looked over his left shoulder for Kesshar and jerked his head, even as he stood.

The Three protected the Keep; the Gift protected the City. Did the Gift protect the Consorts?

Because he was going to take Pratham Consorts Khallin and peel the skin from his face. Poke out his eyeballs and piss in his skull. How had Laskidoor gone so many damned Generations with the Consorts Council and not fallen to Chaos before now? He would knock the heads from all four Consorts and switch them to suit his mood for the day.

“What is it?” Kesshar hissed from behind him, his long strides allowing him to keep an effortless pace with Rhandon.

Rhandon hadn’t even realized he was moving, but the entrance loomed in front of him before his fifth breath. “Just come with me,” he said shortly, knowing Kesshar wouldn’t take offense to his tone. Tone. Khallin and his ilk would take offense to his tone. He certainly hoped they would. Should he get his father’s permission before hanging a foot up the collective Council’s arse? The Writ of Hierarchy overtook anything the damned Abysmal Consort Council said. Consort Council his ball sack.

He wished his father an exceptionally long and happy life, but when it was his turn to lead this Territory...

He squinted into the sun finally shining over the walls of the Keep  Complex  and  headed  in  that  direction.
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Divine Intervention

Ironic, how one didn’t hear the tremors so much when one was underground.

Alharic shifted his backside against the stone bench, rubbed his stinging and bruised knuckles and considered the condition of his current surroundings.

No, he couldn’t hear the tremors as much as he could feel them vibrating the walls of the cell around him. They made his teeth tremble in his mouth, which was more uncomfortable than he thought it would be. He eyed the damp walls cautiously, wondering exactly how they were so wet, and how they looked so solid in the face of all that was going on around and under them.

At least they’d given him a solitary cell. The guards that attempted to frog-march him into the lower levels of the Keep Complex gave up after he dug his heels in and glared at them. After a couple of choked curses, they just crowded his tall frame through narrow hallways, downstairs that only two people could comfortably use.

They’d had a short, barked conversation with the Warden; he’d something about putting him in an upper level if the Warden loved his life. Listening to what came from the lower levels, dark and ugly, he was determined to be as far away from that before he closed his eyes for sleep.

Since then, he’d sat in the one cell down the hall from the Warden, glaring at the two buckets, one shiny, one dull, placed in opposite corners, and the stuffed mattress on the wooden plank bed. At least everything was clean. Gaols were something that parents used to scare their children into behaving, and Mayah did not hesitate to use the threat of ending their days in a metal box that smelled of rats and pee and living off a diet of moldy bread and smelly water.

He eyed the shiny bucket. It actually contained clear water and had a clean metal mug hanging by a rope from the handle. The other bucket... he hadn’t gotten brave enough to look inside, though he could tell by smell that it seemed empty. And, though he listened closely, he didn’t hear vermin moving about the rushes on the floor.

Through a horizontal opening cut into the narrowly spaced metal bars, a tray slid in to rest on the shelf placed there for that purpose. Alharic looked at the bread and watched the steam rise from it. His mouth watered. He hadn’t tasted fresh, warm bread since the day before the Grand Tremor.

He sighed, surrendering to the rumbling in his stomach. As he reached for the tray, the sound of raised voices and clattering feet stopped him.

A rough, dark voice whipped down the hall, barking an order that was not to be ignored. “Move!”

Stopping in his tracks, he waited to see who else would be joining him to break his fast. Perhaps Lord Khallin had propositioned someone else, and they’d responded the same way as he had.

As soon as he saw the new arrivals, he allowed himself exactly seven heartbeats to lose his composure. He knew because he had time to count them.

The first person certainly was not one of the others who’d been in the anteroom with him. Shaking his head to clear it, he remembered himself, because he was no sniveling creature, and gave the man stare for stare.

He was smaller than Alharic would have imagined with that voice and wouldn’t have provoked such a visceral reaction from him had it not been for the shade of his hair and eyes.

The young man’s face was framed by a riot of longish, floating curls in the surprising shade of soft pink shot through with delicate gray and white and blue highlights. It glistened under the torch lights, as if sunlight lived inside each strand. It shadowed his eyes so that Alharic could not tell exactly what jewel-toned color they were, nor what he was thinking behind them. The man just stared at Alharic, hard, as if he were trying to see if Alharic would sprout wings and fly.

Alharic gave himself a quick once-over to make sure that nothing that wasn’t supposed to be exposed was tucked away, and then returned his curious gaze back to the Heir of Laskidoor.

Of course, with recognition, his name came to Alharic’s mind quickly. It was hard not to know the name of the Heir of one’s own Territory, especially when he was supposed to be a cousin of some sort. Mayah and Markham made sure that he and Jeskha knew everything they could about him over the years. Rhandon, oldest son of Haaron, Ascending this year. Formerly fostering in Aravindha with the rest of this Generation’s Keshkin.

He looked like someone with fifteen or sixteen years to his name, and Alharic knew that he had almost twenty-five. Jeskha would have taken one look and asked if he needed someone to spoon feed him every day. That irreverent thought stuck in his craw and caused his lips to twitch.

What he really wanted to know, though, and what was eluding him was how and why the Heir of Laskidoor was standing there staring at him like he was growing horns from his head.

“Have I got something on my face?” he asked, his instinct overriding his good sense and home training again.

Rhandon blinked, which broke the spell of silence around them. For, as he turned his head slowly, Alharic noted the two other men who accompanied him. One was the Warden of the gaol, nondescript as he was, and the other was obviously there with the Keshkin Heir.

Like some prized horse, or great, decorated tree, the man stood there, upper arms bulging, decked out in his Lord’s colors, down to the leather cords wrapping the hilt of the long, curved knife strapped to his belt. A knife that did not look ceremonial in the least. Did he really need to carry such a weapon to protect the Heir from someone like him? From anyone? Who was even going to breath wrong in the Heir’s direction that he needed such a protector?

Defender. The word came to him suddenly. This was the Heir’s purely ceremonial Defender.

“Tell me again,” the Heir suddenly said to no one in particular, crossing his arms over his chest and looking down at his feet. “Why is he down here, underground, during a series of severe earth tremors and aftershocks?”

Again, his voice was a surprise. Deep and resonant, it rumbled around the small area, smacking the Warden upside his head with the force of his authority.

Remarkably interesting.

“S-Sacredness,” the Warden stammered, keeping one eye on the Defender and one of the Heir. The cross-eyed look suited him well, Alharic thought. “L-Lord Khallin instructed us to bring h-him here.”

“And why would he do that?” Rhandon asked with the utmost care, as if he were trying with everything he had to remain calm. Alharic knew the feeling well and was glad the Heir’s training far exceeded his at the moment.

Alharic sat on the bed, piece of bread in hand, preparing to enjoy the entertainment before him.

“Be-because, Sacredness—”

The Heir whipped his head up and glared at the warden. “Stop with the toadying and answer the damned question!”

Alharic’s hand stopped half-way to his mouth.

“He-heassaultedtheLordConsortsandbrokehisnose,” the Warden blurted all at once.

Another of those long looks came Alharic’s way. He gave the Heir a crooked smile in return. There was no need for him to act repentant when he didn’t feel the slightest bit sorry. Man touched his pieces and deserved to be breathing out of the other side of his face.

“I see,” the Heir finally said. “Now, why would he do that? He doesn’t seem to be particularly wit-wandering to me. Why would a man of his obvious standing feel the need to assault a Lord Consort of Territory?” The Heir turned all his Sacred attention on the Warden and the light from the wall torches reflected in his eyes. Alharic finally saw the spark of topaz. It was true. The color looked exactly like a cut and faceted jewel.

“I wish I knew, your—I mean—I wish I knew why. Lord Khallin just instructed us to bring him here after he-he-broke the man’s nose.”

The Heir of Laskidoor blinked once. Alharic would swear until the day he Passed that those lips twitched. “Humph. Well, from what I know of Khallin, I can imagine.” The Heir took a step back from the bars. “Release him.”

The Warden blinked, looking as if were about to puke any moment. “I-I can’t...?”

The Heir gave him an incredulous look. “What did you say?” he asked, placing the words into the air, very, very carefully.

“I...”

The rattle of the tin cup on his tray caught Alharic’s sudden attention. It was bouncing on its own, the water within sloshing out and dousing the plate next to it. He looked up at the walls and ceiling and saw dust trickling down as the vibrations in his teeth began to crest from a delicate trembling to an outright rattle. He grasped the bed with both hands as it too began to rock back and forth under him, even as he saw the bars that were drilled into the ground begin to shake loose. His eyes grew painfully wide as he stared out through the bars and the others.

The Heir was looking around him, eyes almost wild, feet planted wide, arms outstretched as he tried to keep his balance. When a torch on the wall shook free and spun toward the ground close to Rhandon, Kesshar moved, pushing his charge down onto the ground, yelling at everyone else to do the same. He kicked the torch away and crouched next to the Heir. He wrapped an arm around the smaller man while the ground rocked back and forth with a growing urgency.

Alharic dropped when he was told and instinctively tried to get under the bed. He barely managed it by cramming himself under and rolling until his back hit the wall. For more heartbeats than he cared to count, he felt the never-ending rocking, as if he were a child in a giant, Chaotic cradle.

Fear massed into a block in his throat, rising with the urgency of the tremor until he thought he was about to vomit. He was not prepared to die in a gaol cell on a suspiciously damp floor, staring at a tray of wet bread and a battered cup!

As his heart began to pound in his ears, saliva gathered in his throat, and tears pricked his eyes, the shaking stopped. All at once, as if it hadn’t happened in the first place.

It took everyone a few more moments to gather the nerve to move, then stand. By the time he crawled from beneath the bed, the Defender and the Heir were standing and dusting themselves off. The Warden was seated against the wall, blinking rapidly with wide eyes.

The Heir looked at the poor man for a long moment before he moved to stand over him. “Release my cousin instantly!” Rhandon shouted, causing everyone aside from the Defender, Alharic included, to jump a measure into the air.

He blinked, wondering how that voice came from such a small, young man. Moreover...

His cousin? While he knew Rhandon was not an idiot and knew exactly who he was, he had been the first outside of his own household to fully claim the relationship. It left him with a strange feeling, something between panic and nausea and a strange warmth in his middle.

“Are you insane?” the Heir continued in the same vein, his words practically tumbling from his mouth. “You realize that, had he so desired, he could have yours and Khallin’s teeth from your heads one by one? By the Abysmal Oblivion, a Keshkin in our gaol? You’d better feel blessed that I don’t toss you downstairs with the rest of the miscreants! Bet you’ll like the tremors down there! And I’m guessing there are plenty who’d like to get their hands on you.” He stalked away from the gaoler as the poor man scrambled toward the door. “Get-him-out-of-there!”

The Warden couldn’t shove the key into the lock any faster. The door opened, and the Heir shoved him out of the way to wave Alharic out.

He didn’t hesitate; he moved out of the cage and found a place behind the Heir and the Defender. He did give the bread a sad look as he passed it by. Soggy or not, he was starving. And his stomach chose that moment to let everyone know.

Rhandon looked at him. “Yeah...words to be had with you,” he pointed at the Warden, “later.”

Alharic kept his wits about him as they headed back the way he’d come. He kept up and maintained his dignity, but it was a close thing. Rhandon’s small frame moved like a whirlwind before himself and the Defender.

Before he knew it, they were storming through the antechamber of Khallin’s office once again. By the time the Heir’s Defender opened the door and Rhandon handed him inside, Alharic had caught up to what he was planning and was gliding, ready and willing to watch the conflagration to come. He took a few steps in and moved to the right, giving the Heir the floor. 

Lord Khallin looked up at the ruckus without paying attention and barked, “Khara’s Balls, get out of my office!” With the condition of his blackened eyes and swollen nose, his voice took on a shrill, nasal note that made Alharic want to drop to the floor and cackle like a chicken.

Khallin cast his gaze in Alharic’s direction, and his expression made him even uglier. “Bitch! You think you can come back in here and attack me again? I’ll have you and your bas—”

“I would think carefully about the next words that come from your mouth, Khallin.”

And Alharic took great satisfaction in hearing the Pratham Consort’s voice crumble to a halt, perfectly in time with a delicate aftershock that brought dust down from the high ceiling.

With that sentence, Alharic’s opinion of the Heir rearranged itself a bit higher in his opinion. Even slight, shaken and disheveled, the level of authority he radiated—actually, threw—at Khallin was all he needed to know that Iarth was in interestingly capable hands.

***
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RHANDON ALLOWED MOMENTUM to carry him until he reached the other side of his chamber door before giving in to his instincts. He leaned against the thick wood and let his body sag.

Menkheper’s Eyes, could anything else happen? The day of the Great Tremor was easy compared to what he was going to be facing tomorrow. Added to his growing pile of responsibilities was going to be a pair of Keshkin that were Manifesting twelve years later than they should.

At twelve years old, Rhandon’s own Manifestation was considered late, but to come into the Gifts Divine with twenty-two years? Rhandon had never heard of such, even in the Histories of the First Generation, and he was one of the few who actually paid attention when lessons turned to the Ancestors and Tradition.

He rubbed at his eyes as if he would scrub his exhaustion away. One more thing to do, and then he could curl up somewhere and hide for a few hours. There was only one person who could tell him how to proceed with this new situation. A person he’d been instructed to tell as soon as the twins crossed the threshold of the Keep. He had a missive to write.

In the dim radiance of a small wax lamp, he flopped down in the chair behind his desk. He scrubbed his face with both hands, ran them through his hair, then composed the first few words in his head as he always did. Then, he pulled open the drawer that held his private stash of vellum, pulled out a sheet and made room on the top of his desk by pushing two piles aside.

As he picked up his pen, he heard the door open.

Kesshar.

“Still at it?” Kesshar’s voice moved through the room, the sound a balm to Rhandon’s scattered mind. Tiredness was stealing away his focus and thoughts of the next day and the day after started to fill every corner of his mind.

(Focus.) 

(Father’s letter.) 

(Focus.)

He ran his fingers over his thumb a few times, then gave Kesshar some of his attention. “I’ve got to get the message to Father tonight before Khallin tells the world what happened to him.”

Kesshar was dressed down, assuming his role as Solace for the evening in a thin shirt and pants made of a fine, silken cloth. Even so, he still looked powerful enough to snap even the giant young man in his guest suite in half.

“Smart idea,” the Defender said as he eased his tall frame into the chair beside the desk. Reaching for the flagon and a pair of glasses that always waited there, he continued as he began to pour. “I think Khallin’s scribe is still trying to catch his breath.”

“I’m still trying to catch my breath.”

Kesshar took a sip, and then smiled. “He is striking. I wonder what his sister looks like.”

Rhandon gave him a look out of the corner of his eyes, hoping that the flush he felt creeping up his neck wasn’t visible on his face.

(Striking my foot.)

Kesshar was thinking that Alharic was downright attractive, Rhandon knew. And Rhandon agreed. But this definitely wasn’t the time for that conversation. He covered his awkwardness with a healthy swallow of milloweed wine, wincing as it burned its way down his throat and chased his brain back to where it was supposed to be. “Striking indeed,” he allowed. He turned back to his task. “In any case, I’m still at it, as you so quaintly put it.”

“Well, don’t let me distract you. For now.”

Rhandon’s lip quirked a bit. Kesshar, when he became Rhandon’s Solace, became a distraction by simply breathing. Not the only thing he was trained to do, but something he thoroughly enjoyed doing, was distracting his charge. And something Rhandon thoroughly enjoyed experiencing. But that would be later. He cleared his throat, and carefully wrote down the words he’d already composed:

To His Divine Grace Haaron, Hierarch Laskidoor.

He smirked; he almost never addressed his father that way. He thanked the Three that his handwriting was still clear, even though the rest of his body was telling him to grab Kesshar and melt into his bed for the next week.

I have already sent to you a comprehensive report regarding the current condition of the Territory. It will probably arrive before this one, but I find myself having to amend it with this missive.

He sat back a moment, thinking of his next words carefully. Between his father and himself there was always plain speaking, but certainly this announcement deserved more than that? Sighing, he decided that plain speaking was better than nothing, and continued.

This is about the message you received right before you left for Kharbinia. I’ve received—

He scratched at that with his vellum knife until the ink disappeared.

The sudden arrival of His Serenity Alharic of Izdhan to the City Complex took me by surprise. I’ll give you the details of that adventure when I see you next. Suffice to say, I think you’ll want to have words with Khallin and the rest of the Council when we return from Ascension. I have since given Alharic guest privilege at the Keep and will be having his sister escorted here as well.

Another sip of milloweed. Here it was.

Again, in case you didn’t notice, I have given His Serenity the official title due to him by birth for a good reason. After his arrival at the Complex, it became apparent that Jeskha and Alharic had begun their Manifestation. I have confirmed it through visual observation; I’m not able to do much more than that. Based on the variety and speed of the visual changes, I believe they have just started.

Even during the short walk from the Complex, Rhandon saw Alharic’s coloring change amazingly fast. It was his hair that displayed the most dramatic change. The roots were pure white and random streaks of gray flowed like syrup down this sweat curled hair. Again, Rhandon cleared his throat.

(Focus! )

Now to the meat of the matter.

I certainly haven’t heard of anyone going through the Change as late as this, have you? What could it mean? I’m not sure that I should allow the Consorts to do the formal thing, as they seem to have some difficulty keeping even their own holds in order during these tremors. I believe you’ll understand why I think it will be necessary for the twins to come to Alnyaghel with me.

You might also want to inform their father that we’re coming before we arrive.

Deshiro would...he didn’t know what Deshiro of Vadheen would do. He took a few moments to consider the possibilities. Then, after he’d gotten that out of his system, he went back to formalities:

Upon your advice and per Tradition, I will be sending formal missives to the Hierarchy. As well, please see the enclosed addendum report from Izdhan Manor. I believe that you will find it most informative.

With filial devotion, Rhandon, Keshkin Heir Laskidoor.

He gave the message a good once-over, making sure that he’d spelled and punctuated everything correctly. One misspelling, and he would have to write it over. Satisfied, he rolled up the missive with his copy of the Izdhan report and tucked it into the carrier. Fixing the lock carefully, he set it on an empty place on the table, regarded it carefully, and concentrated.

He doubted he would ever feel comfortable or confident with using his Synchric gift in front of anyone beside Kesshar until he formally Ascended. Eventually, it would be necessary; with the new status of Ascended came new responsibilities that required an adept touch with this particular aspect of his Gifts.

He took another swallow of wine, and focused.

(Come on, work with me, Topaz. Precious and pretty Topaz, help me here.)

The bracelet hanging loosely around his wrist, a chained affair with chips of topaz wound through with golden wire, began to warm as he called to the properties in the stones.

Everything else in the room—his bed, the chair on which he sat, even the Solace seated beside him left his present consciousness. The only thing he saw was the message carrier, surrounded by a shimmer of light golden brown. When his Gift touched it, he could see the faint glow enveloping it, preparing it for what was about to happen.

He had not been Favored by any Gift yet, so it took him precious time to coax the nebulous thing toward the object he wanted to move.

(It is Wind and Earth that I need. Fine.)

He gathered his words and let them take form in his mind.

“I beseech you, beautiful Wind, and you, precious Earth, help me send this to my Father. Earth, to transform the corporeal, and Wind to move it swiftly.”

He hoped that he would become more skilled at moving himself when he had to display that talent during the last day of Ascension. He would be utterly mortified if he failed.

Before he traveled down the trail of that intrusive thought, he mentally shook himself and took a few centering breaths. Once everything was cleared from his mind but his purpose, he could feel the topaz in the bracelet tremble a bit. He sensed the properties of the stone, clarity, and potency, strengthened him, recharged him even as he expended the needed energy to break the message carrier into infinitesimal, efficient particles, and push it through the vadhin, the Path, toward its destination. 

To a Territory that didn’t rock and shudder when it felt like it.

Picturing the room was easy; Norio designated specific rooms for each Hierarch in his Keep that never changed, so Rhandon could pick out exactly where he wanted to drop the message. He could even see the small lap desk as if it were sitting in his own room.

He always hovered on the verge of vertigo when he moved something through the vadhin. To him, it felt like his very blood effervesced beneath his skin, flowing over and under and through him. That feeling, he remembered, was the dissolution. He wondered what Kesshar was seeing.

Finally, the carrier and its contents disintegrated slowly, piece by piece, completely. While he was sure Kesshar saw the carrier disappear, to him the separate particles were sliding across a path made up of Wind and clear Topaz, ascending and descending on a breath-taking ride. To the pit of his stomach, it felt like a wild carriage ride, or a paddle steamer careening over choppy waves toward some place unseen.

(No, not unseen—focus!)

His inner eye followed the glittering trail all the way into the room in Alnyagel, a full seven days away, and watched as the particles gathered over the lap desk, coalescing once again into a completely tangible object. It should have floated slowly down, but Rhandon was bone tired. He let it fall inelegantly with a clunk onto the smooth wood.

He let out his held breath, bringing himself carefully back to the here and now. Again, he cursed the fact that it was not easy for him to move things. Other Heirs were quite capable. Kurini of Haede, Birith of Kharbinia, even the dolt Thulani of Gelakehala could Synchricly do it without any effort. Why was it so hard for him?

When he leaned back in his chair, the first thing he really felt was Kesshar’s strong hands touching his shoulders, primed to massage the knots and kinks out of his body and mind. He closed his eyes without comment, letting his Defender become his Solace, with his firm, but gentle ministrations.

Rhandon cracked open one eye after what seemed like years and spent a good, long moment trying to figure out exactly where he was. Of course, he was in his bed, he told himself. On his back, arms folded over his middle, as if he were being laid out for his Passing.

(Very funny, Kesshar.)

He sat up and listened to every one of his joints cracking. Had he slept for that long? The sun was peeking through cracks in the drawn curtains, bright spears of light. He looked around, and on his writing desk, he could just make out the glimmer of the message carrier he’d sent to Alnyagel the night before. Levering himself out of bed, he moved slowly toward the desk.
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Safety in Numbers

“Got no choice, do we?”

Alharic received his definitive answer to that question two days later, when he heard a familiar voice outside of his borrowed room. He rose, dressed quickly in one of the last tunics he’d packed, smoothed down the wrinkles in his trousers and stepped out to face what was coming.

The lights within the main chamber of the small building were brighter and more intrusive than he expected. Perhaps it was the overabundance of white all around, reflecting what was already bright. But then he realized that everything within his hearing sounded discordant as well; like each noise competed with every other to be heard by him and him alone. His temples pricked in pain again and he sighed, wondering if he would be suffering like this until this... Manifestation was all over.

Everything within Laskidoor’s Sanctuary was polished and pure. The walls, the ceiling, the floor—all were made of white marble and wood. He could practically see his reflection in the floor as the lights shining from recessed nooks high on the walls accentuated the high polish. He squinted up at those lights, which looked like nothing he’d seen before. Round globes that glowed a bright white with a blue tinge which gave off a slight buzzing sound. Interesting.

On the left side of the chamber, he saw Jeskha standing by a large fireplace, listening intently to the Heir of Laskidoor. The sight of her through squinted eyes dispelled any residual embarrassment he might have felt at being the only one out of place. As he walked, trying not to shuffle like a crippled grandmother, the others became aware of his presence, and turned to him.

Rhandon smiled, clapping his hands together once. Though the sound grated on his ears, Alharic found it reassuring that he was able to hand those smiles out at a time like this. “I hope your night was more comfortable than your day before, cousin,” the Heir said, waving over a servant carrying a pitcher of quickbeer.

Alharic shook himself; it would take a long time for him to get used to being claimed as a cousin by this man, or any Keshkin. He accepted the drink and nodded, reaching an arm out for his sister. A bright, sharp scent came from the cup. And, now that he thought about it, a sweet, honey-like fragrance was coming from the Heir. Not a perfume, actually, and something like Cinnamon. He remembered the riot of scents he experienced earlier in his room. Part of the Gift, he figured.

“Are you alright Alharic?” Jeskha asked him.

He nodded quickly to dispel the worry in her eyes. “I’m fine.” “Good. So can you tell me why in the name of the Three you had to hit Lord Khallin?”

The memory of that crossed his mind and made him smile. “Well, he thought it would be okay to squeeze my ass, so I thought it was okay to punch him cross-eyed,” he said.

Jeskha blinked several times. “He put... hands on you?”

“I don’t think you will have anything to fear from Khallin,” Rhandon said. “He’s not going to want it to be well known that such a young man,” and he smiled to take the sting out of that, “managed to get the better of him.”

Alharic glanced close at his sister, noting the dark circles around her eyes and pinched way she held her mouth. Then, looking closer, he saw that she wore a bracelet of bright red braided cord and a tunic with hastily done red embroidery on the cuffs and collar. He turned to Rhandon for an explanation; the look in the Heir’s eyes was suddenly sad and sympathetic.

“Jeskha, why are you wearing mourning?” he asked. “What’s happened? Who...”?

Jeskha’s eyes slid away. “Mekha.”

His stomach dropped to his feet, and he put a hand to his chest. “Sweet Kaede.”

“I’m sorry, Alharic.” Jeskha’s voice was soft as she explained. “The day before I left, the roof of the Aerie collapsed,” she muttered, not meeting Alharic’s eyes. She tried to shrug and failed miserably. “He never woke. The others were out.”

The burning in his eyes wouldn’t go away. Nor would the cold vibrations that traveled up his spine. His vision started to blur.

Jeskha didn’t do anything else but what she always did when Alharic needed it. She wrapped her arms around him and held him, allowing her energy to flow between the two of them. He trembled, like one of those aftershocks, as he returned her embrace and decided that all talk of Mekha should stop for now, or he would become an utter mess. They would speak more later when they could have some modicum of privacy.

But... not to see Mekha’s bright smile again? He blinked furiously, trying to ignore the bit of moisture that burned his cheeks.

Rhandon cleared his throat. “There has been a slight change of plans,” he told them in a solemn voice, while Jeskha took a thumb and smoothed the unbidden tears away. “We will not be going into the City as I thought to do earlier.” He moved with purpose toward a backless couch set near the hearth.

The twins exchanged one more look, with Jeskha again swiping at the moisture gathering at the corner of Alharic’s left eye. Alharic shut his eyes for a moment, then gathered himself. Later.

They followed.

“Into the City?” Alharic asked. He didn’t recall the Heir’s mention of such a trip. Then again, he didn’t recall much of the past day. Aside from the rampaging headache and the inability to keep anything solid in his stomach until mid-afternoon.

“My Kalfa will arrange for goods to be delivered so that a suitable wardrobe can be crafted for the two of you.”

Wardrobe? Alharic looked at his sister, who shrugged.

Rhandon looked about the hall. He seemed to be searching for someone in particular, and when he discovered them, another easy smile crossed his features.

Alharic was surprised to see Mayah approaching them from her own room. His heart lifted. Comfort shone in the eyes of their guardian. Everyone stood, reminding Alharic of his own manners, and he rose to his feet as well.

“I must thank you again for allowing us to shelter with you in this trying time,” Mayah said.

“Well, we are family,” Rhandon said with a smirk. “It’s only right and proper.”

He embraced their family connection without so much as a flinch, Alharic thought. It almost made it easy for him to embrace it as well. Would the other Keshkin be so welcoming? His mind still balked at the idea of open welcome from the other so-called family members. Especially their father.

He watched Jeskha as she listened to Mayah report on the state of Izdhan in their absence. He hadn’t a chance to ask her about all of this and she’d seemed unwilling to talk about it herself. Especially when the so-called Gift left him flat on his back and wanting nothing more than to cry for Mayah.

Speaking of... Mayah said something Alharic missed. He shook himself and paid more attention.

“I have brought the accounts from Izdhan,” she was telling the Heir, as she patted a hidden pocket in her skirts. “Should I give them to your Factor to check for discrepancies?”

“I’m sure your figuring is accurate,” Rhandon replied. “I’ll have her reconcile any new entries with the main accounting and we can go from there.”

“Account?” Jeskha asked before Alharic could speak. “Izdhan’s account?”

Mayah and the Heir shared a quick look before Rhandon offered a seat across from the couch upon where he lounged. Another waved hand brought a flurry of servants and the arrival of yet another person to the conversation.

A reed-thin, slightly frazzled looking woman who looked ready to blow away any moment appeared, bowing to the Heir and seating herself cautiously beside him. A Scribe followed, placing an armload of accounting books on the table in front of them.

“Sacredness, I understand you need my services today?’ The woman’s voice was smooth and competent.

“We do,” Rhandon said, indicating the twins. To her credit, the woman didn’t look at all perturbed to be seated so close to the Heir, though Alharic could see a light flush crawling from her neckline. Close quarters, indeed, he thought, skirting a look at Rhandon’s Defender, who was leaning against the wall beside the hearth, arms crossed and pretending not to listen. He could practically see the man’s ears twitching.

“I would like to review the personal deben accounts of the Holders of Izdhan in preparation for a small withdrawal,” Mayah said.

Alharic blinked, turning to his sister. Her look was equally confused. What deben accounts? What were deben accounts? The only account he knew of was the Manor’s Account. And that was practically empty after the tremors.

“Of course, my lady,” the Factor said. “I will need the full names, for formal confirmation, you understand.”

Rhandon cleared his throat and gestured toward Alharic and Jeskha. The Factor blinked at the twins for a moment, and then turned to the stack of account books without further question. She peered at the spines of each of the five books until she found two, pulling them carefully from the stack. Alharic tried to read the titles of the two, thin leather-bound books. A wax seal hung from a golden cord on each one, carrying a Cipher that Alharic couldn’t quite make out.

He looked at Rhandon for an explanation, who smiled reassuringly at the factor and held out his hand for the books.

“Sacredness, I could explain—” the Factor began.

The Heir purposefully met her eyes, such an obvious, deliberate action that it was only then that Alharic noted that Rhandon rarely met anyone’s eyes. “I doubt that kind of explanation is necessary. My guests can tell the difference between a positive and a negative number.” As an afterthought, Rhandon added, “No offense intended.”

Alharic admired how nicely he put the woman in her place without drawing the least bit of blood.

The factor nodded perfunctorily and handed the books over. Rhandon took them, laid them side by side on the table before the twins and opened each one. He pointed to the one on the right. “Alharic, this is yours.” And to the left, “Jeskha, yours. Please review them carefully. They should be identical. If they are not, please let me know.”

Alharic leaned over and took the one indicated. The first thing he did was examine the Cipher. He wrestled with his memory to recall the pattern impressed in the wax, but it eluded him. Then he flipped through the book, seeing dates and a column of numbers that ran continuously from one page to the next. He looked at the thin scrawl on the last completed page, the one in the freshest ink.

He heard Jeskha curse while the significance of what he read struck him. He read the number several times before he looked up at the Heir. “H-how?” he stammered. The number was unbelievably large, accompanied by at least two divider marks.

“What is this?” Jeskha asked the better question.

Mayah took the opportunity to answer. “From the day of your birth, and with your mother’s reluctant approval, your father created the traditional personal deben accounts in your names.”

Jeskha interrupted. “Traditional deben accounts?”

Rhandon nodded. “You’re familiar with deben—what you have to pay for the upkeep of Izdhan. Well, every child born to a Keshkin house has a similar account. The deben deposited can be used as value to trade for anything. Clothing, food, incidentals. Whatever you need, you are given the value to trade for.”

“You knew about this,” Alharic said to Mayah. It was not a question.

“Of course,” their guardian answered unrepentantly. “Funds needed for your upbringing and for your personal households were pulled as needed until you were able to handle the daily managing of the Manor. The transfer for the sale of Izdhan was the largest amount withdrawn to date.”

“Sale?” Alharic, his voice breaking in shock. “I thought Izdhan was a gift from the Hierarch.”

“The Manor house was gifted,” Rhandon said with another of those quirky smiles. Alharic wondered if the smile was natural or whether it was a nervous tic. “The land was another matter. The Consorts of Iosua and Zhaviera—yes, Khallin—would not move forward with your installation without some compensation for the land.”

“What a bastard,” Alharic muttered to himself, ignoring Jeskha’s hiss and the Factor’s gasp.

Rhandon simply chuckled and turned to the Factor. “I believe the Kalfa of Izdhan has received their deben for the present month and hasn’t had time to include it within the accounting.”

Mayah pulled a small book from her pocket and removed two sheets of almost transparent paper. She handed the precious sheets over.

Alharic hardly noticed when the Factor took the book from his slack fingers. He was certainly not helpless when it came to figures, neither was Jeskha. He’d already tallied the amount in his head and was staring at Rhandon, nonplussed. “Our...father deposited,” and he spoke a number so large that he had trouble visualizing it, “every month since we were born?” he stammered. “And its value will equal any commodity we want?” 

It was more money than Alharic had ever seen; would ever need. Ever. At that moment, he wasn’t sure there were even enough coins minted in the Territory to equal that amount. He even tried to visualize the stack of treasury notes that would be needed to equal it and was again flummoxed. He thought of the things they could purchase for Izdhan with that amount. He looked at Jeskha and saw the same thought finish itself in her eyes.

“Will you require travel expenses, Serenities?” came the Factor’s voice over the roaring in Alharic’s head.

“Yes,” chorused the twins without thought. “No,” Rhandon interrupted.

They gave him a betrayed look. The Factor froze in doubt. “You travel in my retinue,” Rhandon explained. “You will need neither coin nor note for anything.” He took in the disappointment Alharic knew was on their faces and gave yet another half-smile. “Very well.” He told the Factor, “Seven days’ stipend delivered in both coin and note before the morning.”

“Traditional?” the factor asked cautiously.

That word was beginning to annoy Alharic. Like metal scratching over brick. Did Keshkin piss Traditionally too?

“Of course,” Rhandon said, finally a bit testy. “You will give them the stipend due an Heir of Territory. Each.”

“Sacredness.” The Factor efficiently packed up the books with no further comment. “My apologies. These are unusual circumstances, you understand.”

Rhandon sighed, rubbed a hand over his face and nodded. “I understand,” he said. “I apologize for snapping.”

The Factor demurred and gestured to the scribe to take the stack of account books. “I will acquire the other items you requested by this afternoon. All that is needed are the alterations to ensure they fit properly.”

Alharic gave Rhandon a questioning look and the Heir returned it with—he should have guessed it—another smile that made him want to shake Rhandon until those perfect teeth rattled. He then realized that some of those smiles had been in genuine mischief. The Heir enjoyed this. He looked like a child showing off new toys and Alharic wondered if he should feel insulted or grateful for his effort to put them at ease.

Then, as if summoned from some nasty beast, they could hear an  aftershock  rumble  outside.  Hear,  he  confirmed,  because strangely he felt nothing beneath his feet, as he had in Izdhan, or even in the City. He’d even braced himself but realized quickly that there was no need to.

Not a tremor shook the walls, nor did a ripple formed in the small reflecting pool in the middle of the chamber. Nothing. Alharic looked around and saw the few servants doing their work as they had every day before the tremors. It was as if they were in an entirely different Territory.

“Sweet Kaede,” Jeskha murmured.

“Sort of,” said the Heir. His last smile was utterly different from the others. It was mysterious. It grazed Alharic’s nerves like a blade cutting the fine hairs from his body.

And for a fraction of a heartbeat, he thought he felt the familiar touch of Mekha’s hands...pushing him toward Laskidoor’s very intriguing Heir.
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The Heir

Alharic wondered how the bit of shining brightness that the Heir of Laskidoor was could navigate the complicated tangle of seething politics, and still maintain his good temper.

Walking behind him, exactly three steps in the ways of, well, Tradition, he could feel it just under the surface of every action in the Keep Complex.

Alharic was used to a more direct path to Control. Had he been the Hierarch or the Heir, he would have changed the form of rule in Laskidoor the first chance he got. The most maneuvering he ever had to do was around his sister’s more direct, stubborn nature. It was a useless waste of time, the dances one performed in the City. He looked cautiously to his right and nodded carefully to the Pratham Defender, who walked next to him. Kesshar was not only a Defender, he remembered, he was also Rhandon’s Solace, a complicated position that Alharic was still finding hard to wrap his mind around.

He originally thought that a Solace was just that, a physical companion, an emotional comfort. But that wasn’t all there was to a Solace. Mayah explained that the Solace was also a liaison between ruler and ruled. They were a sounding board for many of the political activities in a Territory. The network of Solaces in a Territory—those of the Hierarch and the Heir—kept the rulers aware of all political undercurrents that would affect them.

Alharic took in the frankly commanding man next to him. Only a couple of finger heights taller than he, Kesshar did not look like any of the slick sycophants oozing through the cracks of the Complex. Alharic knew well that most people were supposed to be intimidated by the Kesshar’s impressive presence, and if he hadn’t seen the way Kesshar kept Rhandon safe, not with physicality, but with an aura of that bordered on the marital, he would have been too. Curious about the relationship between Defender and Keshkin, he observed from a slight distance, wondering how Kesshar knew Rhandon needed him when he did.

Finally, he just asked Kesshar outright. The Defender matter-of-factly pointed out Rhandon’s almost subconscious habit of moving his fingertips over his thumb; something he did when he was, as Kesshar put it, on the brink of being overwhelmed. The observation made Alharic more attentive, and he finally discovered the steps of the dance between them. Never stumbling or unsure, always graceful in a way that took no attention away from Rhandon’s importance as Heir. His Sacredness.

The three reached a wide, double door at the end of the hallway; two matching planes of polished, dark wood, chased with gold and each carved with the one half of Cipher of Laskidoor. Alharic only had a second to admire the way both halves met without imperfection before Rhandon placed a hand on each of the doors’ gold plaques and pushed, opening them wide without any preamble. Before the Heir could take more than one step, Kesshar moved in front of him in a practiced motion. Alharic held his place behind Rhandon and entered with his head held equally high and his gaze equally direct. So, they would be matched sets of protection for His Sacredness. Protection from what, though?

The room was small. After a quick overall glance, he realized that perhaps it was just the fact that it was crowded with the most illustrious people in the Territory that made it seem so close. Eight personages filled the room: four seated at table and four seated behind and to the right of each Consort. He recognized the formation, because of the twins’ own meeting room at home. Once more, he missed his sister’s dynamic presence.

Still without speaking, Rhandon circled the table with a slow, purposeful stride and seated himself at the backless chair that stood at the head of the table. Smart, Alharic thought. Haaron’s enormous, high-backed chair would have made him look like a child.

Each Consorts half-stood in turn and gave the Heir a bow. Alharic suddenly panicked, wondering where he was supposed to put himself, until he saw the chair placed behind and to the right of Rhandon’s. A quick glance at Kesshar confirmed that he was to sit there and serve as a recorder of sorts, to complete the visual tableau. There was even a lap desk on the floor beside the chair which he ignored as he sat.

He wondered what the Consorts saw as they looked back at him. Back-blanket usurper was the likely choice.

Alharic watched them all carefully, pulling a vapid, almost bored expression out of his arsenal. It was his best weapon while he wore it; no one ever noticed that he was memorizing everything said.

He barely managed to keep his lips from turning as he watched Khallin and the lazy way he sat back down, as if waiting for an underling’s report. The lingering bruises around his rodent eyes completely ruined the attempt.

Alharic sat straight and tried to keep his thoughts to himself.

Keshkin. He was Keshkin, he reminded herself.

“We are here to discuss future plans to mitigate the current troubles in our Territory,” Rhandon began in the Divine vernacular. “This is in preparation for the aid that will be coming from the Hierarchy after His Divinity, Our father, has met with them. We officially Speak with His voice.”

Nasen, the second Consort, sat to Khallin’s right. Alharic shivered at the sensation of a damp, sticky substance sticking to his skin when he looked at the man. Nasen was short and squat, slippery in looks like a newborn reptile.

Across the table from Khallin and Nasen sat Khalya, Consort of the Southern House Nathai. Next to her was Rhandon’s aunt Mhessil, the only one with a friendly face.

Rhandon’s voice snatched his attention back to the subject at hand. “We have already received your primary—” a slight pause as he placed a hand on a stack of papers— “reports on the condition of your Holdings, and We have reviewed them.” He gave each Consort an intent look, then went back to the paper on the top of the table. “Your manors’ needs have been noted and will be met by the Keep’s Account within the next few days, before We leave for Alnyagel.” He allowed approving murmurs to move through the room for a moment.

Tapping the top of the stack, he said smoothly, “Now, We want to see the detailed reports that you have received from your Holdings.” 

Alharic watched the statement sweep the room and settle in the minds of all. When the implication fell onto them like a plumb weight, each face froze.

“All of them,” the Heir whispered in a voice Alharic hadn’t heard him use in any of the days he’d been in the man’s company. He flicked a glance at Kesshar, who acknowledged the switch with a predatory glimmer in his eyes.

“Pratham Consort.” Rhandon turned his head toward Khallin, even as his gaze considered the tapestries on the wall behind the man, “We have received a report from Izdhan Manor, which disturbs Us greatly.” The resonant voice hit the Consorts square in the middle of his face with the same force as Alharic’s fist.

All eyes except Khallin’s turned to Alharic, while Rhandon leaned forward slightly, pinning Khallin to his seat with his sharp topaz gaze. “The reports from that holding include much that your summary failed to include. For example,” Rhandon waved a hand and Kesshar pressed a scroll of paper in his waiting palm.

Alharic saw the color rise from Khallin’s neck to the rest of his face, making the bruises even more dark and vivid.

Rhandon leaned back and gave his attention to the first among Laskidoor’s Consorts, the example that all the rest followed. Rhandon gazed at the sheet for a moment and found what he sought. “While this report shows severe damage to several of their crop fields, requiring the reversal of their rotation schedule, your report mentions nothing of the kind.”

Khallin looked like he was about to suffocate.

“It also includes several casualties that We did not find in your report.” His eyes narrowed. “That, alone, is a serious discrepancy, and a disrespect to the precious lives lost.”

Alharic felt Kesshar shifting behind him as Rhandon leaned forward.

“Did you know that Izdhan lost its Pratham Sparrow Mekha?” he said.

Alharic ignored the cold chill running down his spine and took in the shock on Khallin’s face with contempt. The care Mekha was given when delivering messages to Zhaviera left much to be desired.

“Also, Izdhan’s inability to harvest crops will cause obvious delays in the delivery of to the City’s silos, and to the people who need them.” 

Rhandon placed the report on the table slowly, resting his hand atop it to keep it unfurled. “Your offense is a failure to disclose, with complete honesty, all that you know during our time of great need. What do you have to say to Us in your defense?”

