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    No one suspects Zelia is a sorcerer, and that’s exactly how she likes it. Even better, no one suspects she’s human. Masquerading as a goblin Traveler, she roams Reality in her glittering van pulled by her two trusty world walking birds, Warp and Weft. 
 
    But when a storm of cosmic chaos strands her in an outer thread, the only refuge in sight is the legendary Darkhouse of Doom. Goblin legend says it is cursed; that the appearance of the wandering darkhouse foretells the appearance of world-devouring monsters and the death of all who see it. 
 
    So, Zelia knocks on the door. 
 
      
 
    Any House in a Storm is a beauty and the beast tale set in an otherworldly, space-traveling darkhouse where nothing is as it seems and no one who enters remains unchanged. 
 
    While evil exists, there will always be those who fight it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *Any House in a Storm is a standalone novel set in the universe introduced in The House That Walked Between Worlds. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    There is a time for politeness, and there is a time to acknowledge the chaos storm on your tail and dispense with the social niceties. 
 
    “Let me in, NOW, you barbaric tower of stone, or I’ll shatter your mortar in the icy depths of the seventh hell.” 
 
    The portcullis rose grudgingly. 
 
    The black doors behind it swung open. 
 
    I drove Warp and Weft into the questionable sanctuary of the Darkhouse of Doom. “Thank you.” 
 
    The portcullis thudded down. The doors slammed shut. 
 
    We were trapped in darkness. 
 
    Inhospitable buzzard! I spat a cantrip for light, and leapt down from the wagon. 
 
    On the walls around us, torches flared as if in affront that I’d dared to light my way. Torrents of flame streamed up toward the dizzying heights of a double helix staircase. 
 
    So, it’s going to be like that! I released the soft illumination I’d created, the one that the House had burned away. 
 
    My loyal and exhausted world walking birds chirped at me. Beaks fierce enough to tear a wolf apart descended from above and nudged at me. Their clawed feet scratched the stone floor. 
 
    I patted them absently, taking in our surroundings. We’d survived the chaos storm, but the master of the Darkhouse of Doom was his own brand of crazy. At least it was a crazy I could fight. Maybe. Chaos storms were on a whole different level, even for sorcerers. 
 
    Xolotl ought to be gathering his magic either in prickly welcome or, if you believed his infamous reputation, in preparation for blasting me from his House. 
 
    The Darkhouse of Doom was one of the oldest of the goblin Houses. It ought to be saturated with Xolotl’s magic. 
 
    There was magic. 
 
    I poked at it tentatively. 
 
    A sorcerer in his House ought to claim all the magic. 
 
    I had a lifetime of secret research into sorcerers and their idiosyncrasies, and I was braced for some kind of attack. Sorcerers did NOT share their Houses. But there was no pull on the magic. 
 
    Outside, the chaos storm writhed, howled and ripped at Reality. 
 
    Inside the House, magic pressed against me; retreated, prowled, and returned. It was the magic of the House, itself. 
 
    “You’re alone,” I whispered on a rush of comprehension. 
 
    The House’s magic lashed at me, but stopped short of touching me. It was a bluff, a warning, and a plea. 
 
    Xolotl was gone, long gone. Dead, I presumed. The House was alone, and as wary as a stray dog. It recognized me for what I was, and it circled me, watchful, hopeful, and resentful; unable to run away, but unsure it should want me. 
 
    I sagged against Weft.  
 
    She supported me with her usual stoic good nature. 
 
    Unlike her sister. 
 
    Warp hissed her disapproval of the chaos storm, the House, and my poor showing as the wagon master who’d driven her into this mess. 
 
    “Good girl. Good girls.” Relief turned my muscles to jelly. Today wouldn’t be the day I tested my bravado and unpracticed skills against an ancient sorcerer. 
 
    Warp grunted. 
 
    I sent out my magic again, searching this time not for an infamous sorcerer, but for any life in the Darkhouse of Doom. 
 
    Concentrations of magic registered and slid away. The House was in good repair. 
 
    Only sorcerers could create a House, and most Houses disintegrated when their sorcerer died. Those that remained were generally maintained by family before waning in a few generations. 
 
    Above me, on the staircase, a sense of life flickered, vanished, and reasserted itself. 
 
    Weft joined her sister in hissing panic, backstepping till they bumped into the wagon. 
 
    “Hey, hey. Whoa. Easy.”  
 
    The sense of life on the staircase flickered out. When it returned, it was much higher, moving away fast. Then it vanished completely. 
 
    Warp and Weft pulled hard to the left, staggering me. 
 
    “Easy, girls. Oh.” 
 
    The lights to the right of us, and on the staircase, went out. 
 
    It seemed the House could communicate. We were to go to the left. 
 
    Warp and Weft were willing to oblige. 
 