Khallin’s bottom lip loosened, and a hand went up to touch his chest. The words “offense” and “failure” had struck home. Khallin was no more confident and condescending. He inhaled, stretching the seams of his too tight tunic and opened his mouth to answer.

“Had We not seen this report,” Rhandon continued, “We might have believed Izdhan to be negligent. Such a discrepancy in your report, Khallin, is unacceptable to Us, and no excuse you could give would be satisfactory.”

The sound Khallin made reminded Alharic of a dying frog.

Rhandon sat for a long moment, just staring until Khallin squirmed, cleared his throat, and opened his mouth again to say something.

Again, Rhandon didn’t give him the chance. “What amazes Us, is that you know this is unacceptable. Khallin, how do you expect Our Divine father to meet the demands of this Territory if you do not give Us the accurate information We need?” He leaned forward, swept his cold gaze over the others, and then let it rest once again on Khallin.

Alharic watched the others give Khallin a look reminiscent of children caught in mischief, waiting for their leader to answer for them all.

Khallin, to his credit, kept himself from flinching. Instead, he cleared his throat once more and sat straighter. “The report I received from Izdhan,” he started, and Alharic could smell the lie on him, “did not include the condition of their crops in detail. I-I presumed that the entirety of the damage had not yet been assessed.”

Alharic almost opened his mouth to name him the filthy liar he was, but Rhandon’s eyebrow arched and, wonder of wonders, Kesshar’s hand gently but firmly landed on Alharic’s shoulder, stilling him.

“Indeed?” said the Heir. “Kesshar?” He waited until the Defender miraculously placed another message carrier into his hand (where was he hiding them?). Alharic recognized it immediately; it was the original report they’d written, the one that went by Mekha to Zhaviera. He willed himself not to stare like a goatherd as he watched Rhandon slide the lock open and reveal the papers inside.

“We have had Our runners retrieve the first reports given to each of your holdings, those delivered right after the Great Tremor.” He gave each Consort a quick look before returning to Khallin. “This is the first one from Izdhan. The other,” he gestured to the one on the table, “was the second report, and the third one my cousin brought here to give to you in person.” Rhandon looked down, hiding a smirk only Alharic and Kesshar could see. “A meeting that did not go as planned, as I recall.”

A chill raced through Alharic at Rhandon’s acknowledgement of their relationship. Open secret notwithstanding, Manifestation blatantly obvious, now everyone in the room was on notice that the Iarth Divinity were giving Izdhan its place without reservation. Even the Scribes gave Alharic a surprised measure of their attention. Alharic looked at Rhandon, wondering if he meant to make such an admission.

To confirm, Rhandon repeated himself. “Our cousins’ first report does include the information on the crop rotations. It also includes a list detailing the casualties.” He gave them all a scathing look. “With the exception of Mhessil’s report, which was painfully complete, We saw that none of your reports included a full list of casualties.”

He flung the carrier and report on the table. “Again, how can We help if We are unaware of the accurate needs of this Territory?” His voice carried through the room with all the force of a landslide. Alharic could practically see the breeze it left behind as it ruffled the hair of each of the culprits in turn. “How can you three disrespect the lives lost, the families in need, by not even giving them mention?”

At that moment, Alharic did not believe that Khallin remembered how words worked to form sentences. But the man did open his mouth again.

Rhandon sighed. “Don’t bother answering, Khallin. Anything you have to say for this lack will be insufficient. This is what you are going to do now.” He dropped the Divine vernacular and held up a finger. “I want a thorough report from each of your Holdings in the hands of Iarth’s Solace by the time the sun sets.” Another finger. “I want the complete details. No omissions. I will be sending my Sparrows to deliver your messages; they will validate what is told to you in reply. Am I clear?”

Finally, he allowed a response, which he received in weak nods and murmurs.

“Until then, I am having reserves brought from the City silos and distributed to the holdings that I know need them. By protected transport on the Keshkin Road.” The last bit he saved as a pointed jab. “Members of my household will accompany these transports and they will be responsible for the proper dispersal.”

He gave the now familiar sweep of his fingers across his thumb, once, twice, then continued. “Oh, and according to the Writ of Hierarchy, the value of deben is standardized for every commodity that will be needed.” He held his glare in a tightly clenched fist. “You will not be able to destabilize the Treasury by rearranging the values to suit your desires.”

Alharic saw the consternation on the faces of the guilty. Had they really thought the Treasury wouldn’t be the first area stabilized?

Rhandon furled and unfurled the report in front of him with one negligent finger. “Our father is petitioning for additional aid from his Brethren.”

Nasen sat up, looking like a frog about to explode. “The last time we met, we agreed to keep our efforts internal.”

Rhandon gave him a long look. “Will one of you please inform your brother Consort about the Writ of Hierarchy and what that entails? He seems to have forgotten.”

Khallin looked as if he wanted to smack Nasen on the back of his fat head.

Ignoring the request, Mhessil of Eastern Laskidoor asked, “Have you had the chance to review my reports on the border towns?” It was a surprisingly kind effort to move attention away from the worst of the group.

Rhandon nodded. “We’ve also received direct reports that there are signs of tremor just south of Eckhnar Island.” Another scathing look gathered the others. “Do you even pay attention to your own people?”

Rhandon burst from the chair as if he couldn’t stand sitting in it any longer and began moving around the room. “Let me remind you of some basic facts. One-sixth of our population is without potable water or access to the central wells and springs in their towns. The aqueducts near the southern wall still deliver water but are damaged. If we don’t have water flowing, we will die from disease.”

He stopped his pacing next to Khallin’s chair, stopped to breathe down Khallin’s neck. “This was supposed to be my priority, Pratham Consort. However, I’m having to deal with you and your selfish actions. And you thought my father wouldn’t find out?” He snorted. “What you three have done would be called theft if he was less than gracious.”

That word—theft—dropped into the room like a stone in one of those broken wells. Rhandon paused a moment, then said directly into Khallin’s ear. “Right now, I know of seven hundred and forty-two bodies waiting throughout Laskidoor to be sent on their final journey with proper honors. Because of you three, they will be joined by even more. If those who have Passed are not cared for properly and respectfully, there will be even more pestilence. And we will die from disease.”

He didn’t need to say more. Alharic felt the weight of the thirty-seven deaths in Izdhan. Including Mekha. He swallowed thickly and fought the tears that burned in the back of his eyes. Kesshar’s hand returned to his shoulder with an imperceptible squeeze.

He wondered which of these arseholes felt the deaths of their own people.

Mhessil of Ruskhabel felt them. Her bright eyes glimmered with unshed tears of grief. Khalya of Nathai was angry. At her own impotence, perhaps? Nasen and Khallin were guilty and shame- faced, and probably in each other’s pockets, (among other things, he thought ungraciously) with their losses as they were with everything else. Khallin’s glare in particular was promising something Alharic wasn’t sure he could deliver—revenge.

Rhandon held his peace, his expression closed like shutters against a storm. The other as well, stayed silent. Alharic could feel the tension pouring out from every one of them.

Then, after several heartbeats, Rhandon headed for the door without a backward glance. Kesshar gave the assembled an inscrutable look, and quickly followed. Alharic popped up from his seat like a cork and went with them, ignoring the muttering that followed them from the room.
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Twenty-Three
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Divine Illumination

Alharic kept his mouth shut as he followed the furious Heir but allowed his own thoughts to run free.

Obviously, Iarth had creative ways of getting information and made clever use of their Sparrows. It had taken Rhandon a day and a half to get everything he needed to put the Consorts in their place, through the aftershocks and everything else. Alharic would have to find out how he did it.

“Cousin.”

The word halted all thought in his head. He looked at Rhandon as the Heir stopped in the hallway, at the top of the stairs leading down.

“Yes, S-Sacredness?” He felt the title was completely inadequate after his performance. Divinity. That was what Rhandon was at that moment.

Rhandon gave him a slight smile. “I can be full of myself, can’t I? Refresh my mind. Jeskha is the oldest twin?”

“Pardon?”

“Which of you is the older twin?”

Oh. “Jeskha is,” he answered, adding unnecessarily, “by a heartbeat.”

Rhandon nodded quietly. “Follow me,” he said and headed down the stairs.

Alharic did so, noting that Tradition had gone the way of all things. Kesshar had moved behind him, so that Alharic was next to Rhandon.

The hallway sloped downward, so gradually that he didn’t notice until he looked at the angle of the wall. They were the same as the others, bordered with gray agate and aquamarine, but now the floor had a thin strip of the same stone leading down into the semi-darkness. When they reached the end, he looked at the low opening, then watched Rhandon continue without a falter in his step.

They entered a small open area and the air pressure almost stopped up Alharic’s ears. He could reach up and place his palm flat on the ceiling; Kesshar actually ducked when he entered. He looked down at the intricate mosaic covering the floor, fascinated. The pattern picked out on the black circle background was a triangle within a circle, bisected with lines and smaller circles. The symbol pricked at the back of his mind as something he’d seen before but couldn’t place.

Rhandon knocked on the door once. Alharic wondered who would rate such a secluded room.

There was only darkness behind the Heir as he opened the door and turned to Alharic.

“Are you coming?” he said quietly, his voice filling the room like a rich, dark smoke.

“Sacredness,” Kesshar said quietly, a warning.

“They’re twins,” Rhandon answered. “It should be okay. Technically.”

“I don’t—”

“Nothing is lost by trying.” “Except your head. Maybe.”

Alharic wasn’t quite sure about that smile that crossed Rhandon’s lips.

The Heir looked up at him once more. “Are you coming?”

Alharic didn’t need to be asked again. He ducked through the opening and straightened to face a room much larger than it looked from the outside. The mosaic on the floor continued inside, covering the space with dark tiles laid out in a pattern that Alharic couldn’t make out in the semi-light. While the other two halted just inside the door, strangely still, he stepped forward and looked around, drawn toward the table.

The space reminded Alharic of a dark storage room, without the usual jars and bags or shelves stacked around the walls. The only thing that felt familiar was the coolness in the air and the table set in the middle of the room. In Izdhan’s dark storage, such a table was used to measure out supplies, but here it had an entirely different use. 

It was a simple trestle table of plain wood, metal, and nails— nothing ostentatious. Atop it sat a bowl of worked metal that took up most of the rough surface. Alharic didn’t wait for permission to continue further inside; his curiosity wouldn’t let him stay put.

“Al—”

As soon as he closed in on the table, he felt something thick. It swirled around him, around his legs, trying to push him backwards. He looked down to see what it was and found nothing. Alharic frowned and looked at Rhandon and Kesshar. The Heir was considering him with an assessing look; Kesshar was blatantly worried. Alharic took a small step backward, responding to Kesshar’s expression, and whatever it was disappeared.

He didn’t even need to ask the question aloud. Rhandon came forward, until he could put a hand on his arm.

“Don’t move closer,” the Heir said quietly. “I wanted to see if you could approach the Crèche.”

“C-Crèche?” Alharic asked.

Rhandon gestured toward the bowl. Alharic leaned forward a bit. From his distance, he could just see inside. The bowl was half filled with packed earth of a light color. It resembled coarse sand, but the condition of the earth wasn’t what intrigued him. It was the gem that floated above the precise impression in the earth that caught his eye. It was as oval, big as a newborn infant’s head, and was layered in two distinct colors. The clear blue upper layer magnified the lower layer, which was a dark gray, striated piece. The blue was so clear he could see every bit of the lower stone. He looked at Rhandon in question.

“As a Keshkin, you will eventually learn about the Crèche. Only the Divine can enter Its presence; and, apparently, only the Hierarch and Heir. I thought that because you were twins you could approach.” Rhandon shrugged. “I’m guessing I was wrong.”

Alharic let the word roll around his mind. It sounded foreign, old, and arcane and something he didn’t feel entitled to hear.

“This Crèche, or the stone within, holds most of my father’s Gift. It’s a blending of my father’s two focus stones. Has Mayah taught you anything about the Gifts?”

Alharic shook his head, afraid to disturb the mood with his voice.

“Well, think of this as a physical representation of my father’s Gift Divine.” 

Alharic took an involuntary step backward. No wonder it was floating. No wonder Rhandon knocked, no wonder it seemed insulted by Alharic’s presence. It glowed and ebbed like a heartbeat, like...something that was alive.

Rhandon chuckled. “I did the same thing the first time I came down here,” he said. “I thought something, maybe the stone itself, would strike me dead for even looking at it.” He shrugged. “But it’s not going to harm you. At least not that I think.”

“Respectfully, I think we should leave,” Kesshar’s voice rumbled around the chamber.

“So...” So many questions battled for first place in Alharic’s mind. “What does it do?” was the one that won.

“That is the question.” The Heir rubbed the back of his head and laid his hand on the rim of the bowl. Alharic could have been mistaken, but he would have sworn that the stone trembled, and the rhythm sped up slightly. “Though I know more than most, my education on this subject is limited. I’m told that Father uses it to help keep the Territory stable and in balance with the rest of the world.”

He looked up at Alharic. “Of course, no one has an answer when I ask how.” Rhandon shrugged. “My father is Favored by Earth. Using this stone, here in this Crèche, he is able to keep everyone in Laskidoor safe from... anything that interferes with that Favor.”

All the questions in Alharic’s mind suddenly stopped spinning around and dropped into a deep chasm located somewhere behind his incredulity. Keep Laskidoor safe from anything that interferes with his Favor. With the Earth. Didn’t earth tremors interfere with the Earth? He looked at Rhandon. “Exactly.” Rhandon leaned over the bowl and gestured into it, passing a finger just over the bi-colored gem in a circular motion. “Look. Can you from there?”

Alharic cautiously leaned over. He could barely see. Swallowing, he took a couple steps forward and felt the swirling around his legs again. Now he could see and could also feel that he was pushing the Crèche’s limits.

Under Rhandon’s finger, he looked down into the stone, through the clear blue surface and into the gray below. 

“My father took Aquamarine and Agate as his Cipher,” Rhandon explained. “If you notice—”

“They match your father’s coloring.” Alharic remembered Haaron’s streaked gray hair and light blue eyes.

“That’s the Gift manifesting. It is what is happening to you and your sister. Your Gift is actually seeking the proper Ciphers for you.”

Alharic wished the Gift would hurry up.

“And when I Inherit the Territory, this Crèche becomes infused with my Gift and the stone will actually change to match. Don’t ask me how; I’ve no idea at this point.” His smile was half a grimace. “And I really don’t want to know right now.”

Alharic looked at the Heir, taking in his hair and eyes. He visualized the stone turning from their present forms into the clear golden-brown of Rhandon’s eyes, and the pinkish color of the gem known as Royal Azael. It would be just as beautiful as its holder.

Alharic blinked and shook his head, kicking that unnecessary, almost irreverent thought on its arse. Beautiful. Really? He cleared his throat and returned his full attention to the stone in front of him.

At first, he only saw the different color bands of the agate stone. Then, as he focused, he noticed something else.

It looked as if someone had run a sharp object over the agate stone, carving a thin crack that bisected the gray bands.

Something discordant moved in his mind and that rhythm, which had been sounding non-stop in the back of his head, right behind his ears, stuttered. “There—”

“Yes,” Rhandon’s voice dropped to a deep whisper as dissonant as the hum. “There is a crack in the Crèche.”

Their eyes met. Though he was utterly out of his element, he knew that news was particularly important and not welcome. “This is the real reason my father left for Alnyagel,” the Heir told him. “The Crèche is supposed to be a stone without imperfection or flaw.”

Alharic felt cold. “Did this cracking cause the Great Tremor?” he asked, reduced to whispering as well, as if regular speech would disturb the something that simmered below the surface of the air.

“Or, did the Great Tremor cause the inclusion?” Rhandon responded. 

Either way, Alharic thought that did not bode well for Laskidoor in general. Even he, as innocent of all things Keshkin as he was, could sense this flaw was a troubling puzzle that needed solving.

“I had to tell someone else,” Rhandon said quietly. “I know that you’re already probably overwhelmed with everything going on, but...” he shrugged again, “I had to say something out loud to someone who had no vested interest or knowledge of these things.”

“An objective mind, I understand.” Alharic was honored. “And I promise you that what we’ve shared will go no further.” He looked back at the Crèche. Now that he’d seen the crack, he could no longer un-see it.
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“REALLY, I WAS JOKING when I said I wanted to arrive in state!”

Rhandon grinned at Jeskha’s response to the arrival of trunks procured by the Factor. He liked the idea of them arriving in state; these two would look remarkable dressed as befitting their station.

“The subject of your arrival is a dead issue,” he slapped his hands on his thighs and stood. “I’ve already informed my father and begun preparations.” He waved to one of the servants waiting over and instructed them to open the trunks. “Now, Jeskha, you will need several zhari, a shadri—”

He was cut off by a groan from the woman in question. Alharic gave her a weary look and Rhandon got his first chance really to see the twins in action. Before this moment, they were rather subdued in his presence. The raillery between them, as Jeskha complained about having to wear the traditional terem clothing and Alharic gave no quarter, was a thing to behold. It was different from what he had with his siblings; it was a closer thing, a sharing that he couldn’t imagine.

Then the words passing through the air halted suddenly as they took in the fabrics being exposed. They looked at Rhandon for explanation. 

He smiled reassuringly and then told them straight. “You will need to be prepared to meet your family. While I’m sure that what you have to wear is perfectly acceptable for the affairs of minor holders, it is not acceptable for a visit to a Hierarchical Keep during a high holiday.”

After a moment of introspection, Alharic folded himself up and off the couch and moved with purpose toward the trunks. He fingered the first pile of fabrics, studying them with an appraising eye. Rhandon looked at Jeskha in question. The woman smiled quietly and gestured at him to continue watching.

Alharic finally pulled a bolt of fabric from the trunk; a beautiful, yet sturdy silk, accented with white embroidery and finished with a brocaded hem. The pale green color was perfectly suited for his sister. Alharic gave the fabric a quick tug, as if actually checking tensile strength before handing it to the servant waiting with a measuring ribbon draped over her neck. “This one,” he said simply. “For Jeskha.”

He continued to the next trunk. Rhandon was amazed at how quickly Alharic picked fabrics, rifling through the bolts quickly and skillfully, like a merchant checking a delivery.

Jeskha moved to sit next to Rhandon and whispered, “He does this with everything. Fabrics, trade goods, animals...he picks, and I haggle.”

Rhandon managed to interject a comment about several pieces needing to be formal white or black. Alharic wrinkled his nose at that, muttering about how terrible his sister looked in white (to which she exclaimed in protest), and chose several bolts of black. As much as Rhandon ached to jump in and help his new cousin choose, he held back.

After a while, the two tailors were heavily weighted down with the choices for the twins, and Rhandon finally realized that he was seeing Alharic in his element.

“Common rumor is that Alharic was born perfectly attired,” Jeskha said with a smile. “And came out ready to run Izdhan before he took his first breath.”

He chuckled. “I can see that.” Even in the spare clothing he’d packed for their journey to the City, Rhandon could see that Alharic ensured that, despite the fabric and signs of wear, his clothing was perfectly fitted and matched the task at hand.

“However,” Rhandon finally spoke up again, “I do believe you both need one more piece.” He looked at the two meaningfully. “One that will make a statement.”

He took his turn with the trunks. He pulled out the exact fabric he wanted without one bit of hesitation. There was enough to make two outfits, one for each of the twins. He handed it to the tailor who was the least weighed down. “If you have more than this,” he told her, “bring it immediately.”

“That’ll be—” Jeskha started. “Too much!” finished Alharic.

Rhandon gave them a surprised look. So, it was true what they said about twins. He waved a hand. “You are the only children of Deshiro of Vadheen,” he started by way of explanation. “This will put everyone on notice that you are not to be trifled with.”

After sharing yet another unspoken conversation with her brother, Jeskha stood and stretched. “I suppose I have to make room for all of that fancy fabric.” She left for her quarters, making a good impression of a grumpy child.

After she was gone, Rhandon regarded the other twin. Alharic returned his look for a moment, then a curious flush rose up his neck. “I see that I have some competition,” Rhandon said easily. “I thought I was the best dressed in the Territory.”

Alharic shrugged and rubbed the back of his neck. It was a movement Rhandon had seen before; he marked it as Alharic’s way of soothing his frazzled nerves. “If I leave Jeskha to it, she’d have us dressed in flour sacks with tree bark on our feet.”

“I heard that,” came Jeskha’s voice faintly. “I know,” Alharic called back.

The vision of them dressed like that was hilarious. Rhandon’s laughter erupted from him like a release. It had been a long, long time since he’d laughed that hard. By the time he recovered some of his composure, he realized that his companion was also leaning back, breathless from his own amusement as well.

It was then Rhandon pictured Alharic in the fabric he’d chosen for their introduction. A long-missed sensation swept through him, and shocked by the suddenness of it, he barely held himself from sitting up and fleeing the room. He pushed whatever it was to the back of his mind. There was too much going on to even consider that with serious contemplation.
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Twenty-Four
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The Less-Traveled Path

The first day of travel always seemed to be the longest to him.

Rhandon looked at the drowsing pair across from him in the vardho and wished he could go back to sleep himself. But, the excitement of travel, the idea of going to a new place always wound him up. Grumbling under his breath, he straightened and looked out of the window. He shook his hand at the wrist to calm the buzzing in his mind; a covert look told him that the two softly snoring siblings would never notice the movement. He wasn’t in the mood to answer questions that didn’t have simple answers.

The pattern of trees, dirt, and road, repeating, made him slightly dizzy, so he squinted until the scenery started to blur. That was better. The heavy, shadowy clouds overhead did little to help his mood. After a while, he straightened his back against the closed side of the wagon, distracted by the soft murmur of Jeskha talking in her sleep.

He saw that Alharic was awake, with this gaze plastered out of the window, as if looking anywhere else would remind him he was in a small, rocking box on wheels. Rhandon understood the look; even well-appointed, the vardho was still nothing more than a wooden container, too small for someone of Alharic’s size to be comfortable, especially when sharing it with others. As Rhandon tried to rest his eyes again, he made a mental note to ask Kesshar to switch places with Alharic somewhere down the road.

He could feel the smoothness of the wheels traveling over the paved Keshkin Road, could also hear the wheels of other wagons trying to move over the damaged roads on either side of them. The sounds of whip lashes and creaking and cracking axles grated along each one of his nerves individually. The occasional snap of those axles made him flinch. He wanted to look out of the window, to see what these people suffered, but Kesshar told him it would be wiser to keep his head inside. Confused at that advice, he started to do what he wanted despite Kesshar, when the sound of curses reached him, and he concentrated on the words they were saying between the vulgarities.

Curses. They were heaping curses on the heads of his father and his family. Not on the Consorts, where their frustration should be aimed. And they were doing it without a bit of hesitation, with full knowledge of who traveled the Road beside them. The hairs on the back of his neck rose, and he finally understood Kesshar’s caution to stay in the vardho at all costs until they reached the way station.

But he knew they were right to be angry. Here he was, traveling without difficulty, and they were sinking into giant cracks in the earth and puddles of mud more like small lakes.

Just a small twitch of the curtain and he could see them, he thought.

(Go ahead, face their anger.)

No. It wouldn’t be safe for his cousins. He let the moment pass. As the night fell, they stayed on the Road around the outskirts of the small town of Efrahen, due north of Iarth. He’d finally poked his head outside and looked through the moonlight and trees at the small homes on the outskirts. He could see that only a few remained standing; the light of flames from the burnt hulls winked through the trees like grotesque parodies of campfires. The sharpness of burnt wood, grass and the sickly stench of animal flesh assaulted him. He continued to listen to the creak of over- packed wagons and dull mutters, children whining.

The living animals bleated in distress as an accent to the human sounds. Pain, fear, uncertainty; it flowed on the air like the descant of a song written to create nightmares.

Looking at the twins, he saw that they were not only awake, but were absorbing the sounds and smells as well. They had to be thinking of Izdhan; how Mayah and Markham were faring, how much more damage their Manor suffered. His anger at Khallin, at the other Consorts—even Mhessil for her silence—reared up again. He would make sure that his father was fully aware of their pathetic response when he got to Alnyagel. In his opinion, the Writ of Hierarchy needed to stay in place for a while after Laskidoor recovered. A long while. 

As he pulled himself back to the present, he caught a faint glow of a Gifted light that was not his own and followed it toward the young woman across from him.

The faint glow ghosted over her head in a lambent wave, and beneath it, he could see the color leach slowly from her hair until it was left pure white.

He blinked in wonder; he’d never seen it happen so fast, like the Gift was trying to catch up to her chronological age. Now that she was at this point, her hair would remain colorless for a while, while her Gift sought out the perfect Cipher for her. She would be fully Manifested very soon, and ready to begin her training. He looked at her brother.

Alharic was staring out of his side of the carriage, his lips pressed tight in discomfort just like his sister’s. His Manifestation was still plodding along slowly and hadn’t reached the point where he was left pale-haired and eyed. Truthfully, Alharic’s change was going so slowly and smoothly, he hadn’t seemed that bothered by it at all, aside from the occasional headache. Did that indicate a weaker Gift or a stronger Keshkin? Rhandon tried to remember that part of his lessons and couldn’t.

Jeskha, though, would certainly be surprised when she got in front of a mirror. He chuckled a bit and squirmed his backside further into the cushions under him, his back into the ones behind him. He wondered how he would feel had he been in their place, Manifesting so late in life, wholly unaware of what any of it even meant. He couldn’t imagine it, not for one second. He didn’t want to imagine it. He didn’t need that special kind of Chaos, living with constant questions and new doubts every day. He had his own things to deal with.

It made him angry, though, to consider that, because of a fluke of birth, they were going be examined and critiqued and picked at by every Keshkin alive. And found very wanting.

His eyes snapped open on that. He turned his gaze toward Alharic. “Did we remember your caps?” he asked.

Alharic looked at him like a startled bird. For someone so big, Rhandon thought, he’d never met someone quite so reserved and withdrawn. “Yes,” his cousin half-stammered, “but I thought only females covered in Kharbinia.”

“Usually, yes. But, with the entire Hierarchy in attendance, everyone is expected to observe the terem.” 

“Why?” Jeskha’s sleep-fogged voice drifted over to him. “Are we all so gorgeous that we have to hide ourselves from the sun?”

Rhandon snorted at the impertinent question. “Terem is an old Tradition, established when people still warred with each other. It was supposedly to keep the protected gender from marauding eyes.”

Jeskha made a rude sound, rolling her eyes. Rhandon noticed that they were almost devoid of all color, only a soft pinkish hue touching the part that would absorb Synchric energy later.

“Jeskha,” Alharic said warningly. “Marauding eyes?” he turned to ask Rhandon.

Rhandon shook his head. “Apparently, in the times before and during the Sundering War, it was nothing for someone to be snatched for ransom. Consider the reason that Menkheper and Khara built the Sanctuaries.” At their questioning looks, “To keep Kaede and their children safe, protected from the other’s armies.”

“Hold!” Kesshar’s voice cut through his explanation, fortunately halting it from becoming the dissertation he could feel building.

The whole vardho shook as Rhandon felt Kesshar jump down from the top seat. “I said hold!” The Defender growled again.

In the silence that followed, Rhandon heard the click of Kesshar’s flintlock, and put a finger to his lips.

“We know that’s the Heir,” a man’s voice cut across Rhandon’s nerves like a serrated knife. “Since the Consorts are so busy, stuffing their gullets with our food, send him out to tell us what we’re supposed to do now that we have no bed and board to call our own!”

“And what by the Three am I supposed to use to fill my children’s stomachs?” Another voice, more desperate than the first. “What are any of us feeding our children?” A woman practically shrieked. The other voices grew to cover the sound of

her distress, becoming louder the more their confidence grew.

Rhandon’s half raised to his ears, to shut out the Chaotic sounds. His hands knotted into fists; his training shifted him away from that desire. Then his right fingers worked, brushing over his thumb, and he straightened his back.

Alharic shook his head. “I don’t think you want to go out there,” he whispered.

Rhandon waved him quiet, took a breath, and pushed the door open.

The sound hit him first, then the darkness. Then the coolness of the air. Then the heat in the eyes of the woman facing him as he jumped down from the vardho.

He didn’t have time for much else as the group—he managed to pick out six or seven people—tried to surround him. That cut off his access to breathing air far too fast for him.

Kesshar insinuated himself neatly to Rhandon’s right, instantly remedying the situation, protecting him with no effort. His presence almost snuffed out the voices.

So, this is how Defenders really did what they did. “Still loaded,” Kesshar growled.

The group took a step back. Then another.

Rhandon straightened. He was not going to cower. Their condition was not his fault, nor his father’s. This all lay at the Consort’s feet.

“You have been poorly served by your Consorts,” he said, keeping his voice steady. “Rest assured that your Hierarch is fully aware of that and will rem—fix the situation.”

“Yeah, and what exactly is he doing about it, boy?” The obvious leader growled, brave enough to take a step closer despite Kesshar’s and his firearm.

Rhandon decided that he would not flinch. “Their punishment will be thorough and complete,” he said in a flat voice. “By my Gifts, I promise you that, even if I have to lay into them myself.” He turned to Kesshar. “One month,” he ordered, keeping his tone harsh, flat, and serious.

Bless the Three, Kesshar took no offense at his tone. The Defender nodded and climbed back on top of the vardho and reached toward the trunks packed there.

While he waited, Rhandon took in the people in front of him. The leader was stocky, sturdy, and unfortunately taller than him. Those strong hands would be fully capable of snapping Rhandon into several pieces. He held a scythe in one of those hands, white knuckled, and in his other was the tiny hand of a little girl. Her round face was dirty, her eyes were huge; awake against her will far after her bedtime.

The woman—one of two female adults in the group—was as stocky and sturdy as the man. She held the reins of a bedraggled horse and the hand of another tiny little girl. Twins, he realized; identical. “Kesshar, two months.” He asked the woman, “Do you have a destination?”

“The first town that isn’t falling apart around us,” the woman spat. “I thought His Divinity was supposed to keep the Earth solid beneath our feet.”

Rhandon’s left eye twitched at that.

“What happened, Sacredness?” The honorific was said with a twist of bitterness.

Rhandon had absolutely no idea how to answer that. It had been his own question, something he’d been planning on asking his father very soon. He started to open his mouth to answer when Kesshar’s landing interrupted him.

Kesshar handed the two small bags over to the leader. “This should help to lighten the burden of your journey,” he said. When the man hesitated, he pressed them into the man’s chest. “There’s a travel chit inside. It will allow you to use the Road until you reach Nathai.”

The woman turned a shocked stare on Rhandon. “We can t-travel the Keshkin R-road?”

“Of course,” Rhandon grasped at the change of subject. “Your safe travel is paramount to me. The Keshkin Road will see you safely to wherever you wish to go.”

The silence had a cadence of its own as the group absorbed that. After a final look at the two little girls, the man stepped forward. “You have our thanks, Sacredness,” he said, albeit grudgingly.

“No thanks are needed,” Rhandon said. “I am charged by the Three and my Divine Ancestors to care for this Territory and everyone within.” It was easier to use pretty speech. He took a few steps to the side and waved an arm, gesturing for them to precede him onto the Road.

The man shook his head. “We have to rearrange our wagons, Sacredness,” the man told him. “You have our thanks.”

Rhandon’s only choice then was to give the group a slight bow and turn back to the vardho. And that was the end of that conversation as far as he was concerned.

Alharic and Jeskha were watching him with large eyes as he made himself comfortable again. “They could have hurt you,” Jeskha said wonderingly. “They were ready to rip the next titled person they came in contact with apart.”

Rhandon shook his head. “That’s what a Defender is for,” he said shortly.

Alharic shook his head. “I know that sound,” he said roughly. “It took me hours to talk some of our own down from full panic.” He leaned forward. “It’s important that you keep a distance,” he said simply. “Your Defender can only do so much against that kind of fear.”

Rhandon started to argue. He wouldn’t hide like a craven. “He’s right,” Jeskha said before he could take a breath. “Right

after the Great Tremor, we had to deal with our own household. No one knew what was going on. Houses were collapsing around them. It was—” Jeskha raised her hand and shook her head. “I still don’t know what to make of it all.”

A commiserating sound came from deep in Alharic’s chest. It drew Rhandon’s attention, and he felt that odd frisson he’d experienced every time he looked at the younger Izdhan twin. Well, it wasn’t exactly odd. He recognized the feeling. It was quite inappropriate for the time and circumstances but there it was.

“I’ll... be more cautious,” he offered reluctantly. He would be more careful if only to keep these two from being tangled up any more of the politics of disaster than they already were.

He sat back, shoved everything else aside and decided that the best distraction was to consider all the things that knotted up in him whenever he looked too long at Alharic. The rest of the day went by in an interesting fog for Rhandon, even as the twins teased each other over traditional clothing.

He’d only ever had such a reaction to two other people before this.

When he was seventeen, it had been something in Kesshar’s shy, nervous smile that left him breathless. His father noticed almost immediately and pulled him aside for a long-awaited chat about how things were to be when the choice of Solace—and a Spouse—fell to him. Years in the future, his father assured him with a certainty that was frankly amusing in retrospect. Rhandon remembered his father saying, all with a calming hand on his shoulder and knowing look in his eye, that there were loopholes to every rule. 

Rhandon remembered being half-excited, half-embarrassed by his father’s plain talk about physical attraction and the duty of continuing the Keshkin bloodline, and those awesome loopholes. Then he recalled desperately willing his father to silence when his mother had arrived to add her own commentary to the impromptu lesson. He was certainly not prepared for his mother’s unabashed addition, nor was he ready for the calm way she spoke of such things:

“There is nothing to stop you from seeking solace where your heart and your needs lie,” she said simply. “If you are one of the fortunate to give your heart to your Betrothed, it’s good.” She smiled and placed her hand in Haaron’s large, capable one. “But if the two do not share that type of attraction, there is no judgment. That’s why there are Solaces.”

“But to force yourself to do something you have no desire for?” Rhandon said. “I can’t...”

His parents had shared a long look.

“You are right, of course,” his father said. “And as I mentioned, there are loopholes. If you are absolutely sure?”

Rhandon, with all the bravado of his seventeen years, actually tried to picture it. And shuddered. “Positive.”

“Then we will follow those loopholes and see where they end.”

“So... I can be with who I want?” Rhandon asked timidly. “As long as I provide the bloodline an Heir?”

His parents had exchanged another interesting glance. In his innocence, he wondered if he needed to be clearer.

“Of course,” Haaron answered, “you can love... and do much more...with who you want. But Tradition must be maintained. You must provide an Heir.”

“Oh, Haaron, he has plenty of time for that,” his mother interrupted. “Let him enjoy his youth for a while. He only has seventeen years! Far too young to be considering a Betrothal! Let him be.”

So, though he could love where he wanted, his bloodline belonged to the Keshkin. He had no idea how that would work... but, he could give his heart to the man he chose. Somewhere in his Chaotic thoughts, he vowed to be a kind Spouse to whoever would be unfortunate enough to attach herself to someone who had no physical desire for her. 

Rhandon remembered being satisfied with that knowledge for all of one year. Then a second person appeared and had taken all his thoughts about the future, crumpled them up in a ball and tossed them into a deep, dark corner of uncomfortable uncertainty.

Back in the present, he chased that memory, and all thoughts like that, away into the pile of things he would think of when he was somewhere by himself. With great conviction, he directed his thoughts toward those he’d just encountered, and what he could do better the next time he came upon people in such a desperate need.
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Twenty-Five
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Waystations and Rest Stops

Alharic continued his stare-off with the rat for only as long as it took him to finish his business.

He carefully ignored the run-down condition of the latrine and kept his eyes on the rodent, who looked as if it was still digesting the cat it had for breakfast. Its shiny, beady black eyes glared back at him, considering the risk in its options. Should it let the person finish peeing, or should it make a break for the haven of the singular working hole over which said person was now perched?

Alharic dared it with a glare; he’d held it in for as long as he could and he was going to finish, no matter the condition of the place, or the desires of some wild vermin.

The entirety of the waystation-turned-into-a-town, just outside of Zhaviera, was in terrible condition; the worst he’d seen yet. Coming into the town, their horses shied away from the crack that was easily the width of his body and stretched across the one serviceable road. He noted the pitiful condition of the public stables. And the first building they saw was leaning toward the second building.

Thick layers of dust, dirt and brick covered almost everything. The actual station house, where travelers who were passing through and waiting on hired carriages, was reduced to one working corner of order among three others created out of cockeyed wood walls, unstable stone benches and cracked stone floors.

Alharic wondered how many were dead here.

The latrines...Alharic rearranged himself and shuddered, not wanting to envision what had become of other latrines after seeing the shabby state of this one. While most public latrines were not built for comfort, this one had been reduced to something that gave him a heartbeat of pause before his bladder overruled his sensibilities. Of the five holes, which were usually nicely polished and varnished wood, three were cracked and off-kilter, one was backed up and the one he used, while strictly speaking functional, was apparently serving as a refuge for furry creatures evicted from their underground homes. The rat brushed his toes as it headed for its chosen sanctuary. Alharic quickstepped it out and made it back to the station house in time to see his sister emerge from the other latrine with the same urgency.

“How many more days to the border?” Alharic was asking as the three moved back toward the vardho.

“Too many,” Jeskha sighed. She shook her skirts one more time to arrange them.

Rhandon was muttering under his breath, distracted by the condition of the buildings. He finally said out loud, “For its size and function, I don’t recall seeing mention of this town in any of Khallin’s reports.”

Alharic watched him take in the area near the exchange window. People were lined up to receive travel markers, wooden disks strung on a leather cord. He felt a slight twinge of guilt that he was traveling unencumbered by such necessities. His own little battered chain of markers was back in Izdhan, a token memory of his travel from Vadheen when he was supposed to be too small to remember. Now, as part of the Heir’s retinue, he had no need to stand in that long line, no need for that little disk that would allow these people to leave Laskidoor for somewhere safer.

“That is what needs to change,” Rhandon muttered on the walk back. He waved a hand toward the exchange window. “In almost all the other Territories, you don’t need travel markers. It’s the toll that people pay for the marker, that’s what the Consorts want, as if their coffers aren’t heavy enough.”

Rhandon’s vardho was on the far side of the marker booth, separated from the other vehicles by the presence of his Defender, who left the top of the carriage every time they stopped and stood before the doors, protecting the precious cargo within. Alharic wondered when and where Kesshar took care of his needs.

Alharic’s gaze fell simultaneously with Rhandon’s on a particularly small family group; four children clustered together; their eyes riveted on one woman as she moved slowly toward the window. None of the children looked more than twelve; the youngest, a toddling girl, was safe in the arms of her older brother. The little girl saw Alharic and gave him a sudden smile, all bright sunlight in the grubby little face. She pointed, saying something only her brother could understand, for he turned and squinted, seeing Alharic and blinking, startled, gave him a clumsy little bow of respect.

“Father will have many, many words with Khallin,” Rhandon growled under his breath. “How dare Khallin leave his people like this?”

Alharic learned quickly that the Laskidoori Heir said what he meant and meant what he said. His lack of physical presence disguised more energy and strength than anyone like him should have. Always in motion when awake. Even while preparing to leave his Keep, he’d spent most waking moments in the Great Hall of Iarth, either bent over a large map of Territory spread over the top of his work desk, or among his retainers, working right beside them. He set an equally hectic pace for all the retainers of the Keep.

After days in his presence, Alharic could even see past the lack of expression on his face when it was at rest, something the incautious would call blank and wit- wandering, as he watched the family work its way away from the travel window and toward temporary lodging. Alharic knew that, in the past days, Rhandon was mentally working.

Right that moment, he was probably thinking about a more efficient way of moving the line faster and accommodating the people with more care. He watched as the Heir moved his fingers in that singular way he had. He only did it at certain times; when he was surrounded by too many people or had too many ideas dancing behind his eyes. He always did it unconsciously, and he sometimes moved his lips as if speaking to himself too.

Alharic sighed as another couple gave him a sideways glance and a perfunctory bow. He wished he could find a way to hide his Manifestation completely, especially now. Covering his hair did no good; his eyes always gave him away. He was used to people giving his eyes, one green and one blue, a quick stare, but this... he could almost feel the physical pressure of the people staring at him, could catch them out of the corner of his eyes, asking with their gaze what an obvious group of Keshkin children were doing traveling among them. The only thing he could do to combat his discomfort was pull the cap he’d been wearing more firmly over his head and pray that it hid most of the changes. Especially the bone white roots he now had. When in Oblivion had that change happened?

“You look like you’re trying to hide your whole body under that cap,” Jeskha mumbled out of the side of her mouth.

He reached out, pinched her surreptitiously and relished the small yip she gave from under her own voluminous scarf.

“Don’t tease, Jeskha,” Rhandon called from Alharic’s other side. “Once we reach Alnyagel, you’ll be living in one of those.”

***
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EVERY TIME THAT DEEP and disconcerting voice struck the air, Alharic wanted to tell anyone in Rhandon’s path to duck and hide. “I beg pardon?” Rhandon’s voice carried across the room, making Alharic wince. As he watched, Rhandon waved his arm in a dismissive gesture and said something else in a voice that rumbled over the crowd like the summer storms.

The pointy-nosed man behind the counter looked uneasy, but did as he’d obviously been told, moving around and guiding Rhandon through an entrance at the long side of the rectangular room.

Alharic looked at his sister. She looked both worried and wondering. He didn’t blame her. He had the dubious privilege of shadowing Rhandon as he went about daily damage control and knew that the man had no time or patience for idiots. Alharic knew that he was about to witness the true definition of high dudgeon. He gestured to Jeskha to hurry.

Rhandon and Kesshar managed to move far ahead of them by the time they reached the arched entryway. Crossing the threshold, Alharic and Jeskha found the Heir moving swiftly toward an opening almost a quarter-measure away. The lodge master followed behind, trying desperately to keep up. The twins had no such problem and passed the harried man quickly enough to reach the other entrance at the same time as Rhandon. Out of the corner of his eye, Alharic saw the man shrink away from both Alharic and Kesshar like a frightened goat.

He snorted at the thought, but then his mouth swung open at the sight before him. It was a room about the size of two of the guest rooms in the Sanctuary of Iarth. However, instead of the luxuries therein, unfinished wood berths, built one atop the other, lined the walls, two and three high. They looked like burial boxes. It was obvious they were only meant to give a person room enough to lay their head and not much else. Plain bedrolls were stacked at the end of each bed, accompanied by a worn cushion that looked soft as a river rock.