    I might have been accused, on several occasions, of being stubborner than world walking birds. I planted my feet. “Whoa.” 
 
    I examined the shadowed staircase. There was no sense of life in the House, now, and it didn’t want me pursuing the mysterious entity that had vanished above. 
 
    Exactly who, or what, had witnessed my arrival and studied me in the darkness? 
 
    Warp nudged me firmly between the shoulder blades. 
 
    I swatted at her. “Nuisance chick.” 
 
    Unless she had been patient. How long had I stood searching for that elusive sense of life and magic above us on the spiraling stairs? 
 
    I suppressed a shiver and allowed Warp and Weft to drag me toward a ramp spotlighted at the far end of the chamber. I would bet the wagon and its irreplaceable contents that the ramp hadn’t been there when we dashed into the House. However, we were self-invited guests. The least I could do was take a hint. 
 
    “Hold!” I climbed onto the wagon seat, gathered up the reins, and let Warp and Weft follow their beaks down the ramp. 
 
    Their motivation soon revealed itself. 
 
    The House had resorted to bribery. First class bribery.  
 
    Ignoring my birds’ indignant chirps that they were hungry, I investigated a large pen filled with fresh straw and troughs of water and feed. I scooped up a handful of the latter, and sniffed it. The mixed grain emitted the nutty aroma of high quality bird feed. Wheat, cracked corn and wild rice trickled through my fingers. 
 
    Warp trilled at me. 
 
    I dusted off my hands. “Yes. All right.”  
 
    They quivered in place as I took off their harnesses, and ran quick spells for healing and cleaning over them. Then, ruffling their black rainbow feathers and shaking out their tails, they raced for the food. They lived in the moment. Both the chaos storm outside and the oddity on the stairs, that was neither entirely alive nor entirely magic, were alike forgotten. 
 
    Thinking on the latter, I looked up. Although not as lofty as the chamber above, the basement ceiling still rose half again as high as the birds. We stood in a pool of light; the extent of the chamber effectively concealed by darkness. 
 
    For once, exploration wasn’t high on my agenda. Like my birds, I was willing to take the bribe of current safety in return for staying put. 
 
    I stowed their harnesses, and opened the rear door of the wagon before collapsing onto the step. One adrenaline crash coming up. 
 
    It had been years since I’d been as scared as I’d been attempting to outrun a chaos storm. 
 
    A House could survive the fringes of such a storm, and flee faster than a wagon. 
 
    Safe. I’m safe. 
 
    Probably. 
 
    In a familiar action, I curled my fingers under the lip of the step. The first time I’d done so, holding on tight to one real thing in a crazy world, I’d been five years old and a long way from home. Now, home was the wagon. 
 
    Hanno had spelled the wagon years before my birth. Enchantments were etched into its framework, and I renewed them, as he’d once done, with every re-painting. Currently, the wagon was a deep indigo, seeming blue under the House’s light. In sunlight, it shaded to purple. The intricate design that announced my status as a Senior Dagger, the last stage short of full Sword status and membership of the Synod, was a brilliant white, star and floral pattern that covered the wagon. 
 
    The House’s magic crept toward me. 
 
    Motionless, I allowed it to lick over my feet. “I’m not yours,” I said softly. 
 
    The magic flounced away, offended at the notion that I interested it. 
 
    Of course not, I mocked it silently. 
 
    Since Hanno’s death, no one had known my true identity. But the House recognized me for what I was. 
 
    Crooning contentedly, Warp and Weft continued their meal, unconcerned or unaware of the House’s magic. Stars bless their greedy guts. They deserved all the pampering they could get. 
 
    It had been a wild, desperate run ahead of the chaos storm. 
 
    My fault. 
 
    The loci crystal locked in the wagon’s strongbox was a temptation I should have resisted, but the possibility it presented was close to my heart, so I’d interfered. If I’d lost the geode in a chaos storm…well, in such a situation, I’d have been lost, too. I wouldn’t have had time to regret my actions. 
 
    As my heartbeat slowed, my fingers released their cramp-inducing grip on the step. 
 
    I’d survived. Warp and Weft had survived. The loci crystal could still, somehow, reach Kaikan in time for the Synod. If the chaos storm hadn’t thrown us too far off our path. 
 
    Were we on a known path? 
 
    Don’t panic, yet. 
 
    I’d promised Felicity that I’d deliver the loci crystal to Kaikan in time for the Synod. The complete members meeting of Swords occurred every five years. If we missed this opportunity, the loci crystal couldn’t be used for another five years. 
 
    The Synod’s approval and combined power was required, channeled through a loci crystal, to connect new planets to the paths of Reality. Connection to the paths of Reality changed the political dynamics of a planet. It literally cracked open the door to freedom. It was then up to the planet’s inhabitants to push the door wide. 
 
    Felicity and I had a particular planet in mind. 
 
    The kobolds of Howff had suffered under a multi-generational dictatorship for two centuries. The ruling cabal, from whom the next generation of dictators was chosen, had a strangling grip on the planet. The list of their crimes turned my stomach. Children ought always to be protected. Never exploited. 
 
    If we opened a landing site on Howff, the Qaysarian Legion would follow to protect the outpost. The Union of Worlds’ security force couldn’t be everywhere, but a new landing site on a hostile planet justified establishing an outpost. 
 
    Legionaries were unflinching and honorable. They’d ensure that the Howffians could access the world walker caravans that arrived.  
 
    Because our caravans would travel to Howff. World walkers were primarily traders, not warriors, but our mythology defined us as keepers of the paths of Reality. Those paths provided connection and freedom. If we didn’t respect the responsibility to maintain both, then we didn’t deserve to walk the paths. We would deliver Howffian refugees to a safer planet, if they asked it of us. 
 
    However, we mightn’t be required. 
 
    Over the last three years I’d consulted Union of World diplomats, Legion officers, and smugglers regarding the hypothetical consequences of discovering a loci crystal and applying it to Howff. 
 
    If the Synod acquired a loci crystal, a combined military force from a coalition of kobold planets stood ready to traverse the path to Howff, if Howff’s people requested aid. The planet was too isolated for a space fleet to reach it, but open a landing site, and the calculation changed. 
 
    We had a chance to liberate an oppressed people. 
 
    The paths of Reality affected any number of issues. The paths were rivers of magic that fed Qaysar, which was the political and magical heart of Reality. It was the center that held together our disparate species: goblin and elf; dinosaurian, neanderthal, and human; cthulhu and nix; trolls, shifters and kobolds; plus the inorganic lifeforms who resisted contact. 
 
    Qaysar was where the Union of Worlds’ Parliament convened and where the Emperor, its president, resided. 
 
    The planet of Qaysar and its moons stored magic in vast pools that grew over tens of thousands of years till it had the power to splinter a world to create an entirely new universe in our Reality. 
 
    The paths within and between universes twisted and connected in unexpected ways. Reality spun in such crazy patterns that sometimes crossing to its edge was the fastest route to the center. Without the paths of Reality, Qaysarian civilization would collapse into isolated pockets of existence. 
 
    Hanno had raised me to protect the paths. He’d bought me at a young age. A traumatized youngster was easily molded, and he’d drummed fear and loyalty into me.  
 
    But my pride in protecting the paths of Reality and the freedom they represented was all me. 
 
    Alone on a path in the Makana Sector, I’d shouted in joy, and startled Warp and Weft, when I’d learned that a scientific expedition on Irmma, a remote planet, one even further from civilization than Howff, had found a loci crystal. 
 
    Impulsively, I’d crashed into the amage discussion on how to deliver the geode to Kaikan for the Synod. 
 
    Amages were the personal communications units that connected everyone to a Reality-wide network; although that communications network often dropped out when one traversed the paths of Reality. Except for me. I had a few tricks up my sleeve, but I tried not to show them to people, so while I monitored Dagger and Sword reports and discussions during my travels, I didn’t usually reveal that I did so. Normally, I waited till I reached a planet or a keep to message anyone. 
 
    Not this time. “I can deliver the loci crystal to Kaikan in time for the Synod.” 
 
    Enlisted military personnel across Reality would weep for my recklessness. Never, ever volunteer. 
 
    But this was important! No one else could reach Kaikan in time. Certainly not the scientific expedition with its plodding meticulousness. They had discovered the loci crystal, a discovery that was once in a generation or rarer, but they couldn’t deliver it to Kaikan before the Synod ended and the Swords scattered to their own regions.  
 
    Travel to and from Kaikan could take months, and Swords had responsibilities at home. None would linger on Kaikan once the Synod ended, not even for a loci crystal. 
 
    However, they would spend a substantial proportion of the Synod’s formal and informal events arguing how best to use it. 
 
    I trusted Felicity to win the argument to invest the loci crystal in opening a landing site on Howff. 
 
    So, we had Felicity gearing up to win the argument regarding where to deploy the loci crystal, and here I was, somewhere unknown, hiding out from a chaos storm, huddled inside the Darkhouse of Doom, possibly wrecking all our plans to deploy the loci crystal now, as opposed to in five years time. 
 
    Aaargh! 
 
    I could almost hear Hanno’s lecturing tone. Pride goes before a fall. 
 
    I’d bullied my way into taking charge of the loci crystal. I’d raced flat-out for Irmma, scooped up the loci crystal, and taken an unregistered path that would join a registered path, then break off for another unregistered path…suffice to say, I’d plotted a dangerous route to Kaikan. One I wouldn’t have risked anyone accompanying me on. 
 