This would not go over well.

The floor was unfinished as well, though it looked like someone had half-heartedly swiped at it with a wet mop. Alharic looked at the walls, seeking tremor damage, and found it underneath one of the two windows on the far wall. A crack ran from the dust-covered sill to the floor leading to a pile of small bits of broken masonry.

After barely acknowledging his companions with a quick look, Rhandon rapped out, “How many are you planning to put in this... room?”

“W-well, Sacredness,” the man started, “we unfortunately will have to double and triple the occupancy of rooms such as these.”

“And, no doubt, you are charging full price per head,” Rhandon said, not giving an inch. Jeskha winced at the implication. Doubling the profit as well.

“I-I was instructed to do so by the Pratham Consort,” the lodge master admitted and flinched when Rhandon lowered his arms and took a quick step forward.

Alharic wondered if Kesshar would stop him. The Defender had his arms crossed over his chest, his expression bland, perfectly coordinated with the incandescence of the Heir.

Tired, travel weary and obviously at the end of his patience, Rhandon said through his teeth, with the utmost care, “I tell you what. If you must double or triple occupancy of this or any room, you will charge one-half to one-third of the usual price to each occupant. And if they have no coin, you will ensure that every one of your travelers is as comfortable  as  you  can  make  them,  considering  the circumstances beyond their control, without levying any extra charge.”

“I—”

Rhandon held up a hand. “No excuses. You will err on the side of comfort, not profit, man. These people have been through enough. They need a safe, calm place to lay their heads. Now take me to the other lodge. I want to see its condition before I decide where I’m staying.”

“But, Sacredness, the Pratham—”

“The so-called Pratham can take his instructions and shove them up his arse,” Rhandon said simply, in the most imperious voice Alharic had ever heard him use. Fists clenched, and strides long, Rhandon left them in his dust.

***
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LET KHALLIN CHEW ON that.

The longer he remained at this waystation, the more Rhandon’s patience went the way of all things. This trip illustrated one important thing to him. A government based on intricate levels of rule like this was not useful in these times. It tangled all ability to give aid where it was needed most efficiently and left the entire Territory in the hands of people compelled by self-interest and the obsequious fools who worked for them.

Back at the first lodge, the man guided them straight through the courtyard to the main hall. It was crowded with panicked travelers, like everywhere else. The couple that managed this lodge for Khallin was a man and woman familiar to Rhandon and they brightened at the sight of the Heir.

“Despite it all, news still manages to come fast,” the man told him, grinning like a moron, Rhandon though quite ungraciously. “We’d heard that your Sacredness was traveling to Ascension, and we were hoping that we’d be honored with your presence.”

Much worse than he could have ever thought. While it wasn’t as crowded as the commoner’s lodge, it still had its fair share of troubled travelers. Fear in the face of nature was the same, no matter the status of the people involved. He was sure that the people here pissed their pants just as quickly as any lower status person had when the Great Tremor struck. 

However, he noticed that these people were acting in a way wholly unlike those at the other lodge. These people eyed each other suspiciously, as if trying to gauge the other’s right to come before them. Bitches and backbiters, the whole lot of them. Bitches and backbiters and all fucking inconsequential in the larger picture.

“We have rooms for you,” the woman said, pulling him from his darkening thoughts. She peeked behind him at the twins, who stood watching with great interest. “However, your retainers... were not expected.”

“Of course, they weren’t,” Rhandon said under his breath, trying so hard not to bellow in this little mousy woman’s face. He wanted to wring their necks like a couple of chickens, take over the running of the whole way station with a sweep of his hand. He wanted to open this house, larger by half than the other, to everyone and anyone who needed a place to lay their head. “They will share my quarters,” he finally said aloud.

“Of course, Sacredness,” the couple chorused doubtfully, giving the twins a second look. Perhaps they thought that they were servants. Probably thought they were bedmates. The lodge masters had no idea, and that thought gave him exactly what he needed right then, a smile.

He knew that his face transformed when he smiled and saw the effect wash over them. Remembering his training, he expanded on the gesture, allowing the merriment at their expense he was feeling under the surface to move into his eyes. He saw the couple relax visibly and allowed them to lead his group toward a small staircase to the right.

Their destination was a room almost as large as he imagined it would be. It was long and narrow, but extremely luxurious as far as such rooms went. Rhandon took in the space with one look, satisfied. If this room were any indication, the other rooms could safely fit four people comfortably. A family could reside in one without too much trouble, unlike those terrible barracks in the commoner lodge.

“We’ll have someone bring your things,” the woman offered.

Rhandon said, “Don’t bother. There is too much going on here. We can bring in our own trunks.” He gave Alharic and Jeskha a quick look, checking their reaction. They didn’t bat a single, long eyelash. Again satisfied, he sent the lodge masters back to the main room with a purposefully imperious wave.

Rhandon looked at Alharic and Jeskha. “Would you two mind some rearranging?” he asked. “I don’t need three sleeping couches all the way over here.” He gave Alharic a crooked smile. “We can put the trunks down there, and each of us can take a couch... unless you need two?”

Alharic marshaled his bewilderment and tried to smile back. “I-I’m going to help Kesshar first, then I’ll move my own bed, Jess, when I come back.”

Jeskha snorted at her brother and gave Rhandon a smart, mocking bow. “Of course, your Sacredness,” she said with a tired smile.

Rhandon wondered if they knew how much they resembled each other, like male and female versions of the same person. He was certain that they had no idea how breathtaking they were.

(Pretty, pretty, pretty.)

So many more important things to be thinking of, but by Oblivion, they were pretty.

Kesshar, appearing like a specter behind him, cleared his throat, tearing Rhandon’s attention away long enough for him to go back to the carriage to direct servants to unpack just what was needed for the stay.

It would take him that long to figure out how best to assist the Zhaviera outstation and to memorize everything he saw so that his father could be prepared to strip layers of skin off Khallin when they returned.

(Father, you may get the help that we want; but you’re going to have your hands full with the change that we need.)
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Part III
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Sanctuary

Should I tell them? No... I don’t think I shall.
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Twenty-Six
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To be Gifted

Kesshar blinked at him for a long moment as the families moved off, knowing that Rhandon had decided that only his father could make, even with the Writ.

“You can’t keep allowing people the Keshkin Road without telling your father, Sacredness,” Kesshar murmured, using the title only for emphasis.

Rhandon sighed and nodded, then climbed back into the vardho, leaving the third family he’d encountered waiting just off the path, a young son playing among the rocks.

He gave the twins a glance, acknowledging their curiosity with a small smile. “Give me a moment,” he said, leaning back and closing his eyes.

He waited with barely checked impatience while his Sigil made its way unerringly toward Haaron’s mind, with none of the hesitation that he normally felt when speaking with other members of his family. It was a feeling he absolutely adored, this manipulation of his mental capacities beyond that which he was usually restricted by his inherited limitations. His mind twirled around itself, full of colors and scents and that feeling of his stomach dipping somewhere below his knees before...

He decided to push himself a little more, trying something that he knew he would be asked to do during the tests of Ascension. Instead of satisfying himself with the simple sensations that identified his father’s crystal-clear mind, he wove an actual vision of his father into being. The smiling mouth; the deep, expressive eyes. The shoulder-length, straight hair falling into his face; he even visualized his father’s habit of brushing it back as he always did.

Around his father, he could see part of the room; the thick curtains hanging from the window behind Haaron, the glossy wood of the desktop. The metal in the pen nib held in his father’s hand glistened, intensified by his Gift and snatching a bit of Rhandon’s attention. All metals within his field of sight shone, distracting him from the goal at hand for a few heartbeats. Then he focused on his father’s face, and the other things faded into the background.

He was always amazed when he realized all of what he’d just done took less than three heartbeats.

When Haaron looked up from his work, focusing on the sending, the first thing Rhandon realized was that his father was tired. Beyond tired. 

Haaron was a naturally pale man, but the bruises under his eyes gave his skin an unhealthy pallor. He could see a fine sheen of sweat on Haaron’s brow and on his upper lip. Again, he wondered why, as the Price for his Inheritance, his father chose a compromised stamina. Then he remembered how...steady...the Earth had been until recently; how, between Haaron and Rhandon’s uncle Deshiro, keeping the Earth steady beneath their feet had been an almost effortless task. Yeshvara remained solid and calm after the Sundering for thirty generations, and those Hierarchs who were favored with Its Control were left with a far easier job than their contemporaries.

(Wonder what Deshiro’s Price was.)

The tiredness he saw in the creases around Haaron’s eyes was deep. He’d been holding the Earth under Laskidoor as stable as possible since the Great Tremor and doing so at such a distance without replenishment from his Crèche was probably taxing that stamina.

“Father, I need to ask your permission for something,” he said without any preamble.

He sensed and saw the small smile as if Haaron were right in front of him. “Granted. You know you Speak with my Voice.”

“I know, but this involves the Keshkin Road.”

“Yes, the Citizens may use the Keshkin Road, if need be,” Haaron answered. “But only to the Barriers. I do not want them where we cannot keep them safe. Have extra patrols stationed along the borders.”

“Thank you. How...how did things go over there?”

Haaron sighed. “Interesting. We received the help we needed, but...well, I’ll tell you when you arrive.”

Rhandon heard the question underneath. “I won’t promise anything, but I think we’ll be there in two days. We’re going as fast as we can without knocking people out of our way.”

“Add a day for your stops at the way stations. I want you to visit the Consorts Seats that are on your way.”

“Already have. We're on our last leg. About that—”

“I received your message.” Haaron’s torpal voice had hardened. “I can’t believe their behavior. Well, I can believe Khallin, but the others... we’ll talk more about that when you get here. Now let me go to sleep. I need to rest after that last meeting.”

Rhandon did have other, very pertinent questions to ask, but he held his tongue. However... “Wait. I am having a small issue. He’s hovering.”

Even after seven years, Kesshar sometimes forgot that certain actions were like rough, dissonant sounds to Rhandon, scraping his nerves raw. He’d been cooped up with two virtual strangers, surrounded by eager servants and under the gaze of suspicious strangers.

Then there were the sounds of the ground away from the Road, staccato grumbles that taunted his Gift that made him want to stamp them out and that filled him with frustration.

And now Kesshar was worried about him and hovering over him like a hen over a brand-new egg. He would have sworn he’d heard the man clucking that morning.

Haaron knew exactly to whom Rhandon was referring. “If Kesshar is being too... vigilant... tell him. You know he won’t take offense. He excels in pleasing you, as always.”

His father always knew the exact words to use.

“Fine. I will. Rest, Father. I’ll see you in less than a few days.”

“Travel well, Son. And behave.” Rhandon heard the laughter in that admonition. “You are not allowed to wring any necks on the way. Stay focused on getting here as soon as you can.”

Rhandon gently and deftly disengaged, dismantling the vision and connection. When he came back to them, Kesshar and Alharic were looking at him expectantly, if a bit in confusion on Alharic’s side. “Father has approved my idea,” he told Kesshar, “but wants extra patrols along the Barriers. We’ll send out messages when we reach Ridhsa.”

Kesshar nodded, then gave him a good once over. 

Rhandon rolled his eyes. “All hairs are in their proper place, Kesshar, and my knees and elbows are perfectly un-scraped.” He smiled a bit to soften his next words. “I need you to give me a bit of air, my Solace.”

Kesshar grunted, but the corner of his mouth twitched, knowing he’d been caught.

Rhandon turned to Alharic, who was following their conversation like someone stuck in a whirlwind. He wondered if the twins had ever left their little Manor, except for their formal duties, in all the time they’d been in Laskidoor. He was guessing not, so he explained where they were going and what he would be looking for when they got there.

“I vaguely remember Ridhsa,” Alharic finally offered. “I was very small when we came here, but I remember that it was... big.”

“That’s the best way to describe it, and I’m sure it will be more crowded than usual.” A vision of those crowds flashed into his mind. Can’t help that, he told himself, snuffing out the sights and sounds and smells that came with his imagination. He had enough to think about. And he, too, was tired. He rubbed at his fingertips and leaned back, closing his eyes. “I’m going back to sleep. I suggest you do the same. You’ll get very little rest after we reach Alnyagel.”

***
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ALHARIC WAS NOW USED to the constant rocking of the vardho, but he was in no way used to everything else having to do with this trip. And until he reached Alnyagel, met their father and the rest of their so-called relatives, he didn’t think he would be. He wondered why he wasn’t as angry about the fact that their father was as well aware of their existence as he thought Deshiro should be.

There were times, over the years, when he saw Jeskha in a lather of righteous indignation, imagined her facing down their Divine father, demanding answers and apologies that she had no intention of accepting.

He pictured himself letting her excoriate the man, before approaching with more intense, pointed comments. Perhaps it was the fact that, on top of meeting their father, Alharic was still trying to understand the ricocheting changes going on inside of body and mind. Then the fevers had come, surging through him like small, insistent waves, separated by hours of peace, at first. But now, they just crashed through him at least every hour, so much that he doubted what he knew of the weather outside.

Whenever he looked at Jeskha, wondering how she was feeling, her hair or eyes were either a different color or in the process of changing back to the dull white they had become before they left Iarth. Right at that moment, as she pulled the ends in front of her eyes, he saw that it was an orange shade that reminded him of the rotting vegetable crops foundering in the fields at Izdhan.

Jeskha was carrying on a conversation with Rhandon about the mechanics of Chaos lights, something in which he found he had no interest, so he could pick out his own changes without anyone noticing. Alharic was embarrassed and bothered by the upheaval his body was going through, despite it being far slower than Jeskha’s. Perhaps it was because the changes were so slow; his hair was, at times, four colors at once, none of them complimenting the other. Like now. He pulled a few strands of hair in front of his face. It was starting to go white, but not fast enough. It was four shades of yellow, none of them in the least attractive or natural.

Each shift of the wretched Gift came with a spike of pain in his temples. Jeskha told him that her pain was in the center of her forehead.

“... set twenty Chaos lights off at once,” Rhandon was saying with a laugh. “Right next to me and it scared my soul straight out of my body.”

Jeskha laughed, and Alharic finally noted the appreciative spark in his sister’s eye. Alharic hid a small smile; sometimes, Jeskha was blissfully oblivious to things that were right in front of her nose. Sometimes, she knew exactly what she wanted and exactly where it was.

He didn’t blame her though. Even though he still felt a pang whenever Mekha crossed his mind, he didn’t think anyone could be immune to the Heir’s obvious charms. Not that Alharic would follow up on his attraction, he was sure. It would be unseemly; and poor tribute to Mekha’s memory.

The shadow in the back of Jeskha’s eyes took his attention away from romantic mischief. The mention of their father’s name (because it was he who set off all those Chaos lights at once) struck a chord in her, he knew. He’d been trying to ignore it himself, but when faced with the echo of her emotions, he couldn’t deny it. A question itched on the back of his tongue so much that he couldn’t help but blurt it out.

“Why exactly did our—did Deshiro—decide to not acknowledge us when we were born?”

Rhandon scratched behind one ear, a curious look on his face. “I’ve heard it was your mother who wanted him to leave you alone,” he finally said. “Family gossip talks about an argument of some sort, one that the mere mention of sends everyone scurrying for cover.”

“They fought?” Alharic asked.

“Apparently,” Rhandon said. “Your father wanted to do the proper thing, but your mother was having none of it.”

Who wouldn’t want to marry a Hierarch? Alharic thought. “Why?”

Rhandon shrugged. “Don’t know. They don’t talk so much about it around us younger ones. Deshiro doesn’t discuss it at all. But I do think that’s why he gave you deben accounts.”

“Feeling guilty, I suppose,” Jeskha grumbled under her breath. Alharic gave her a look.

“What? Even we lowly Manor holders have heard the tales of his philandering.”

Rhandon snorted. “He does have a reputation.” He stretched out his legs. “Oddly though, he only has three known children without the benefit of a Spouse.”

Alharic and Jeskha looked at each other. “We have another sibling?” Alharic asked.

Rhandon nodded. “A sister. Much older and born from a common mother, I think, so I doubt you will ever meet her.”

“Does she have the account too?” Alharic wanted to know. “Probably. In all seriousness, though, the rumors that follow Uncle Deshiro around are blown well out of proportion. It’s because he’s the most approachable of the Hierarchs that he’s gotten that reputation.” He smiled encouragingly. “You’ll see when we get to Alnyagel.”

Though he wouldn’t admit it, Alharic certainly hoped so. He would hate to be the center of attention at an event packed full of Keshkin and be attached to a reprobate as well. Instead of showing his worry, he shrugged. 

Jeskha said, “As long as Izdhan gets what it needs, I don’t care.” She avoided Alharic’s keen look. “He could be servicing a full nest of Solaces on an hourly basis.”

“Jeskha!” Alharic cast a look above his head, indicating the Solace who was riding on the seat with the driver just outside.

She waved a hand. “You know what I mean.”

Rhandon barked a laugh. “A nest! I’ve got to remember that one.”

Properly deflected from the subject of their father’s proclivities, Alharic instead began to pick Rhandon’s mind about bloodlines. This was the Heir’s pet subject, as he was eager to tell him, so they spent most of the evening, bouncing along the Keshkin Road, picking apart the identity of third cousins and fifth cousins, and how the relation that mattered was through the mother-line, and not the father-line, as it was among citizens.
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Twenty-Seven
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The Pattern of the Dance

Alnyagel Keep, Kharbinia

Everything was perfect, Cradhen thought, as he made the last visual inspection of the largest meeting chamber in

Alnyagel Keep.

All was in place, as it should be. All of the Chaos lights above the meeting table were lit, every curtain pulled back to let in the last of the sun. Everything from the delicate crystal glasses, down to the sixteen pens and wells lying precisely on the table that dominated the formal meeting room, everything sang perfection. This meeting room was only second in size to the Audience Hall. Once an ancient Audience Hall itself, Norio and his ancestors had slowly, over the generations, made the room the central hub for Hierarchy business in Alnyagel.

The table around which the Hierarchy would seat themselves was a brand-new piece of happenstance that had been delivered the week previous. His mother was responsible for it, and for the unique fact that each of the sixteen wedge-shaped parts could be pulled away from the centerpiece and stand on their own.

Cradhen found that an interesting piece of symbolism. The carvings on each section depicted a stylized version of the Ciphers of the Territory.

Cradhen ran a hand across the symmetrical Seal of Kharbinia and the intricate ostentation of Ivardakka’s and wondered how his parents would behave in this meeting. Placed side by side, would they work together, like seal and matrix, or be different sides of the same coin?

He moved toward the other side of the room, where it was wide open, no chairs or couches of tables. Should one of the Hierarchs wish to speak to the room, they would use the area. He hoped they would keep that privilege to a minimum. He was not in the mood.

The walls were broken only by two large fireplaces on both ends, and the tall, full bookcases standing between every other window along the length. Each of the arch-shaped windows were decorated with delicate panes of glass and was the only part of the room that changed over time. When the bells tolled, heralding the Passing of a Hierarch, the stained-glass center panes were broken, in every meeting room in every Keep. Norio once described how moving it was to see the broken glass littering the grounds of the Alnyagel; then to see the new pane, with his own Cipher, installed. Cradhen looked at it now and let the blue and metallic-gray colors warm his face as the sun shone through.

A page, one he’d chosen to follow him throughout the day, slipped into the meeting room and delicately cleared his throat, startling Cradhen out of his reverie. The lad told him that the Hierarch of Queritahn wanted an update on the meeting time. Cradhen sighed and told him to inform Rajendrha that all would be ready momentarily.

It had taken the better part of the past two hours and had taken his father at least half of that to convince the Brethren, but together they rearranged the timing and wrangled the meeting so Rajendrha and Basmut would be appeased. The only two who were unaccounted for were Khafre and Deshiro, who disappeared after their time in the sona to ride and were now only the Three knew where.

Cradhen wished he could return to the sona himself and hide there until First Day. The benefits of his last sweat were long gone beneath an incessant hum of annoyance. Ignoring it, he lowered his head and checked the table one final time. The page returned. Hikmet was his name, Cradhen finally remembered, gave the lad the attention he needed to say that Her Serenity Sraidrha wished him luck. Cradhen smiled slightly, making a mental note to salt her tea that evening when they got together to go over the day’s activities. Good luck, indeed. She knew exactly what he was walking into.

His heart flew into his throat when another youngster, new and unaccustomed to Cradhen’s ways, came dashing in to announce that the Hierarchs were in the anteroom. Cradhen stared at him, shoving his racing heart back down into his chest, and then nodded. He scanned each corner of the room again, finding absolutely nothing wrong, moved to open the doors, then stood with his back to the closest fireplace.

Fifteen people came into the room first, each carrying a silk- covered box, and each dressed in the colors of their Territory. Mortified—how could he forget something so important again—Cradhen swiped the box that held Kharbinia’s Great Cipher from the mantle behind him. Razia came in and took it behind her back with a quick wink and smile.

Cradhen read a great deal into the placing of the Great Ciphers by the Defenders. Subira of Ivardakkah, the only Defender who was without a lineage that anyone could place, behaved with the most unfeigned humbleness. The other three Pratham Defenders of Kisasi, who were younger Consorts children, placed their Seals as if they were presenting precious parts of The Three for the gathered to hold in awe. It made Cradhen want to belch, just to see their outrage at his lack of decorum.

When Razia placed the Great Cipher of Kharbinia last, Cradhen started to follow them from the room, but was halted, startled when he felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. He kept his eyes facing forward, watching as the other of each Hierarchs’ pair of Defenders entered and stood against the walls around the table.

“Could you find your two wayward uncles for me?” Norio said between tightly pressed lips as went toward his seat. He then switched as he made himself comfortable, gently touching minds with his son. Khafre and Deshiro are nowhere to be found, and I don’t have time to listen to Rajendrha and his warbling any longer than necessary.

Cradhen made a gurgling sound that he covered with a clearing of his throat. Fortunately, no one noticed the hairball and he was able to escape the press of Hierarchs before anyone even noticed him gone.

***
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ALL CRADHEN HAD TO do was hunt down a Defender and ask. Now, after a usual greeting by a pair of twin bhakti Cats who circled him once, butted against his hip to leave their scent behind and then sprawled together on the settee across the room, he found himself  waiting  in  Khafre’s  anteroom.  He  looked  around, wondering why this space felt far safer than any room had a business feeling.

Khafre’s suite was a study in light colors, comfortable furniture, and lush carpeting. The wall he leaned against was painted a sandy shade, contrasting with the dark, earth-colored carpeting. Behind a heavily cushioned settee were tall shelves that drew his eye. The bottom four shelves and the top two were overstuffed with books and scrolls and flat cases, while the center shelf held an ornate cabinet of polished black wood and fitted with a lock of ancient design. The lock tugged at Cradhen’s mind for a moment before he recalled that he’d seen the same in stark miniature in the mahal Sraidrha gave him. Another question about that was answered. It had been made around the same time as this cabinet.

Cradhen watched Dedi, Khafre’s Pratham Defender barge through and into the inner room with her usual disregard for anyone’s sensibilities. The Defender of Vadheen was hard on her heels, clutching the Great Cipher of Territory under one arm and a bundle of brocaded cloth under the other. Cradhen tilted his head and listened through the opened door.

“Divinity,” Dedi said, “the two of you have no time to play footsies; the rest of the Hierarchy is waiting for you.”

“Damn.” Khafre grumbled. “A few hours. All I asked for was a few hours of rest.”

Cradhen heard Deshiro say, “Don’t they ever get tired of meeting?”

Dedi answered him. “His Divinity of Queritahn wouldn’t leave the subject of Laskidoor alone,” she added. “As soon as he arrived, he began pestering the poor lad for a full meeting to resolve it. One of the Kisasi heard him complaining and chimed in and now here we are.”

“I wish I could fold Rajendrha up and send him afloat somewhere,” Deshiro growled. “Why can’t he keep his mouth shut until we need him to speak?”

The group moved into the front room, Khafre still struggling with a pair of soft boots. “If he did, I doubt he’d say a word for the rest of his existence.”

“I’m sure he stirred the Kisasi up just to get his way.” “I’d like to stir him up,” Khafre muttered.

Deshiro flung over his shoulder, “Zhenya, you have my seal?” 

“Of course, Divinity. Can’t be unprepared for attack, can we?” 

Deshiro snorted. “Maybe you’d like to stir up His Divinity of Queritahn, my dear?”

“With a slotted spoon.”

Khafre laughed. “Sounds like a plan.” 

Deshiro gave him a sly grin. “Still a savage.”

Khafre pulled his hair out of the collar of his jacket and gave him a mocking bow.

Dedi handed Khafre a glass. Surprised, he looked at her. “Do I need to be drunk to deal with today?”

She gave him a tight smile. “I can always tell when you’ve got a headache, Divinity. Drink up; it’s going to be a long meeting.”

Khafre did as she said and the crease between his eyes vanished. “Sweet Triad, what is that?”

“Something Sraidrha brewed up for me. Don’t worry, I’ve got the recipe.”

Khafre looked at Deshiro. “This is why the trend of Defenders who are also Solaces is so popular.”

Even though the practice had become commonplace of late, Cradhen was originally scandalized by the idea. The theory was that the person who protected you also consented to share your bed and held most of your political secrets. Too much power for one person to have, to his thinking. He must have made some sort of noise, because at that point, the group turned to him.

Khafre gave him a long, inspecting look, probably noting the dark circles and the pale lips. “I feel your pain, Cradhen,” he murmured. “I’m sure you’ve seen enough of all of us to last you several lifetimes.”

“Did they mention why this couldn’t have waited until morning?” Deshiro asked him.

Cradhen answered, “Anni Basmut requested a quick resolution to the problem. They didn’t want anything to mar Ascension.”

Deshiro growled, “Selfish idiots, the lot of them.”

Determined steps carried them without interruption to the double doors, where a sharp rap on the dark wood caused a page inside to swing them open and announce them. Cradhen took in the complete tableau now that the room was full. Defenders were lining the walls, and bhakti beasts curled and seated and perched around the room where they felt most comfortable. 

Despite the attempt to illuminate the room as much as possible, he still encountered a dark apprehensiveness that reminded him of the first meeting about Laskidoor. Perhaps it was just the subject of the meeting, perhaps not. He quietly made his way to the scribe’s chair and small desk.

The tingle of a Divine Sigil touched his mind, a sweet floral scent accompanying. “At least Hafsa made it easy for Rajendrha to find his seat,” Deshiro said, his voice like silk in his mind.

Cradhen hid his smile, even as a second Sigil joined the first. “He’ll probably complain that it isn’t ostentatious enough,” Khafre said.

“I’ve been waiting to see this magnificent creation of hers,” Deshiro said, “what a waste of time and Wood.”

Cradhen watched his father eyeing Basmut warningly as Khafre and Deshiro slid into their seats.

“Cradhen,” Khafre suddenly said, “I can only guess that you will be more involved in this as time goes on. I would like for you to observe in a way that will help you understand the underlying intrigues that will be involved.”

Deshiro indicated surprise within the hidden conversation. “You are always training these children. The lad has enough to be thinking of; give him rest.”

“You have absolutely no concept of how talented this nephew is. Prodigy, remember?”

Deshiro squirmed a bit on the hard seat of his straight-backed chair. “Of course, I remember, you spread it about more than his own parents do.”

“Well, he is one of two in this Generation.”

Cradhen wondered about the other Prodigy. Who could it be? “Braying peacock,” Deshiro said.

“Just pay close attention, Cradhen. I will be asking your opinion. And, in case you are wondering, yes, there is a purpose to this exercise. I’ll tell you what it is later.”

Through all of that, Cradhen looked over at Basmut, who was giving Norio a mutinous glare. He shook himself and prepared his paper and pen, not really wanting to know about the current enmity between them.

Norio held out his goblet, allowing the page to pour in water from a tall, beautifully crafted carafe. “This matter deserves gravity, sister,” Norio said aloud.

Haaron grunted, drawing attention, and shifted in his chair, eyes looking everywhere but at the others. Someone already told him to keep his mouth closed; and it looked like he enjoyed it not one bit.

Basmut turned to Haaron then, jumping right in. “Why did it take you so long to come to us with this situation?”

“We’ve been through this, Basmut,” Norio interrupted warningly.

“Hush, Norio. I want to hear it from him.”

Cradhen watched as Haaron gave Basmut a narrow-eyed glare. The long-standing hostility between the Hierarchs of Laskidoor and Behira lay there, thick and tangled like writhing snakes, a nastiness that involved only the two of them.

As a matter of course, Haaron always spoke to Basmut as if he were swallowing the words he’d really like to say. “My people— who are entitled to a voice in major decisions—did not wish to go begging for help until it was determined that Laskidoor could not help itself. I am more than confident that you understand the concept of self-sufficiency, yes?”

Basmut arched an eyebrow. She looked at Akhillas of Gelakehala. “Now do you understand what I was saying about this idea of allowing Citizens an equal voice?” She said, “Completely wasteful! Landholder petitions Consorts: Consorts petitions the Council; the Council petitions the Hierarch. If they feel like it. It wastes precious time when action is needed.”

Haaron growled.

Khafre leaned forward, ready to mediate if necessary.

Haaron’s youngest brother forestalled him. “Basmut,” Norio said, cutting through her denunciation with a gentle force. “This is my meeting; I set the agenda. We are not here to discuss the way Laskidoor is governed. We are discussing what aid we give to our fellow Hierarch in time of need.”

Khafre relaxed in his chair, and Cradhen rather thought the man enjoyed watching the youngest Hierarch take charge. Born and Succeeded last, Norio’s older contemporaries tended to dismiss him because of his youth as a matter of habit. It was good that his father could easily remind them that he was no longer their nappy-wearing little brother.

Norio then turned to his wife. “Hafsa, have you had an opportunity to discuss this at length with your brethren?”

Hafsa sat up straight and pursed her lips in mild annoyance. “As of yet, I have only been able to give them the barest facts. Aiding Laskidoor in its wide-scale needs can be done, of course, though not without seriously depleting the Realm of Kisasi of its own carefully stockpiled resources.” she began. “As well, we rely a great deal on the crops of Laskidoor, so we will have to reach into our own stores until the emergency has passed.”

“We have to always remain prepared against the unexpected,” Akhillas added unnecessarily. “Our isolation behind the mountain range and the two seas is almost complete.”

“Well, thank you for that thrilling bit of insight,” Deshiro commented under his breath.

Cradhen cleared his throat, feeling a rush of the Gift suddenly pulse under everything. His hand tightened around the pen he held, an involuntary reaction. His eyes turned toward the source; the muscles in Haaron’s jaw were so tight, they looked as if they would snap. The man’s eyes had darkened until the aquamarine became black as the pits of Oblivion.

Hafsa’s voice cut through the unseen challenge with the skill of someone who was used to it. “Thank you, Akhillas,” she said, then turned back to the room at large. “In any case, what the Kisasi are prepared to offer does not come without cost to our own Realm.”

“Here it comes,” Konami of Haeda suddenly said. She interrupted Hafsa and gained attention by tapping on the table with her gauntlet. Her bhakti Hound took that moment to stretch, slowly and obviously, before curling at the side of Konami’s chair.

“Uh-oh,” Deshiro whispered into Khafre’s and Cradhen’s mind.

“Yes, indeed,” Khafre answered in kind. Cradhen could even feel the grin his uncle held back by sheer will. He barely held himself from craning all the way around his father’s chair like a washerwoman overhearing some prime gossip.

The Haedan Hierarch regarded everyone in her slow, measured manner after gaining the room’s attention.

Cradhen could feel heat rising in his face as his uncles’ thoughts traveled from the irreverent toward the highly inappropriate. And he could almost understand. Almost. Stunning did not even begin to describe this member of the Hierarchy. Not even full, Sillan regalia could obfuscate her beauty that Cradhen imagined drew the eye, regardless of preference. She wore a long, flowing kimun in colors that complimented her paleness. The obi tied carefully around her waist was a midnight blue masterpiece of weaving and embroidery, decorated delicately with silver bhakti hounds and flowers. Although everything was properly covered, the long draping sleeves of her kimun were so gossamer that they were almost not there, in silent protest of the warm, sticky weather of Kharbinia. A pale blue zhari covered her head, almost invisible against the completely straight tresses of the same color that flowed down her back.

The torpal exchange between Khafre and Deshiro continued to burn his ears, completely unseemly and Cradhen almost choked, reaching for the goblet from the Page at his side. He decided it would be best if he just stayed in the shadows behind his father’s chair.

“Ah, now you’ve embarrassed our nephew,” he heard Deshiro say, completely unrepentantly. “Khafre, you are going to drown in Oblivion for that.”

“And you are going to be sinking right next to me. Cradhen, I sincerely apologize. That was not meant for your ears.”

“Your pardon, brethren,” Konami continued, her rich voice flowing around the room, “but before we start discussing such a vulgar subject as price, let us at least relieve Haaron’s mind about what aid he will receive.” She stood, asking silently for Norio’s permission to continue.

He reluctantly allowed it; the daggers Hafsa shot him with her eyes did not bode well for his peace after the meeting.

“How could anyone hate Konami?” Deshiro observed.

Khafre shifted in his chair. “You know there is much Hafsa owes her, and no way in which to repay. It chafes my proud, proud sister.”

Cradhen stored that away for future dissection.

“I will begin with the Realm of Silla,” Konami said. “It has already been determined that it will take two full seasons for Laskidoor to begin to recover its lost farmland.”

“Determined by whom?” Rajendrha asked loudly, completely unaware of his rudeness. Cradhen watched as Mahendrha of Nehir, Rajendrha’s brother, sank a bit in his chair, fingertips to his forehead.

“My daughter and son,” Norio began, gesturing at the small stack of paper placed before each Hierarch.

“Please,” Rajendrha waved a dismissive hand. “I cannot believe you give such important numbers to those children to figure. And a mere girl as well?”

The silence after that patently offensive remark was charged with the effort of every mere woman in the room fighting to keep from shoving Rajendrha’s walking stick where no light ever shone. Even Konami stopped, as still as a hunting bird, with only her eyes shifting to bestow such a look upon the Hierarch of Queritahn that the man finally shrank back into his seat. Even his bhakti mau crouched around the legs of his chair, tail twitching, ears back, and his head almost flat on the floor.

Finally, her expression calmed, Konami continued. “Haeda Territory is initially prepared to give,” she delicately emphasized the verb, “Laskidoor a cohort of Solace and Fledgling Trainees, to help where needed.” With that simple offer, she sat, looking at her fellow Sillans to hurry and follow her lead.

Nirigana stood even before Akhillas could twitch uncomfortably. Iona’s Hierarch was also dressed formally, in a kimun of bright gold. In contrast to his fellow Hierarchs, his hair was simply parted in the middle and left to hang straight as a spear around his shoulders and was covered with a black lacquered cap.

“I have coordinated with my wife in Sakura and prepared blacksmiths and artificers who have volunteered to relocate and assist with rebuilding Laskidoor’s damaged structures,” he said in his usual calm way and bowed slightly to Yaasume of Firnuzai.

Cradhen thought she looked like a twin to the neat little bird on her shoulder. “The Territory of Firnuzai will supply the needed healers to care for those in need.”

Akhillas began grumbling, then suddenly winced and gave an almost perfect imitation of Rajendrha’s Khedi. Cradhen looked around to see who had silenced him and saw the exasperated look on his father’s face.

Ujin’s deep voice traveled across the room. “Saita will offer artificers who will help with irrigation and aqueducts,” he said succinctly and nodded at Minh.

“Mir will coordinate with Yaasume’s healers. We will also release some of our stored crops as needed, throughout the year.” Minh, the last of the Sillans, finished.

Cradhen admired the efficiency of Sillan communications. The previous generation had only three Hierarchs in Silla, and all of them Passed at roughly the same time, leaving enough Heirs in place for all of the Territories. Unlike the complicated Succession of the Kisasi and Aivastrans, the passage of political power and Gift had gone smoothly in the Northern Realm, and it was evident in the way they acted with a synergistic adeptness.

Haaron was one of those Sillans, the oldest of them all. Born of Haeda, he was raised as an Heir of Aivastrah, of Laskidoor. One of three Hierarchs born in Silla and ruling in Aivastrah because of an odd dearth of Heirs in the Realm.

Cradhen personally found the bureaucracy of Laskidoor and Estrahna pointless and wondered if Haaron, too, was considering the way his Territory was ruled. There were too many levels, in his opinion. It was difficult for the other Territories to work directly with Haaron or Oyama, the other Hierarch who ruled that way, for anything that involved the entire Realm. Had there been no referendum, he could have communicated privately with each of them and not been faced with public, as it was, sympathy. Or scorn. “It is the Hierarch’s duty and responsibility to protect their Territory,”

Khafre told him. “It transcends the rule of law. It is our responsibility to do all in our power to make sure that the people live in peace.”

Cradhen wondered if that was a criticism of the way Laskidoor and Estrahna chose to rule.

He almost missed what the Aivastrans were volunteering to their cousin. He completely missed Deshiro’s offer. Mahendrha offered the fruit of his forests, wood and wicker. Oyama would be sending metal goods before the sun set. Rajendrha grumbled and groused but told the assembled that he had more than enough wood to spare.

“The idiot’s Territory is half forest,” Deshiro said, “of course he has plenty of—oh please stop me from—,” Deshiro took a healthy swig of wine and held out his glass for more.

Norio completed their united front by saying, “I have six landed Keshkin who each have plenty of space to spare. While I will not ask my newly Ascended children to do so, there will be no question of my elder children opening their doors to your displaced. I know that you’d rather have the mothers and children somewhere safe while the Territory recovers.”

After that, he handed the floor over to Hafsa, nodding quickly.

Hafsa stood again, her eyes narrowed and her stance ramrod straight.

Cradhen certainly leaned forward, ready to see how the Kisasi would behave.

A deep gold zhari with a black-embroidered border covered her scarlet hair, in silent respect for her husband’s terem household. Cradhen noted that she took great care to ensure not one lock of hair or braid strayed from beneath the head covering, or from under the silver metal diadem. He wondered how she did it.

“Do what?” That torpal voice was unmistakably Khafre.

Cradhen was almost ashamed to say such a thing about his mother. Yet, where was the lie? “Look as if she were carved from living stone.”

Khafre chuckled, a dark, comforting sound like warm candlelight. “She was born that way.”

Bereft of the power behind her original attempt to drive this part of the meeting, Hafsa tried to assert herself again. Folding her hands in front of her, she began. “If our Territories were like those of Silla or Aivastrah, there would be no question of offering help and shelter, and goods expeditiously. We are all aware that Kisasi has a surplus of all these things and we, of course, will help our Divine Brother in His time of need.

“However, we are also aware that Our four Territories are relatively isolated by the Khalii Strait. Ivardakkah must monitor the Kepher Mine break wall in our Barrier Range to keep trelemite ore from leaching into the Bikh and poisoning the ground water. Gelakehala frequently suffers lightning strikes during the summer rains, Behira has wildfires in the Adatha Bushland every third moon, and Khemana is bound by the tides that flow around their island.”

Cradhen listened carefully while his mother spoke of obvious, well-known facts. She wouldn’t have prefaced her statement with that level of justification unless she was leading to a conclusion that she knew no one wanted to hear.

“I would tell her to take care with her words,” Khafre told him, “but look at the other Kisasi.”

Cradhen did so. Basmut of Behira was seated in her chair like a dagger in a sheath. Bekhis looked bored. But then, Bekhis always looked bored. Whatever was coming was a logical, foregone conclusion to them; no argument should be necessary. Then, Cradhen glanced at Akhillas. The self-satisfied smirk on the Gelekehalan’s face was exactly enough reason for him to retreat and shelter against the storm to come.

Hafsa took a liberty and left her place to enter the open area of the floor, without permission from her husband, so that she could face the room at large. “To put it simply,” she continued, before anyone could react, “our surplus is not really a surplus. Nevertheless, we are willing to sacrifice what we have for the well- being of a fellow Territory, and, in the end, for us all.”

Sacrifice was not a diplomatic word, and Hafsa knew it as soon as the reaction hit her. Cradhen’s hand tightened on his pen as he heard Khafre’s words, sent directly toward his mother.

“Sacrifice my ass, Hafsa,” the man bit into her, his Sigil just short of cutting. “What price are you selfish bastards going to extract for this so-called sacrifice?”

There were times when Cradhen was reminded that Khafre was the only Hierarch for whom diplomacy was a flexible term. He was the oldest of the Hierarchy, the elder brother of them all.

Hafsa’s response came reluctantly, as Cradhen knew it would. “This was not my idea, brother, but it does have merit,” she told Khafre. “I must consider the best interests of my Realm.” She continued to the room at large. “As I said previously, we cannot do this without incurring a cost.”

“What would this cost be, marriage-sister?” Haaron bit out, cutting through the delay.

“My husband has been generous enough to volunteer space for your displaced. I can imagine that the numbers must be staggering. How can We Kisasi not be as generous?” No one missed the Divine vernacular. “Ivardakkah, Behira, Khemana and Gelakehala will also offer a home for those who are currently without. Mahat Island will be at their disposal.”

Cradhen’s mind wandered down that path. “They were giving up their special playground to the so-called rabble of another Territory. The cost for that would be expensive indeed. Uncle,” he called worriedly.

“I hear,” Khafre answered.

“As do I,” Deshiro interjected, after being silent for so long, “and I do not think I’m going to like what is coming next.”

“Temper, Deshiro.”

Hafsa gave a good attempt at putting a slightly pleading tone to her voice. “The only thing Our Realm asks is that, for as long as the Laskidooris are with Us, they assist in the replenishment of the surplus they will use.”

There was stone silence for a few heartbeats, her attempt falling like a wood plank into the quiet.

“Uncle. Does that mean what I think it does?”

Khafre’s expression answered that question. He knew how his siblings thought, how their convoluted minds worked. He knew the intrigues and politicked maneuvers they could create between one breath and the next. And obviously, like Cradhen, even he could not believe what he had just heard. Even he was not expecting that they would be so brazen as to put it into words and offer it up to the public, thinking that no one, aside from perhaps Rajendrha, would miss the implication.

Replenishment was a broad term, a careful term, picked on purpose. Considering the way the Kisasi hoarded their surplus, replenishment could simply mean that, or could mean what Cradhen was sure it meant.