    No one had stopped me. Neither the Swords and Daggers arguing via amage, nor the scientists on the planet, could deny that a lone wagon traveled faster than a caravan, which was always as slow as its slowest bird. 
 
    Warp and Weft were fast, as well as resilient and opinionated, and I had decades of experience as a Dagger who roamed the edge of Reality and its wilder, neglected paths. 
 
    If anyone could reach Kaikan in time for the Synod to agree on the loci crystal’s use and employ it, it was me. 
 
    I groaned. And then, I’d traveled straight into a chaos storm before jumping out of that frying pan and into the fire of the Darkhouse of Doom. 
 
    I needed to leave as soon as the House got us free of the chaos storm. I’d drag Warp and Weft out of their high-class accommodations and back to work. We had a race against time to win. 
 
    I slapped my thighs, and looked down with shock as I remembered what I was wearing. I plucked at my coat, seeing plain flannel poking out beneath the hem. I’d fallen out of bed into the danger of an oncoming chaos storm. Getting dressed had been a matter of pulling my coat on over my pajamas, wrapping a protective scarf around my head, and shoving my feet into boots. 
 
    If Xolotl had been alive and in the House, I’d have fought him in my pjs. Aargh! 
 
    Toeing off my boots, I tucked them by the bunk, and gulped a glass of water. Through the window, I watched Warp and Weft’s contented preening. With full tummies, they were preparing to sleep. 
 
    I ought to do the same while the House outran the storm. 
 
    Stretching sideways, I opened the food safe and grabbed the leftover teff pancakes from dinner last night. Wax paper crackled. For world walkers, food had to be pocket-stashable. Solo travel along the paths of Reality meant I ate a minimum of one meal a day on the driver’s seat. The fluffy pancakes were wrapped around a filling of ground hazelnuts and dried cherries soaked in spiced tea. 
 
    I sat back down on the step to eat them. From my perch, I could keep an eye on Warp and Weft, and on the ramp we’d descended by. 
 
    The air was warm. The House was heating, as well as lighting, the area around us. 
 
    I wriggled my green toes that clashed badly with my red flannel pjs. Yawning in the warmth, I unbuttoned my coat. My eyelids were drooping as I finished the last pancake. 
 
    Warp boomed a warning, and my eyes flew open. 
 
    A man was walking down the ramp, and I hadn’t sensed his approach. 
 
    His cream-colored linen shirt and black breeches suited the antiquity of the House and the green of his goblin skin. 
 
    Abruptly, I could sense magic burning in him, but it didn’t surge to his command, as mine did. As a sorcerer’s would. He wasn’t Xolotl. 
 
    I placed myself between the birds’ pen and the stranger. He halted at a respectful distance, but near enough that I could examine his peculiarity. 
 
    He was a man, and yet, not quite. The green of his skin, the same pure hue as exquisite Aaru turquoise, was patterned with smoky black lines, as if someone had shattered him and glued him back together. His yellow eyes gleamed molten gold. Unlike any goblin I’d ever met, he had black hair, which he wore pulled back from his face in a tight braid, leaving his pointy ears exposed. 
 
    “I am Tavor.” 
 
    Warp pushed up behind me, her sharp beak looming overhead. 
 
    “Zelia Ptishva.” 
 
    Tavor bowed. “Be welcome, Zelia Ptishva. Sorcerer.” 
 
    It was good I’d finished eating. I didn’t choke. No one was meant to know I was a sorcerer. My fellow Daggers didn’t know. Not even Felicity, my oldest friend, knew the real me. “House, have you been telling secrets?” 
 
    Not that the Darkhouse of Doom owed me any loyalty. 
 
    But who was this man, this non-sorcerer, to command any of the House’s loyalty? 
 
    Had Xolotl had a son? 
 
    I placed a stranglehold on my magic. When a sorcerer called magic, it answered unhesitatingly. The problem was that if not carefully directed, it tended to do its own thing. A tricksy force, magic. The last thing this situation needed was my magic running wild. 
 
    Weft hissed. She wasn’t as cantankerous as her sister, but she wasn’t a pushover. Who was this man Tavor to be threatening her wagon master? 
 
    Tavor knelt. He bowed his head. “Sorcerer Zelia Ptishva, you sought refuge in the House. By virtue of my position as guardian of the House, I ask that you either accept the House as your own—” 
 
    Take on the Darkhouse of Doom? Bind it to myself? 
 
    Tavor bowed lower. “Or that you break the curse Sorcerer Xolotl placed on me, and allow the House and I to find our final peace.” 
 
    …final peace? 
 
    Heck, no! I slapped the railing of the pen as I realized what he was asking. 
 
    He wanted to die. 
 
    He wanted me to be the reason he died. 
 
    But guardian? Guardian… “That’s why you have so much magic in you. As its guardian, you have the House’s magic in you.” And he’d learned to control it. Incredible. His control of his cursed magic was why I’d sensed him as flickering life, then magic, then nothing. My arrival must have filled him with hope and desperation. His existence was profoundly unnatural. “How long?” 
 
    “Xolotl died nine decades ago, having cast this curse on me. The others of my party, he slaughtered,” Tavor addressed the ground. 
 
    “Tavor, please stand. I’m not a good sorcerer.” His golden eyes locked with mine as he rose, and I corrected myself hurriedly. The man might be strange and cracked and currently displaying humility, but there was nothing humble about the fierce judgement gathering in his eyes. “I mean, I am good, as a person, or I try to be, but I’m not practiced as a sorcerer.” Sorcerer. I had never named myself that out loud. “I can’t undo Xolotl’s curse.” 
 
    The House’s magic wove around our small patch of light, reminding me of the other option Tavor had presented. 
 
    “Nor am I ready to bind a House. I’ve never even thought of doing so.” If I’d ever had a passing thought about traveling Reality in a House rather than in a wagon, it had been of a House I made, one that suited my personality. 
 
    As a Dagger, I had access to the bones of world walking birds. It was their skeletal legs, two pairs, one leg at each of a House’s four corners, that ignited the creation magic required for a House to come into being; that, and all the magic a sorcerer could summon. 
 
    Houses were created according to the nature and need of their sorcerers. 
 
    Nothing of Xolotl matched who I was. The Darkhouse of Doom and I were not a partnership for the ages. 
 
    I folded my arms. 
 
    Tavor zeroed in on one of my weaknesses. “While you are with us, you could explore the House.” 
 
    Curiosity ignited, I drummed the fingers of my right hand against my left biceps. 
 
    “Don’t be discouraged by its suspicious nature,” Tavor continued earnestly. “You’re obviously aware of Xolotl’s reputation. The House isn’t cruel. I believe Xolotl wasn’t, either—in the beginning. The House is wary. It wants to be good.” 
 
    “Huh. And you?” 
 
    “I have made reparation for my audacity and naivety.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Neither of those sound like sins.” 
 
    “My friends died because I trusted the wrong man, and I trusted him because I was blinded by pride and ambition, and by dreams of glory.” Ninety years of self-castigation rang in his clipped voice. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” I’d lost friends, too. Traveling the paths of Reality granted world walkers a rare freedom. We traversed worlds. But those paths had their own dangers: monsters, bandits and the consequences of carelessness. 
 
    World walker caravans carried high value goods and people. The people tended to be Union of World politicians and diplomats. With great responsibility came great danger. 
 
    “May I show you the House?” Tavor asked stiffly. 
 
    I mightn’t want to bond the House, but the chance to explore one was irresistible. “Yes, I—” 
 
    Warp hissed and nudged me. 
 
    My hasty sideways step to keep my balance reminded me that I was barefoot. Barefoot and in pajamas. I turned away to hide my blush. Barefoot, in pajamas, and with my hair all everywhere. “I need to dress.” 
 
    Tavor bowed. “I will wait at the top of the ramp where I won’t disturb your birds.” 
 
    I jumped up the step and into the wagon. Work clothes composed most of my wardrobe. A cotton shirt, leather vest and wide-legged woolen pants were a no-thought choice. I stamped my feet into boots that were a lot more comfortable to wear when I had time to put on socks first. I laced them securely before snatching up a brush to attack my emerald-green hair. 
 
    Through the window I glimpsed the House’s newest bribe to my birds. 
 
    Gourds littered the pen and were strung on what had to be magically reinforced vines that twined along its fence. Warp and Weft stabbed and gorged on one of their favorite treats. They adored everything about sugar gourds, from the tough outer rind to the black seeds that cracked loudly to spill a hot, spicy center. 
 
    Wherever, and however, the House sourced its supplies, it was a smart host. 
 
    The thought sent a rash of goosebumps over my skin, but I didn’t turn back. My spirit animal was a cat. Curiosity always outweighed caution. 
 
    My thigh muscles stretched as I climbed the ramp. My daily exercise regime paid off when I could enjoy these moments of sheer physical satisfaction. Although it was possible to have too much of a good thing. I thought of all the steps in the double-helix staircase and recalled a levitation spell. Cats understood the value of laziness. 
 
    The staircase, like the House’s exterior form, were characteristic of its ancient architectural inspiration. 
 
    It was a gryphon roost. To modern eyes, the Darkhouse of Doom resembled a stylized angular model of a conical pine tree. To those who knew goblin history, each of those branches of the “tree” had been designed to accommodate a gryphon, its rider and their support staff. 
 