Deshiro then leaned back in his chair, stealing everyone’s attention with the purposeful motion, a lazy smirk on his handsome face. “Why, I do believe that sounds like you are asking the Laskidooris to dance for their dinner.” He’d reached that conclusion faster than Hafsa planned, based on the surprise on her face. “Self-indentured servitude, and if Haaron agrees, it will be more palatable for the rest of us. Intriguing how you thought that it would go unnoticed in the stress and urgency of the situation.”

Cradhen saw that he was still smiling, but the pupils of his eyes had dilated, and his yellow eyes were almost black.

“Free labor,” Deshiro informed the room at large, in case it had missed the point. “They are asking for slave—ah, your pardon—an exchange of labor to replenish their surplus. Or whatever they will need.” Deshiro was already short-tempered and lacking in humor due to the visit of his children. His children, who lived in Laskidoor, suffering right along with the commonfolk. Who, if not for a trick of birthright, could be used as this free labor in Kisasi? Deshiro had just entered a dangerous state of mind.

“I should have seen this coming,” Khafre said, noticing as well. “Prepare to duck, nephew.”

“Even if it is, as you name it,” Akhillas offered quickly, not having noticed any such thing, “it is by no means free. They will be using the resources they will be replacing, and no doubt much more than that.”

Khafre tilted his head and gave his younger brother a half- amused, half-amazed look.

“I mean no offense, Uncle,” Cradhen said, “but is he serious?”

“Who came up with this idea?” Deshiro asked Kisasi in general, ignoring Akhillas outright. “Akhillas?” He snorted. “You don’t know how to put your shoes on the right foot. Basmut?” He turned his gaze upon Akhillas’s twin, who blanched at the sight of his thinly veiled contempt. “No, you don’t squat to piss without Hafsa’s permission.”

“How dare you!” Basmut began. She shot Khafre a look, which he returned with an expression of impassive, implacable calm.

Cradhen felt it right before Khafre reacted. First, Hafsa’s domina came right as her bhakti Hound stood, lowered her head, and growled low. Then, another domina took the whole room in its grasp, flooding everyone in its reach with the emotion that the sender wanted to convey. It was familiar to him, unfortunately, for it recalled the sensation he’d been wanting to avoid. His teeth trapped his bottom lip and he shut his eyes, steeling himself, holding the trembling down deep inside of him.

Don’t. Nononononono...

Khafre flung his goblet, the splintering glass and rich wine marking the floor with his anger. The sound yanked Cradhen out of his mental retreat and cracked the domina slightly.

“How dare you?” Khafre’s hand smacked the table. Heads turned to him. “Hafsa, leash it.” The Hound and her domina quieted. Deshiro’s domina, however, remained a nasty counterpoint for his words. “As for the rest of you island savages, that you make such use of your Brethren’s misfortune is repulsive, and you know it.” He stood and moved until he was in Hafsa’s personal space. They stood eye to eye and Khafre frankly bared his teeth. “Your surplus, as you call it, is more than substantial.”

Hafsa didn’t last more than a few heartbeats before her gaze retreated from her brother’s.

Khafre was unmoved. He swept the Kisasi with a scathing look. “Do you conveniently forget that I was raised with you? You Kisasi are well known hoarders.”

“We are isolated, brother,” Bhekis said flatly. 

Khafre rolled his eyes. He turned to Hafsa again. “I know that you could feed all three Realms comfortably without the least dent in your surplus. That which will be taken by the destitute of Laskidoor will not disadvantage you in the slightest.” His voice deepened, and he took full advantage of the fact that no one crossed him when he was full on furious. Like a predator, he was obviously pleased to see that his targets looked ready to flee like frightened kittens.

“Can’t breed enough servitude in your commonfolk so you got to steal it?” Deshiro wove into Khafre’s tirade for good measure, just so the thicker brained of the assembled could understand clearly. “Nice of you to back Haaron into a corner, so his choice of refusal would be unwise for his people. And how will he present this idiocy to the Consorts?”

Cradhen could see that Deshiro wanted a fight and was in fact thirsting for it.

It seemed that Akhillas was willing to oblige. “He should present it like a Hierarch,” he said silkily, trying his best to sound contemptuous. “If they don’t like it, what can they do about it?” He leaned back and crossed his arms across his chest. “We are within our rights to ask for compensation.”

“And I am within my rights to kick you—,” Deshiro started, then clenched his fists.

When Akhillas opened his mouth, Khafre shouted, “Don’t say another word, you daft-witted son of a gape-mouthed, back- hunched hag!” No matter that they shared the same mother. Cradhen wondered if his uncle was angrier that Akhillas was such an idiot, or that he was related by blood to such an idiot. “Enough! You know what I should do?”

“You shouldn’t do anything,” Haaron’s voice sliced into the sound of Defenders moving across the floor, animals stirring, and the noise of an another domina cutting through the air, dampening the tension with the unmistakable Control of Quiescence. Cradhen hadn’t even seen his father move, but he was standing at his place, hands braced on the table, his glare burning a path directly toward his wife.

Though he stood proud as ever, there was defeat in Haaron’s expression. “I accept those terms,” he said simply, turning to Hafsa. “You what?” Deshiro and Khafre chorused. Khafre pinned his siblings with a searing glare. Basmut and Hafsa had the good grace to look chagrined. Akhillas was still poised to defend himself against attack. And Bhekis...was uncomfortable.

“What choices do I have, Khafre?” Haaron continued, an edge of desperation in his voice. “The Kisasi are not stupid. They are fully aware of what is needed and what it will take.”

“You have the choice of refusal,” Deshiro bit out in a flat voice. “Aivrasta and Silla can take care of all of your needs without their so-called help.”

Nirigana delivered his own salvo in a voice so full of ice that Cradhen could see frost chasing each word. “You four boast about your self-sufficiency to distraction and now you have to machinate to get extra bodies for... what? What is behind this...request?”

“Haaron, you can tell them to take their help,” Deshiro said, looking over at Akhillas, his lip curling, “and shove it deep into their twats. All four of them.”

Haaron shook his head and raised a hand, to still Akhillas’s growl and Bekhis’ gasp, to quiet everything. “I have received further word from Rhandon, Deshiro. Without assistance from all three Realms, the needs of my Territory will unduly drain any one or two alone.” He sighed, “In this, the Kisasi have made their point. I should have exercised the Writ earlier. The first day. Now my Territory is almost completely demoralized. Whatever the Kisasi request shall be done.” His look was unreadable. “But this... compromise... is an insult to my people that will not be forgotten.” With that, pushed back his chair. While his Defender smoothly swiped up the Laskidoori Great Cipher, the Hierarch quit the room.

Khafre was still ready to attack, even though the domina Norio used to quiet the two combatants lingered. Cradhen had a strong feeling his father would not hold his tongue with Hafsa when he sought her later, and he would seek her out. Neither would Khafre. Regardless of where he chose to rule, he was still the head of his family.

“You four may withdraw,” Norio said flatly. “Now that you have made your point, there is no need for your presence any longer.”

Hafsa stiffened under the summary dismissal and hesitated.

Akhillas said, “What about Izhmir? We have not heard from our brother in Izhmir.” 

Khafre looked like he was about a heartbeat away from Controlling all the Air from Akhillas’ lungs. He said, “I will open my Keep as a central location to coordinate the efforts to bring Laskidoor Territory to normalcy. I have four unused Manors, where We will offer homes for their orphans.” “Because,” he told Cradhen, “no children will set foot on Mahat Island.” Then he addressed the subject the rest had been delaying. “And those in Izhmir who have the capabilities will research the cause or causes behind this catastrophe.”

“Now leave,” Norio repeated.

An ugly sound bounced off each wall and a sweat instantly exploded across Cradhen’s forehead. He kept himself from curling into a ball by reminding himself that he was in an essentially safe space. bhakti Hounds stood; Kisasi Defenders moved. The only other sound was the swish of heavy robes sweeping the floor as the Kisasi left their chairs.

The menacing feeling faded as Hafsa took in the room with an implacable glance, though Cradhen could see something behind her eyes that he couldn’t place. He certainly couldn’t credit his mother with a feeling of regret after what they had proposed.

“It was not my intention to cause Haaron any further distress,” she said. “However, I need to look to—”

“The interests of your Realm,” Norio finished summarily, waving his hand at his wife. “We know. Now leave.”

Her eyes blazed, but without further comment, she whirled and followed her Defenders from the room.

Basmut held herself as stiffly as possible as she followed Hafsa. Bhekis gave Deshiro a thoroughly insulted glance as they left. Deshiro winked. Akhillas backed from the room, his eyes still on Deshiro, as if he were communicating some dire warning to the Hierarch of Vadheen.

Deshiro held up his glass and gave the Hierarch of Gelakehala a crooked smile.

Razia shut the double doors behind the Hierarchs with a firm click, whirled, and placed her back against the doors.

With their leaving, the cord of tension in the room snapped.

Khafre took a deep breath, trying to calm his temper.

A chair scraping back caught everyone’s attention. Cradhen moved quietly from his space behind his father’s chair, ignoring the eyes on him.

“I will prepare a written report of the agreements made today,” he said quietly. He tried to keep his expression clear; it was hard when all he wanted to do was leave and breathe untainted air. It was refreshing to see that the Divine Hierarchs could be as unruly as their children when pushed to it. Without waiting for an answer, because it was obvious that he wasn’t going to get one, he bowed to the room at large. “With your permission, I also need to attend to Ascension preparations.” And he left the room as if his feet were aflame.

He hadn’t closed the door well before it reopened, and Defenders and their charges poured from the room as if they too were on fire. He marveled at Rajendrha’s shockingly thoughtful expression, the man moving as fast as his walking stick would allow. But then he recalled that he’d been in a room full of family, disparate sets of siblings.

While it was all right and good to tyrannize one’s own siblings, it was quite another when someone else did. Hafsa, Basmut and Akhillas had bullied and cozened Haaron into accepting their terms. Haaron, though born in Sillan, was Aivastran. And that Realm, and all Sillan Hierarchs, would be united in defending their own.
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Close Quarters

“Barrier!” Kesshar was calling from the driver’s seat.

His voice pulled the twins from yet another sodden sleep. Rhandon let them wake on their own while he pulled out the trunk that held his good traveling clothes from the space under his bed. There would be no excuse acceptable for entering Kharbinia in less than pristine condition.

Out of the trunk he pulled his last clean tunic, a fancy bunch of cloth of rich brown with gold embroidery around the collars and cuffs. After tossing his sleeping shirt into the trunk and pulling the tunic over his head, he took off his sleeping trousers and replaced them with ones of supple, soft leather. By then, and after smoothing his hair down and rinsing out his mouth, Jeskha and Alharic had done the same.

“We’ve reached the Barrier and will be crossing over to Kharbinia via other means,” he told them.

They gave each other a look, then turned questioning gazes on him.

“Let me guess,” he said. “Never been near a Barrier?” “Never,” Jeskha said, “Mayah tried to keep us in an almost constant state of good behavior by telling us about the dangers of the Barrier that she would dump us in if we didn’t mind her. Is it really so bad?”

Rhandon shrugged. “Never seen the inside, but the feeling I get when I’m taken through isn’t particularly pleasant.”

Their disbelief was thick in the air.

“What do you mean you’ve never seen the inside?” Jeskha asked, with that head cocked expression she took on when she felt she was being lied to.

Rhandon sighed. “I can’t travel through by myself. Yet another rite of passage that happens during Ascension.” He scrubbed the back of his head. “And usually, as soon as I enter one, I... lose my senses.”

“Then who...”

One step outside of the vardho and the differences between the rest of Laskidoor and the Barrier Glade was absolute. Jeskha’s question faded behind him as she got her first look at the sacred place between Territories.

It looked like the entrance to any Keep, without the Keep of course. A grove of trees stood where a Keep would, and the path leading into it was bricked out in a braided pattern, with three separate paths woven into one. This part of the Keshkin Road was surrounded on both sides by beautifully wild green grass. It was ankle high and peppered with bright flowers and even brighter butterflies and other tiny flying insects. The smell of the Earth here was sharp and clean, so vivid Rhandon could almost taste the richness on the back of his tongue. The difference between it and the sour odor of the damaged parts of Laskidoor was a shock to him.

He watched his companions examine the area, watched Alharic scuff a toe at the accent bricks on the edges of the path. He wondered if he should tell them that they were not colored, but actually semi-precious, beyond ancient, and in the very colors of the Three.

He turned to look at Kesshar, who was near the horse team, carefully fitting blinder hoods over their heads. “Kes—”A flash stuck him like lightning behind his eyes and was accompanied a few seconds later by the rumble of thunder that vibrated the small bones in his ears.

He stumbled, caught himself, and looked around, fully expecting to see a sudden rainstorm coming down. Instead, his vision was obscured by a white brightness. Through the edges of it, he reached out for Kesshar’s arm, was gratified when he felt the familiar hard musculature under his hand. He had no recollection of moving, nor how he got close to his Defender. Or what, by Oblivion, was going on.

Vertigo twined around him and held fast as his torpal center cracked open, no warning or Sigil given, without his calling it. There was another lightning strike, more thunder that hit him like a punch to his skull. He heard himself groan, felt Kesshar wrap an arm around him and that smell of Earth was stinging now, as if his Gift was using it to fashion a brand-new direct path through his mind toward some unknown source. Then, he watched with his inner eye his father’s Sigil unrolled itself, a path perfectly paved in gray agate bricks. Walls sprung up on either side of the path, built in uneven chunks and splinters and spires of aquamarine, pushing out the bright light and leaving a soothing blue light behind. The milky and floral scent spilled over his raw nerves, coating them and allowing him to breathe normally.

“Son.”

Rhandon felt the impact of his knees on the dew-wet grass. Heard voices raised in alarm, smelled Kesshar’s sweat in his nostrils. He was struck with an impression of the paving of the Sigil trembling slightly, like the paved streets of Iarth this past week. None of this sensation made sense to him. He’d never felt such an onslaught before when being touched by his father.

“Rhandon, focus. I need to—,”

He shook his head and it cleared slowly. Focusing again on his father’s voice, he reached out torpally toward the familiar anchor.

“What-w-was that, Father?” He asked.

Haaron was silent for what seemed like forever, and Rhandon had the impression that his father was gently examining his mind, looking for something. “I’m thinking that your Transition to Ashvin has begun.” Rhandon sensed, rather than saw Haaron nodding. “I would have expected it sometime later, closer to your birthday...In any case, I need to tell you that I won’t be bringing you through this time.”

Relieved that he wasn’t about to Pass, Rhandon made himself more comfortable against Kesshar’s chest. Squeezing his Defender’s arm to reassure him, he said to Haaron. “Who is bringing us?”

“Deshiro.”

Rhandon’s eyes snapped open at that and he turned slightly blurred eyes to look at the twins before he let his eyes go out of focus again. “Should I warn them?”

“He would prefer that you do not.”

Rhandon heard the hesitation. “You don’t agree.”

“Of course not. I wouldn’t wish that type of shock on anyone. But... humor him for now. He’s going to be busy with transporting you and your retinue—how many carriages did you bring?”

“Only two and the vardho.”

“Well, that’s good news. You should have seen Rajendrha’s six carriages just for his child’s retainers. Deshiro can manage what you’ve brought without breaking a sweat.”

“But not if he’s worrying about the welcome he’ll receive from the children he hasn’t bothered to contact since their birth.” Rhandon winced at the sharpness in his voice. But, he could imagine his father having plenty to say about that; when the twins first arrived, he’d been beside himself at the very idea that Deshiro would be staying away from them, to honor their mother’s wishes.

But, to bring thirteen people through a Barrier at one time? With only three Gifted, and two of them not even trained? A word he normally wouldn’t voice in front of his father drifted through his mind. Of course, Haaron picked it out and chuckled. “Relax. This is Deshiro’s specialty, his favorite thing to do. He used to rub our noses in it when we were Vadhi. Synchric jumping came to him like the Vadhi curse...effortlessly. That’s why he volunteered.”

Rhandon smiled, then waved when everyone who cared turned in his direction. “Fine. I’ll just prepare them for that. How long do we have?”

“Not long. I’d say get yourselves in the vardho and hang on. Kesshar too. I know he hates the feeling, but it will be easier for Deshiro to move the lot of you if you’re in your assigned containers.”

Rhandon reached up his hand to touch Kesshar’s face. “We’re being pulled through soon, Kesshar,” he murmured. “You’ll have to travel inside with me.” He sympathized with the Solace’s stiffening. If he hated being cramped in the vardho, he utterly despised the closeness of a controlled pull through the Barrier. Rhandon turned his attention back to Haaron. “We’ll be ready, Father. See you very soon.”

“I look forward to it.”

And again, as soon as the path began to roll up and away, Rhandon remembered the important question he’d wanted to ask. “Father! Wait.”

The path built itself back. “Yes, son?” 

“Did you speak to Norio? About the Crèche?” 

Another long silence. Then, “Yes. I did.”

That was all. Nothing else. No elaboration, no explanation. “Um...”

“Be ready for your uncle, son. We’ll talk more when you get here.” Then his father was gone.

Rhandon blinked and looked around after his father left him. Grimacing, he let Kesshar help him up. Thank goodness he was wearing brown. He wondered if anyone noticed his trembling hands.

“We’ll have to go back into the vardho,” he told them. “We’ll all be traveling through the Barrier in a manner I didn’t expect, and it’s going to be soon.”

Alharic frowned at him. Both men had their own reaction to the news. Alharic looked as lost as Rhandon felt, given the answer his father had just left him with, while Kesshar was tight-lipped and annoyed.

Jeskha, of course, was ever questioning. “What happened?” Jeskha asked as they moved back toward the vardho. “Why did you fall down?”

Rhandon took a step up into the conveyance. “Father thinks I’m already Transitioning to Ashvin. Similar to what you’re going through, I suppose.” He gave her a hand up. “Did you feel anything just now?”

“Felt like someone stuck a pin right here.” She pointed at her temple.

“Same,” Alharic added as the vardho dipped when he climbed aboard.

Rhandon nodded; he had a feeling he was casting outside of his head for a moment there. “Hopefully, it won’t be the same when we go through the Barrier.”

Alharic asked, “How, exactly, are we going to go through the Barrier?”

Rhandon wanted to tell them, but simply said, “One of the Hierarchy is going to bring us through from Alnyagel.”

“Yes, but...”

“...how?” Jeskha finished. “What’s going to happen?”

Rhandon leaned back against the wall where his bed lay. “I don’t know if I can explain it properly. The Hierarch will use the Gifts, several Controls at once, to open a passage between here,” he pointed at the floor, “and there,” he pointed somewhere in the distance. He shook his head. “Jumping Synchric is something I’ve never completely understood. Especially since I’m usually unconscious when it happens.”

That wasn’t completely the truth. He knew how he was supposed to combine the Gifts, but he just didn’t understand how they fit together and why. This was what kept him from mastering the ability himself. The frustration reminded him of when he first encountered words. Reading had been easy for him; writing took a bit of effort. But connecting the letters he wrote with the sounds he heard around him, that took far longer than was comfortable to understand.

That three or four strokes of a pen could mean things that he could picture in his mind did not help him put together so that those same strokes could convey a whole spoken word. He’d had at least five years before he managed to figure it out. His first word had been the name of a flower.

“All I can say,” He finally continued, “is that there is nothing for us to worry about. Doing this is just like breathing to the Hierarchy. Their access to the Gifts is almost endless.”

“Almost?” Jeskha made a rough sound. “I suppose there are even limits to Divinity.”

“Our Divinity, yes,” Rhandon gave her. “The Three put up those limits to keep us from becoming entirely corrupt on the power that unlimited access can give.” He leaned back into his berth and made himself comfortable. “I would get cozy were I you. Father said that we’ll be brought through—”

“Now.”

As soon as the tug of Deshiro’s Gift reached out for him, the flash and strike hit him right between the eyes again. This time, he let it take him, knowing it wouldn’t be long, and would probably be more pleasant than being dragged through the tight confines of Quiescence and Chaos fully conscious.

He didn’t even feel it as they moved into the Synchric Path with his companions.
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Convergence

The vardho came to a stop as if it traveled the Road at top speed the whole way to Alnyagel Keep.

Alharic braced himself as his stomach took half a measure to catch up to the rest of him. The travel through the Barrier had been indescribable. He vaguely remembered a corridor, all shining green and yellow. The scent of flowers and grass. And noise.

A noise he couldn’t describe if he were a breath away from Passing. There had been voices, and a weird hum and crackle that sent chills through him. When he reached out a hand, he felt absolutely nothing; wrapped in it all, he felt utterly alone.

However, none of that disturbed him half as much as the fact that the presence of his twin, something that he’d felt since the moment he took his first breath, was gone. He couldn’t see or feel her. As he careened through the strangeness, Alharic wanted to scream, because that thing that connected the two of them was simply gone. Then, very slowly, things began falling back into place, and he started picking up the words attached to the voices. Alharic didn’t recognize any of them.

It sounded like thousands of them, moving in and out of hearing range, cutting through the nothingness with intriguing bits of conversation:

...that we would have to discuss this...

...explain...

...your fiery balls...

And then all of it just stopped, just as the vardho stopped. Whatever had obscured his vision collapsed like a heavy curtain. He blinked at the bright light of the sun coming through the windows, and gasped at the damp, sucking heat surrounding him, something he hadn’t felt before and wasn’t sure he ever wanted to feel again. She heard Jeskha make a soft sound of disgust and agreed.

“Ah, the Quiescence-sucking heat of a Kharbinian morning,” Rhandon grumbled, pulling at the collar of his tunic.

“This is morning?” Alharic asked, amazed.

“Every morning. It is almost the reverse of what we go through back home. This soup in the morning and at night you need three extra coverlets.”

Every bit of the false calm that had carried Alharic from Izdhan to this point evaporated like fast-burning incense. It left him blinking at the other three and with a flat sense of foreboding that made his palms sweat. He had to swallow a lump the size of his fist to send it away.

Slowly poking his head out of the window, he half-expected to be faced with some fantastic scene. Beautiful rolling hills, heavy hanging trees, something sweet smelling in the air. He frowned at the three supply wagons stopped directly in his line of sight. Two and a half heads of cabbage and an apple fell off the back of the one closest; a goat from the first wagon bleated, jumped down and promptly attacked the free food.

Alharic looked around, craned to see past the wagons and got the rolling hills he expected. They were far into the distance, across the perfectly manicured courtyard, nestled neatly between two outbuildings on the Keep Grounds.

Sunshine slid over the walls, dipped into the bright green grass in the courtyard, wrapping itself around the trees that lined the walkway, touching the blossoms just enough to make the delicate blooms twinkle. He took everything in, storing it away for later, when he could savor his first look. Squinting toward the grand staircase leading to the giant double doors, he watched the small crowds of people moving.

Three figures standing still, about halfway up, facing in their direction were dressed in formal clothing and seemed to be searching the crowds.

Before he withdrew from the flood of colors, he took note that the double doors were plated with highly polished gold. Alharic swallowed nervously, his stomach rolled, and he withdrew into the vardho. 

“It’s beautiful,” Jeskha echoed the thoughts that were uppermost in his mind. That he understood the depth of the simple statement filled him with more relief than anyone should feel.

“Indeed.”

Alharic turned to the Heir, who leaned back on the longer of the cushions, and stretched, yawning and smiling. “Are you ready, Serenities?” he asked with a crooked smile. “The entertainment is about to begin. You might as well dive in with all you’ve got.”

“Don’t think I’ll ever be ready,” Jeskha muttered as Kesshar clambered over them and opened the carriage door.

Alharic leaned against the back of his seat and took a deep breath. He had no idea what he would face when he stepped out, but Rhandon was right, now wasn’t the time for indecision.

Jeskha looked decidedly green around the face. She’d deafened everyone with over-confident babbling before; now was the time to back it up with action, and she knew it. Alharic wanted to put his arm around her, to give her some comfort, but thought better of it. Better to give a perception of strength.

Warily, Alharic watched as Rhandon preceded them and was instantly surrounded by a small flurry of servants in Alnyagel livery. Alharic traded a wary look with his sister. Jeskha was next, as the oldest of the twins, and he savored the extra few seconds he had to prepare.

Before he could think better of it, Alharic stepped out, steadied a bit by Kesshar grasping his upper arm. Outside, Alnyagel was even bigger and brighter and hotter. His eyes were dazzled as he took in his own personal cloud of buzzing servants, who greeted him with kind smiles and none of the toadying he expected. They acted like the servants of Iarth and Izdhan; easy, calm and attentive. Alharic gave the two young women and man a small smile in return.

Then, he almost leapt from his skin when he felt a whoosh of air over head. He looked and saw a young lad who’d been scrambling atop one of the baggage wagons jump down and land next to him. Dusting off well-fitting black trousers, the youth whipped overlong hair back from his forehead and grinned full in Alharic’s face.

“Welcome to Alnyagel,” he said expansively. He was far too forward and confident to be a simple servant, so Alharic took a closer look. The only thing that distinguished the noble from the commoner in Laskidoor were the silly laws regulating types of luxury items, clothing and food that one used, so he looked at what the lad wore first. His clothes were, for all their simplicity, just too... right.

Most servants in his experience wore simple tunics and trousers, made to fit anyone in the size range. This one’s tunic and leather trousers fit so well they moved like second skin. And there was too much self-assurance in his smile; in the assessing way he took Alharic’s measure with eyes that were not quite blue and not quite gray, that crackled with a specific inner fire he was starting to recognize. Perhaps he was a younger son, Keshkin to be sure, trying to impress someone with his prowess.

He took a quick, covert glance to find the audience. Two of the servants in Rhandon’s retinue were indeed simpering at the young man, practically licking their lips. But so intense was his attention on Jeskha that Alharic’s inner protectiveness reared its stupid head and almost had him asking whereby Oblivion did the guy think he was looking?

He watched the curious dance as the young man tried to move out of his way and Alharic, taller than him by head and shoulders, tried not to trip over his own feet.

“Damn you to Oblivion, Twylart!” A voice, grating, harsh, full of ire, carried over every other sound and suddenly stopped everyone in their tracks.

The youth in the leather stopped apologizing to Alharic mid- word and stared, eyebrow raised and mouth slightly agape. “Damnation,” he whispered after a few moments.

Then the crowds of people crowding the courtyard rearranged themselves, and Alharic got a good look at the person causing the commotion.

The only word that he could find to describe the other man was beautiful. So obviously Keshkin that he practically glowed with the Gift. It was almost painful to look at him. Hair that curled over his shoulders in a snowy white cloud fall. He wished he were standing closer to see if the streaks were really silver and gold. Eyes were some kind of blue—again, distance was a hindrance— dark, but obviously like the chips of gemstones that the cloth merchants sometimes accepted for trade.

Never mind that his lean frame was clothed in simple cotton. Never mind that he looked wind-tossed with his hands curled into fists at his side. Never mind the scuffed toes of his boots, the smudges of dirt on the thighs of his loose trousers. Alharic knew without doubt that this was a divine person standing before him.

And he was directing the full wrath of his divine ancestors toward the man frozen in shock before him. The man, a squat and round cobblestone of a person, seemed to shrink under the anger being sent his way.

“He’s finally snapped,” Alharic heard the other Keshkin lad whisper, with an undercurrent of tension and laughter in his voice.

As Alharic and everyone else watched, the young man waved a random piece of shriveled fruit under the merchant’s nose. “Did I not tell you last time what I wished? This is no better than the last shipment!” His voice was incongruous in the smooth, youthful face. It wasn’t like Rhandon’s deep rumble, but rough in the way of someone who rarely used it. “It’s almost identical to the last shipment... Do you take me for some kind of fool? You think I’m stupid? Get this shit out of my sight!”

There was a united gasp at the obscenity. The lad in the leather clapped a hand over his mouth, stopping a potentially loud guffaw from escaping. Jeskha stood there blinking, and Kesshar, too, had one hand covering his mouth.

Rhandon was standing very still, arms crossed over his chest, with a curious half-smile on his face, and the most direct look Alharic had seen in his eyes thus far.

“I gave you a chance to make things right twice and you brought me food not fit for stray mongrels.” He tossed the piece of fruit and watched as such a stray sniffed at it and padded off, completely unimpressed. “You seem to forget, this is to feed humans, not pregnant sows!” He gave the words their full syllables. “Get it and you out of here, and don’t come back! I’m not doing business with such a cheat as you.”

“I-,” Twylart wrung his hands and looked everywhere, trying unsuccessfully to find rescue. Alharic’s mouth twisted. He couldn’t count the number of times he had to deal with the same kind of slimy merchant. He was probably trying to unload a bad crop that he thought no one would notice.

But the Keshkin’s performance was not over, by any means. “You what? You thought I’d be too frazzled to notice? All these years and you still take me for some kind of idiot? You are a thieving bastard, how dare you. I mean it, take this wagon and this sorry excuse for slop and leave! And I don’t want you darkening this courtyard again for the next thirty-two days!” The man advanced on Twylart, who almost fell flat scrambling back so fast. “And you may be restricted from general trade for many more months, as well. I’ll let the Guild Master know before the sun goes down today.”

As the poor maligned merchant stumbled back into his supply wagon, the young Keshkin gave him some choice parting words for his trouble, adding a few more opinions about the poor man’s ancestry and the questionable nature of his intelligence. Then, tirade over and much maligned merchant gone, the Keshkin kicked at the offending apple on the ground and swept back toward the doors of the Keep in a fine lather, not bothering to notice that everyone was open-mouthed and still as stone around him. Even the great double doors seemed to open on their own to get out of his way.

The silence in the courtyard lasted perhaps two breaths after his departure from the field of his battle, and then a buzz like locusts erupted around the new arrivals. Above the sound, a light cough close to Alharic startled him. He turned to see the two Keshkin from the stairs standing before him.

The small, young woman looked serious, though there was amusement under the surface of her sparkling eyes. Unlike the angry Keshkin she’d just seen, this woman looked approachable, and—dare he say it—friendly. She wore practical split trousers and simple overtunic, but again the cut and grain of the fabric spoke of her rank and position. So did the light zhari, so long it trailed almost to her ankles, secured to her head with a circlet of thick, woven threads.

When she gave another person her full attention, Alharic suddenly felt as if he’d been gut-punched. He sensed, rather than heard, Jeskha’s gasp as well. This Keshkin wasn’t quite as magnificent as the white haired one, but it was a close thing. Older, he thought, but couldn’t be sure. All of the Keshkin he’d met thus far seemed ageless. He knew Rhandon’s age the way every Laskidoori did, but the others he’d seen here were an utter mystery. They could be anywhere from twenty to one hundred years.

Maybe there was a fine line or two around his eyes, but his deep, dark skin was touched with a dusting of even darker freckles that blurred the years. The crooked smile on his face drew Alharic’s gaze to his mouth and made him want to find a pitcher of water. And the reflection in his eye didn’t just derive from amusement. Alharic identified the color as—

He was suddenly speaking. His lips weren’t moving, but he knew the man was forming words. How was beyond him, but, again, he didn’t hear a sound more than sensed the idea of sounds forming words, as clear as if they whispered in her ear.

“Actually,” the lad in the leather answered aloud, as if in response, “she seems rather taken with your person,” he said. Alharic moved his eyes and saw Jeskha, standing there like the half-wit she promised she would not be.

The beautiful man’s eyes lowered, and a slightly sheepish smile turned up at the corner of his mouth.

“Semerkhet, get yourself over here, silly boy,” the young woman called to the lad, “leaping about the tops of carriages like a fool. You’re going to crack your soft skull!” the young woman scolded acidly. “Or worse, Mother catches you acting the idiot in front of the world. No explanation would suffice.”

Alharic watched Jeskha turn slightly, probably looking to make a hasty retreat.

That strange murmuring continued as an undercurrent to everything. Alharic felt like he was caught in a conversation that had nothing to do with him. He was starting to agree with Jeskha. If they could escape into the Keep without further notice, his brain would stop its wild rolling and he would look less like he was ready to bolt.

That idea was doomed even as it bloomed in his mind, for his sister froze, turned her head, and looked directly at the new arrivals. And the annoying, muffled sounds that swirled around his ears ceased without the least bit of warning.

The other girl moved her mouth silently for a heartbeat then said, “She... heard you.” She swung her head between Jeskha and Alharic. “But, she...,” the rest faded away in the tumble of confusion that crowded her light blue eyes.

The man looked at Jeskha, suddenly startled. He peered directly into her eyes for what seemed like an eternity, and she let him do so until she finally found her wits.

“Are they crossed?” she asked. Alharic was surprised at the mildness of her tone, totally at odds with the tension that was making her body vibrate. “I know they’ve been changing as fast as I can breathe but surely it isn’t that bad.”

For a moment, all sound was completely knocked out and there was a pure silence, even though they still hadn’t moved. Alharic felt his own ears pop, and then, without the least bit of warning, a vision wiped away everything that he knew was in front of him.

He knew there were people around him. There were carriages and horses. But all he could see was an empty, windswept expanse of sand. And, of all things, the faint scent of clove invaded his senses.

It dazzled him. It felt like he was traveling through the Barrier again, but now he had the desire to look around to find the beginning and end of the expanse.

And the murmur came back, a bit clearer, but still obscured enough that he couldn’t pick out a single word.

He blinked and just in time caught a flurry of cloth from the corner of his eyes. He looked around and saw the Heir of Laskidoor leaning over Jeskha, worry in his expressions. Jeskha had fallen to her knees, tearing her brand-new traveling skirt.

Without a thought, Alharic knelt next to her, holding her up and throwing a glare at the man who’d now come closer, rank be damned to Oblivion.

The young woman also moved forward, knelt next to Jeskha, and put a hand on her shoulder.

“What did you say to her?” she was asking accusingly as the man peered into Jeskha’s now slightly crossed eyes.

To his credit, the man looked utterly mortified. His mouth worked frantically, though no sound came out. 

“Jeskha, look at me,” Alharic said. He waited anxiously until her wandering gaze finally landed on him. He could see her searching for something to say, something that would explain the totality of her condition.

“Take us to our father,” Jeskha finally said between clenched teeth, holding on to what was left of her dignity. More words followed those. “Or take us to His Divine Grace of Laskidoor. Either one will suffice.”

Alharic had never seen a group of people move so fast.

***
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SRAIDRHA PLUCKED THE back of Cradhen’s tunic and pulled, gently guiding him backwards out of their father’s private office. As the door snicked shut on the tableau they were leaving behind, she continued to pull him until they found one of the multitudes of empty rooms left in the Keep.

Door closed, she leaned back against it and laughed until she was breathless. By that time, even Cradhen forgot his fury of before and was smiling crookedly.

“What is so funny?” he asked her as he fell into the nearest chair.

She sat on the floor next to him. “You should have seen Uncle Khafre... I’ve never seen a Hierarch so mortified in my life!” She told him what happened. The closer she got to the end of her story, the larger Cradhen’s eyes got until they almost resembled serving platters.

“I missed that?”

“Well, you were busy being your own spectacle with Twylart,” Sraidrha told him. She grinned at his blush. “I thought you were going to murder the poor man.”

“Three times, Sara,” Cradhen told her. “I’ve got to find another fruit merchant.”

“Well, work on that later. Let me tell you about the twins.”

Cradhen leaned forward. “I saw the vardho... what are they like?”

“Tall. The brother is as large as Farandianis. And she hits his shoulder.”

Cradhen whistled. “Well, you’re going to get a neck ache dealing with her.”

Sraidrha rolled her eyes. “Poor thing; she looked utterly lost. At least until Khafre started talking to her like she was his long-lost friend. I can’t believe he did that. What could he have been thinking?”

“Sounds like he wasn’t. How is their Manifestation coming?” “She—Jeskha is her name, I think—is almost finished. Very pale, but there are shades of color here and there. Her brother...” Sraidrha tried to remember his name.

“Alharic.” Cradhen offered.

“Yes, Alharic. He is going much slower. I think he just lost all of his natural color.”

“Hmm.” Cradhen fidgeted for a moment, then said in a slight rush. “How about the Heir? Does he look worse for wear?”

“He looks a little tired,” Sraidrha said, wondering at the look that tried to fit itself on her brother’s face. It was like a combination of emotions that did not belong together were trying to cram themselves into his features and failing miserably.

Cradhen made that same nondescript sound again. “Did he...say anything?”

“You know how he is,” Sraidrha told him. “It usually takes him a while to get himself together.” She laughed. “Between you screeching and Khafre losing all decorum, I’m sure he was completely unprepared. I think I saw him escape with that Defender of his as soon as we came inside.”

Another grunt from Cradhen, and a weird skirting of his gaze, and that was enough for Sraidrha.

“Cradhen, what is the matter with you?” she asked. “I’ve never seen you so out of sorts like this.” There were times, far too many, that she saw him unsettled, but this was something different. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she realized that he’d been unaccountably tense for the past day or so. “Did Sobekh...?”

He was quick to deny, but she could have sworn that it had taken him a heartbeat to recall who she was talking about. She put a light, careful hand on his knee. “Cradhen. Tell me what’s wrong. And don’t try to pretend. I can tell something is bothering you.”

The look he gave her reminded her of someone hanging onto the end of a rope, trying to decide whether to let go. She did her best to let him know that she would, as always, catch him.

After picking at an almost invisible worn patch on his thigh, he looked up and directly at her. “First, I have to apologize for the way I laughed at you and—and Tsu. I suppose it wasn’t very funny to you.”

An odd preamble, but she nodded anyway.

Cradhen took a deep breath, then an entire story flowed out of him almost in one breath.

It took her longer to absorb it than it had taken him to tell it. When logic helped everything fall into place, she stared in open-mouthed amazement at him. “Tell me you’re joking, Cradhen,” she almost pleaded.

He shook his head and went back to picking the patch. She reached out and took his hand away from the small but growing hole. “Are you alright? No, of course you’re not alright. How could Mother and Father even entertain such a thing? A Betrothal? Like mine?”

“Well... Almost like yours.” And then he gave her the name.

Sraidrha blinked at him.

“I’ve accepted,” Cradhen told her before she could respond properly.

“Well of course you did. For the same reasons as me.” That came out of her automatically, without even acknowledging that his Betrothal was nowhere near the same as hers.

How would they have Heirs, by Khara’s dangling sack? She cleared her throat while thinking of all the visual possibilities dancing behind her eyes and gathered her wits. What could she say? “It... it figures the Heir of Laskidoor would have to do things differently.”

“Indeed.”

“And you’ve accepted?” 

“With one change.”

That brought her up entirely short. A change? Unlike her passive acceptance of her Betrothal, Cradhen had actively dared to negotiate within a Betrothal Contract from an Heir?

There were so many variables in Cradhen’s situation that her brain almost couldn’t process all of them. When she looked up, she saw Cradhen reading her expression and shaking his head.

“I could not begin to tell you,” he said as if he’d plucked all the questions from her mind. “I guess that will be a discussion for later. Especially the whole concept of...begetting Heirs.” He said the last in the lowest rumble, his entire face crimson and his gaze stuck resolutely on the floor.

Sraidrha leaned back on her heels. She finally surrendered to the idea that plucked the back of her mind since she’d learned of the troubles in Laskidoor. This would be one of those Ascensions that would not soon be forgotten.

Cradhen stood. “I suppose I should go and make sure Alharic’s room is as it should be.”

Sraidrha let his hand drop as she continued to mull over the twists and turns of his revelation. She barely heard the door close behind her. After a few more moments, she stood, smoothed her trousers, and found the hallway that would lead her to Jeskha’s room, to do the same thing.

Was Cradhen ready for such a thing? She wondered. Granted, he was a full year older than she, and she supposed that very technically, it was about time. But, after what he’d gone through, could he be ready to join full Keshkin company in such an overt fashion? As soon as everyone learned how things were to be, he could be the center of speculation, despite the advent of Deshiro’s children. He was surely to be left wide open for response from Sobekh and Seth, something entirely stupid, inappropriate, and unwelcome. She hoped that her parents would stop that before it became traumatic, but it wouldn’t keep them from starting trouble.

And then there were all the questions that came with this situation. Answers were probably going to be very, very interesting. While she contemplated that, she realized something. Cradhen had not told her what the change to his arrangement had been.
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Reunion of Sorts

The young woman told them her name; Sraidrha. Then she told them to, please, call her Sara.

Then she led them into the Keep without much fanfare. She introduced the others in the group as well, since everyone else seemed to have lost the power of speech. The young man in the leather pants was Semerkhet; and the one who’d thrown the tantrum, Cradhen. Semerkhet just spent his time looking at the two of them and smiling. Cradhen... Alharic was intrigued by the young man’s sudden reticence. He kept his eyes firmly in front of him and said absolutely nothing as they all moved through the grand entrance hall in a way that left no room for interruption.

Alharic took note of the fact that no one introduced the Keshkin who’d caused Jeskha’s distress.

Alharic got the quick impression of a wide-open space, those Chaos lights hanging everywhere. The dull roar of the people milling about lowered to a rumble when they turned down one of the hallways branching off the main area.

And then they were standing in front of two Hierarchs. Sraidrha identified them as Norio of Kharbinia and Haaron of Laskidoor.

Alharic vaguely heard the door close after that; a quick look out of the corner of his eye showed the three Keshkin were gone.

Rhandon was staring at the closed door with an interesting expression, and Kesshar—ever the silent shadow—leaned against the wall beside said door.

Alharic wondered why their father wasn’t there to greet them. One would think that a father who provided for their care for so long would be somewhat curious about them. He rather thought that maybe his father was hiding from them, but he kicked that ungracious idea from his mind.

They had more important subjects to discuss than that. Perhaps, when they were small, they had met the Hierarch of

Laskidoor, but Alharic had no memory of it. However, from the recognition in his glance, Haaron knew them well.

After moments of stunned silence, Alharic, Jeskha and Rhandon bowed. Alharic rose and took a good look into the faces of Divinity.

Based on Mayah’s information, these two men seated at a small table, sharing a drink and conversation were well into their sixth or seventh decades.

Alharic looked at them and saw men who looked no older than he did. Yet, he could feel that Control of the Gift, almost like the one he felt in Rhandon, throbbing as it brushed at the surface of his skin, far stronger and heavier. And they sat there, calm, and confident, waiting for them to gather their wits.

A quick glance told him that Jeskha was unabashedly intimidated. He didn’t blame her.

After a few moments, the unnamed Keshkin finally spoke. Out loud. To Jeskha. “I...ah... apologize for startling you,” he said, “I should have realized that you were unfamiliar with such things.” 

Jeskha slowly turned her head in his direction. Alharic held his breath. He could read the response in her face before it came out of her mouth. Did he, now?

She didn’t say that, but her voice dripped with acid as she replied. “Whatever gave you the idea that I would be familiar with such things? Or, do you make a habit of poking around a person’s head when you choose? Does your privilege allow you to take such liberties?”

“Jeskha!” Alharic hissed.

The Keshkin’s jaw dropped slightly, and he looked like she’d struck him between the eyes with a small hammer. Alharic heard the Hierarchs behind her clear their throats.

Haaron chuckled. “Well... in any case, he did apologize, dear.” “I don’t think she finds this amusing, Haaron,” Norio commented.

Haaron sighed. “Rightly so, Norio,” he agreed. He looked over at the offender. “I thought you had better manners.”

Something snapped in his eyes, but he said carefully, “Again, I apologize.” There was a veiled warning deep inside the limpid reddish-brown gaze that Jeskha was obviously ignoring.

With a final look that should have withered him, she turned back to the Hierarchs.

“Sweet Kaede,” Alharic muttered, pinching the bridge of his nose.

Haaron gave the Keshkin a strange look, and then turned his undivided, solemn attention to the twins. “I hope that you had as much of an uneventful trip as possible.”

“As uneventful as fleeing certain danger can be,” Jeskha said.

Alharic bit back another groan. She was determined to be difficult.

Haaron nodded in acknowledgement. “I understand you have had some regretful difficulties in the Capital. For that I apologize on behalf of the Consorts in question.”

“I didn’t,” Jeskha answered. “My brother though—, ”

“She suffered no lasting hurt, Divinity,” Alharic finally added his voice to the conversation. There was absolutely no way that she would be allowed to repeat what happened to him in the Iarth Keep Complex. “Your son was most accommodating and assisted us with great benevolence.”

Rhandon held his amusement in a stranglehold. His face was carefully blank, but his eyes were almost glossy with the effort.

“It’s a good thing you raised him right,” the Hierarch of Kharbinia said.

“Unlike others I could mention,” the comment escaped Jeskha before Alharic knew it was coming.

Alharic wanted to sink into the floor. “Jeskha. Really, could you please?” he begged.

“I can understand her anger,” Norio said in a calm voice that belied the amusement in his eyes. It was a good thing that everyone thought this was so funny, Alharic thought ungraciously.

Haaron said, “Taking such a liberty could be seen to some as a violation. And, she’s already gone through so much...”

“Thank you, Divinity.” At last, his sister said somewhat graciously.

“And, obviously, the earth tremors were not the only thing that has occupied your mind,” he finished. “Was this the commotion we heard at the front gate?” Haaron asked his son.

Rhandon shook his head. “I believe Cra-Cradhen had an encounter with a fruit merchant.”

“Ah, Twylart,” Norio said after the other man paused. “An utter pain. I suppose it was his turn to test my son’s limits.”

The unnamed Keshkin grinned, his even teeth bright against his dark skin. “I do believe that the merchant will have trouble hearing for the next week. Oh, and he’s been banned from trade for a full month.”

Norio winced. “He hasn’t learned his lesson yet?”

“Of course not.” The young man looked at the twins. “An interesting introduction to Alnyagel, I would wager.”

Jeskha rolled her eyes and turned back to the Hierarchs. “Am I to assume that Laskidoor will receive the aid it desperately needs?”

“Of course,” Norio said. “Never doubt it. You may put your mind to rest on that course.”

A weight lifted itself from Alharic, one he hadn’t realized was so heavy. Really, that was his only priority at the moment, and now he could put it to rest and fully concentrate on other things.

Like their Manifestation.

He noted that Haaron hadn’t taken his eyes from them. He almost felt like a horse at the market and wasn’t sure he liked it. One bit. Neither of them was some kind of curiosity to be gawked at by their betters.

“Is there a brand on my forehead?” Jeskha suddenly burst out. She yanked the zhari from her head. “Here, do you need a closer look to verify what’s so obvious to anyone with eyes? What color is it now? Purple? Pink? Black with yellow spots?”

Alharic realized her hands were trembling as she clutched the zhari. He slowly put an arm over her shoulders, trying to give her some of his peace.

Norio exchanged a look with Haaron. “My dear,” he began in a soothing voice. “Have you looked in a mirror these past few days?”

“I have better things to do than spend my days gazing at myself in mirrors,” she ground out.

Alharic looked and then wished Jeskha had spent a moment or two in front of a mirror. Her hair was no longer white. The color was no longer fluctuating either. From root to tip, he saw nothing but a vivid pink, nothing like Rhandon’s soft, shimmering pink. It was interspersed with bright yellows and oranges and touches of blue. Like a pinkened flame. He lifted a lock and brought it in front of her face, slowly, as if he were introducing her to a frightening insect.

Jeskha gasped and snatched the offending lock from his grasp. She pulled it closer to her face to see all the details buried in the strands. Alharic watched her, slightly dazed. Would that happen to him? Like this? One day, just completely different? And her eyes, sweet Kaede, she was like him now!

Norio made his way to a small table with a drawer. He pulled out a hand mirror, offering it to Jeskha. “Spare a moment.”

She humored him, and almost dropped the mirror. Then she caught a real glimpse of her eyes, and again almost dropped the mirror. One eye, the left, was a deep greenish blue, the other a crystalline purple.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” she growled at Alharic.

“You’ve been covered this whole time,” he answered, almost plaintively. “At least for the final stretch since leaving Nathai. How was I supposed to know?”

“I wish someone would tell us exactly what is happening here,” she whispered harshly. “Rhandon has done the best he could, but we don’t have time for this.”

A goblet was pressed into her hand; Alharic found the same in his own.

“Drink this.”

“We have a Manor to care for.” Alharic knew he was babbling. “People to care for.” He looked at the glass, and then at the Hierarchs. “I... think we’ll need something stronger than watered wine.”

Now, how he knew that the goblet contained watered wine without tasting, he couldn’t begin to tell anyone. The thumping behind his eyes grew in intensity and he downed the wine in one gulp. Sweet Kaede if someone didn’t tell him...

A tight smile crossed the unnamed Keshkin’s face, and he looked over at Haaron. “It’s happening fast.”

“Almost too fast,” Haaron half-snapped. He was irritated?

How did he think they felt?

“My dear,” the Keshkin, who had still not introduced himself, said, “There is no gentle way to tell you. Your Manifestation is almost complete. You’ll be entering the vadhin soon. That means—

“I know what the Manifestation is,” Jeskha spat, still furious. “My guardians were quite thorough in telling me what the bloody Manifestation was.”

“Did they know enough to tell you—” Norio began. “That you entered the vadhin?” Haaron finished.

“No,” Alharic and Jeskha chorused, like they always did.

“And what is the vadhin?” Alharic asked, hearing the irritation finally creeping out of him.

“No, they mentioned nothing of that,” Jeskha quickly answered, a half a word behind him.

“Apparently, your Manifestation accelerated,” Norio said to her. “Possibly due to your age and lateness of the change. It doesn’t explain why your brother hasn’t... Well, from everything we see, you are in the second stage of becoming a full Keshkin.”

Alharic felt something like cold fingers brushing his mind. He winced in response.

“Stop it!” Jeskha cried, and somewhere inside of Alharic panic flared.

Enough. He whirled, giving the guilty party his total attention. “I guess that apology meant nothing,” he said, wishing he could hold back, but he was tired, nervous, and just about done with all the mystery. “Who do you think you are to be poking around in my sister’s—and my—head as if it were yours to Control? Are you one of those swollen-headed Heirs I’ve heard tales about?”

“Alharic—”

He felt Jeskha’s hand on his arm and ignored it. He took one step toward the Keshkin. “Look, keep your mind to yourself before I find your Divine parent and let them know what kind of brat they’ve raised!”

“Oh....” Rhandon whispered. Alharic flicked a glance his way.

Rhandon didn’t look as mortified as everyone else. On the contrary, his fingers covered his lips, and he looked ready to fall over in breathless hilarity.

“Well. I think I’ll take that as a compliment,” his sister’s pest said. “It’s rather good to know I don’t look as old and stodgy as these two.”

Even in his dumbfounded, cornered state, something started to add up. The effortless way the Hierarchs spoke to the other Keshkin. The fact that Sraidrha did not feel the need to introduce  him. Alharic felt the beginning of embarrassment scratching at his soul, trying to tell him something urgently important. He took a good, long look at the other man, paying attention to minute details that he missed before. That feeling of... difference came close enough to the surface for him to notice.

Oh was right...

As Alharic groaned and covered his face, Jeskha threw a stammering guess at the man. “You’re a... Hierarch?” She almost whispered the last word, and the truth of it finally dropped into his mind.

“Of Izhmir, to be exact,” he told them, generous with his serenity.

Of course, he was the Hierarch of Izhmir, who else would he be? Alharic pushed the names of the Hierarchs around in his mind before he found the one he wanted. Khafre. In charge of training all Keshkin, which explained the confident way he explained everything to them.

“The Pratham Hierarch,” Jeskha muttered.

First among Hierarchs. Who had no right to look like one of their bloody contemporaries?

Nothing Alharic could say would make up for his complete disrespect, but he tried to, nonetheless. “Um... My apologies, Divinity.”

He shook his head slowly. “None needed, my dear.”

Haaron cleared his throat, destroying the small bit of serenity with one sound. “Now,” he said, “about your obvious Manifestation. You didn’t know—”

“I think that has been fully covered,” the Hierarch of Izhmir murmured.

“Just stop playing this game you’re playing and tell us plain what is going on,” Jeskha finally said, her voice filled with all the weariness she felt.

“Tell us what to do!” Alharic demanded.

The Kharbinian Hierarch recovered from shock first. He nudged his Divine Grace of Laskidoor out of his stupor, and then commented. “That sounds just like him.”

“Him who, Damn you?” Alharic practically shouted.

“You are overwrought, boy,” Haaron rapped out. At first, Alharic thought he was being censured for his tone, but the man finished with “Calm yourself and think. You know exactly who he refers to. As you said yourself, your guardians were very thorough.”

“Oh, for Menkheper’s sake.”

The new voice startled the twins. Alharic saw Kesshar stand up straight before he saw who came through the door. Alharic turned a little more before Jeskha and got a good look at the new arrival. And pleaded with his heart to start beating again.

“What have I interrupted? I believe the two of them are about to throw something at your head.”

A full range of emotions crossed the faces of everyone in the room.

“You can stop trying to Intimidate them, fellows,” the voice soothed him. “They don’t need such harsh testing.” His glance flickered up and Alharic met his gaze. It was like looking into a strange mirror, one that slightly warped the reflection into something different enough to make him stare.

After a quick flicker that acknowledged the family resemblance, the newcomer spoke. “Haaron, Intimidation is not your strong suit, especially when you don’t really mean to intimidate.”

“You know the rules,” Norio sighed, leaning back in his chair. “We have to test them.”

“Yes, but isn’t someone here more, ah, qualified?” he answered, slowly turning to the Hierarch of Izhmir.

Khafre’s dark skin deepened in color. “Botched.”

A raised eyebrow from the Hierarch of Vadheen. “Indeed.” He continued to smile at Jeskha, even as he held out a hand to grasp Alharic’s upper arm. An odd expression tightened his features for a moment as he took in the sight of them, then they cleared. “I apologize for my Brethren, children,” he said. “I believe your arrival has shocked quite a few people.” He chuckled. “Semerkhet is babbling like an infant. And Cradhen...” A quick glance at Haaron. “I do believe Craden is utterly bereft of sense at this moment.”

Rhandon cleared his throat, then pointedly found a spot in the floor that deserved his attention when the others looked at him.

“Excuse me,” Alharic was sure his weariness showed in his voice. “We are here for another reason. Could we discuss this... another time?”

“By all means,” The Hierarch of Vadheen said before the others could object. He suffered a shrewd look from both of his brothers as he drew them toward chairs. “Tell us about the news from Laskidoor.”

Alharic looked around at them, waiting for another comment. He looked at Khafre, waiting for him to do something else to test them. When there came no response but the birds chirping outside, he began, with Jeskha and Rhandon punctuating his report where he could. The whole time, he couldn’t help but keep staring at this man before him.

After all, he told herself, he deserved a fair bit of curiosity when it came to his father.
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Thirty-One
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Equivalent Exchange

Rhandon’s reunion with his father was a more private, calmer affair.

As soon as he walked into his suite, he felt a rush of relief. He hadn’t realized he’d been holding himself coiled so tightly for so long until he could feel himself vibrating. That whole mess with his father, Norio, and Khafre... he’d almost snapped then.

He was staring longingly at the beautiful, big bed, when he heard a noise at his door and saw his father framed in the doorway. For a moment, he was tempted to give in to his natural inclination, to rush into the man’s embrace, but a glance at his father’s face gave him pause. It had been some time since he’d seen Haaron look so tired. The dark circles under his eyes; those Rhandon was used to seeing. But the darkness was more pronounced; his shoulders were slumped. His whole body screamed with exhaustion.

Rhandon was torn; did he stay in the role of the Heir to Laskidoor, or could he be the son who just needed his father?

Haaron took the decision out of his hands. The Hierarch of Laskidoor took two large steps into the room and, by the time he folded his son in his arms, he was exactly what they both wanted. The feeling of the strong embrace, lifting him slightly off the ground; the broad, comforting chest, the smell of his father, familiar and perfect, and Rhandon, began running his hands over the cloth on his father’s back and let go of the tension. It felt good to let go of his pretense, if only for the moment. His father let him take his time, let him get the sensory comfort he needed so much. He’d been holding himself separate for what felt like far too long.

After he’d gathered what strength he dared, Rhandon withdrew from the tired embrace and started undressing. The big bed called to him. He rather thought that he could sleep until the first day of Ascension. 

But his curiosity was killing him. He knew how independent minded his father was; that asking for help would cut Haaron deep. “Was the asking hard?” he asked.

Haaron sat on the edge of the bed and shook his head slowly. “It could have gone smoother, but for the interference of the Kisasi. And Rajendrha.”

(That ass.)

Though he knew he could, Rhandon dared not voice that opinion out loud. No matter how annoying a Hierarch was, he was still of Divinity, and deserving of all respect due to him. “What did the Kisasi ask for?” he said instead.

The frown that creased Haaron’s brow should have warned him, but he was still nonplussed by the response. “Some of those who have lost their homes will have a place on Mahat Island. The only stipulation is that they help keep the Kisasi’s emergency stores at full capacity while they are there.”

Rhandon walked that down his usual mental path. He took a few strange turns before asking, “How will they do that if they are using the emergency stores at the same time?”

“That was the question that sent the meeting on a different track.” Haaron explained how Khafre and Deshiro took great exception to the request of those already suffering to work for their aid. Rhandon thoroughly enjoyed the vision of his uncle and the Hierarch of Izhmir verbally cleaning the floors with one of their more annoying Brethren. “Hard work is never a bad thing,” Haaron was saying, “and I know that our people will do what they must, but it appears some of the Kisasi need...free labor to maintain their level of production.”

Rhandon heard the emphasis on some. He shook his head. “I always wonder how they get away with giving their people such a pitiful stipend to live on.”

“Hafsa is fair,” Haaron corrected. “She manages Iglasi in much the same way as anyone in Aivastrah. Her retainers have well- filled pockets, and their families are without want. And Bekhis does exactly what is necessary to keep their people from complaining. It’s Akhillas that is the main problem, with Basmut quick on his heels.” Haaron snorted softly. “I thought Khafre would wring Akhillas’ neck right then and there.”

Rhandon tossed his over-tunic on a waiting chair. “Well, as distasteful as it is, I suppose we should be thankful they are helping. I don’t think—no, I know—that we can’t recover without help.”

“We should,” his father told him, picking up the tunic, folding it and draping it over the back of the chair. “And we should be thankful that they will be on the Island working. They won’t have to look at Akhillas all day.”

Rhandon made an appropriately impressed noise. “They really gave up their playground? Now I’m shocked.” He sat and yanked at one of his boots. As usual, Haaron gave him a moment to try on his own, then rose and went to help him. He’d been wearing them for more than a full day. The release was almost orgasmic.

“Of course, there was no argument from any of the others, nor were there any hidden costs,” Haaron said, and Rhandon heard the gratefulness underneath the pride. “We will have all we need until this calamity has come to its inevitable end.”

“And...” Rhandon hesitated, “that will be when?”

Haaron leaned back on his haunches and closed his eyes for a moment. Rhandon saw his eyes move rapidly beneath the lids. He was touching the Earth through his Gift. A light gasp told him that his father was back. “Any day now. I sense an end coming very soon.”

They spent some moments in peaceful silence. Rhandon realized that it had been some time since he’d heard pure, unadulterated quiet. It felt good, like a heavy blanket against a chilly morning.

After a while, Haaron opened his eyes and smiled at his son. “Are you ready for your Ascension?” he asked.

Rhandon thought about that. “I suppose?” It felt like more of a question than an answer.

“Indeed?”

“I know what’s supposed to happen, but I’m not sure what to expect.”

“Well, I would say until Day Two, you shouldn’t expect much.

That is when you will start to display your mastery of the Gifts.” Rhandon frowned. “I think I’ll do well with that.”

Haaron sat completely down on the floor and leaned back on his arms. Nodding, he said. “I think so as well. He waved a hand. “I know that Khafre is going to speak on this the evening before, so I won’t bore you with the details.”

“When will I choose my Mastery?”

“You won’t.” Haaron smiled at his son’s confusion. “The Gifts are fickle and picky things. On the last day, we the Hierarchy will ask for each of you to be Favored, and the Gift will do the choosing.”

There was something he really wanted to know. So, he could prepare. “And do I pay the Price then?”

“By the Three, absolutely not!” Haaron made a face. “The Gifts aren’t that uncompromising. Your Covenant with the Territory begins when you Succeed. The Price comes when you Inherit.”

Rhandon sighed, relieved. It was bad enough that he had to make sure his Synchric travel was solid enough. He didn’t think he was ready to deal with the Gift in that manner yet. Speaking of which... “Father, my Synchric travel is still shaky. We would have come earlier, but I didn’t want to risk it with the twins.”

“I thought as much,” Haaron said. “I’ve asked Khafre to help you some before the time comes. I have no worries. You’ll have it set before you need to. You always do.”

“But what if I get lost or something?”

“We’ll all be there,” Haaron shook his head. “I have never heard of a Keshkin getting lost without being found by a Hierarch in all of written history.”

The stray thread of ‘in all of written history’ made him sit upright. “But did someone get lost? Earlier than written history?”

“One of the children of the Second Generation, I believe,” Haaron said patiently. “The Covenant was still new, and Chaos has always been a fractious Bitch. But one of the parents pulled them back.”

A parent—one of the Sanraksha. The First Generation; codifiers of Tradition and the children of The Three. Given a full measure of the Gifts of Their Parents. No one had such a concentrated Control of the Gift since Their Passing.

The manipulation of family lines, to ensure no one had the same amount of Gift as the Sanraksha, had been its own specialty, generations ago. It was tied to Quiescence and Water, by way of blood and order. By the tenth generation, the Gift was rendered diluted enough that the practice had gone the way of most things that were no longer needed. Now, the family lines were only consulted for Betrothals and marriages.

Considering the strength of his father’s Gift, he could only imagine how strong the Sanraksha and the Second Generation were. His mind started wandering down the path of the histories he’d read about before he could yank it back to the moment at hand, and it was only with stubborn determination that he came back to his father. By Chaos, he was tired!

“—and we will do the same,” Haaron was finishing. Rhandon nodded distractedly, then tried hard not to yawn in his father’s face. He failed, miserably.

“And that is my signal to go and let you sleep,” Haaron rose and patted him on the shoulder. “And I want you to sleep until you naturally awake! There is nothing that needs to concern you now. Your only job is to prepare for Ascension. Oh, and Day Eight.” A wicked smile came then. “I’m clear?”

Rhandon scratched, yawned again and nodded sleepily. Then he remembered, “Father, I checked before I left,” he said, “The Crèche is still the same; the inclusion hasn’t...” another yawn, “changed.”

The silence following that was charged with something he couldn’t quite place. “Good,” he could hear the relief. “That is not something I wish to discuss with the likes of Akhillas yet.”

Rhandon recalled that he’d wanted to ask his father what the inclusion meant, and since he was being so forthcoming at the moment he should try, but his eyes decided to overrule his mouth.

He faintly felt his father arranging him into the bed, tucking him carefully under the sheets and blankets as if he were still a toddler. As the clouds of sleep started settling over his consciousness, he heard the movement of Haaron as he lowered the lights and arranged other things.

Then he felt a hand on his brow, brushing his hair, probably as fractious as Chaos Itself, smoothing it neat. The weight of Haaron’s comforting presence settled into his space as his father kissed his now settled brow.

And everything snuffed out like candlelight for the first time since the Earth began its nasty little dance.

***
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THE MORNING FOUND CRADHEN behind the kitchens, making a concerted attempt to calculate the final payments to all merchants who’d provided for the holiday. He managed to get ten of them paid, then the art of mathematics began to elude him. His thoughts kept straying to one simple, solitary fact that burned at the back of all his thoughts since he woke.

He was here, finally. A discussion was due. There was no avoiding it any longer.

Half of him wanted to have the talk. Was actually looking forward to it. Was wanting to watch each expression cross the other person’s face as they discussed the important nuances of the arrangement to which they both agreed. Half of him just wanted to stay in this safe hidey hole of an office for the rest of the time between now and First Day. That half didn’t want to see the other person, didn’t want to hear what they had to say for themselves. That half of him gleefully admitted that he was petrified.

For a decade, a whole Damned ten years, the only person who knew his inner secrets, who could invade more than a portion of his personal space had been Sraidrha. Her presence was as comfortable as breathing to him. She soothed him without seeming to do so, advised him without speaking a word. She knew when he wanted to talk and when he wanted to hide and let him do either without extra commentary. But now, she was going to leave, to become the Divine Spouse of the Heir of Iona. Perhaps it wouldn’t be right away, but it would happen before the year had reached the half-way mark.

He thought that he would be left alone, in the moments after the amusement over Sara’s reaction died away. He thought that, for a while, he would have to take care of both the roles of Kalfa and Steward, until Norio found Sraidrha’s replacement. Being alone wasn’t as bad as most would have thought it would be for him. Being alone was easy. He didn’t have to answer anyone; he could move at his own speed. He could talk when he wanted, he could stay in his office for the entire day if he wished. Being alone had its own special type of peace that he craved.

Then his father gave him his own mahal. The thing floated all over the keep for days and days, right under his very nose, before his father had gathered the courage (and that was exactly what it was) to give it to him. As he read the words similar to those that had rendered Sraidrha silent, he felt bad for laughing at her. Those words had left his mind as unkempt as an old storage closet. He had to read the agreement three full times before he could look at it without shaking. On the third run, he found a phrase that bothered him enough to want to change it. So, he did. He actually took a pen, scratched out the phrase and wrote his own. As he’d done it, he pictured the other person writing this thing; slow, word by word, in what was flawless handwriting and almost felt bad for marking it up. He’d sent it to his father, where it went to his mother. He half expected her to come roaring into his room to upbraid him for even presuming to change such a traditional tenet of a Betrothal. But the only thing that followed his change was a re-written contract, this time penned by one of the many Scribes at Alnyagel, affixed permanently to the back of the original with a line of gold thread sewn across the top.

Did his so-called Betrothed know about the change yet? And if so, what were they thinking about it?

If he wanted to be perfectly honest with himself, he would have admitted that what he really wanted to know was what he’d been thinking, to petition his parents for Cradhen’s hand? He was no prize. He was flawed. Everyone knew he was damaged. Despite the fact of his status as Prodigy, he was a mess most of his days. It was the reason he preferred solitude, so no one would see him be that mess.

“You know how to get all the answers to those questions chasing around in your mind, right?”

The scent of cinnamon was not coming from the kitchens. He leaned back in his chair, calculations truly forgotten, and opened his mind fully to his sister. “Don’t remind me.”

“Dear, I have the same questions.”

“You shouldn’t. You’re a perfectly acceptable choice for Tsu. Beautiful, capable, perfect.”

“Shush.”

“I just want to know where this came from.”

There was quiet for a moment, then: “You know what you have to do. And it must be done before Day Seven.”

Cradhen rolled the pen back and forth on the top of the desk for a brief moment. Then he sighed and stood up.

“Good luck, dear.”

***
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RHANDON SAT IN THE antechamber and watched as Jeskha and Alharic were ushered again into Norio’s office.

Once the door closed and he had nowhere else to look, he turned back to his cousins, who were speaking with Kesshar as if he were a Consort-born.

His Defender was just unbending from greeting Sraidrha when Rhandon’s eyes clashed with Cradhen’s. It took him a minute to identify the look as cautious, and when he did, he gave Cradhen what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

“I hope the Laskidooris will find their new lodgings comfortable,” Sraidrha was saying, snatching his attention away.

His gaze swung toward her and her more recognizable smile. He grinned and took one of her hands. Recalling the lodging houses and the way the lodge masters were handling their business, he said, “You don’t know how glad I am to hear it, after the trip we had.”

“Was it really terrible?”

“The Keshkin Road still works,” Rhandon said with a slight shrug. He told them a little about the different cities he passed through. He wished to The Three and all Their children that he could stop wanting to stare at Cradhen, but he couldn’t help it.

He could feel the wall between them and wondered exactly what had put it there. Was it Cradhen’s usual caution or had it been something else?

He gave up and looked full at Cradhen. “Serenity,” he said, hoping the tremble he heard in his voice wasn’t audible.

Cradhen’s arms were crossed over his chest. Perhaps he was irritated by something that had happened during his day. Maybe it was another fruit merchant. Yes, maybe that’s why his gaze was so flat and icy.

“Sacredness,” Cradhen said, bowing his head slightly.

From the corner of his eye, Rhandon saw Sraidrha dig an elbow into Cradhen’s side and divided a curious gaze between the two of them. She looked fully intent on standing there, watching their conversation unfold, if it killed her.

Rhandon tilted his head. “Have I offended you in some kind of way?” he asked plainly, then inwardly winced. He must be exhausted to have lost his filter. He’d pictured this encounter going differently.

Cradhen’s eyes narrowed. “On the contrary, Sacredness,” he said. “I am most honored to have you here.”

A sound that vaguely resembled a chirp came from the area where he knew Sraidrha was standing. He pointedly ignored that and kept his attention on Cradhen, hoping the other would continue speaking so he didn’t have to find something to say.

(He said I, not we. He said I.)

It was Sraidrha who rescued them. “Cradhen, didn’t you want to go over some of the details about how we will care for the Laskidooris?” She turned to Rhandon with a small, polite smile and laughing eyes. “Sacredness, he wanted to make sure that you were satisfied with where we were housing your people.” She held up her hand. “I know; I can have some quickbeer sent to your office?” She asked her brother.

Rhandon watched Cradhen’s eyes flick once in his sister’s direction. Then the other man took a breath and uncrossed his arms. “That would be perfect, Sara. Sacredness, do you have the time now?” Rhandon briefly, oh so briefly, contemplated making up some excuse, as if he had more to do than rest, recuperate and prepare for Ascension, when he caught Kesshar’s eye.

Kesshar was being a full Solace at the moment, advising him with a look that he’d better not refuse the invitation. So, he didn’t.

Which was how he found himself in a small room with stone walls, tucked behind the main kitchens of Alnyagel, seated on one side of a desk that used to be a trestle table. He had a mug of quickbeer in his hand and a kaleidoscope of butterflies in his stomach. To quiet them down he did a visual circuit of the strange office. At first glance, he realized that the room had been a pantry, the shelves that lined the walls had been repurposed into bookshelves. There was a wealth of books and scrolls and mahals competing for precious space on the wall. The desk was very neat, with nothing unnecessary on its top. A stack of ledger books, a leather folder that had Laskidoor’s Cipher stamped on it, several inkwells lined up next to a metal cup of pens, and a small metal bowl with a palm sized stone inside. The floor was swept absolutely clean; he could probably eat off of it if he wanted.

The two of them sat silent for a few moments and took a few sips from their mugs, then Cradhen put his down, propped his elbows on the table and gave Rhandon the most direct look he’d ever received from Cradhen before. “Why?”

Rhandon responded the only way he knew. “Why what?” His filter was back in place, and he wasn’t going to answer such an open-ended question without knowing some particulars.

Cradhen quickly added one particular word to his previous question. It was enough. “Why me?”

Rhandon took a deep breath and scrambled around in his head for the words he wanted. “You...left Aravindha when you were twelve,” he started, hoping Cradhen would be able to follow him.

Cradhen flushed, but nodded, a quick sharp thing. “I was fourteen.”

“Obviously.”

“I chose my Defender and Solace four years later—do you remember that Ascension?”

Cradhen thought for a moment, then nodded. “I remember there was a big fuss about you choosing so early.” He took a deep drink of his quickbeer. “Everyone thought you were far too young to have a Solace.”

“You let me hide from the fuss in your room.”

Cradhen brightened a bit. “I recall that. I think you cheated on that game of senet.”

“I tried. And you beat me three times in as many hours,” Rhandon grinned. Then he waved a hand to banish the memory before he got lost in it. “Then I found out that my father told them why he wanted me to have a Solace at eighteen.”

“I don’t remember much about that,” Cradhen said shortly. “I was still... recovering.”

Rhandon nodded. He knew exactly why Cradhen left Aravindha before his training was complete. Knew all of the particulars and details. Even knew the reason why those circumstances had made the person across the table from him Ascend more than a decade before he was supposed to. Made him a recluse to the point that it was easy to hide with him in his room, because no one even thought that he would have anyone in there. He quickly veered away from that subject. “Well, he actually told them a lie,” he admitted. “He said it was because Kesshar was uniquely able to help me deal with things I normally would have difficulties dealing with.”

“That wasn’t true?” Cradhen gave him an assessing look.

Rhandon allowed himself a quick laugh. “Well, I suppose it is partly true. He does help me focus when I cannot do so on my own.” He squirmed a bit because he really didn’t like admitting this part of the whole affair. “And reminds me that collapsing on the floor when the colors are too bright would not be seemly. But... well, I...” he felt the heat rising in his face.

Then he heard the softest of chuckles. Looking up, he saw a tiny smile creep over Cradhen’s face, then disappear. Cradhen waved a hand at him. “Tell me. I think I already know but tell me anyway.”

Perhaps if he found a way to sneak up on it. “You know how most of us reach v-Vadhi at around seventeen or eighteen?”

Cradhen nodded, still half-smiling.

“Well... of all of the things I came into late, reaching Vadhi was not one of them.” He gave up trying not to blush through this. “I hit Vadhi that year. Exactly eighteen.”

At the lengthy silence, Rhandon looked up from his hands. Cradhen was focused on the wall right behind him. His eyes moved with his thoughts while he did some mental calculations.

“Exactly on time,” he continued. “That was also when my preferences became very... painfully obvious.”

“That couldn’t have been easy for you,” was all Cradhen had to say for the moment.

“No, it wasn’t. Not my preferences—no one cared about that other than how it would affect my Succession.” He saw Cradhen’s eyes narrow slightly. “B-but all of the physical aspects of the vadhin were annoying. So, my mother and father decided that I should get a Solace.”

Now the look he got was genuinely scandalized. He rushed to explain. “Not that they expected I would actually do anything other than play politics with him for a while,” he added quickly. “And I didn’t.”

“If you had, it would have sent the entire Family into apoplexy.”

“Indeed. In any case, I had my Defender and my Solace, and I was fully distracted from anything scandalous for a good year.” He smiled at the memory. “Kesshar allowed me to practice my courtship techniques on him, but we never went any further. Then my emotions caught up with the physical aspects of the vadhin. Which became another headache for my parents.” He paused.

Cradhen waited. Patiently, Rhandon hoped.

“You see, I tend to fixate on things. Sometimes for a long time, sometimes for only a few days or so. Sometimes it evolves into a genuine pastime. Like bloodlines.” He had to remind himself quickly that he wasn’t here to talk about how closely or not they were related and how. “The study of our Bloodlines is something I could do all day.”

Cradhen nodded again. Many of the younger Keshkin had been treated to his running monologue about who was related to who and why this cousin wasn’t really a cousin.

Rhandon wondered if Cradhen was getting bored and decided to move things along. “I... grew attached to—fixated on someone.”

Cradhen choked a bit on his swallow of quickbeer. “Excuse me?”

“I was eighteen. I told my father. He and my mother thought it would pass.

“That Ascension was a hard one for me. I could barely focus.” Rhandon finally stood up, unable to keep still now that he had put himself on the path of getting to the point. He started to pace a little. “The Vadhi was on me and I spent most days... well,” he blushed.

Cradhen nodded. The only positive thing he’d discovered about his trauma was that his Ascension kept him from going through the Vadhin, and the riotous emotions and feelings that came with it.

“My goal that year was to find out everything I could about...Kesshar did his best to help, but I fear I was ridiculous.”

“I’ve heard first attachments can make a person rather silly,” Cradhen offered.

“Especially when they evolve into full blown lo-admiration.” Safer word, that. “So, Father kept his eye on me and waited for it to run its course.” Rhandon finished his mug. “I knew I would only see the object of my attention once a year, so how could it go away?”

“That’s inconvenient.”

Rhandon looked at Cradhen. Was he mocking him?

“By the time I was twenty, my parents knew it wasn’t going anywhere.” He leaned back and spread his hands. “And by then, the object of my affection was eighteen. Almost old enough. And I’d learned what kind of person they were. And, so, here we are.”

It took Cradhen some heartbeats to catch up. Surprisingly, though, he did without much trouble. “I see. But. That didn’t answer my question.”

The butterflies in his stomach did a few twists and turns. “W- what?”

“Why me? Why did you become, well, attached to me?”

Rhandon sat back down and thought about that for longer than he intended. “You’re... clever. Kind.” He drew invisible patterns on the tabletop. “You don’t play stupid word games. You didn’t treat me as if I were daft in the head.” His glance flickered up. “You’re not particularly hard to look at either.”

Cradhen’s laugh managed to trip down Rhandon’s spine like cold raindrops, but he held that observation behind his teeth. “So, why did you accept?” He asked instead.

That cut the laugh short and Cradhen was left looking at Rhandon, utterly off guard. “I don’t recall that I...” He began.

“You actually made a change to our Betrothal Contract,” Rhandon reminded him. “That would mean that you read it, carefully, and decided that all was acceptable except for that one thing, yes?”

Cradhen surrendered to that one. “Well, I suppose, if you don’t have any objections to the change?”

A wheel turned somewhere between them, and suddenly Rhandon felt comfortable. “None at all.”

“No one expects us to... any time soon, I suspect.”

“They will probably expect us to take the full year.”

“A year and three days,” Cradhen corrected. “That’s the Traditional time.”

“Yes.”

The silence was now thoughtful. Whatever occupied Cradhen’s mind, Rhandon was hoping that he explained himself satisfactorily, because he didn’t think he wanted to say all that again any time soon.

Then Cradhen spoke, his voice so much deeper in cadence than the first time Rhandon heard it, all those years ago. It hadn’t lost its melody, though. It was still a wintery thing, like a soft, cool breeze.

“So. Clever and kind.” Cradhen peered at him. “That’s enough for you?”

Rhandon’s smile was slow. “For now.”

“I am not perfect, you know. My issues...” Cradhen cleared his throat, “run deep.”

“I know.” When he’d heard about the Incident, Rhandon couldn’t imagine how a person would move beyond it unscathed.

Cradhen stood and moved around the table. Rhandon followed him with a glance. The Kharbinian moved like water in a sweet and peaceful creek. And he was leaving.

Well, not before one last word before he opened the door. “Rhandon.”

“Y-yes?”

“The next time you need something from me, come to me directly.”

“Ah...”

He turned and pinned Rhandon with a dark glance thick with blue fire. “If we want to avoid any objections from the Hierarchy, there must be straight dealing between us. Because I know there will be objections.”

Rhandon nodded. He also knew that; and he knew he had the solution that would shut them up.

Cradhen turned away and pushed open the door. “I don’t like playing stupid courtship games either. I don’t mind doing so for the benefit of our family, but I really don’t think it’s necessary.” He nodded. “Okay?”

Rhandon felt his face stretch into something he hadn’t felt in the longest time: a real smile. “Agreed.”

Later, when he was in his room, getting ready for bed, a message came from his Betrothed. “You are not too hard to look at either.”

He started his list of Betrothal gifts at that moment.
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Thirty-Two
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Bloodties

Once again, Alharic had to get used to being in a space far larger than he’d been in before.

The two men who were his personal servants moved around the chamber; he knew it only because he saw them from the corner of his eye. They could have been on the other side of the Keep for all that their presence affected the space around them. As they put away all of the fantastic clothes that had been waiting in the trunks, Alharic made a slow circuit of the room.

From the door, he made his way toward a seating area decorated with a small, plush couch, a chaise, and a few low-backed chairs. Behind them was a delicate four-panel screen, made of tissue-thin silk painted with floral patterns. It separated the seating area from a space that was fitted with several large wardrobes and three tall mirrors. A table with another large mirror sat between wardrobes, covered with tiny ceramic pots, glass bottles and brushes, and things he’d seen before, but had never thought he would need.

He ran a hand gently over a brush made of a shining, golden metal, and thought of his own practical, wooden brush at home. Some of the jars did contain colorful paints, and some were filled with creams that would probably banish the rough patches on his elbows and knees with one application. One rather large jar containing a whipped concoction Alharic thought looked much like what Jeskha put on her hair after it was washed. A quick sniff confirmed it; the sweet, nutty scent was a fragrance that reached far back into his childhood. Memories of sitting between Mayah’s knees as she wrestled his unruly hair into a semblance of order. A delicate ache struck his chest. He hadn’t expected that. Then there was the bed. He stopped in the middle of the floor and simply stared at the thing. Twenty children could easily fit in it. It certainly had enough pillows for twenty people. The coverlet and sheets were light and thin, perfect for the morning climate of Kharbinia. Across the end of the bed, a thick blanket, hand knitted, waited for the chill of the evening air. And the sleeping tunic; he touched it with one finger and shook his head. So far, these past days, he’d gone from his usual sleeping in the altogether, to one of his old tunics, to this luxurious thing. Because there was no way he would refuse to at least experience the feel of this soft cloth against his skin.

In the last corner was another screened off area that hid, of all things, a round sunken bathtub. The one in his room at Izdhan was nice enough, but it was certainly above the floor, and needed to be filled with buckets of water. This had a faucet attached, with a pipe as wide as his arm crawling up the wall and into the ceiling. He didn’t want to think about how large the roof cisterns would be in a place like this, or how the roofs held up that much water.

Finally, he made his way back to the couch and sprawled in one corner, just as the two young men left. His mind started playing over that first meeting with Deshiro of Vadheen. he leaned his head back, closed his eyes and let the vision play.

After he and Jeskha had their say with the Hierarchs, he waited with what someone would have called monumental patience for Rhandon to add his own news of the condition of Nathai. It didn’t take long before Haaron summoned a courier and dashed off a quick, but succinct message to his Consorts to put them on notice that he was aware of their shortcomings. It was then that he learned of the plans the Hierarchy made concerning Laskidoor.

It was also then that he’d learned the plans the Hierarchy made concerning Jeskha and himself. In essence, Izdhan Manor would remain theirs, with Mayah and Markham maintaining the property. It would become an income-generating part of their holdings, rather than their main home. This would make it possible for the twins to live in Aravindha as guests of Khafre, to learn about their Gifts and their new lives without worrying about their people. By the time they finished their training and Ascending, Deshiro would have properties built and ready for them in Vadheen. After he digested that news, he looked over at his father, shocked to his core at the unbothered way he talked of the expenditure for their care and the building of their properties.

Not once had he questioned, or even mentioned, their parentage. Not once had he treated them like strangers in his eyes.

Once their lives were rearranged into a neat pattern that those around the twins could handle, Alharic still could think of very little but that first look at Deshiro, who, as he leaned in the doorway, held his own counsel, spoke when needed, and watched the proceedings with the sharpness of someone who wanted to remember everything he saw and heard. Alharic could understand that; he devoured his father with his eyes, wanting to memorize every nuance of his features and mannerisms.

Immediately, he could tell where Jeskha got her expressiveness; Deshiro’s thoughts flashed through his eyes or quirked at the corners of his mouth. He could also see where he got his own build. If not directly from his father, who was on the leaner side, then from the family line itself. Alharic could stand toe-to-toe with their uncle Haaron. Actually, it seemed that this family had a surfeit of extremes. They ranged from slight to powerful, from pale to tan to dark as night. His father was on the darker side of the scale; a smooth tea and cream color only a shade or two lighter than himself. Haaron was on the pale end—or perhaps it was the exhaustion etched in his features that gave him his pallor. Norio of Kharbinia was somewhere directly between the two, with a healthy color just under his skin that completed the vision of youthful vitality he presented.

He realized then that Jeskha and he got all the characteristics from a melding of the Divinity in the room. Norio’s composure was something Alharic cultivated through the years; Deshiro’s energy, lying only partly dormant under the surface of his being, found its similarity in Jeskha’s mind. The four Hierarchs had minds that moved almost in union and reminded him of the connection he shared with his sister.

A small knock that interrupted his musings. He tentatively called out and a young page appeared in the middle of his room with a tray of more food than he’d seen since the Grand Tremor. He felt a bit guilty as he devoured the succulent meats like a barbarian. But they were sliced paper thin, and the tender vegetables tossed in river grains were so good! The wine that accompanied it all was light colored, but rich and sweet. After he finished one glass, he found that moving was not an option. So, he could only call out a sleepy admittance when another soft, but insistent knock roused him from his half stupor.

His pulse quickened as his father entered with the confidence that came naturally to a ruler. “I see that you’ve made yourself comfortable,” Deshiro said with an easy smile. Alharic again saw familiarity in every move he made; he was shocked now that no one noted or mentioned such similarities before.

Alharic shrugged, trying to hide his sudden shyness behind the gesture. “The Hierarch of Alnyaghel has been very welcoming.”

“He’d better be!” Deshiro laughed softly. “He owes me, and I have a lot of time to catch up.”

Alharic instantly became solemn. Before he had a chance to bite it back, he blurted, “Why? Why did you ignore us? Why didn’t mother even talk about you? Why was Mayah so reluctant to tell us about you?”