    Xolotl had created the House long after the last gryphon died. Why he’d chosen that form was one of Reality’s unsolved mysteries. 
 
    Certainly, Xolotl had never told anyone the reason. Instead, over the centuries, he’d grown a reputation for calling danger and misery to his House. People who saw it on the paths of Reality fled, praying to be spared the devouring monsters who flocked to it. 
 
    As promised, Tavor waited out of sight at the top of the ramp. He was the lone living and/or magical being in the House; apart from Warp, Weft and me. 
 
    Silently, he walked toward the stairs. 
 
    I joined him. “Where are we starting?” 
 
    He looked up, his gaze as focused and intent as if he saw through the walls and ceiling. “Xolotl’s lab.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Out of the chaos storm and into the mad sorcerer’s laboratory. 
 
    This was one of the times I questioned my life choices. Nonetheless, I climbed the stairs beside Tavor and didn’t gasp or trip when the House’s magic shifted the stairs so that five steps took us from the entrance chamber to a new roost level. The wide archway allowed Tavor and me to enter together. We walked down a short corridor to a door that swung open at our approach. 
 
    The smells that greeted us had me reaching for my magic. 
 
    The room gleamed white, silver and sterile, and stunk of chemicals and suffering. 
 
    Suffering has a stench. It’s the stink of the anesthetic and antiseptic that strips away evidence of pain and death. 
 
    Lab. I breathed shallowly. 
 
    Tavor had warned me. 
 
    We stood on the threshold of a hospital operating theatre. 
 
    Confidently, he strode in. “I adapted it and modernized it. I keep up with advances in magi-medicine and augmentation.” 
 
    I stayed by the doorway, ready to run; ready to unleash my magic. Could I fight a House? “For what purpose?” 
 
    “Xolotl’s study is on the other side. The House has preserved it as he left it.” Tavor walked past the over-sized operating table to a second, smaller door; a goblin-sized door rather than the over-sized entrance I hovered in. 
 
    Reaching a swift, probably unwise decision, I hurried after him, hearing the too fast, panicked cadence of my footsteps. 
 
    The House would have to sterilize the room after our passing. 
 
    If Tavor had modernized it, it meant he used it. 
 
    On whom? 
 
    I blinked as the brightly lit operating theatre gave way to a dim room. Books lined the shelves installed above a desk that ran the length of one long wall. The opposite wall held images of monsters; the kind of monsters encountered on the paths of Reality. A leather chair, casually quarter-turned from the desk to face the lab, showed the imprint of its last occupant. An open journal occupied the desk space in front of it. 
 
    “Xolotl’s journal.” Tavor indicated a row of leatherbound books. “Those are the preceding journals.” 
 
    “Have you read them?” 
 
    “Yes. He records his life and thoughts from his first use of magic. The third journal describes his creation of the House.” 
 
    I looked down at the open journal. “And this one?” Why had it been left out if Tavor had read them all? 
 
    “His last experiments.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    I rubbed my arms. “Did you bring me here so I’d ask what kind of experiments he did?” 
 
    Tavor swiveled to face the monsters drawn on the wall opposite. “To show you. In the beginning, Xolotl sought to find a monster that would replace gryphons. He wanted a monster that could be broken to goblin mastery. It had to have its own magic.” 
 
    “Like gryphons.” I examined the mural. I couldn’t decipher the connection to gryphons. 
 
    A phoenix flew over a giant catfish that swam in a stream of lava. Myrmidons marched upright in ranks, climbing over their fallen comrades till their bodies formed a gruesome bridge across the lava.  
 
    What in the nine hells had this represented to Xolotl? 
 
    Gryphons had died out because the magic on the planet where they lived became too diluted. As the goblin population grew, too many mages drew on the planet’s magic. Moreover, the trade in magic hadn’t been regulated then, and a reckless amount was siphoned into vessels and sold off-planet. None of the planets in spaceship range had offered feasible refuge, and no gryphons had survived attempts to transport them via the paths of Reality. Paradoxically, the problem with the paths was too much magic. 
 
    Gryphons went extinct because of goblins, and yet… “Gryphons chose a partnership with their riders.” Who were goblin mages. Their competitors for magic. I looked a question at Tavor. 
 
    “Yes, although I don’t know why gryphons valued the partnership.” 
 
    We were on the same page there. 
 
    Tavor frowned at the phoenix depicted in the mural. “Xolotl began by believing gryphons chose their riders, but in practice, he tried to force submission on the monsters the House captured for him.” 
 
    I whistled silently in bravado on hearing confirmation that the Darkhouse of Doom had drawn monsters to it, and that its monstrous reputation wasn’t an exaggerated element of its legend. “Does the House continue to capture monsters?” 
 