Deshiro stretched out in the chair across from the smallish, plush couch. He sat upright and watched as he seemed to struggle with his answer.

Running both hands down his face, Deshiro finally said, “Your mother would never allow it.” He leaned forward and hung his head, talking to the floor. “Everything that pertained to your upbringing was in her control. I’m ashamed to admit that I was at her mercy where this was concerned.” He looked at Alharic for a moment, then back at the floor. “She didn’t want me to be closely involved in your lives if you weren’t going to be full-blooded Keshkin children.” Again, he looked up and Alharic was surprised to see a plea in the Hierarch’s eyes. “No matter what I said, I couldn’t make her budge. The best I could do was to have you moved to Laskidoor when she...Passed. And wait. To see if you would Manifest.”

Alharic saw his flinch when he mentioned his mother’s Passing. So, he still had feelings for her. He tucked that away for later. “Mayah never said it was you who moved us,” he said. “She said that Mother...” Alharic sighed, then went on another track. “She also never told us about this stipend you’d set aside for us. She never told us a lot of things.”

“I suspect Mayah thought it was safer that way. If you didn’t Manifest, then there was nothing for you to know other than what you needed to run your Manor. There was nothing for you to miss.”

“And yet we did... miss.” Alharic leaned forward, just as Deshiro did the same. “We missed the idea of having a father around.” He watched that father carefully.

Deshiro reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. He lowered his eyes to his hands for a moment. “There is nothing I regret more,” he said, “than allowing your mother to take you two away from me.” He didn’t try to embellish it, didn’t use flowery words, and just said what he wanted to say. Just like Jeskha—just like him if he wanted to be honest.

For a long moment, Alharic had no idea what to say. He pictured many scenarios: icy disdain, cold rage, heated anger. None of that fit in this conversation. He thought about his next words very carefully. If Deshiro was going to be plain speaking, then so was he.

“You will never know how much we regret not having you in our lives.”

Deshiro’ mouth quirked just a bit. “I will do my best to make sure that none of us have regrets for the rest of the time we have together.” He looked at Alharic a bit longer, as if memorizing his features. “You have so much of Merit in you.” He then slapped his knees and stood with a sudden burst of energy. “I think I have another one of these conversations on my schedule.” He smiled, a small, but generous thing. “I should take care of that now before my daughter face plants in the middle of her suite floor.”

“You do that,” Alharic said cautiously. “I’m not sure what kind of welcome you’ll receive, but I do wish you luck.”

Deshiro smiled again, while his gaze danced over Alharic’s face again. It was as if he couldn’t stop staring at him.

He knew the feeling. He wanted to stare at his father until his eyes could no longer see. But, Deshiro was right. Jeskha deserved answers to her own questions, and Alharic knew she had plenty, despite the way she held them close to her chest. Alharic didn’t envy her father. He really had no idea how his sister would react to him.
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Thirty-Three
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Your Huddled Masses

They were standing at the entrance of the Keep again.

This time—and Sraidrha quickly checked—Cradhen was properly attired. Also, there were three new people with the group situated on the steps.

She looked over at the twins, flanking Rhandon on the step below hers. Technically, this would be their first appearance as the Heirs of Vadheen. Alharic looked quite different from the first time Sraidrha met him. Both he and his sister wore muted versions of their father’s colors; he in a tunic and vest of watercolor-pale yellow and her in a skirt and cropped shirt of green, with a zhari that was almost white. Alharic looked like he wanted to scratch something fierce. Jeskha was another story.

She looked downright mutinous. She kept tugging at the cropped shirt, trying to pull it down over her bare midsection. According to her, she did not like the contradiction in her clothing. She hated being swathed in so much fabric; yet, she also hated the fact that pieces of her wardrobe left great patches of her skin exposed. She wasn’t raised in a terem territory and was still having questions about the practicality of the wardrobe assigned to women in such a household. Sraidrha thought she was beautiful and would certainly draw much admiration. She was tall, like her brother, but where he was muscular, she possessed generous curves. She could foresee the battles for her attention and was looking forward to being quite entertained.

While she stood on Rhandon’s left, Cradhen stood on his right. She felt the tension crackling off of them as if it were dark red, tangible cords wrapping them tight. Barely two words passed between them; Sraidrha held her sudden urge to giggle in check. Cradhen actually had his arms crossed over his chest, holding whatever he felt tight and immobile. A stranger would have

certainly looked at the two of them and guessed that neither could stand the sight of the other. Rhandon kept his gaze focused on the distance, where the carriages would be entering the Keep. Occasionally, he would blink slowly, a soft, deliberate closing of his eyes that might have drawn attention if not for the casual way it occurred. Then she noticed the now familiar movement of his hand, the brushing of his thumb over his fingertips, as if he were trying to snap all four fingers at once. He was usually so good at covertly soothing himself that she sometimes forgot that being on display like this was like scraping a nail down a stone wall for him.

She heard the sound of carriage wheels, tearing her from her thoughts. Looking up, she could see a long, slowly moving train. The weariness was palpable even in the distance; in the horses, who’d traversed the Keshkin Road for several days with few stops; in the drivers, hunched over their charges, reins held loosely, not even needed anymore. In the carriages themselves. These were not brightly painted vardhoes heading for a two-week celebration. Even from a distance, Sraidrha could see mud and dirt caking the wheels, creeping up the sides of the carriages. Shades of gray, brown, and dirty white everywhere. And when they crept closer, she could see the faces of those who peeked from the windows, a wealth of wariness, exhaustion, and even fear from the tinier faces.

For the five of them, there would be no adults to support their efforts. The Hierarchy was in yet another meeting, discussing normal trade this time. It had been their idea for Rhandon, Jeskha and Alharic to join the welcoming party. Good training, they’d said. The first vehicle creaked to a halt right in front them and what appeared to be a battalion of servants moved forward to open the

carriage door.

Sraidrha heard Jeskha gasp and turned her way. She was looking with recognition at the family that emerged from the carriage; a mother with three children stood there, the youngest being held on the hip of her older brother. When the boy shook the little girl to wake her and she rubbed her eyes with a chubby fist and looked up, her eyes brightened when she saw the twins.

“They were at Nathai,” Rhandon whispered to Sraidrha as Jeskha was first to move, almost running forward to greet the little family. “The moment the little girl saw Jeskha, she was attached.”

“And it seems the feeling is mutual,” she said torpally.

Rhandon chuckled, then straightened, cleared his throat and moved as well, stepping to the next carriage to welcome the next group of people.

“There are so many, Cradhen,” Sraidrha said. “And more going to different Territories.”

“I pity those going to Kisasi,” he said, “I pity them all.”

But he wouldn’t let that pity show, Sraidrha knew. As the crowds of people began to move as one, a large crowd joining an even larger one inside, she watched Cradhen take his anxiety in a stranglehold and start doing his share to organize them into groups that would be taken to the various buildings on the grounds of the Keep.

She had the sudden thought that these were going to be his people soon. She smiled softly at the gently efficient way he knelt and spoke to a young lad, guiding the boy toward one of the servants. The boy was alone; that meant he would be going to Aravindha with Khafre.

Then she started counting, and sadly noted that there were quite a few single children and youths. Aravindha was going to be crowded soon, she mused. So were the guest houses here. It was a good thing Norio had so many adult children with their own manors.

She looked at Cradhen again. He was getting a bit wild around the eyes and she saw the knee-high crowd of children that was growing around him. Sraidrha pursed her lips, holding the chuckle behind her teeth.

“Doesn’t he like children?” Rhandon asked, a thin thread of honest curiosity in his inner voice.

“He does in small doses. I honestly don’t see him with a family the size of ours.” As she gently told the woman in front of her to follow the others toward the northern guest house, she threw at him. “Would that be a deal breaker?”

Rhandon chuckled in her mind. “Not really. I don’t see us creating any children.”

“If you did, that would be one for the Histories.” 

“Good thing I have siblings.”

So that was the solution to that particular challenge. “Clever. The Hierarchy can’t complain about the lack.”

“They can try.” Rhandon was explaining to a clutch of young men where they were to go and what was expected of them. “You’re going to be resting,” he told them simply. “Your recovery is paramount. Rebuilding will come soon.” He went back to Sraidrha. “I’m ready for them. I think seven years of planning could withstand anything they would have to say.”

“And your father supports you.” 

“And my father supports me.”

That was enough for Sraidrha. She knew then that her brother was safe.

The three women who faced her now told her that they had training in a large kitchen, and, instead of dismissing it, thought about putting them on the work roster during Ascension.

“Cradhen will be safe at Iarth,” Rhandon suddenly told her. “You need not worry.”

Sraidrha let surprise color her thoughts, to which Rhandon answered. “Of course, you’re worried about him. But think about this. He’ll be as far away from his tormentors as he could possibly get. And he’ll be Defended well.”

“Defended?”

Rhandon’s gaze flickered toward Kesshar. “He’s already keeping an eye out for Sobekh and Seth’s antics. He’s been wanting to clean a few floors with Seth’s head since he tried picking a fight with me about three years ago. When I explained about Cradhen...”

The smile Sraidrha gave the cooks wasn’t actually directed at them, but it worked. “I think I might like your Defender.”

“He gets his job done.”

Sraidrha blinked at that, suddenly recalling that Kesshar was also Rhandon’s Solace. And that was something she really did not want to be thinking about at this point, so she withdrew calmly from the conversation, drawing the women with her toward the kitchen entrance and hoping her blush wasn’t that noticeable. Gets the job done indeed.

***
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EVEN AS SHE EXAMINED the luxury around her, from the fine upholstery on the settee she was placed on, to the delicate porcelain in the teacup, Jeskha watched the people milling around her. Once again, she had to remind herself that she was no longer a commoner, and these were not her betters. The color of the braid that hung over her shoulder told her that, as did the strange frisson she felt down her spine every so often. It was almost a constant thing these days, and frankly, she was getting sick of it.

The vividness of colors around her practically blinded her. No shade was left out; the bright, the rich, faceted jewel-tones and pure pale pastels clashed and danced in a riot of color. She tried not to stare like a thick wit, but it was hard. She was used to natural blondes and redheads, and warm browns and blacks. She was familiar with gazes of sky blue, brown the color of rich earth, green like the valley behind Izdhan. She was not used to this. The group of young girls that crossed her vision then had hair that ranged in color from pale green to, of all things, yellow with delicate blue streaks. Another girl with hair the shiny, metal shade of copper rushed headlong around the group, a mutinous glare on her heart- shaped, freckled face.

She remembered that Mayah tried to explain it to her before she left Izdhan and had given her a quick schooling of exactly what made a Keshkin what they were; the ability to manipulate the so- called Gifts, to control the essence contained in every single thing. Mayah told her about the precious and semi-precious jewel stones, used as channels for that gift, different in each Keshkin. How the almost constant use of these physical conduits caused them to actually leech into the hair and eye colors of those who used them.

She held her breath as a completely beautiful, delicately pale creature walked by. Tall, like the bending trees around Izdhan Lake, with gestures like gentle winds. He could not be mistaken for anyone other than Keshkin, with the pearlescent blue shade of his hair, which reflected all the light around it. When he turned to his companion, she saw the eyes, a pale, pale green like no green Jeskha had ever seen, ringed with white. Jeskha felt as if she looked into the face of Divinity indeed. On the heels of this delicate display came a sensation of sheer power. It radiated through the room like a hurricane; sudden and sharp. It startled her, caused her to put the teacup down slowly before she broke it.

She looked around for the source of the feeling. Domina was the word scrounged from the back of her mind. It was a warning, Mayah said, a greeting sometimes thrown out to inform other Keshkin that a family member was present. This particular domina, she felt, was more than just a mere greeting. It felt more like a challenge, arrogant and fierce, and intimidating in its insistence to be noticed. 

Before she could be scared into wetting herself, she found the source. Compact, efficient power radiated from the man’s invasion of the room. This person took over the area around him, made people look at him and wince. It made women delicately twitch their trains away from him, made stronger people unconsciously move to protect the weaker in their company. Jeskha took in the scowl, and the bruising around his eye, and wondered if that was the reason for the storm.

He wasn’t as tall as most Keshkin, but she could see the definition of muscles under the fine-spun tunic. He looked like he would have flipped a few tables in a tavern after one too many drinks. His features proclaimed a mixed heritage; one of Kisasi and Sillan in equal measure. She wracked her brain then to summon up the names Rhandon gave her of the thirteen children of Kharbinia and Ivardakka, because she noted that he wore the colors of those two Territories and knew that they were the children of Norio and... she dug around her mind some more... Hafsa. She took in the hair, a milky bluish-green riot of springy curls all over his head and a name came to her. Sobekh; fifth born. Rhandon’s voice when describing him told Jeskha everything about what he thought of this Keshkin and now she understood the underlying distaste. Looking at him, Jeskha wondered at the constitution of anyone who would dare to take on such a man.

His eyes, as they peered over the crowd, were stormy blue, swirled with gray, a veritable whirlwind of color and emotion. Jeskha picked up impatience, irritation, arrogance, and righteous anger in his glance. The face around the eyes was just as painfully handsome as the rest of the Keshkin, but the raw appeal was lost amid the negativity that flowed from him like a living thing. He reminded her of a dangerous dog, moving with the confidence of his alpha status. Jeskha decided, immediately, that she had absolutely no desire to meet this cousin of hers. She was glad that she could pull her zhari closer so she could dissolve into the background and away from his regard and she gave a short prayer of pity for the person who would end up the cynosure of his attention.

Only after he started moving out of her field of vision did she note that there was someone with him. Overshadowed by the domina, his companion was rendered into a specter, a darkness that just followed. That conjured up the memory of Rhandon telling her about Sobekh’s constant shadow, his boon companion and younger brother Seth. These two were trouble, Rhandon told her, and now she understood.

She traced their path with her eyes and realized that they were on a collision course with a group of young Keshkin men. And one very tall, determined Defender that she had come to know very well. A tiny smile curved her lips. She looked back at Sobekh. He wasn’t bothering to pay the least bit of attention to where he was going.

She leaned back and got ready to watch the entertainment to come. She gave it about ten steps.

***
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LONG AFTER THEY LEFT the office, and Cradhen found a reasonably empty solar in which to plant himself, his mind was still spinning like a top. He could have said that it was because of the circuitous route Rhandon took when they last talked, but that was not it. It was the whole concept of being Betrothed, and to someone who—and he laughed softly—didn’t look at him as if he were daft in the head.

Why had he never noticed Rhandon’s attention before? The Heir of Laskidoor, by reputation, did not have a naturally covert bone in his body. He was a person of two extremes. Either he would reveal everything to you at once, or you wouldn’t know anything until he felt like it. Apparently, he’d been of the latter persuasion about him for quite a few years.

Sraidrha warned him with her Sigil before she slid onto the couch beside him. “All right, brother, give me details.”

“You sure? There are quite a few details.” “I’m waiting.”

“Apparently, Tsu wasn’t the only Heir holding onto an affection for someone for a while.” He told her most of what Rhandon had shared, keeping the knowledge of his early vadhin to himself. He smiled at the servant who bought them a tray of pastries, more than likely on Sraidrha’s request, and picked up a particularly decadent looking miniature cake.

“I remember when everyone was buzzing about Rhandon selecting a Defender, who also happened to be a Solace, so bloody young. The others his age were downright heated with jealousy. The Hierarchy was almost outraged.” She sat up straight. “Didn’t he spend the entire day the scandal started with you?”

That speculative look required a quick answer. “We played senet.”

“He’s the one who taught you how to cheat?” “No, I figured that out on my own.”

Turquoise hair obscured his vision for a moment. When he oriented on who it was, his hand froze on the way to his mouth, just long enough for Sraidrha to notice. She turned and noted Sobekh stalking through a connecting hallway. Cradhen made a poor attempt to recover from his hesitation, but Sraidrha was talking. “Hm. What I’d like to know is what made Sobekh such a detestable person. Was he just born that way? Did Mother drop him on his head from a distance?”

Cradhen couldn’t help an inelegant snort of laughter. “When you find out, it will be a personal family holiday.” Cradhen said tightly. “I am going with the dropped on his head theory.”

“Well, now, would you look at that?”

He heard the tone of her voice and turned to look where she was facing. There was a group of Keshkin, a few of the Ascending from what he could tell. Among them was Rhandon, laughing at something Arjuna was saying. And, as he now had the perfect right, he spent a few moments in intense observation. Then he finally noticed what had actually taken Sraidrha’s attention.

Cradhen’s heart instantly crowded up into his throat. Sobekh had almost run the group of Ascending over, simply because he didn’t bother to look where he was going. He was on the brink of taking out both Arjuna and Rhandon. Sraidrha gasped. Then Cradhen saw something that he’d never thought he’d see in his lifetime.

Kesshar—

“Is that not the infamous Defender Solace?” Sraidrha asked. He started to answer in the affirmative, until he saw all of

Sobekh’s forward motion stop in one breath. Cradhen’s older brother looked at the hand on his shoulder, and up, about to tear into the person who dared to be in his way and to presume to touch him. One glance at the Defender’s broad chest, almost as broad as their brother Farandianis, and Sobekh looked up into an implacable expression.

Kesshar’s eyes were like an overcast winter day. No expression crossed his features; no nervousness, no apology, nothing. His eyes, a slate gray, pinned Sobekh where he stood. Kesshar had chosen his calling well. Cradhen wiped his fingers on a small napkin and sat back to see how everything would play out.

Kesshar was saying something to Sobekh, who had little choice but to hear him out. The Defender even gave him a very respectful half-bow, to which Sobekh responded by relaxing slightly. Of course, he would. The lower ranked person was giving him the deference he deserved. Cradhen rolled his eyes and went back to his drink, not wishing to worry his mind any longer. It was good to know, however, that his choice to change that clause in his Betrothal agreement, to allow Kesshar to stay as Rhandon’s Solace, was obviously a smart one. Tradition said that once Betrothed, a Keshkin had to give up old Solaces and choose new ones, in order to avoid the undermining of the new Spouse by jealous Solaces. With Kesshar as Rhandon’s Defender as well, Cradhen decided that he had to stay. His soon-to-be constant presence in Rhandon’s life would be a change of routine enough. He didn’t want to upset Rhandon’s equilibrium any further.

“You know, Rhandon told me something interesting,” Sraidrha said, interrupting his thoughts.

Cradhen arched an eyebrow at her.

“He said Kesshar would be keeping an eye out for you as well.” A tiny sip of tea. “How could that be possible if he is to be sent away after your Betrothal becomes official?”

“He’s not.” Cradhen didn’t quite smile at the thought of Kesshar defending him as well. “That was the change I made in the Betrothal contract.”

Sraidrha started. “That’s flaunting all tradition. Mother didn’t have a seizure?”

“She was too busy dealing with her own siblings.” “Explain?”

He did. Her small smile and nod put the lock on the subject quite succinctly.

Then he watched Sobekh and Seth move away from the group and on through the Keep, the fear for once staying firmly behind the wall in his mind where he’d placed it.
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Thirty-Four
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Anathema

“Serenity.” A young servant stopped in front of them and bowed politely to Sraidrha. “You wanted to be informed when your father was ready for the meeting.”

When she was three years old, Sraidrha had lost a doll very precious to her. It had been made of random sticks and bits of wool and wore a gown that smelled of sour milk. Once she discovered it was gone, she crawled under her bed and cried until her Father coaxed her out with a honey-covered cake. He’d cuddled and cosseted her, feeding tiny bites of cake and sips of sugary, watered-down tea.

Sraidrha held the weary sigh behind her teeth. “Come on, Cradhen,” she said, “It’s time for us to attend yet another meeting.”

“I am certainly glad that I will never be a Hierarch,” Cradhen said, unfolding from his seat with a grumble. “I don’t think I would be able to stay shut up with all the time in meetings like this.”

“Oh, this one is just a small one. About that thing I found in Sanctuary.”

“They have answers about what it is?”

“I have no idea. All I know is that Father wants us to be there when it’s opened.”

Right at that moment, she wanted nothing more than cake and watered-down tea. And while she luxuriated in that desire, she allowed the servant to guide them to the room her father chose for this meeting.

This would also be the first time she faced members of the Hierarchy since she received and opened that bloody Betrothal contract. Whoever was in the meeting would know about it, and she really wasn’t in the mood to be stared at or questioned like some piece of prime property. She didn’t want to even have them internally evaluating her worth to Iona. They would take one look at her and think of nothing but the advantages of the match between Kharbinia and Iona. Nirigana would probably see her as nothing more than her bridal parcel, the piece of land ceded to her by her father that held a spacious tea plantation and a patch of land that grew the hops from which Kharbinia’s quick beer was made.

In fact, she’d had quite enough of personal contact with Divinity to last her a lifetime. Exactly why she needed to be there to discuss a little message carrier (and a whole meeting over a miniature book was necessary?) was the question that plagued her mind. Her father called it a historical item. The only interest she had in historical things was keeping the dust off of the books in the library. Cradhen, she could understand, but her? She supposed that, as she’d been the one to find the mahal, she had earned a place in this meeting. Dubious honor indeed.

And way before she was ready, they were standing in front of a door located in one of the lesser-used hallways in the Keep.

“The First Chamber?” Cradhen murmured, even as she put a hand on the knob and turned.

“I suspect he wanted complete privacy,” Sraidrha answered. “No prying eyes or busy noses.”

A calming room lay beyond, decorated in shades of gray and blue. The centerpiece was, of course, a large table in the center, with an ancient grid-pattern map of Yeshvara carved and painted into the wood under the lacquer that coated the top. On one wall was a group of shelves with dicing cups and small statues, used in the educational voyaging game children of their world played when they were small. Up high on another wall was a display case that was impossible to reach and dust, holding a great, long scythe that had been up there since before she could remember.

On the third wall was a plaster painting of a chalice that resembled the one in Norio’s Sigil. A cluttered working desk was pushed in one corner. The whole tableau was completely designed to fool people into thinking they were going to have a peaceful family time within. Never mind that her father also used this particular room to counsel family members whenever one stepped out of line.

When she entered, that brief wish to wail came back with a force that almost left her breathless. Not only were her father and Khafre there, but no fewer than three other Hierarchs were staring at her. Along with their Heirs. It wasn’t that she was incapable of dealing with this kind of company. Far from it. However—

“Your nerves are showing, sister.” Cradhen’s soothing mental voice reminded her that she wasn’t facing this alone. It also reminded her that she really needed to pull herself together. Eccentricity was the hallmark of her reputation, not insanity. So, she made her greeting flawlessly, and with it, she noticed the diminishing of tension in her father’s direction. He was nervous too. Good. He should be tense, letting her run about the Keep all unaware while he and Mother arranged her life without her knowledge or say-so.

He rose to meet her halfway, clasping her hands. The warmth in his gaze went further to calm her. “Sraidrha, I know it has been a very eventful few days, and I appreciate your foregoing your much needed rest to come here.”

He certainly knew how to apply that honey cake, even after all these years. She couldn’t do anything but be graceful and accept her fate. She gave him a clear, serene smile. “It has been very interesting of late.” There. 

Everyone in the room released their held breath at once.

“Did they expect I’d come in here screaming like a cat with its tail on fire?” She asked Cradhen.

“I’m sure Father warned them that you might decide to throw something pointed at him.”

She was getting better at not reacting to Cradhen’s witticisms, even when he placed them snugly inside her head. “And I apologize for not bringing this forward sooner,” she finished aloud. “I thought it a mere curiosity and knew that there was much for you to discuss before Ascension.”

“That minor lapse can be forgiven in the face of all things, dear,” Khafre told her as she and Cradhen found their seats at the table. “It is completely understandable.”

Brother and sister were placed across the table from the Heirs of Estrahna and Iona.

“I am going to throw something pointed at you, Cradhen, if you say a single word. Torpal or not,” she warned.

“Me? I would never. Have you even spoken to him, though? I mean, he has been here for half a year, waiting desperately for this very moment.”

“Shutting up would be a prudent move for you, brother dear.” She was not about to tell him about their meeting in her room. “I could develop a craving for rare flesh.”

“Mine? Or—.”

“Or, I could start asking you similar questions about your own situation.”

The silence was perfectly deafening.

With no further preamble, Norio passed the tiny book- shaped object into Khafre’s waiting hands.

“Have either of you opened this?” Khafre asked as he turned the thing repeatedly.

Sraidrha wanted to say that she’d developed a sudden allergic reaction to opening things made of Ionan steel but kept that ungraceful thought to herself. Cradhen’s quick, tight blink let her know he had caught that stray thought. She was tempted to order him to quit fluttering around in her head as he wished. She satisfied herself with a gentle kick.

“I love you too, sister,” he said torpally, and, then vocally, “no. Father thought it best to bring it here in its original state.” “Where did you find this, Serenity?” Tsu asked quietly.

She looked straight across the table at him, remembering the last time she’d spoken with him. Serenity, he said, as if she were a stranger and not about to become his Keshkin bride. “Under a floor tile in Sanctuary.” She grudgingly admired his clear, intelligent eyes, but she bit the inside of her cheeks to still the impulse to run.

“May I?” Tsu took the thing from Khafre and began examining it closely. Sraidrha watched him run long, slim fingers over it, test the weight in his graceful hands, touch the tiny jewels on the front, as if he were trying to see through the metal to the contents inside.

“Anyone could have put that in Sanctuary,” was Arjuna’s sudden comment, as if Tsu’s movement had set his brain in motion.

Tsu shook his head. “You know that’s improbable, Arjuna.” “I know no such thing,” Arjuna insisted. “It could have been done last year, or the year before... by any of the Keshkin who were present for previous Ascensions. And how in the world did it get into Sanctuary undetected? You have to go in there for Vigil practically naked.”

That was a statement Sraidrha hadn’t needed to hear. Naked.

Indeed.

“My goodness, Sara,” Cradhen mentally whispered, “that was not a vision I needed to see right now.”

“Why? Do you have your own visions dancing behind your beautiful eyes?”

She felt smug satisfaction as Cradhen retreated quietly into a corner of her mind. Her attention returned to the statement Arjuna made. He’d laid the crux of the matter right there in front of them all. Someone could have violated Sanctuary by planting something foreign there. But why? Better yet, who, or when?

Tsu would have continued staring at the thing until it answered for itself if Arjuna hadn’t asked such a succinct question. Since he had, Tsu turned to him.

“This is Ionan steel, Arjuna,” Tsu told his friend and the room at large. “You know how strict we are with the dispensation of the metal. Even this small amount would have to be accounted for by someone. To make something so inconsequential?” Tsu shook his head.

“Inconsequential?” Arjuna said in a curious tone. “Nothing contained within something made of Ionan steel has ever been called inconsequential.”

Tsu returned with an even more curious glance. “It’s a small book, Arjuna. It’s not a mahal. Tell me you don’t know what every single mahal in circulation looks like.”

“I’m as familiar with them as you are.”

Sraidrha was torn between wanting to hug Arjuna for that verbal kick and wrapping her hands around his neck for the reminder.

The only response he got was the rolling of Tsu’s eyes. “So, you’re saying this is a mahal of some kind? Meant to deliver a message?”

“In the time Before, people were very creative in the delivery of messages,” Arjuna said simply. “Remember, The Three spent years writing letters to one another, for every reason under the sky.”

“Now you’re gonna tell me this is from one of the Three?” Tsu said.

Sraidrha was fascinated by the fact that the Hierarchs present were doing nothing but listening to the two Heirs talk.

“I’ve heard that this is how they teach Heirs in Aravindha,” Cradhen said silently. “Khafre, or some other Hierarch will produce a historical thing, or a question or conundrum, and then let the Heirs talk about it until they reach a question they can’t answer.”

“Deductive reasoning,” Sraidrha said. “Forcing them to think for themselves.”

“Since it was buried in the floor of Sanctuary, perhaps it was placed there during the building,” Arjuna was saying.

Tsu blinked at him. “You think this is from the time Before?”

Arjuna shrugged. “I don’t know, but it wasn’t until after the Sundering, that these things became more uniform.” He looked across at Sraidrha and Cradhen. “It’s actually codified. Keshkin mahals can only look like they do. And the ones used for extraordinary purposes can only be made of Ionan steel.”

“This thing is too small to hold messages like that.” The Heir of Iona sounded as if he were talking to himself, working out possibilities in his mind. “The only purpose a carrier should have been to protect the inner message from tampering. Of course any other metal would have done as well for daily messages. Ionan steel denotes importance. Preciousness. Sometimes, its use in certain objects is purely communicative—to send a message.”

“It is small, but the only time I’ve seen a mahal so fancy was around a Betrothal Contract,” Arjuna commented.

Tsu didn’t even breathe in her direction.

Arjuna continued. “Some of the ones I’ve seen in the Archiva are truly ridiculous.”

“Remember the one that was shaped like the Territory of Mir?” Tsu said.

“With the jewels on the four Consort Houses and the Keep City?” Arjuna fairly cackled.

Norio gently cleared his throat to steer the two men back to the subject at hand.

Tsu shook his head. “Sorry. Simply put, whoever made this, and put it inside that room, was making a point.”

Sraidrha unconsciously found herself leaning forward a bit. She folded her fingers together and tucked them under her chin to stop herself from doing anything else.

“Then there’s the fact that Ionan Steel doesn’t corrode,” Arjuna said. “They might have used it so nothing would happen to what was inside.”

Khafre’s voice distracted her again. “Such interesting deductions,” he commented, though with no derision or suspicion, more of a verbal interruption of forward motion. Sraidrha started, remembering that there were indeed other people in the room.

“You are usually a master of keeping your thoughts close to your chest,” Cradhen commented softly, and Sraidrha struggled to hide her blush. “You may be an enigma, but everyone knows that much about you.”

“It isn’t every day that I am Betrothed to an Heir of Territory,” Sraidrha said in her own defense. “With an Ionan steel forked tongue.”

“And that is why I’ve asked them to join this discussion,” Nirigana said. “Their knowledge of historical objects and traditions and legends behind them will come in very useful in this situation.”

“Hmm,” was Khafre’s response.

Did Sraidrha detect a hint of dryness in Khafre’s response? Tsu and Arjuna continued their back and forth.

“But, what point would someone be making with this?” Arjuna asked. “And why hide it?”

Again, Tsu shrugged, a graceful, fluid gesture that drew attention to his broad shoulders. Really, Sraidrha thought, she should at least try to pay attention to the subject at hand.

With his thumb, Tsu pushed the metal rod.

And galvanized everyone in the room. Hierarchs leaned forward in an almost reflexive action. Arjuna leaned closer to his friend. Sraidrha bit her bottom lip, knowing what he would find. Cradhen merely arched an eyebrow.

Nirigana exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

Tsu looked up serenely. “The only way to find out what this thing holds is to open it.” A blink. “Or, is further discussion needed?”

Sraidrha bit her lip harder, to still her inner chuckle. But she did wonder at the reaction from the Hierarchs. It was almost as if they didn’t want Tsu to open the thing.

Konami of Haeda spoke for the first time. Her voice was warm but had a thin thread of strain woven through. “Such blinding logic from one so young,” she directed at Tsu. Then at the room at large. “He is, of course, correct.” She leveled a sage glance at the Heir of Iona. “And I feel sorry for anyone trying to confound him when he finally Succeeds. How do your mistresses put up with such a precise, organized mind, young one?”

This time, Sraidrha held her lip between her teeth to keep it from dropping open. “Mistresses?” She asked her brother.

Cradhen stammered. “Oh. That. You know that some of those rumors are true.”

“What rumors?” She asked dangerously.

“You don’t know. Oh, dear...”

The corner of Tsu’s mouth twitched. “There is nothing more incompatible with the pursuit of logic than the workings of a wo—a mistress’ mind, Divinity.” And with that brief nugget of wisdom, Tsu moved to open the tube.

And found the miniscule lock. Sraidrha felt an unconscionable amount of satisfaction. There was nothing more incompatible with the pursuit of logic than an idiot without a key.

“Well. It appears we have a problem,” he announced.

Murmurs went around the table. Sraidrha didn’t bother; she already knew the lock was there. “There was nothing else under the tile,” she said succinctly. “No key. Just... that.”

As she leaned back, she, and everyone else, picked up the soft scraping sound the pendant she wore made as it dragged across the table.

The thing apparently caught Arjuna’s eye, for he leaned forward, seeming to chase her, hand slightly extended. “Wait, Serenity. What is that?”

She looked down. How could she have forgotten she was actually wearing the stupid thing? That she’d taken to wearing it as a matter of...what, she couldn’t tell herself. She told the adolescent girl in her brain to stop screeching and answered quietly. “A key?” What else did it look like?

Arjuna stared at the thing for longer than was polite, considering its place between her breasts. Then, his hand moved further. “Your pardon, but if I could see it closer?”

Intrigued, Sraidrha unclasped the chain and handed it over. 

Arjuna took it and examined it. “What does this open if I may ask? It’s very small and delicate.”

“It opens a mahal.” She finished quickly, “But not that one.”

Arjuna’s eyes flew up to meet her implacable gaze. Sudden realization crowded past the curiosity in the black twinkling eyes. Sraidrha realized that he, too, was a stunning creature, with eyes so deep one could drown in them if one were so inclined. It was fortunate that she wasn’t so inclined. Was it a requirement that Heirs of Territory be so attractive? However, the amusement in his eyes wasn’t for her. Turning slowly toward his friend, Arjuna seemed to take a moment for thought. Then he shook his head and gave it back to her. “That would be too easy.” He sighed, reached into his hair, into the casual bun he’d woven there, and pulled out a jeweled hairpin.

Arjuna looked at Tsu and held his hand out, waiting. Tsu’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, but he gave up the little book-shaped thing, nonetheless.

“So that is what happened to my milloweed wine those many years ago,” Nirigana murmured with a small smile as he watched Arjuna work the pin in the lock.

Without looking up Arjuna replied. “I vow I don’t know what you’re talking about. I had no need for hair pins until... ah, yes...,” he smiled at a long-forgotten memory. And as he obviously expected no answer, he went back to picking the lock.

“You know,” Sraidrha told her brother, “I could come to thoroughly hate those two.”

“Because they’re beautiful? I’m sure you could. Nevertheless, it would make for some uncomfortable bedroom conversation between you and your new spouse.”

She hoped no one noticed the heat that flushed her cheeks.

She was doomed to disappointment.

“Do get the girl some water, Norio,” Konami said. “The poor thing. Cousin, I think you overwork her. And then to make her come to such a stuffy little meeting to discuss things that obviously don’t interest her!”

Norio turned his attention to his daughter. Sraidrha wanted to crawl under the table and twist Cradhen’s balls until he screeched. Norio snapped his fingers, and a page brought her a glass and poured water. With the tiniest of smiles, she accepted graciously.

With a small whoop, Arjuna opened the lock. Only a quarter turn later, everyone heard the telltale click of success. With a flourish, he handed the book back to his friend.

Tsu opened it and pulled out the folded parchment inside.

Or, rather, parchments. For there were two. Sraidrha saw that both pieces were yellowed and dry with age. One was folded and sealed with the smallest bit of wax and ribbon in a color Sraidrha had ever seen. Sraidrha knew all of the colors in the Keshkin family; this was not from one of the Divine Houses.

The other was simply folded in thirds and wrinkled, as if it had been shoved into the container haphazardly.

“We don’t use this kind of paper anymore,” Tsu said as, with careful hands, he slowly unfolded the unsealed piece of parchment.

Sraidrha abruptly detected a small tremble that ran the length of the table. Curious, she placed her palm on the top; yes, it was indeed a physical tremble. She looked around, wondering if anyone else noticed. Nothing looked out of place, no one looked out of sorts. Except perhaps the Heir of Iona. While he read, she saw a ruddy tinge creeping up his neckline and saw his jaw tightening.

“Care to share?” Arjuna asked lightly, his tone at odds with the leaden feeling that suddenly dropped into the room.

It was like molten metal dripping from the walls. Wrapping itself around Sraidrha’s spine, the sensation insinuated a simultaneous heat and a chill which crept through her, twisting toward her extremities. It almost hurt. She looked at the others, wondering what was happening.

“It’s a domina. It feels like new one in sudden, full bloom,” Cradhen told her. “And it is coming, I think, from the Ionan Heir.”

“I believe he is sharing,” Nirigana said tightly, confirming Cradhen’s inward remark. “Son, what is it?”

Sraidrha looked over at Tsu in shock at this reminder of his new Ashvin status. She’d never experienced the initial sending of a new domina, not even from her family, full of Ashvin at this point. Not even Sobekh had ever sent one so strong.

“I don’t...know,” Tsu gritted. “It’s not me.”

Suddenly, the feeling she finally defined as foreboding snuffed out like a doused candle.

Cradhen said quietly, “I don’t think so,” as if speaking to someone else.

Sraidrha glanced at her brother. There was sweat beading on his upper lip. “What is it?”

“You don’t feel it anymore.” It wasn’t a question. 

“No,” she confirmed. “Are you doing something?”

Cradhen’s inner voice twisted. “An interesting thing, that. I was going to try to use Quiescence. And Tsu’s actually trying to help. But that’s not what...,”Now there was intense frustration lacing the torpal words. “What by Oblivion is that?”

Sraidrha looked down at her hands, clenched together on the table. She felt... she didn’t know anymore what she felt. The neat little blocks of information in her mind were slowly tumbling off  the steady foundation that she’d built over many years. And she didn’t like it one bit. Her first instinct was to get up and leave. To flee. That feeling was the remnants of the domina, she knew. She could still feel it, like hands pushing at her back.

She glanced across the table. Tsu looked as if someone had struck him. If his skin could pale even more, Tsu would be transparent.

“If this is some elaborate joke,” he finally said with some difficulty, holding parchment up, and waving it in the air around the room. “I don’t think I want to play.” His voice was no longer smooth and flowing, the syllables were tight, cold, and precise. Regardless of any shielding, another shiver skipped through Sraidrha.

Arjuna took the parchment from Tsu’s slack fingers with slightly shaking hands and started to read for himself. He, too, began to clench his jaw. The tremble of the table resumed after a heartbeat of reading.

“Tsu,” Nirigana said sharply.

“That is not me!” Tsu said succinctly.

“Nor I?” Arjuna muttered, his lips moving as he read. “Then why is it coming from—”

A torpal sending interrupted them all. Sraidrha felt it like a hammer to the back of her head. The Sigil was like nothing she’d experienced before. The dark, sharp scent of cedar wood flooded her senses, and a frisson of something both cold and hot touched her skin for the briefest of moments. She saw a profound darkness, something that felt like a hood placed over her head, blocking all light, and almost all air. She felt herself start to pant, her hands almost reaching to her neck to remove the hood, then a voice exploded in her inner ear:

“I will call upon the Earth that makes up my bones and flesh. 

“I will call upon the Fire that burnt in my heart and my loins. 

“I call upon the waters of my blood and my Beloved’s tears. for she was never yours. 

“I call upon the Air of Life itself. 

“I give my Soul to upend your precious Balance. To release the Chaos of my fury.”

Her eyes snapped open, and she felt as if a full hour had passed. As she looked around, she noted that everyone at the table was reacting in a similar fashion. Tsu groaned softly, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“What was that?” Arjuna grunted. He was shaking his head to clear it. Sraidrha sympathized.

“Who was that is the more appropriate question,” Nirigana said. “Anyone recognize that voice?”

The voice was like a struck bell. The vibrations still spread through her until even her fingertips tingled. She couldn’t remember where she’d ever heard such a thing before in her life.

Arjuna cleared his throat and looked down at the scrap of paper again. Sraidrha decided she wanted to see what was on it. She could tell from where she sat that there was unfamiliar scratching all over it. But Arjuna could read it and did, without struggle. An old language?

Arjuna smoothed it out on the tabletop, looked at it carefully, flipped it over, and smoothed it again. After a moment, he started to murmur aloud. He didn’t hesitate once: “To you who calls himself my....It’s faded here...You have broken...” he squinted over tiny symbols, “Eight times you have...” He smoothed some more. “I can’t read that word. ...scream? Maybe call...”

“Stop, Arjuna,” Khafre commanded. Arjuna obeyed immediately, giving the Hierarch an owlish look.

The Hierarchs were still like stone, expressionless in their shock.

Khafre looked at Norio.

“No,” Norio said simply, “I don’t believe it.”

“I do,” Khafre answered. “What else would someone find hidden in Sanctuary of all places?”

“Give me that...thing,” Konami said, her lip curled delicately at the last word. She held out a hand imperiously, as if the piece of parchment were an insect she intended to kill with her bare hands.

The dark undertone of the strange domina was nothing compared to the current mood in the room. The detached curiosity Sraidrha previously felt had warped into something more urgent. Something dangerous, vibrating, and almost alive was in the room that had nothing to do with mental projections.

Or maybe it did. Tsu was silent, looking at the tabletop, concentrating, she imagined, on what he’d inadvertently unleashed. At this point, she could almost feel sorry for him.

Arjuna passed the document over and Konami looked at it for a moment. “It is in the words of Before.” 

She flung the parchment into the center of the table. “If this is a joke, I’ll kill the prankster myself.”

“Who else knows the words of Before?” Tsu asked, “Aside from Arjuna? And I know he didn’t do it,” he said quickly as Konami glared down the table at the Heir of Estrahna. “He wouldn’t do such a thing,” he insisted.

“Indeed.” She pierced Sraidrha with a keen look. “Are you positive that there was nothing else in there?”

Sraidrha answered carefully, “Divinity, I saw nothing else under that tile but this.” She had been interrupted by Cradhen’s call, so perhaps she might have missed something else there, but...

Nirigana now looked at it in slight confusion, turning it this way and that. “There is no joke, Sister,” Nirigana said, his voice starting to simmer with anger. “And control yourselves, Heirs,” he spat at his son. “We all need to think clearly and cannot do that with you stirring up everyone in the room!”

“It’s. Not. Me!” Tsu spat back, pure frustration in his voice.

“Nor I!” Arjuna said, equally frustrated.

Later, she would say it was instinct. Sraidrha would swear to that until she Passed on. All the years of being with her fragile brother, especially in the beginning of his travail, made her react. She reached across the table and placed a hand on her Betrothed’s clenched fist. She didn’t even realize what she’d done until skin touched skin, and then it was too late to reverse her action.

An expletive, in Cradhen’s crisp, torpal voice, whipped through Sraidrha’s mind. “It’s gone,” he said.

“The domina?”

“Yes.”