    “When Xolotl died, he did so having cursed me to live on as the House’s guardian. Our existence is mutually symbiotic. It exists because I live, and I continue to live because it exists.” 
 
    His non-answer reminded me of his original request: that either I bond the House to me or that I break his curse in some other manner. Either way, he sought the mercy of mortality. 
 
    “Initially, Xolotl would have the House draw in a monster, capture it, and hold it for his examination and attempts at domestication. Quickly, he grew impatient and began modifying the monsters the House caught for him.” 
 
    The House’s magic had been subdued, almost discreet, but watchful as I explored its creator’s space. Now, it surged in a crashing wave of protest. 
 
    Tavor patted a wall. “The House and I spent many years clarifying its purpose. The curse binds me to assist the House in achieving its purpose. After centuries in which Xolotl modified monsters and either killed them or released them on Reality, the House had forgotten its original purpose of simply studying them with the hope of finding some monsters willing to partner with goblins, as gryphons once did.” 
 
    Oh my stars. I stared at him in awe, even as I bit my tongue. Anything I said rashly could undo the delicate web of redirection he’d woven for the House. 
 
    He had taught a hunter, torturer and killer of monsters to moderate its behavior. He’d fought to prevent his own cursed perversion into a killer. 
 
    “Guardian,” I said softly, admiringly. 
 
    The House’s perturbed magic settled. 
 
    “House, you are fortunate in your guardian. He found you a safe path to meet your purpose.” 
 
    Tavor turned away to face the sealed door to the lab. “I have fulfilled my duty, and I am tired.” 
 
    Heartsick. 
 
    “We should go on,” he said. 
 
    “One moment. You modernized the lab. What do you use it for?” 
 
    Tavor flattened a hand on the door. His shattermarks stood out starkly against the beautiful green of his skin. “Some of the monsters Xolotl modified, and many of their descendants, still live. I try to heal them. If they are sufficiently intelligent, some choose whether their modifications are removed, left alone or improved.” 
 
    I jerked in surprise. Daggers such as I fought Reality’s monsters to protect the caravans. I had fought and killed monsters. “When you say intelligent…” 
 
    His golden eyes were haunted and mocking. “Xolotl sought a partner similar to a gryphon. An equal who chose to support its goblin partner’s agenda. Such a being would have to be sapient.” 
 
    I followed him back through the lab, viewing it with new eyes. It was, indeed, less a lab and more a hospital. 
 
    “Most aren’t sapient,” Tavor said. 
 
    Nonetheless, I hurried through the theatre room. 
 
    Rather than his guardian-link to the House perverting him and turning him into a cruel hunter, he’d used it to guide the House into acting with empathy; perhaps even feeling empathy. 
 
    The surge of magic in Xolotl’s study suggested that the House repented of its complicity in Xolotl’s experiments. 
 
    In the midst of this confusing barrage of information, magic and emotion, I clung to my original intention: the one that justified my curious snooping through the House. Tavor had invited me to explore it. I had a particular destination, or purpose, in mind. “Is the top of the tower the best vantage point from which to track the chaos storm?” 
 
    “The House could display the vision on a screen in any room,” Tavor replied, but he started up the stairs, and when I followed him, in seven steps we were at the top of the House. 
 
    A cupola sheltered us from non-existent weather. More crucially, the House’s magic protected the open spaces between the pillars. In the distance, the chaos storm flared and rumbled, pierced through by flashes of realms opening and resealing. 
 
    “We’re outrunning the storm.” It had been significantly closer, metaphorically nipping at my heels, when I’d demanded entrance to the House. 
 
    “Chaos storms are unpredictable.” Tavor balanced casually at the edge of the floor, one hand on a pillar. The shattermarks on his skin seemed to flare red before sinking back into the charcoal-gray marks that marred his green skin. 
 
    The chaos storm might be messing with my vision, but I doubted it. 
 
    “The House wouldn’t normally have lingered so close to a chaos storm. I assume it sensed you and—” 
 
    “Hoped to acquire a sorcerer?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It broke cover. I thought it was hunting the rarer monsters flushed out by the chaos storm. Protecting Xolotl was a higher purpose even than hunting monsters for him to study. With him gone, the compulsion to protect a sorcerer locked onto you.” 
 
    “So, why did I have to threaten the House to gain entrance?” 
 
    He stared down at the spiraling extension of branches that formed the House. “I can only guess. A sorcerer dictates a House’s purpose. It was unsure what you’d ask of it.” 
 
    “I scared it?” 
 
    But I had, hadn’t I? I’d felt its magic, circling me like a stray dog that wanted to belong, but was afraid of that hope. 
 
    He slapped the pillar with the same affectionate gesture I’d use on Warp and Weft. “The House and I saw your kindness to your birds, and wished for it for ourselves. We are at your mercy.” 
 