Nirigana gave his son such a long look, Sraidrha was afraid that the Heir was going to receive a healthy slap for his disrespect. Then the Hierarch looked at Cradhen as Sraidrha’s hand slid back toward her lap. “Cradhen, in the Archiva here, there is a document. Several specific documents, to be exact. I mentioned them to you once, to keep you occupied when you first came home. You know of what I speak?”

Cradhen thought, and then swallowed. “I believe I do know what...” He reached over for the scrap of paper and tried to read a few lines. Sraidrha leaned over and read over his shoulder. It would have been rude had anyone else done such a thing, but her relationship with Cradhen precluded any insult.

It was in a spidery scrawl, in a dark, bluish-purple ink, and every spot of the sheet was covered. She, of course, knew that color; it reminded her of the stain she’d cleaned in the Sanctuary. Keshkin blood. She swallowed and followed her brother’s finger as he traced the odd little symbols carefully. One, she would vow, looked like a bird on a perch. One looked like an eye. One was just a line with a dot above it. Indecipherable. And Arjuna could read this fluently? Some of the symbols (words?) were noticeably clear, while others were blurred.

“I know the document you speak of,” Cradhen finally said slowly. “Obviously, it is a mere copy.”

“And that,” Tsu said tightly, waving a hand, “Is the original.”’

“You are sure of that?” Nirigana asked quickly.

Tsu nodded. “Father, we don’t make paper like that anymore.”

“Sraidrha, are the preparations for Ascension complete?” Norio asked quietly.

An interesting question but before Sraidrha could answer, Cradhen spoke up for her. “We’ve already handed our duties over until the end of Ascension.”

Norio nodded. “I believe that we will have a need for your attention to detail, Sara. Cradhen will show you the documents that we’re talking about.” As Sraidrha tried to process that, he continued. “Arjuna, Tsu, I will need you to help her. Compare what you’ve seen here with what we have. Arjuna, I want you to find any discrepancies in the translations. Tsu, you will have to tell us the age of the documents and what is written on them. And waste no time.”

Sraidrha managed to ask. “Father, exactly what do you want to know?”

“I don’t want to know. We need to know. What we need to know is if this is truly the original of this document.” He turned. “Tsu, I believe what you say about the paper, but we need to be sure.”

“But, why? Because it’s apparently so old?” Sraidrha repeated. She didn’t like the look in his eye.

“I want to know how that got into Sanctuary,” her father said. “And if it is authentic, I want to know why no one found it before now.”

“Do you think it could have been planted there?” Konami asked.

Norio shook his head. “Logically, that would be impossible. None of our children, aside from Arjuna—and perhaps Rhandon—ever cared to learn the old language.”

“Given time, I can translate it.”

“And Sara is the most objective person I can think of who knows this thing exists.”

“Objective?” Nirigana said, “She found it.”

“If she had anything to do with it being there, would she have brought it to our attention?” Konami shook her head.

Norio said, “In any case, Sara is not particularly enamored of historical pursuits—or causing mischief. She won’t see anything more than what is there. And, she can recall everything she has read once. She can compare this,” he waved at the scrap, “to anything found in the Archiva.”

Khafre cleared his throat. “With that, I must ask that you leave this conversation within this room, children.” He held up a hand when Arjuna would have spoken. “There is no doubt about your discretion, but...” he sighed, “this must be handled delicately. Especially if it is what we believe it is.”

“And what exactly is that, Divinity?” Tsu asked.

Khafre looked at the room at large for a long moment. Then he began to speak the way he did when teaching a lesson. Sraidrha recognized it, and completely understood then what Cradhen was saying about deductive reasoning.

He started with things that were already known, then built toward the true subject of this impromptu lecture.

Sraidrha was so shocked by his words that she tried frantically to think of anything to pull her mind out of its tailspin. And she thought a mere Betrothal was traumatic.

The seating plan for First Night dinner spread out in her mind as a distraction. Yes, despite what Cradhen said, there were sixty-seven people left to figure out, including Vadheen’s twins. She supposed they would have to enlarge Vadheen’s table to include them. And she had to make sure her own replacement as Kalfa would have the floor cleared promptly for the Ceremony, because she would be busy...

And the Sundering War had ended, not with a battle, as most believed. It ended after the last battle with three simple missives. Only one had been given to the First Generation to keep safe, the Treaty of the Sundering. Sraidrha had the wording of it stored in her head.

One, Khafre just said, was a short message from brother to brother. The First Generation had made careful copies of it and tucked them into each Archiva of Territory.

She brought herself back to the present and looked across the table. Tsu was still staring down, his softly colored hair shimmering in the sunlight pouring into the wide-open windows. The thick waves moved with the minute trembling of his body, still wound tight with tension.

And his hands still held the last missive, still sealed, unread. No one knew what it said. No one knew that it was still in existence. Most thought it had been lost with so many other parchments during the arrangement of the sixteen Archiva of Territory.

She turned and watched Cradhen’s gaze move restlessly around the room; his mind was jumping from one logic guidepost to another. From the small movement of his head and the tight blink, she realized that the trip had ended abruptly and without satisfaction.

It was too simple.

Aside from the Treaty, aside from the letter from brother to brother was a... response.
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Thirty-Five
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Black, White, and Shades of Gray

Alharic wished that he had as much confidence in his new status as the young man seated in the large, well- cushioned chair placed in the corner of his room.

In his mirror’s reflection, he watched Cradhen tell him all about the extravagant Manor house on Alnyagel’s property where the one hundred people from Laskidoor were currently housed. It was called the Childrens’ Keep among the family; being built entirely for the children of Norio and Hafsa.

“Even with the size of this place, with the Family Wing, there was no way that Father wanted to have children underfoot all of the time,” Cradhen said, as he twirled the stem of his glass and watched a servant going through the trunks. The clothes within had not seen the light of day since the tailors packed them away before he left Iarth Keep.

“Exactly how many children are in the Kharbinian house?” Alharic asked, making sure to keep his head still while the two other servants worked on his hair. This was also a new thing for him; servants who fussed and worked with his appearance until it was perfect in their eyes. He spared a quick moment to watch how they parted his hair expertly and trapped it between the hot metal plates that protruded from handles wrapped with thick strips of cloth. When they each pulled their contraptions down the length, he saw his usually rough hair emerge straight as silk threads.

“Now there are thirteen,” Cradhen told him. “However, when the Children’s Keep was built, there were only eight of us. I was a newborn. Mother demanded the Keep because she was positive that we needed our own space to run about like the wild beasts we were going to be.”

Alharic thought for a moment. Thirteen? “Sweet Kaede, how many years are you all apart? One? Two?”

“About one and a half. Mother and Father were quite busy there for a while.” He waved at the boy who was pulling a black cap from the trunk. The boy brought it to him, and he examined the embroidery while he spoke. “She took a year or so off after the twins were born.”

Alharic couldn’t even begin to picture having so many children. When one of the servants ran a brush through his finished hair, he ventured, “Do you want a lot of children?”

Silence was his answer for a few heartbeats then Cradhen replied in a slightly strained voice, “Whatever the Three provides.”

Timing was with him, because the servant finished brushing just in time for him to turn to see Cradhen’s high blush. “I’m sorry, was that too personal?”

Cradhen shook his head quickly. “No, not at all. It’s just...the question is very timely.” He placed the cap aside, saying, “I think this would be perfect tonight. Would you like some tea or wine?”

Alharic took the hint. “Wine. Does it matter if I wear white or black?”

“It’s your choice, but I have the perfect idea.” His lids dropped slightly, a sign Alharic learned early on that he was speaking with his sister. Unlike others he’d seen, Cradhen could drop in and out of torpal conversation between one breath and the next.

And just like that he was blinking and returning to Alharic. “I’ve just told Sara to find something white for your sister.”

Alharic smiled, picturing how that conversation would go. Jeskha was not too fond of severe colors, and before he’d thought she would look terrible in white, but with the way her Manifestation was going, white would be the perfect foil for her new vivid hair and eyes.

The two servants spun Alharic’s chair about and started working on the finishing touches. They pulled some hair over his shoulders and smoothed the rest down his back. He held a lock in front of his face, noting that color was slowly returning to the strands, this time a dark blue. The servant spun him back to examine their handiwork and he was speechless. He’d never looked so...

“Breathtaking,” Cradhen said softly. “You certainly will make an impression tonight. Now come, let’s choose the rest of your clothes.”

Alharic felt a twinge of guilt that he was being wrapped up in more finery than he’d ever seen in his life, while people from his Manor and others from Laskidoor were suffering. “Should we visit the Children’s Keep before...?”

Cradhen shook his head. “Let them settle in. They will be treated to their own First Night dinner and celebration. We can check on them tomorrow.” He lifted the sleeve of a black jacket, examining the silver threads, and gave Alharic a questioning look.

Alharic assessed the choice. It would be a decent enough complement for his looks today, but would that last for the rest of Ascension? He inwardly gave himself a shake. What was he thinking? He had enough new clothing to wear something different for every one of the sixteen days. He nodded.

After he was completely dressed, one of the servants tied a black and silver diadem around his head and placed the cap on top.

Alharic took his cue from Cradhen’s expression. The man was smiling brightly, a glimmer of mischief so deep in his eyes that he almost missed it.

As soon as he saw his sister, he fully understood the reason behind Cradhen’s request. Jeskha was magnificent looking. She was dressed in almost-white, as Cradhen planned. The heavily embroidered zhari was a conversation piece in itself; the off-white and gold threads dancing under the lights, making Jeskha shimmer as she walked. Her hair, barely visible under the covering, was styled into many tiny plaits, braided close to her scalp. He could see the design through the diaphanous cloth. The twins stood there staring at each other in awe for so long that the two other Keshkin began to laugh. Jeskha shook her head then, blushing slightly. Alharic cleared his throat and tugged at his standing collar.

“Our other cousins won’t know what to do with themselves,” Sraidrha said, leaning around Jeskha to wink at her brother.

“They’ll be too busy gaping to ask any uncomfortable questions,” Cradhen said. “Whoever chose these pieces knew exactly what they were doing.”

“It was the Heir,” Alharic mumbled.

Alharic saw Cradhen’s face suddenly bloom with color, although his expression did not change.

Sraidrha was grinning unabashedly. “Rhandon certainly has amazing taste, doesn’t he, Cradhen?”

Cradhen barely grunted in the affirmative as he stepped over and offered his arm to Jeskha. “Allow me to escort you to the antechamber.”

Alharic thought he was hearing things; he was almost certain he heard Sraidrha giggle as she moved over to him. Next to her tall brother, the young woman looked like a sweet, tiny bird. He smiled and put his hand over hers on his arm.

“Are you ready for this?” he asked his sister, hoping to change the apprehension in her eyes into something else.

“As much as I’ll ever be,” Jeskha said, still muttering, still anxious.

“We’ll be alright. We’re ready for this.” Who was he trying to convince with that weak turn of phrase?

“I do believe you are.”

The group turned to see the Hierarchs approaching. Jeskha looked once in the direction of the Hierarch of Izhmir, then looked elsewhere.

Alharic gave all of his attention to their father, who was stunning in his white sherwani and scarf. The jewels on his diadem were dimmed by his smile as he took in his two children.

“I do believe I make some beautiful children, don’t I, Khafre?” he said with a wicked grin.

Khafre rolled his eyes. “I do believe you had some help,” he said, “I can see it in the turn of those brows on your daughter and the cut of jaw on your son.”

Alharic’s tongue suddenly tied itself in a knot and threatened to choke him. Beautiful? Most people said he looked like he’d been cut out of the side of a mountain. There was nothing beautiful about that.

Deshiro looked at Jeskha, silently asking for permission, then put a finger under her chin and gently lifted her face to his. “Hm... Yes, I can see it. That is Merit right there, in that cute little nose.”

Jeskha made a clicking sound with her teeth before she could stop herself. “Please,” she said plainly. “Can we get this over with?”

Of course, Alharic was on time with his groan of mortification.

Deshiro laughed. “Of course, my dear. Allow us.” He made his way to stand in front of them, next to Khafre in some practiced formation. Of course, Hierarchs would enter first, then their children, although...

“Divinity, where is your Heir?” Alharic suddenly asked Khafre.

Khafre arched a brow at him. “I haven’t been blessed yet. Which is why I’ll be accompanying Deshiro to this evening’s celebrations. By the way, at which tables will you two be seated?” He looked at both Sraidrha and Cradhen who suddenly looked as if they wished to take wing and fly away. “Will you be joining your family or your Betrotheds?”

Deshiro turned. “Betrotheds? As in plural?” He split a look between them.

“Didn’t you know?” Khafre continued. “Both of Norio’s caged birds have had their jesses cut, within days of one another.”

“You must tell me more,” Deshiro said.

“At table,” Khafre assured him. “If I say anything else, I fear the two of them will sink into the floor.”

“Uncle!” the two Keshkin in question actually chorused.

“We will be sitting with our family tonight,” Sraidrha informed them. “Right, Cradhen?”

“Of course,” was Cradhen’s short answer. He offered nothing further than his arm once again for Jeskha to take.

Alharic eyed Jeskha’s companion speculatively at that point. So, he was to be married? He wondered who his spouse would be. All of his instinct told him that the choice would be the cause for some furious conversation over the following days.

Maybe it would detract from their appearance. One could only hope.

***
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“YOU KNOW, YOU NEVER said. Did he take things well?” Kesshar asked.

Rhandon was reviewing a report his father asked him to compile, so that they might visit the Laskidooris currently staying in Alnyagel. He put a finger on the name to hold his place. “Did who take things well?”

Kesshar gave him a look. All that was missing were his hands on hips.

Rhandon ducked back to the report. “He was... It was an interesting conversation,” he allowed. “His main concern was the reason for my choice.”

“Really?”

“Well, that was all he asked me.” Rhandon shrugged. “If he wanted to say anything else, he certainly kept it to himself.” He was mildly annoyed with the fact that he had to put everything out for Cradhen, even though Cradhen continued to hold his own counsel. He supposed, though, that he owed him that for sneaking up on him with the contract in the first place. “Interestingly though, he made a change.”

Kesshar paused in polishing Rhandon’s boots. “What?”

Rhandon nodded and put the total number of people in the last column of the report. Tossing the pen onto his desk, he pulled the mahal containing the Betrothal contract over. He flipped the original back and examined the change. “Come look.”

He held the sheet so that Kesshar could see from over his shoulder. He waited and wasn’t surprised when he heard his Solace’s indrawn breath. “Is he serious?”

“I believe so.”

“An interesting decision. The Hierarchy is—” 

“Going to have fits.”

Rhandon gave Kesshar time to absorb the news. He could actually feel the tension leaving his Solace.

“You two have some interesting things in common,” Kesshar finally said softly. “Neither of you do anything as it should be done.”

Rhandon turned his head to look into Kesshar’s eyes. “You think so?”

“I do. Though, I wonder...” Rhandon blinked. “What?”

Kesshar gave Rhandon a crooked smile, the one that always dispelled all intrusive thoughts, hooked him and rendered him smitten as if for the first time. “Never mind. It wouldn’t do for you to overthink this situation.”

And Kesshar promptly made it impossible for Rhandon to think of anything else for quite some time. It was a close thing for him to get bathed and into his First Night clothes before it was time to leave.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Thirty-Six
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First Night

The Hierarchy honored each Keshkin who reached twenty-five years with the Gift of Ascension.

The sixteen-day ceremony was the last step on the path of a Keshkin child, walking from childhood into the honor of being an adult. Ascension was the second to last rite for every Heir of a Hierarchical house.

Ascension was sacred, a High Holiday. It marked both the beginning of the year, and the end of the Sundering War. More rituals and rites of passage were performed during Ascension than any other time of the year.

If one wanted to be honest, Rhandon thought, one would admit that most of the days consisted of parties and dinners and chances for the far-flung family of Divine blooded rulers to come together and take one another’s measure. There would only be seven days and one night dedicated to the Ascension rituals of a Keshkin going from Vadhi to Ashvin.

Rhandon ran through those days in his mind as he dressed carefully. As he ticked each one off as practiced and perfect, he stumbled a bit over the ones that he knew would be the challenge for him. Synchric Mastery. Third Day and Last Day. By then, he told himself, he was sure that he could accomplish what was necessary satisfactorily enough to please the Hierarchy.

He looked down at his selection of Synchric stones and contemplated which he would wear that night. Bracelets, earring studs, pendants—he even had a diadem of beaten Ionan steel with a fat topaz the size of a bhakti Bennu egg set in the center. He rather thought he should wear it all, just to be sure, but then he had a mental image of Kesshar telling him he looked like a light fixture and settled for the pendant and a bracelet.

Tonight, though, for First night, he would make sure he looked absolutely perfect. All eyes would be on the Ascended this night. Everyone would comment about anything that they did in one way or the other, and Rhandon wanted to make sure that the only thing they would say about him was that he was an absolute vision.

Pulling his collar straight, he turned to his mirror. For most occasions, Rhandon chose formal white, but tonight, he would choose darkness as his foil. The weavers took a dark long-sleeved jacket he’d chosen from a ready-made selection and intertwined golden threads through it. When the light struck it just the right way, it would sparkle. They’d lined his upturned collar and slightly flared cuffs with a soft velvet, so that it would not irritate the sensitive skin of his neck and wrists and distract him.

The jacket reached mid-thigh instead of just above the knee; his lack of height would have not suited the usual cut. The cuffs covered most of his hands, which hid the motions of his fingers from prying eyes. His black trousers were of fine, lightweight leather and very snug, almost scandalously so. Thank the Three that he was treading on the line of exhaustion and would not be distracted by anyone who... well, the snugness of his trousers would hopefully remain a non-issue.

He sat on the edge of his bed and checked his boots for scuff marks, bending down to tug them more firmly onto his feet.

A wave of dizziness struck him then; he actually tilted a bit to the left and almost fell before he managed to sit upright. Shaking his head to clear it, he wondered where that had come from. Perhaps his body was finally objecting to the punishing treatment since the middle of Sundering Week. Perhaps it was the Ashvin coming again.

He resolved then to sleep in the next morning, to luxuriate in the enormous bed his uncle had given him. He lay back on the bed and contemplated the beautiful curtains that enclosed the sleeping area. The fabric was ancient and was reputed to have hung over the bed of at least one of his exalted ancestors of the First Generation.

The fabric gave him a comfortable sense of security and he made a note, as he did every year, to do the same to his bed at home.

(He was Ascending.)

Not an intrusive thought; just one to remind him. Official adulthood was a mere eight days away, when his actual birthing day would give him twenty-five years. Like Semerkhet of Kharbinia, his birthday fell within Ascension, which allowed for even more celebration to lighten the mood of an otherwise solemn occasion. Even though his mind would be with his people, he was secretly looking forward to the days of celebration and leisure.

He continued to look up, with his head still softly spinning, wondering if he had time to take a quick nap before having to go to the Main Hall.

“No, you don’t.”

Rhandon raised his head and considered Kesshar, who was also dressed in formal black, though far more simply than his charge in a long-sleeved shirt, leather vest and trousers. He’d left his flintlock behind; it would have been an affront to Norio’s hospitality had he come to First Night Dinner armed with more than the Defender Steel. Instead, he held the Heir’s diadem in his hands. Rhandon smiled and sat upright, gesturing for the man to come forward.

It had been crafted for him, and ordered years previous by his mother, the last gift she’d given him before she Passed. As Kesshar leaned forward to place it around his forehead, to tie the thick silk ribbon securely, Rhandon felt a lump grow in his throat and thought it quite unfair that she would not be able to experience this moment.

He looked up just in time to see the understanding in Kesshar’s dark gaze. Rhandon half-smiled and put a hand on Kesshar’s forearm, taking comfort in that simple warm touch.

“You know she’s here, don’t you?” Kesshar said softly as he leaned back, adjusting the diadem to ensure that the satin was straight across his forehead.

Rhandon nodded, unable to speak. “Hey.”

He looked up. Kesshar’s face was slightly blurred. He blinked.

“If you cry, then your face will be red, ugly, and puffy and that will be all that anyone will talk about for the next three days.” It was the right thing to say. Rhandon chuckled and was released from the light grip of sadness as the tears released and slipped down his cheeks. He wiped them away and made sure there were no tracks on his face. He stood, giving his Defender a good once over—to ensure he was properly attired, he told himself. Kesshar had been more than his Defender for a long time, and he didn’t know what he would have done without him during these trying weeks. Even now, he wanted to let the man just fold him against his chest and radiate that strength and warmth he always carried through him.

“I think after this damned holiday, I’m going to sleep for eight days straight,” Rhandon said, moving toward the mirror once again to check that his hair was reasonably in place and perfectly glossy. Then, reluctantly, he covered it with the cap Kesshar handed him.

In the anteroom set aside for the Ascending, he found an empty spot and made himself comfortable. The first thing he noticed was the intermingling scents of perfume in the air. None of them were unpleasant, so he took a deep breath and relaxed. He accepted a glass of sparkling wine and smiled at each of his companions as they greeted him. Despite the solid colors that made up their clothing, they were still a beautiful spectrum of color.

The first to attract his attention was Ashur, one of the aptly named Kharbinian Horde. His crisp white suit contrasted perfectly with his vivid orange-red-gold hair and amber eyes. And then, Rhandon’s gaze went directly to Ashur’s twin, Seth, who used his darkness to set himself as different from his almost- identical brother.

Rhandon frowned inwardly, wondering how this one would behave. Seth was random, a wild toss of the dice, and his behavior depended on his current company. Most times, he interfered with Rhandon’s quest for order and routine; but, perhaps, just this time, he would stick with his twin and be reasonably pleasant.

The Sillans drew his eye next. At least, they did until another dizzy spell struck him between the eyes. He blinked through it and knew that he was wavering on his feet, to judge by the look that Li Hua of Haeda gave him.

“Are you all right, cousin?” she asked softly, taking his glass, wrapping an arm around his waist, and guiding him to the nearest chair.

Rhandon took a moment to orient himself, and then blinked up at her. Exactly one week, and he would sleep until he couldn’t sleep anymore. “I am,” he answered, trying to sound lighthearted.

“I suppose you have had your hands full in Laskidoor,” Tsu of Iona murmured.

He nodded, making sure that his voice was light as he said, and “Unlike anything I’ve experienced.”

“Is it true what we hear?” Kamari of Behira rumbled from behind his own twin. “Is Laskidoor in utter ruins?”

Rhandon sat comfortably in the chair and took his glass back from Li Hua. After taking a quick sip of his wine, he shook his head. “Not in ruins, but it is a close thing.” Looking at the expectant glances surrounding him, he gave them a quick and dirty description of the situation.

Li Hua gasped. “You must be dead on your feet!” she exclaimed, placing a hand on her chest. Of course, she hoped that Rhandon would follow her hand to take a generous look at her cleavage, barely hidden by a swath of her zhari. To humor her, he did so, although it didn’t do more than make him wonder if she shouldn’t put on a shawl. She was obviously freezing in the thin excuse for a gown.

“I’ll make it through, of course,” he assured them, offering them a small smile. He could see the unified sigh of relief that went through the room. Of course, none of them wanted anything to detract from their special time, not even the destruction of one the Sixteen.

The doors on the other side of the antechamber finally opened, giving him respite from having to speak more on his home Territory. The Defenders of Kharbinia stood there, waiting for their charges. Kamari turned and waved imperiously at them. The four Defenders took one step back, moving in unison to give the group plenty of room to navigate. Rhandon allowed the others to precede him in lining up, while he took the second to last place among them.

The banquet hall—transformed by the wondrous skills of his Betrothed and his Betrothed’s sister—was bright and festive, so much that it almost hurt his eyes. Five giant, marvelous light fixtures, made of crystal glass and Chaos lights, hung from the ceiling. Norio was Favored by Quiescence, the polar opposite of Chaos, and to be able to Control so many Chaos lights was an understated, reserved display of his strength as a Hierarch. Rhandon knew that the floor tiles of his Synchric and torpal stones that decorated the hall went a long way toward making it possible. That and the Price he paid to Succeed to such enormous ability.

The walls were lined with simple fire torches fit into glistening metal sconces. Then there was the inevitable explosion of colors in the room, of the blues and purples and yellows of Hierarch and Keshkin alike. Candle and Chaos danced off the jewel tones and eye-watering shades that would have assaulted the uninitiated eye. He’d spent years making sure he didn’t throw up every time he entered a room full of his relatives. He was tired though, and he hoped that his stomach could hold on through the evening. A few deep breaths as he moved down the aisle between the two-main groupings of tables worked.

He briefly cast his gaze about, wondering how the new Vadheen Keshkin were handling the onslaught. He saw them at the table placed close to his own; they were doing their absolute best not to look petrified and out of place. He would make sure to introduce them to as many of his cousins as he could, so they wouldn’t feel any more out of place than they needed to be. He would, though, steer them away from the Kisasi. As he passed the tables where the Kisasi sat, he pointedly ignored their patronizing looks in his direction. That group wasn’t known for their tact and would probably pester the twins with unsavory questions and comments.

The colors of each Hierarchal family hung between the torches in fantastic tapestries. Yet the crowning glory of the Alnyaghel Dining Hall was, as always, that remarkable floor through which Norio channeled his Gift. Where Norio found so much hematite was anyone’s guess, but there it lay, in squares at least an arm’s length large, intricately etched to keep people from slipping. All that interrupted the metallic gloss was the ivory and sapphire-colored tiles between each one and the grand circle of polished blue marble in the middle of the presentation area.

There was no high table in the hall, not for the First Night of Ascension. Families grouped around grand tables, their sizes reflecting the size of each household. Rhandon nodded to the various Hierarchs and Keshkin as he passed, heading for the table that was designated for his family. There was a slight dip in his stomach as he did not see Cradhen seated there; Cradhen did have the choice of sitting with his own family or with his Betrothed. Inwardly, he sighed.

Looking around, he found the other man seated at his family table, twirling a glass of orchid wine and looking at the door. Rhandon had been so busy wondering if Cradhen would be sitting with him that he missed out on the other man’s reaction to his entrance. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught Roxolani, yet another Kharbinian child, yawning with boredom. He stifled a laugh, even as he agreed. He hoped this night would be over quickly.

When he reached his own family table, he was surprised to notice that his father’s place was empty. Then he remembered Haaron’s exhaustion. Of course he would take as much time as he could to rest.

Still, Iren’s excited greeting shoved that fact to the back of his mind. “You’ve grown way too fast,” he told his brother, kneeling and holding the young boy at arm’s length. He peered over Iren’s shoulder at his sister, seated with all of the delicate grace of a gently-raised only daughter. “And you, Rihala, are beautiful as always.”

“We were worried that you wouldn’t make it in time,” she told him, waving at Iren to make him sit down and stop hopping around Rhandon like a crazed puppy.

Iren did so but was no less excited as he fidgeted in his chair. “Is everyone at home all right?” he asked, his eyes wide and worried.

Rhandon smiled and nodded, ruffling his baby brother’s hair. It was still muddy brown, like his own had been before Manifesting. “Of course. Laskidoor will survive and recover quicker than you can blink,” he told them. As he sat, a heavy wave of tiredness swept over him. He ignored it, took a bracing swallow of wine, then he asked Rihala, “Where is father?”

Rihala shrugged, playing with her cutlery. “Don’t know. He sent Iren to my room so that I could bring him here. Khetpal said that he was taking care of last-minute travelers or some such.”

Rhandon wondered about that. Of course, his father was involved in every moment of the management of the household, especially now. But, if Rhandon himself was exhausted, then his father would be dead on his feet. Certainly, he was indulging in a moment of rest before undertaking the burden of dealing with their crazy, far-flung family.

He spent the early part of their meal catching up with his siblings and how they were doing at Aravindha. He could tell that Rihala was all the way through Manifestation, and she confirmed it by telling him about her transition to Vadhi just after he arrived at Iarth. Iren grumbled about his impatience, bemoaning the fact that the next years were going to be so long! Which reminded Rhandon of his own transition, which reminded him of the first time he realized that he’d chosen his future spouse. He shook his head. Truly, the entire Ascension he would be thinking about it.

He let his gaze travel over to the Kharbinian table. Just in time to see Sobekh lunge across the table, goblets of wine flying, to reach for Farandianis.
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Cynosure

Their stately progress through the Keep took far longer than Cradhen would have liked.

The only thing that eased his mind was that his group was not the only one making the pilgrimage to the antechamber from where the families would enter the Main Hall.

While he pretended not to look for a certain Heir, he caught sight of the factions of his own family. Daina and Farandianis were together, both in formal black. Roxolani was being escorted by Sobekh. Cradhen’s eyebrows raised in surprise; usually Roxolani could not stand to be within breathing distance of that particular brother. But then, he thought, it wouldn’t have been acceptable for her to enter the Hall alone.

“Where is her Spouse?” Sraidrha said, following his line of sight. “I’m beginning to think he doesn’t exist.”

“Probably not speaking to her again,” Cradhen offered. “Sweet Kaede, could she be actually pregnant? Look!”

Cradhen squinted a bit, and sure enough, he saw a slight swelling around Roxolani’s midsection. “Finally. Now, maybe she’ll stop warbling about her lack.” After some searching, and as they reached one of the grand staircases, he saw the last three children of his family grouped together. Amidst the merrily chatting duo of Faetia and Semerkhet, all dressed in black was a tiny spot of serenity in white with deep, bright blue coils and curls surrounding her heart-shaped face like a divine illumination. Chiomi smiled and commented with the others, but her reserve was markedly different from their exuberance.

In all of his searching, he had not found the person he really sought, so he continued down the stairs, taking in the sights of First Night with a Steward’s eye. He started with the lights. All lit, not one Chaos light or candlestick out or smoking. From mid-staircase he could see the long audience hall, bordered with shining white columns and walls painted a rich, jewel-toned blue. The hall was teeming with Keshkin, rumbling with the sound of countless conversations. A chill tripped down his spine, and he felt his left palm starting to sweat just enough to annoy him. So many people.

“Breathe, big brother,” Sraidrha whispered, giving his hand an encouraging squeeze.

He entered the crush of people breathing slowly, focusing on Sraidrha’s hand in his. He managed to greet some with a reasonable amount of calm, but his focus was on getting across the hall and into the antechamber. He was trembling slightly by the time he reached the doors.

“Remember, our family is an intrigue of kittens and a rattle of snakes,” Sraidrha said, “find the kittens and ignore the snakes.”

That put a smile on Cradhen’s face that gave those who saw him a moment of surprised delight. And he found he didn’t need to ignore the snakes, because they were all gathered in corners far away from the doors.

Of the kittens, Semerkhet was the first to accost him as soon as he crossed the threshold. His voice was an undercurrent that barely broke the surface of the room’s noise as he sidled up to Cradhen and asked, “What’s this I hear about a Betrothal?”

It was just possible, Cradhen thought, that Khet, the family gossip, had known about his Betrothal before he did. It would be interesting to learn what was being said. “What did you hear?”

His youngest brother was bouncing slightly on the balls of his feet. He split a glance between the two people facing him. “I heard that you and Sara were contracted within days of each other. How in the Realms did you two manage that?”

“Ask our parents,” Cradhen offered, giving Chiomi a smile that paid tribute to her sweetness.

“Forget that!” Khet said, “I go to ask them, and I’ll find myself in the same situation!”

“Maybe that’ll calm you down,” Sraidrha said. She smoothed her skirts and sat on a small, cushioned stool next to Roxolani. “I’ve heard about the poor girls at Aravindha.”

“And boys,” Daina commented, joining the rest of her siblings. “And don’t tell us that it was all Jai, because I found you two in the still room three days before we left with one each.”

Cradhen stared at his baby brother. Only eighteen?

“Look who’s talking!” Khet shot back. “Isn’t Mother on you because she actually caught you with that Consort’s boy in a study room?”

“And the wrong Consort’s boy, too,” Chiomi murmured with a perfectly straight face.

Daina looked utterly betrayed. Cradhen kept himself from laughing by digging a nail into his palm.

“The lot of you are incorrigible,” Sraidrha said, battling herself to keep her face from collapsing. “I feel so sorry for Uncle Khafre to have to deal with you every day.”

“Well, he confirmed me Vadhi right before we left,” Khet told them proudly.

“I suppose he had no choice,” Faetia spoke for the first time. Cradhen noticed a troubled look in the back of her twin beryl eyes. It was on the tip of his tongue to ask, but the tinkling sound of crystal bells interrupted him. He searched the group and found his oldest brother moving through the room, gathering up his siblings like a mother duck. He heard Khet’s soft groan, the clicking of Faetia’s teeth and something wholly inappropriate from Chiomi’s dainty lips.

Cradhen wanted to repeat all three. However, he kept it to himself and stood when he was needed and offered his arm to Sraidrha.

Thankfully, he was behind several siblings and was not the cynosure of eyes that Birith and Roxolani were. Moving through the hall allowed him to give the room a once-over, one more time, before Sraidrha tugged his arm. Of course, it was all perfection. Most of the tables were full already, although a few glances told him that the Ascending had not entered yet.

Sraidrha must have felt his sigh of relief because she squeezed his arm slightly and gave him a small smile. He wondered again what he would do when she left for Iona.

He gave and accepted his parent’s kiss of peace, accompanied by a hug from his father, and a sweeping gaze from his mother, and handed Sraidrha into her chair. As he sat, he firmly decided he was not going to participate in any word play among his siblings and gave the servant pouring his wine a grateful look for remembering his favorite without being asked.

He contented himself with listening to buzz around him while the smooth, sweet taste of the orchid wine dulled his anxiety. A comment about Daina and her romantic endeavors caught his ear, but he was happy to just listen to the story of how she was caught in the study room and had been verbally flayed by their mother. Had it only been a mere week ago that he’d gotten his share of his mother’s displeasure?

Eventually, a flourish of music he recognized caught his attention, and he carefully put his glass down and focused on the scene playing out. The Ascending entered and captured the attention of all.

The twins of Behira entered first, full of their own importance. They reminded Cradhen of younger versions of Sobekh, so he ignored them. Akande, the Ascending Keshkin of Gelakehala came next, his height and the fact that he was in blinding white causing quite a stir. Cradhen almost yawned and picked up his glass, ready to cover it with a sip if it happened to slip out.

Next into the room were Kharbinia’s twins, Ashur and Seth. The black they wore set off their paleness, the outliers of the family, like himself. Cradhen smiled for Ashur’s benefit, and gave Seth a cautious look, wondering how he would act this evening.

“I would venture that he will behave himself,” Sraidrha said quietly. “Everyone will be watching him.”

That would annoy Sobekh, to not have someone to play up to his wickedness. With a grateful inward sigh, he brought his glass up to his lips and froze when the Heir of Laskidoor appeared.

“My goodness!”

Sraidrha’s torpal exclamation echoed his own feelings perfectly. Rhandon moved with a tightly leashed energy, keeping his steps measured. To an inexperienced eye, he looked confident, but Cradhen saw what crackled under the surface of his eyes. Cradhen swept his gaze from Rhandon’s head to feet and managed to skirt his eyes away as he saw Rhandon’s head turn slightly in the direction of the Kharbinian table. He would not be caught staring like a fool.

“He certainly cleans up nice,” Sraidrha said irreverently.

“I,” Cradhen offered. He really didn’t know what he could say that wouldn’t sound ridiculous.

There was a palpable pause before Sraidrha answered, “Would you care to borrow Uncle Khafre’s spectacles?”

“Hush. I will not put up with your nonsense this Ascension, Sara. Remember, you have your own Heir that cleans up nice.” When he looked back toward the entrance, he began to smile. “And I do believe he’s coming now.”

The strange mixture of reverberating silence and frantic fluttering coming from his sister’s mind kept him occupied all the way through Tsu’s entrance with Li Hua of Haeda, as he escorted her to her family table, all the way through his sudden appearance at the Kharbinian table. He bowed his head in greeting when Tsu caught his eye and moved over a bit to allow for another chair to be discreetly placed on the other side of Sraidrha. As his glass was refilled and the platters of food began to arrive, he was so, so glad that his own Betrothed had not had the same idea as the Heir of Iona.

While he watched Sraidrha attempt to settle her expression into something appropriate, he heard Sobekh’s voice complaining loudly about Ohannes and the people living there. It seemed that they were criticizing his control and were feeling a bit oppressed. This was a song that the entire family had heard before, and he knew that Ohannes had a reason to feel the way they did. What Cradhen wasn’t prepared for was Faran’s smooth, almost civil response.

“Perhaps Ohannes feels oppressed because Ohannes is oppressed,” he said.

Sobekh slammed his tankard on the table. “I have had it with you—” He growled and reached over the table toward his brother.

Cradhen froze. His heart sped to racing.

Goblets between the two overturned. One spilled into Faran’s lap. Onto his white trousers. He blinked and gave his brother a flat glance.

Cradhen tried but couldn’t seem to get enough air into his body. He didn’t want to open his mouth like a waterless fish but he couldn’t seem to get the air he needed to breathe. He could feel Sraidrha’s touch through the tingling along his skin. It helped a bit; he pulled a breath through his nose that opened his chest. His gaze swept the table, looking for what he didn’t know, then locked with Seth’s dark gaze conveying an expression that didn’t make sense because it looked like sympathy and that didn’t fit on Seth’s face because Seth was—

“Sobekh, cease!” Norio’s projection carried through the minds of all of his children.

Cradhen gasped in a much-needed breath while all was distracted and broke eye contact with his brother.

Every son and daughter and scion at the Kharbinian table fell silent. Even Daina stopped her chuckling and stared at her father, who rarely lost his temper.

Sobekh, chagrined, collapsed into his seat like a child and satisfied himself with fixing an evil glare at Faran. Faran, seemingly oblivious to Sobekh’s regard, wiped off his trousers with a napkin he flung on the table and began to clean his nails with his eating dagger. Once, he flicked a glance at Sobekh, and in that glance was all the reason that Faran was chosen to be Heir of Ivardakka over the true third son of Kharbinia.

Cradhen was mortified. All of the tables close to the Kharbinian family had seen and heard everything and were now murmuring conspiratorially among themselves. He took a shaky sip of his wine and turned his head toward the entrance so he would not have to see and realized that Sobekh’s behavior was not the only reason Norio ordered his children quiet.

Haaron’s Defenders were standing in the entrance, looking strangely uncertain about their permission to enter. Khetpal, the Pratham Defender, had cast about with a shuttered gaze and caught Norio’s eye. Cradhen looked at his father, the last vestiges of his panic still singing through his veins. Norio’s gaze was fixed on the two men, and his expression was so peculiar that Cradhen suddenly felt nervous.

He gave a quick glance toward the Laskidoori table and noted that Haaron was not there. He also saw Rhandon frown and put his hands flat on the table, as if he would rise, but Khetpal’s voice interrupted his motion.

“Divinities, there is news that I must bring you,” the man said.

Cradhen was sure that everyone within earshot heard the

quiver in the man’s voice, and the choking sound coming from the other Defender. That nervous feeling became something warped with foreboding that he did not care for.
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Spectator Sport

As soon as she sat down, Jeskha decided how she was going to make it through the evening.

It was the best course of action, considering the fact that she knew no one, no one knew her, and she had to find a way to ignore those who were gawking at her.

“I certainly hope you have polished up your dancing skills,” her father mentioned as he waved to the servant in charge of their table to pour wine. The wine was as colorful as the Keshkin themselves. This one, her father told her, was made from a grape that, when aged, crafted a wine that was as deep blue as the Northern Sea. Jeskha only heard of the vintage in passing; she never thought she’d have an opportunity to actually sample it.

Alharic paused in bringing the glass to his lips. “Why?” he asked cautiously.

“I can already predict there will be plenty of people lining up to dance with you two after we dine,” Deshiro said. “How do you think they’re going to question you without looking like nosy busybodies?”

Jeskha noted that her brother was turning slightly green and smirked when he almost downed the whole glass of wine in one swallow. Alharic hated dancing. He thought he was far too big and clumsy to do anyone justice. And he hated nosy busybodies even more. So did she, for that matter. Her dancing was passable, but her patience for intrusive questions was next to nil.

“What say you, Jeskha?” Deshiro asked.

She shrugged, still a bit shy talking to him. “I suppose I can survive one night.”

“How about sixteen?”

Jeskha turned to the other person at the table. The Hierarch of Izhmir looked innocent enough with the question, but considering how he apparently enjoyed covertly teasing her, she could never be sure. She would never forget their meeting, she guessed, no matter how much she wished he would. “Sixteen, Divinity?”

“Ascension is sixteen days long,” Khafre said. “Sixteen evenings; sixteen dinners and sixteen dances.”

“I survived what felt like sixteen days of earth tremors; I suppose I can put up with sixteen days of dancing and eating good food,” she offered after a moment of thought.

“That’s the spirit,” Khafre said, smiling over his glass of wine.

She gave him a polite smile, then proceeded to start her own people watching.

Each table spread through the Great Dining Hall was perfectly sized for the family seated. Her own table was small, made for a few more than four people. The largest of the tables, she noticed, were dedicated to the blended families; of Kharbinia and Ivardakka, Mir and Estrahna. Both families had more children than Jeskha thought one family should have. Her discreet count put the Kharbinian household at thirteen children and the Estrahna household at eleven, with one more on the way. Where the Estrahnan table was high-spirited, full of smiles, clinking of glasses and laughter, the Kharbinian table was more subdued. Each member was cautiously eyeing the other, as if they waited for one of them to explode.

The most interesting of the people at that table were Sraidrha and Cradhen, their personal guides through the morass of Keshkin protocol and courtesy. Cradhen was certainly giving her the most entertainment.

He was seated rather calmly at first glance, quietly twirling a glass of pale orange wine and adding a few words to the conversations nearest him. However, while Jeskha watched between admiring the menu choices for the evening, she noticed that his eyes were not necessarily concentrated on his dining and conversation partners. The deep, crystal blue eyes moved here and there through the hall, which led her to believe he, too, was people-watching. And he was, she discovered. Only, the person he wanted to watch was apparently not here.

When the doors opened and admitted the Ascending Keshkin, she noticed that the wine in his glass trembled just a bit. It reminded her for a heartbeat, of an aftershock; she even put a palm on the table to ensure that the building around her was steady.

“Are you all right, dear?” Deshiro asked quietly as he plucked a fat fig, wrapped in a savory leaf, from his plate.

“Ah... yes,” she said. “Every once in a while, I still feel aftershocks,” she smiled self-deprecatingly.

“I can imagine. Was it bad?”

Jeskha thought a moment. “At first. Then it was very odd,” she finally answered. “Now that I understand more about our, um, Gifts, I’m not as confused as I was when the tremors started.” She sliced into the slightly pink meat on her plate and tasted it. It was gloriously tender and perfectly seasoned. “I really didn’t understand why we were so safe inside the Manor and the Keep. But it was the same when we were in Iarth and Iarth’s Sanctuary.”

“Yes,” Alharic added. “Inside, it was almost as if everything were the same as always. We could feel the tremors, and occasionally the Manor swayed, but there was absolutely no damage to our Manor proper.” A strange expression crossed Alharic’s face. Jeskha remembered then; whatever protected the Manor had not extended to the Aerie. And Mekha.

“How did you do that, Deshiro?” Khafre asked. “Izdhan, I mean.”

Deshiro licked some of the meat’s juices from his thumb. “I gifted the twins with a table, when they first made Izdhan their home.” He looked at them. “Malachite top, oak legs?”

Jeskha looked at her brother, knowing they were picturing the table sitting in the center of their Main Hall. They both looked at Deshiro, who was paying strict attention to his plate.

“If you examine it, you’ll note that the stone base of the table, where the Malachite sits, is of the same material as the Keshkin Road,” he said without looking up.

Jeskha smiled at the top of his head, unable to help herself. The small things he’d done during their childhood were adding up to a father who did care for his children. She’d found it hard to believe at first that he would bow to their mother’s wishes and leave them alone, but the more she started learning about him, the more she could see that he was conscientious with those who held his heart. It made her slightly angry at their mother, for doing such a thing, but she had no idea what moved Merit’s mind or formed her choices. Every day that passed, she decided to put certain things firmly in the past, so that she could concentrate on what she would be facing in this new life, in her future.

“Sweet Kaede, I haven’t seen that much color on Cradhen’s face since...” Khafre confided, “well, I can’t remember.”

Jeskha looked over. Cradhen’s eyes were just darting back to his plate, but she could guess where they had been by the flush that rose from his neck. She looked over at Rhandon, and almost choked on her drink. His gaze was floating in Cradhen’s direction, not quite staring at something over the Kharbinian’s shoulder.

Deshiro chuckled. “Look at them. Those two are going to be the entertainment of the Ascension. I put money on it right now.” “I see that and raise it double that the two of them get caught in a compromising situation by Fourth Day,” Khafre answered.

“Day of Solace?” Deshiro almost exclaimed. “Cradhen? Absolutely not.”

Jeskha wondered why it would be so impossible. She innocently asked.

It was Alharic who answered. “People say he’s made entirely of permanent frost.”

Jeskha frowned. She hadn’t seen anything particularly cold from the Keshkin in question. Reserved perhaps, in the way her brother was, but nothing more. Then again, she spent most of her time in the bloody women’s wing and didn’t have much time to spend in Cradhen’s company.

She looked up at the murmuring that was filling the crowd and saw the last two Ascending crossing the floor. She didn’t see anything particular worthy of such buzzing, but when she heard some of the words, she understood:

“...appropriate for First Night?”

“...Unbelievable.”

“Never in my day would anyone wear something so...”

“Never in your day would anyone want to see you in something so...” Deshiro murmured just loud enough for his table to hear. 

Khafre gave a delicate snort. 

Jeskha tried to see who he was commenting on but couldn’t tell in the crush of people.

“Bold as a mid-summer day, that boy,” the Hierarch of Izhmir commented as they watched the Keshkin speaking with the Hierarchs at the Kharbinian table. “Poor little Sraidrha is going to have her hands full.”

“Oh, I think Tsu has no idea what he’s gotten into either,” Deshiro said. From the woman in question’s expression, which went from stunned amazement to a dangerous glint, Jeskha agreed. If she were a gambling person, she would be making book on the entertainment value of the Betrothal of Sraidrha of Kharbinia and—it took her a moment to dredge up the name— Tsu of Iona.

She was stealing a wrapped fig from her brother’s plate when a bang snatched her attention. The doors of the Dining Hall were opening again, one of them hitting the wall a bit harder than the other. Jeskha recognized the colors of Laskidoor and realized that the men in the door were Defenders of the Hierarch. She saw the shadow of Kesshar right behind them and wondered what brought them to the Hall at such an inopportune moment.

She heard Khafre hiss under his breath and looked over at him. He was just opening his eyes, and the look within was so haunted that she tensed in response. She felt Alharic doing the same and noticed Deshiro’s attention was on the Izhmiri, his own glance concerned, the constant amusement withdrawing like a Chaos light shuttering.

Then she felt that familiar tingle that told her that they were speaking in their minds. This time, though, she didn’t bother being annoyed that she could pick up their conversation when she half heard what they said. The first question that came to mind was what exactly did they mean by imbalance?
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Fight or Fly

Rhandon blinked, pushed his amazement down and concentrated on what Rihala was saying.

“A brawl? Really? Who was fighting?” he asked.

“From what I heard it was Sobekh and Faran,” Rihala told him after swallowing the bite she’d been chewing. “All I know is that there’s a full window broken in one of the upper classrooms.”

“Yeah, it was one of those fancy ones Uncle Khafre had put in just a few months ago,” Iren added. “He was furious!”

“I can imagine.” Thankfully, he’d never been a recipient of Khafre’s flash fire temper, but he’d heard tales of the conflagration.

He continued to listen to his sister with one ear while watching the Kharbinian table with the other. At first, the sight of Sobekh grabbing a handful of Faran’s tunic in his fist transfixed him. Sobekh and Faran reminded him of a couple of hounds fighting over supremacy in the pack. Sobekh was the surly, bad- tempered one, stretching at his chain to get at the elegant but deadly one. Faran was the one who walked the length of his chain, waiting for his opportunity and not wasting a bit of energy in the meantime.

Truthfully, he hadn’t meant to, but his gaze wandered away from the vividness of Faran further down the table. He almost jumped from his skin when he found deep sapphire eyes staring back at him over the rim of a glass of orchid wine. Not fighting against his desires, he gave his Betrothed all of his attention. The look in Cradhen’s eyes made something twist in his midsection, and not in a pleasant way.

Cradhen was frozen in place, and almost transparently pale. His mouth was a thin slash of red as he pressed his lips tight. His hand clenched around the edge of the table, knuckles bluish red against his skin. Rhandon could even see the pulse fluttering in his neck, like a baby bird learning to fly.

Against all instinct, he was about to get up when all movement from the Kharbinian table ceased. Rhandon looked at the head of the table to see Norio half standing, his face looking harder than he’d ever seen the mild-tempered Hierarch look before.

A sharp, loud bang at the entrance stopped him from gaping like an idiot, and he turned to see the two Defenders of Laskidoor entering in unison. He frowned, for the expressions on their faces were grim, not at all in keeping with the celebration at hand. He felt the urge to stand and ask what brought them, but he didn’t need to.

Khetpal, his father’s Pratham Defender, walked right past the table, directing his respectful gaze toward Norio.

“Divinities, there is news that I must bring you,” the man said and Rhandon once again wanted to stand to respond to the slight tremble he heard beneath the formal words. He even moved his chair back slightly, but stopped there, waiting to hear what Khetpal had to say.

Then he realized suddenly that the Defenders weren’t facing Norio.

They had turned, as one, to face... him.

(Me? Me. Why are they looking at me?)

A wave of... gut-punching something hit him, and he was glad he hadn’t succumbed to temptation to stand. The strength of it would have dropped him to his knees. It would have been easy to call it exhaustion again, for obvious reasons, but this didn’t begin to describe the waves that rippled outward from his core into each extremity. The crest of each wave came with a frisson of pain that tapped his temples like a hammer driving a nail; and, with each breath, the nail went deeper until it disappeared, just to make room for the next one. He bowed his head, screwed his eyes shut on the sparkles that were starting to appear around the edges of his vision and spent a few breaths willing the feeling away, so he didn’t hear what news the Defenders brought to the Hierarch of Kharbinia.

It felt the same way it had when they were on the Barrier. His father had told him it was the Ashvin coming upon him finally. But the reaction was too... synchronized with the Defenders and the words coming from Khetpal’s mouth. Not that he could hear the words; but the movement of Khetpal’s lips caught almost all of his attention. Reading lips, he used the words he’d stored in his mind to form them where only he could hear them.

He did, then, hear a soft intake of breath move its way around the hall, from one voice to the next, heard his sister calling his name—

“Rhandon?” it was vocal, not torpal. She didn’t know how to do much of that yet. But he did hear it under the surface of his skin; that voice of... and then heard her make a noise, a small animal in distress. He opened his eyes just enough to see her shoot from her seat like it was set on springs.

(Loud, loud, loud, why is everyone getting so loud?)

He raised his head, regarded her ghostly pale face, and turned his head, slowly to be sure, because it really hurt now, right in the middle of his forehead, toward the Defenders.

Norio was standing, his skin turned a shade that reminded Rhandon of the ashes left behind after the stable fire on the day after The Great Tremor.

A strange murmuring touched his ears, then. At first, he thought it was the others in the dining hall, remarking on his behavior, because he was behaving far beyond himself. But, as he looked around, he saw that no one—not a single person in the hall—was speaking. He concentrated, and felt that it was a dark sound, and something in it exhorted him to pay close attention.

So he finally stood and moved around the table toward the Defenders ranged in front of his table.

The sparkling around his vision was still there, but it didn’t hurt as much as the pain in his forehead. Like a drum it beat with each of his steps; he rather thought people watching could see the pulse throbbing, and he put up a few fingers to cover the spot.

“Notready... notyet... has to...” The voice, or voices he thought again, seemed to be dueling, a discussion he certainly didn’t believe he should be hearing inside his head. He looked around and saw several Hierarchs with the familiar look that indicated torpal communication.

He reached behind him, forgetting that he was far away from his table, met open air and turned a confused glare behind him, wondering where he was.

(The Hall, stupid. It’s First Night, and WHY IS IT SO LOUD?)

He had the impression of a flurry of black and white and a hand taking his outstretched one, even as he began to sink against his own will. Stiff cloth that wasn’t his own met his back, an arm, covered in a black embroidered silk and stronger than his own wrapped around his waist. There was no pain with the contact, but the strange achiness still roamed through his body, looking for weaknesses to exploit. He leaned into the person behind him and caught the scent of wineflower. It wove its way around the pain and dampened it, and he sighed a bit in relief.

“No, I don’t think—”

“...must—”

Then the words became nothing but a mash of letters. “Yflkjjadidhj;lja!”

He put his hands over his mouth. Putting one’s hands over one’s ears was unseemly, so he’d learned to put his hands over his mouth instead.

“—iualjljafd Ascended owiuenvnikyet!”

“Rajendrha, again you are a font of information,” Rhandon immediately recognized that voice as Khafre’s, “Now shut the fuck up and let us think!”

Rhandon really didn’t think he should be eavesdropping, so he tried to withdraw himself.

And found he couldn’t. No matter how much he pulled and tugged, he couldn’t unravel himself from the tangled knot of torpal signatures and the voices and letters all mashing up in his head—,

He heard Rihala’s sudden wail, and he whipped his head to look at her around the black clad shoulder of whomever was holding him. Why was she so distressed? Was she feeling this too?

“Ri-hala,” he croaked behind his hands, amazed at how weak his voice sounded. His throat closed, and he struggled to take in a simple breath of air.

Drowning in a thick, black viscous liquid. The voices were still there, but they came in and out, first quiet like whispers, then shouting enough to make him wince.

(Too much.)

“Rhan-don?”

He saw his little brother standing before him. Through the buzzing in his head, and the lethargy he felt, the lights dancing in around his vision and the untenable drowning sensation, he focused on Iren’s eyes, still colored the plain blue of their mother’s eyes. He saw them glitter, saw the tears welling. He reached out and pulled the boy into his arms, instinct to comfort flowing underneath his confusion.

When the next Hierarch spoke—out loud—he looked in confusion at the Keeper of Alnyagel.

“Toosoon!”

“Iexpectedbutildnnijoerh...”

“Whatdoesthismean?”

“Please.” Norio held up a hand and closed it, and just like that, the running torpal conversations ceased, a domina of Quiescence sweeping the room. “Repeat yourself, Khetpal,” he asked carefully, looking at the two Defenders in turn. Rhandon squinted, trying to see them as well. Each one wore varying looks of anxiety, solemnity, and anger and... was that sadness that Sadhna, the youngest of Haaron’s Defenders, wore?

Khetpal tore his eyes from Norio and gave Rhandon an intensely odd look. Rhandon looked back through pain-narrowed eyes, questioningly. He saw Sadhna waver. Another presence made itself known, and he looked at Kesshar kneeling beside him, eyes hooded and swimming in a zhari of tears.

“Sacredness,” Khetpal began, but was interrupted by the whispered tone of Sadhna.

“Divinity, Khetpal.” It was said between gritted teeth, the first time Rhandon had heard the word said in such a rage-filled way.

The word didn’t penetrate Rhandon’s confusion at first. He was sure he looked like a fool in front of the packed dining hall as he blinked at the man, hands still over his mouth.

“Divinity, there is news that I must bring you.”

Rihala’s second small cry broke through then, and that unnamed feeling returned in full force. He tried to rise, was released by whomever held him, stumbled on his feet and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead and trickled down the back of his neck. The soft fabric there did nothing to ease the itchy feeling that crept up his spine and ended in the center of his forehead. He did a little shuffle to keep his balance. His vision swam, glazed and smoky and sparkling all at once. He reached up a hand and felt the moisture leaking from his eyes, looked at it. The teardrop suspended on his finger was magnified, so much that he could see colors in the reflected light.

It seemed that his body was reacting to the words before his own mind was.

“Divinity!”

This time, it was Kesshar who grabbed him before his limbs lost all feeling and he could sense himself folding like a sodden rag to the beautiful hematite and sapphire and ivory tiles. At the touch, the words that Khetpal had spoken after that first sentence finally penetrated and erased every other thought and every other feeling from his brain.

“His Divinity Haaron has Passed on.”

The six words exploded into his consciousness like drops on a still puddle of water.

“May Quiescence hold Him close,” the room echoed.

With those words—may Quiescence hold Him close—blackness crowded everything else away and he heard his sister’s last shriek and one last statement, spoken from a choked throat in a voice that he barely recognized as Khafre.

“Let it be known that We... now stand in the Presence of the newly Divinity.”

“NO.”

That word Rhandon heard loud and clear. It crept out of the darkness of his own throat and slapped the consciousness completely from him.
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Sacred and Divine

Cradhen stood there watching Kesshar hold Rhandon and let Khafre’s words run through his mind.

We now stand in the presence of the newly Divine. 

These words did not fit into the circumstances; the bright lights of the dining hall, the prettily set tables, everyone in their finery.

We now stand in the presence of the newly Divine.

He looked to his left. Divinity was crumpled in his Defender’s arms like a well-used piece of parchment, soft and damaged with the words probably carved deep into his soul. Before Kesshar took over, Cradhen felt the deep trembles in Rhandon’s body before he collapsed, as if he was being rocked by deafening blows that reverberated through him without mercy. Cradhen sought out answers in the maelstrom that had been created with the announcement.

Sraidrha rushed from the table toward the entrance. Norio left the head of the table to head toward Deshiro and Khafre, who met him halfway. Hafsa directed the rest of the Kharbinian horde to rise. He heard her tell the older Keshkin to take the younger in hand, and to help with the children in the Hall. Other Hierarchs moved with desperate urgency, gathering their families, ensuring the young ones were herded out of the Hall. Even Rajendrha moved with purpose, directing his daughter and spouse to go to the women’s wing and help there where they could.

Norio, Khafre and Deshiro ended up within arm’s length of his spot on the floor. He made to move, not wishing to be in the way, but Norio put a calming hand on his shoulder, holding him in place. Khafre went directly to the Heir of Laskidoor—now the Hierarch of Laskidoor. He cupped the back of Rhandon’s head in one gentle hand, peering into his face.

“He’s breathing,” Khafre said softly.

Cradhen gave his uncle a terrified look. Breathing? They were concerned about Rhandon breathing?

“He’s fine, Cradhen,” Norio whispered in his ear. “I promise you. Just hold on.”

Cradhen dragged in a large lungful of air himself, so they would not be worried about him breathing.

“We need to get him out of here,” Deshiro murmured, then switched to torpal conversation, pulling Cradhen in effortlessly. “Right now, there is no one Keeping Laskidoor. I need to go. Now.”

“What do you mean?” Norio said, then just as quickly, “Yes. Favored by Earth. I believe you should take Kesshar with you. Haaron’s Defenders will be... standing vigil over him, and I would not separate them.”

At the same time, Khafre was telling Rhandon’s Defender, “Kesshar, you will need to go with Deshiro back to Lask—”

Kesshar blinked at the sudden request, then looked at his charge, still quiet and unbelievably still in his arms. “He...I must stay.”

“I understand,” Deshiro interrupted, his voice urgent and low. “But we need to both retrieve the Seals of Laskidoor and find out what has happened in the Crèche.” He put a hand on one of Kesshar’s. “You know where the Seals are. You can retrieve them without anyone else knowing.”

“The Three forbid any Consorts finding out about this right now,” Khafre said. “Considering their behavior as of late, there is no way I would leave any of them with this information anywhere near the Seals of Territory.”

“I don’t want to leave His Sacr—Divinity,” Kesshar choked on the word.

It clashed against Cradhen’s ears too, that word. To chase away the confusion and the dread tearing through him, he spoke up. “I will stay with him.” He had to have a reason to be standing amidst this tableau; perhaps that would work.

The others looked at him for a long moment. He could see them running through the assorted reasons Cradhen would volunteer for such a thing and saw when they all came to the same conclusion at virtually the same time.

“If Rhandon doesn’t see Kesshar when he wakes,” Norio said, “things might not go well. Perhaps Cradhen’s presence would stop any negative reaction.”

“That would do,” Kesshar said quickly.

Cradhen looked at him, hoping the man didn’t resent the idea that Cradhen could even remotely take his place. Surprisingly, Kesshar was already rearranging Rhandon, placing his head on Cradhen’s lap.

“If Serenity is with him, then I will go, Divinity,” Kesshar finished quietly. “I meant no disrespect.”

Deshiro smiled, a shadowy example of his usual grin. “None taken. But we must go now, before the Consorts Council notices something is amiss. Who knows what’s happened in Sanctuary and—didn’t Rhandon say something about most of the household staff was there...,” his voice faded as they moved toward the entrance.

From his periphery, Cradhen noticed Rihala and Iren then, recalling Rhandon’s siblings were also victims of this horrible moment. Iren knelt near Rhandon, hands curled into fists, staring at nothing, with tears rolling down his pale cheeks. It was then that the little dark-haired boy wasn’t dark haired anymore. His curls were perfect and...white. Leeched of color completely.

He turned to the other Laskidoori Keshkin.

Rihala knelt behind her, pulling at her zhari, eyes wild, torn between fleeing, and almost hissing anyone who came near her little family. Her eyes were blinking rapidly, as if she were trying to stay focused, and having a hard time doing it.

All that was left of her little family.

“Father, someone needs to take care of them,” he told Norio, who, even as he responded in the affirmative, was debating which of his children to call over. Chiomi took the decision away from him by coming over and kneeling in front of Rihala, taking trembling hands in her small ones, and murmuring gently between the two other children of Laskidoor. After a moment or two, the trio rose and left the hall via a route around the outer walls toward the door.

“Now, we must get him to his rooms,” Khafre said.

“Allow me?”

Everyone looked up to see Deshiro’s twins. Alharic crouched, scooping Rhandon effortlessly into his arms. Cradhen followed Alharic’s every movement and stood, and it felt like a great effort. Every joint creaked, tight with tension. They all followed Alharic, who took the straightest route from the Hall. Cradhen ignored the murmuring of others around them. Instead, he thought about the rest of the days of Ascension that stretched ahead, and he wondered how all of this would fit into all that. For, regardless of anything else, all of this would have to fit.

Ascension must continue. No matter the cost.

***
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SRAIDRHA HAD NEVER heard such a shriek in her life. She heard it the moment she stepped out of the Dining Hall, heard it echo throughout the Keep from the third level. The sound sent all of the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end. She hitched up her beautifully embroidered skirts and took the stairs two at a time; ignoring the fact that her zhari fluttered off her head and fell on the stairs behind her. On the landing, she stopped a moment to take stock of where the sound had come from. Two hallways and a right turn in and she heard another scream, ending on a ragged sob.

At the end of the fourth hallway, she halted so suddenly that she fell to her knees. She stared at the creature who challenged her; it stood low to the ground, ears laid back, tail lashing, with a strange, dark growling sound coming from deep in its body. It was wholly unrecognizable for the long heartbeats that stuck in Sraidrha’s throat, but she finally saw that it was Haaron’s bhakti mau. Sraidrha shrank back and waited for the feline to calm down. Yet another shriek shattered the air again, and her instinct to help overrode her fear. The cry of anguish that followed had her almost offering obeisance to the feline in the hopes that he would allow her to pass.

“Turbius!” Norio’s voice cracked across the air behind her and the feline subsided mid-growl. Sara took the moment to rush through the door into Haaron’s rooms.

Minh shrieked again.

Sraidrha froze, hand over her mouth.

The Hierarch of Mir crouched, keening softly, clutching Haaron’s tunic as he lay on the floor. Sraidrha cautiously knelt beside her aunt. Minh’s eyes were sightless and overflowing with tears. Questions crowded in Sraidrha’s throat. Haaron was so still, giving confirmation to the announcement she’d just heard downstairs.

But that couldn’t be, she protested silently. He was only tired, so very tired.

Minh’s hair hung haphazardly around her, like clouds presaging a thunderstorm. Her pale formal face paint streaked down her cheeks, from her nose. Her lips were violent smudges of red; Sraidrha saw traces of the color on the back of one of Minh’s hands.

Still Sraidrha couldn’t force the necessary words through her lips; she turned instead to give her attention back to her uncle. 

He couldn’t be all gone.

Haaron’s white hair spilled over his face, which was just as gray. No color in his cheeks, his lips, his eyelids, no color anywhere. Sraidrha watched Minh’s hand pat at his chest. It didn’t rise or fall.

“H-Haa-ron,” the Hierarch of Mir choked out wetly.

So still. Sraidrha reached out as well, a cautious touch.

And then she too shrieked. For her father. Vocally and torpally, she called for Norio, wanting him to come and tell her she was mistaken, that the Defenders were mistaken.

Could not be all gone.

She heard her father before she saw him. Heard him standing behind her, taking in the tableau in front of him.

“Oh, sweetness,” the words were low and heavy in her mind. He knelt beside her, put an arm around her and pulled her close. “He is... gone.”

She hid her face in his side and shut everything else out. Moments played behind her eyes; of this man, picking her little toddler body up so she could reach a flower on a branch. Of him sneaking sugared cherries into her room when she was supposed to be going to sleep. Of him explaining a finer point of history that completely confounded her comprehension. Him, drinking from a tiny toy teacup; him, teaching her how to make perfect columns in her first ledger book; him, comforting her when her hair turned the ugliest shade of green, she’d ever seen during her Manifestation.

All gone.

“No, dear,” her father told her. “If those memories are still there; he is still there.”

Turbius hissed frightfully as someone else came into the room. The voice that calmed him was Mahendra’s. Sraidrha felt Minh leave the floor and looked up in time to see the Hierarch launch herself into her spouse’s arms. The buzz of her bhakti’s wings vibrated right by Sraidrha’s ear, making her jump.

It was too much. She needed to go somewhere where she could be of help, of use. She scrubbed at her face, swallowed every single one of her protestations, and asked her father, “Where am I needed?”

Norio was silent. Then, “the still room. Can you gather the madder root? Start the preparations?”

The still room was quiet, a place where she could work silently, alone. Gathering the madder took concentration and care and finding enough mordant to set the dye would be a task within itself. She nodded and unwound herself from her father.

She was halfway down the stairs when she saw Tsu rushing up, much like she had before, two steps at a time, a length of cloth clenched in one fist. Her zhari dropped on the stairs when she ran. When he saw her, he stumbled, and she reached out a hand to grasp his arm.

He tossed his hair from his face and took her by her arms in a gentle grasp. “Is it...?”

She nodded, willing herself not to cry again. There would be enough time for that later.

“By the Three.” He looked at his fist a moment, then unclenched it and gently put the zhari back on her head. He turned to walk with her, keeping a hand on her shoulder as he did so. “The Hierarchy is in an uproar. I couldn’t take it in the Hall anymore. Where are you going?”

“The still room,” she said, keeping her attention on her steps. Facing anyone would be a losing battle against the tears. “I need to prepare the m-madder f-for the...”

“Would you like some help?”

She stopped and stared at him, against her instinct. “What do you know of making madder dye?” She blurted.

He gave her a weary smile. “I was a very nosy child,” he told her. “They thought if they stuck me in the still room, I would hate it and stop bothering the cooks and the Kalfa.”

Her smile felt watery and weak. “Did it work?”

“Hm. The Kalfa gained an illustrious page for about a year and a half. And I learned how to store, prepare and make madder dye.”

She allowed him to follow her into the still room.

***
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ALHARIC LAID RHANDON carefully in the enormous bed, leaving him looking like a small child enveloped against the dark in voluminous blankets and pillows, and oh, so pale. He hadn’t twitched, moved, or cracked an eyelid since he’d collapsed in the middle of the Dining Hall. He squinted to look and sighed inwardly to see his chest move up and down. He didn’t know what everyone would do if they lost the Hierarch and the Heir.

A chaise was pulled up next to the bed, and Cradhen sat stiffly, not looking at anyone. Everyone was staring at him, he knew, wondering at his presence. It had to have been torture. So, Alharic took one of the burdens from him and looked to Deshiro instead.

Deshiro was speaking quietly with Kesshar and Khafre, more than likely about their trip to Laskidoor. Jeskha, who’d followed them, moved closer and waited for a pause in the conversation. Then she said, “I want to tell Mayah and Markham what’s happened.”

She wasn’t asking for permission, and Alharic knew it. Deshiro, too, to tell by his nod. “Of course, that would be wise. They might even be able to help.”

“She cannot go,” came Khafre’s voice.

Deshiro frowned and the Hierarch of Izhmir answered. “She cannot travel Synchricly.”

With no further explanation forthcoming, Deshiro nodded, then gestured at Alharic. “Well, son, I suppose you will be the one going.”

Jeskha opened her mouth to protest. Her father stopped her. “Your Gifts are unstable, Jeskha. Guiding you will take time that we don’t have.”

“A-are we planning to travel the same way we did through the Barrier?” Alharic asked.

“That was the plan. It would be best if we didn’t cause too much commotion.”

“Where will we end up?” He remembered that journey and wondered how far they would be going this time.

Deshiro tilted his head, stretching the muscles in his neck. As he massaged his temples, he said, “Several places,” he started. “You,” and he pointed at Alharic, “Will end up at Izdhan, and will wait there until I come and get you. You,” and he pointed at Kesshar, “will go to Haaron’s suite directly, get what is needed from his rooms and Rhandon’s and meet me in Sanctuary.” He clapped Kesshar on the shoulder. “Try to take as many back hallways as you can. I do not want any questions. We have no time.”

Kesshar answered in the affirmative.

“I will go straight into Sanctuary,” Deshiro finished. “I need to check the condition of the Crèche.” He clapped his hands, and Alharic could see the energy coursing through him in the way he moved on his feet, gracefully, quickly, already in motion. The Hierarch of Vadheen looked at the Hierarch of Izhmir. “Is everything settled here?”

Khafre said, “Go. And hurry back. You know that we have much to discuss.”

Deshiro nodded and did an interesting thing. He knelt next to Cradhen’s chair and looked in his eyes. “I promise you, Cradhen, everything will be alright. Focus on what is needed here and don’t worry about anything else.”

Alharic heard the Hierarch of Izhmir murmuring something about replacements. He saw Cradhen flinch at the word. His heart went out to him.

Deshiro gathered Kesshar and Alharic a few steps away from the bed. For his benefit, Deshiro said, “This will be slightly different than your trip through the Barrier. I’ve been told that the first trip like this may or may not feel that good. Just keep holding on to each other, all right?”

None of them had time for worry. Alharic nodded. His father’s specialty was Synchric travel; he would get them where they needed to be. He took Deshiro’s hand and squeezed. Then he reached out his other hand for Kesshar. Kesshar gave him a hooded look, one that tugged at something in him. Then the Defender put his hand in Alharic’s. Alharic closed his fingers around the strong grip, and the slight tremor that traveled through him.

Behind his eyes, almost like an afterthought, he saw something uncurling, deep red and slowly moving. Fast, like the crack of a whip, it wrapped around his wrist and tightened, so much that he looked down. There was nothing there and the vision disappeared before he could question it further.

He watched Deshiro close his eyes and did the same.

“Hm,” he heard Deshiro say softly. “That is indeed interesting. Do hang on, men.”

His stomach went wherever they were going first; his mind followed after a heartbeat. This trip was different. There was no closeness on either side of him; in fact, it felt like Alharic was free falling from a great height. He kept his eyes screwed shut, unwilling to see exactly where they were falling.

Many of the same sensations came as they had before. The feeling of his father’s hand, of Kesshar’s hand and nothing else, the scents, the sounds, all of it was the same, but he felt weightless, untethered, as if, should he let go of either of his companions, he would be lost. Then soon, he felt the end of the fall approaching, the ground coming up toward him with otherworldly speed. When he finally felt the earth beneath his feet, he gave his stomach a moment to catch up to his mind, to catch up to the rest of him, then opened his eyes.

They were in the courtyard of Izdhan Manor, facing the great double doors. Alharic released both hands and spun to look at Deshiro and Kesshar. He almost missed it.

Jumping Synchric, as they called it, was not a spectator event. It was decidedly best experienced and not watched. Alharic had chills, even as he entered the Manor and sought out his former guardians. And he would be doing that some day?

This Keshkin business was turning out to be more complicated than he thought it would be.

***
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IN THE DARKEST HOUR of the night, when no more sounds of confusion and mourning were heard through the Keep, he woke for a moment.

Cradhen opened his eyes slowly when he heard the stirring of the sheets. Sleep had come to him fitfully, teasing him with short trips into twisting dreams before yanking him up into the overnight sounds of the Keep. He was used to those sounds, something he’d heard for a full decade of nights. But the light sounds in this room were an odd descant, and he turned toward the sound.

Rhandon’s eyes were open. He could tell not because of any light in the room. The room was in perfect darkness, the door shut against the sconces in the hallway. He could tell that Rhandon was awake because of the glistening color that came from his eyes. He blinked what was left of the sleep from his mind and leaned in to look Rhandon full in the face. Right around his pupil, surrounding the topaz color was a golden ring, no wider than two hairs, glimmering in the darkness, causing a light of its own.

He wondered what Rhandon saw.

“I. Is... true?” Rhandon’s voice, deep and rough as if he’d been screaming, grasped at him like a drowning hand. “Is he...G- gone?”

Cradhen didn’t waver in his answer. Rhandon wouldn’t appreciate prevarication. “Yes.”

He heard the shifting again, then quiet. Rhandon closed his eyes again and turned his head away.

Cradhen leaned back on the chaise, preparing to try and chase down a few more moments of sleep himself.

“You will stay?”

Three soft words. Rhandon’s hair was tangled, slightly damp with sweat. Cradhen leaned forward again, lifted a hand for a moment, and then put it down. “Of course.”

The darkest hour of the night turned silent again, all except for the soft breathing of the Hierarch of Laskidoor.
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Part IV
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To Rest

I should let one of my companions have their time. It is only fair, after all. And, then I finally could take my rest. But...what would be the fun in that?
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After
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The room was an old room, the oldest in Alnyagel Keep, he’d been told.

The first time Rhandon had seen it, he’d been a small boy and was taken there so that he could calm down from all the noise of Ascension. Today, he did the same thing he’d done back then. Slowly, he walked around the large table in the center of the room. Today, he could actually reach the small figurines that stood on the tabletop, on the drawing that took up the whole table. Picking one up, he blew the dust off and turned it this way and that, admiring the detail in the face.

It was a male figure, his hands raised, his mouth open, and his eyes wide. It had been cast in metal (the Three only knew who had the time to make molds of little figures just to cast them in metal) like most of the other figurines. For such a small piece, the detail was such that he could make out the general shape of the male’s eyes and could almost see an emotion within them.

But he couldn’t feel it. His fingers were numb. The whole top layer of his skin was numb.

He put the figurine back down where he’d found it.

He continued around the table, now looking at the drawing painted directly on the wood. He recognized it as a map, but it didn’t look like any Territory he’d ever seen. He wondered about the paint. Though faded, he could still see the distinct colors, and if he looked really closely, which he did, he could see the several layers above the surface. He ran his fingers over it.

Nothing.

The door opened, and others began to enter the room. His hand upon the table clenched; he wasn’t ready to see anyone yet. He didn’t think he’d ever be ready again. But you know you have to, so get to it. He inhaled deeply and looked up to face those who were now taking seats around the map table. Four Hierarchs, two Ashvin and two Vadhi. The Hierarchs behaved as if this were just an everyday affair, and to Rhandon he supposed meetings were just that to them. They found their seats quickly; Khafre at one end, Konami at the other. Deshiro to Khafre’s right, Norio to Khafre’s left.

Well, not four Hierarchs. Five Hierarchs, his mind told him.

He trembled from the chill that shot down his back, even after a full day and a full night of knowing and held himself from clapping hands over his ears. In his mind, as stuffed full of cotton as it was, the sound of the words hurt. All he could do was stand there like a statue and watch them, so tired of feeling numb.

Sraidrha and Alharic took the right side of the table. Tsu and Arjuna sat down at the other side, but not before examining the map and figurines placed atop it. Cradhen was not there, but Kesshar was, propped against a wall as always. Rhandon looked over. His Defender and Solace had his arms crossed over his chest and his eyes half closed. Listening pose, Rhandon knew. Kesshar would remember everything, even as Rhandon knew that he would forget half.

Cradhen wasn’t there because he had to make sure his replacement knew how to handle the change in schedule. Cradhen and Kesshar were going to take turns staying with him; apparently, he'd asked them to, though he really didn't remember doing so. Tonight, after this meeting, it will be Cradhen. His Betrothed would recline on the chaise someone put beside his bed and talk about his day. Inconsequential things, to fill up the time until Rhandon was too tired to keep his eyes open.

He started rubbing his fingers across his thumb as he found his own chair, to the right of Konami and next to Alharic.

It was Arjuna who asked the question that Rhandon had in his head: “What map is this?” His voice could have been called flat and toneless to those who did not know how to listen, but Rhandon heard the curves and planes in his words. Arjuna had an odd way of speaking, as if he’d learned to speak in a different tongue and was accustomed to different ways of saying things. The accents were different; the beats were sharper. Rhandon always meant to ask him why he spoke that way, but everyone told him that was not polite. He wondered if he could get away with it now.

“Sorry, Arjuna, but there’s something I’ve always meant to ask you,” he began, before someone could answer the original question.

Arjuna gave him a crooked grin, which Rhandon chose to see instead of the pity in his eyes. “Ask away.”

“Why do you speak that way?” Rhandon ignored the confused looks from the other Keshkin at the table. The Hierarchs were simply patient; they knew him well and were well used to his ways.

And he supposed his new rank allowed for a few liberties.

Arjuna smiled all the way at the question. “How long have you been wanting to ask me that?”

“Since I met you.” Rhandon tried to smile back, emboldened. His lips felt like dried leather.

“My first tongue was the Old Tongue,” Arjuna answered. “I had problems speaking, and my father thought to entice me to speak by speaking another language than the boring one I kept hearing around me.” He ducked his head bashfully. “I learned to speak it fluently before I learned the Common tongue. My mother was less than amused, though she did like the word for Mother far better. Mehwet.”

Rhandon liked the word too. It was lyrical. He repeated it slowly: “May-hey-wet.”

Khafre re-directed the conversation back to the original subject. He was gentle and deft and Rhandon inwardly thanked him for it. “It is the original map of Yeshvara, Arjuna,” he told the Heir of Estrahna. “Before the Sundering.”

“I have a tapestry of it at Mibu,” Konami said. “Fully detailed.”

Arjuna looked closely at the map again. Tracing some of the lines, he nodded, satisfied, and then made himself comfortable.

Khafre folded his hands atop the table and looked straight at Rhandon. “I thought that this would be a...safe place to discuss the things we must.”

Rhandon swallowed the large lump in his throat and willed his eyes to remain dry. His eyes were the only part of him that wasn't numb. They burned and cast little sparks around the periphery of his vision. “Haaron, may Quiescence hold him, has Passed,” Khafre began, saying the words again, even though he had to know Rhandon did not want to hear them. “And there are things you must know about it.”

“What...what else is there to know?” Rhandon asked facetiously.

His voice cracked as the last word left his lips.

“He should not have Passed,” Tsu said. The words came from him like a blasphemy, like an act of violence.

But he was right. His father was not supposed to have Passed. Not so soon. Not before he could Ascend properly to Inherit and Succeed to his birthright.

“What do...?” Rhandon began, then cleared his throat and tried something else. “No, he shouldn’t have.” He looked at Khafre. “Why?”

(Why did my Father leave me?)

“We’re not sure,” Khafre said softly, “we hoped to learn the reasons before it happened.”

That didn’t sound right to Rhandon. He chased the words around the maze of his mind for a moment. They hoped to learn the reasons before it happened. Before it happened. Before. Did that mean they knew it was going to happen?

(Yes.)

And they wanted to learn the reason why, before.

“You knew.” Rhandon said flatly.

The other Keshkin looked at Khafre in shock as well.

“You knew,” he repeated. Not a question, this time, an accusation.

“When your father told us he could not Control the quakes to cease, we knew something was wrong,” Konami explained.

“The flaw...” Sraidrha whispered, her hand at her throat, stunned.

Rhandon looked at her. She knew about the crack in the Crèche.

Norio nodded at his daughter. “I thought you would see that,” he said.

Rhandon shook himself then looked at Alharic, who was staring down at the table. He could see his mind chasing itself. “Remember the Crèche? I showed you.” He turned to Khafre, “What does the flaw have to do with anything?”

“It was a signal,” Khafre said. 

“A signal of what?”

Khafre shook his head. “We don’t know.”

Rhandon blinked. 

(Didn’t the Hierarchy know everything?)

“Is it all connected, Father?” Sraidrha asked.

Norio gave it some thought. “It might be.”

Rhandon shook his head. He should be tired of chasing answers around the room like a dog playing fetch, but there was that feeling again—numb. “What might be connected?” he asked on the tail end of a sigh.

Konami put a cautious hand on Rhandon’s, as if she were approaching an indignant bhakti beast.

(Oh, yes, he will be getting his bhakti soon. Bright light on the horizon.)

Rhandon thought he should be offended, that was what most people would be, but he appreciated the care. The touch was soft, like a cool brush of air. It put all of the puzzle pieces inside of him in line, waiting to be assembled into a whole picture that made absolute sense.

“We have been faced with some strange things as of late, Rhandon," she began. "First, it was the troubles in Laskidoor. Then, we learned that there was a flaw in the Crèche of Laskidoor. And yes, Sraidrha, Haaron did finally tell us of that, so you are absolved of keeping that secret to yourself.” She gave the girl a small smile. “Then there was this...thing that Sraidrha found in Sanctuary. Sraidrha, may we?”

Rhandon watched Sraidrha unhook a chain from her neck, from which hung the smallest book he’d ever seen in his life. He noted that the chain did not match the book, and that it was almost black with tarnish. He heard Alharic gasp, and saw the others give him their attention.

“W-wha-where did you get that?” Alharic asked breathlessly.

Sraidrha looked at the thing in her hand and back at Alharic in confusion. “This?”

“Jeskha has one. Just like it.”

Rhandon felt the shift in the air around them as everyone gave Alharic all of their attention. The poor man almost shrank back from their regard.

“Where did she get it?” Khafre asked her.

“Our,” he slid Deshiro a look, “mother gave it to me. At least, that’s what Mayah told me. I don’t remember.”

Deshiro’s hand slapped the table, and everyone jumped. “That’s where I remember it from,” he said through curiously clenched teeth. “I gave it to your mother before she left.”

“Well, where did you get it?” Khafre asked. It almost sounded like an accusation. Rhandon could even picture Khafre’s hands on his hips as he asked.

Deshiro waved his hand. “I don’t know,” he said. “I have coffers of jewelry. I remember that once, when—” he cleared his throat, “Merit was going through one of them and saw it. She liked the gems on the it, ones we don’t use anymore, and I told her she could have it.”

“What does this have to do with my F-father?”

Everyone looked at Rhandon, and while he was used to having attention on him, this time he could almost feel the pity. He discovered that he thoroughly disliked being pitied. He held what he wanted to yell behind his teeth.

“This,” Khafre held up the tiny book, “should not have been in Norio's Sanctuary. According to all of the histories, all of these things were retrieved and hidden elsewhere around Yeshvara. Hidden where they would do no harm.” He gave Alharic a curious look.

“Harm? What is it?” Rhandon did not like the arcane feel of this conversation. This was not the time for esoteric mysteries.

“Well, what makes this special is what is inside.”

Rhandon sighed. He was tired. This was like talking to Iren when he was not in the mood for conversation. He leaned back in his chair. “And what is inside?” He knew that sounded impertinent.

Khafre gave him the smallest of tolerant smiles. He was the only one left who understood how he worked, and knew he wasn’t being purposefully rude. The other Keshkin were staring at him, wondering if it was grief that was making him lose his discretion.

He wished he could feel grief. He wished he could feel anything. Even his lips felt numb.

“Everything I’ve read, everything Sraidrha and Tsu have brought me, tells me that what may be in here is not good for any of us.”

“Just spit it out, Khafre,” Deshiro muttered. “I’m almost as tired as Rhandon must be.”

Khafre ran the mahal through his fingers. Played with the chip-like jewels. Rubbed his thumb over one end and exposed the fact that it opened from that end. Closed it back with an infinitesimal click.

“Anathema,” he said quietly.

Rhandon felt a little shock at the base of his skull. Like a mechanical thing, the feeling ran slowly down his spine, flipping little switches he didn't know were deep inside of him. It took about ten breaths. 

And he was no longer numb. Finally.
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End
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Your children’s children will feel the pain as the land convulses with My rage. Each line newly placed upon the land upon this day will turn to dust.

And a light will be extinguished that will be felt by all.
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