    I disagreed, violently. If anyone was at another’s mercy, it was me in this House. “How long before we’re safe from the chaos storm?” How soon before I can leave? Will you lie to me about it? 
 
    Reality twisted in the distance. 
 
    Tavor and I contemplated the chaos storm. 
 
    “I do not know. I am the House’s guardian. I cannot command it. I do not know if it might lurk at the edge of the storm to have time with you.” 
 
    “It can’t. I have commitments.” 
 
    He glanced at me, before staring fixedly at the chaos storm. “A family? The House would make them welcome. It would protect them as its own. The House will become whatever its sorcerer needs it to be.” 
 
    “I have no family,” I said more harshly than I meant to. “I am a Dagger. I have responsibilities to protect the world walker caravans, my people.” 
 
    “Perhaps the House could help.” Tavor returned to the staircase. 
 
    He lied. 
 
    The House couldn’t help. It couldn’t protect. Sorcerers stood alone. To be one, I could no longer be a Dagger. The world walkers would reject me. 
 
    After seven steps, the House brought us to a new level. I walked through an archway into a farmhouse kitchen designed on a generous scale. 
 
    At the center was a massive table, covered in a white tablecloth embroidered in an indigo pattern. It was the same star and floral Dagger design that was painted on my wagon. A large stove dominated one wall with counterspace either side. Opposite the door I’d entered by, on the far side of the table, was an expanse of windows set above double sinks and yet more counterspace. The windows looked out on the nothingness of the paths of Reality outside, distantly lit by the chaos storm. Off to the left was a door to what was, presumably, the pantry. 
 
    The walls were white and the cupboards and table an unusual silver-gray wood with a purple tinge. 
 
    I felt instantly, unnervingly, at home. 
 
    Tavor gurgled beside me. The shattermarks on his skin were as black as the nothingness outside. 
 
    “Tavor?” 
 
    “It looks like home. My parents’ kitchen. Bigger, but…” Dazed, he shook his head. “It didn’t look like this before.” 
 
    I stopped admiring the kitchen and glared around. The House had trespassed, both against Tavor and me. “I harbor a secret wish for a large kitchen, the kind that would never fit in a wagon. How did the House guess? It supplied the details of my fantasy kitchen from your mind.” 
 
    How much had the House stolen from its guardian’s memories? 
 
    Tavor ran a hand over the table. “The timber is wyrd wood from Campagne, where I was born. It’s a purple tree. The timber grays with age.” 
 
    “Like humans,” I said. 
 
    He straightened. “Pardon?” 
 
    “Humans, and neanderthals, their hair goes gray or completely white with age.” 
 
    He nodded like someone taking in new information. “I ceased aging when I was cursed.” He prowled around the kitchen, poking and prying. 
 
    I undertook my own circuit, including an appreciative assessment of the well-stocked pantry and the range of cooking equipment. 
 
    The House had gone all out to impress me. 
 
    I lusted after the pantry. All the food in it, especially the spices, smelled so good. 
 
    Reluctantly removing myself from temptation, I emerged in time to witness the House’s stern guardian swishing hot water around in a teapot before emptying it into the sink. He scooped tea leaves from a tea caddy painted with yellow and purple butterflies, and poured hot water over them before refilling the kettle and placing it back on the stove. His movements were sure and reflective. Nostalgic. 
 
    He opened a drawer, found a crocheted tea cozy in a hideous combination of orange and brown, and fitted it snugly over the teapot. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I think there’s a rule across Reality that tea cozies have to be ugly.” 
 
    A smile glimmered as he glanced sideways at me. “I believe so.” 
 
    I smiled outright.  
 
    Looking away, he placed the teapot on the table. “Sugar, honey or lemon with your tea?” 
 
    “None, thank you.” I selected two yellow mugs from the row of mugs hanging from hooks on the dresser by the pantry door. The mugs matched the teapot. 
 
    Tavor sat down with his back to the door, facing the windows. 
 
    I walked around the length of the table to sit cozily by the stove. The scent of the tea mingled with a hint of cherry woodsmoke on the air. 
 
    A kitchen was a place for confidences and trust. Clever, clever House to bring us here. 
 
    “I was born on Campagne,” Tavor repeated what he’d said earlier. “It is a pastoral planet. My family has a fruit orchard and a sideline in the geese that patrol it. They also have beehives. It is a good life.” He poured the tea. 
 
    “Thank you.” I curled my fingers around my mug. 
 
    “A talent for magic usually runs in families. My family had no history of it, not even the small magics of talking to the bees. They are practical and kind. I was born with magic, and at seven, I tested strongly enough to win a scholarship to a mage academy on Larun.” 
 
    Pastoral planets weren’t simply agricultural economies. They valued artisanal production methods, enforced strict pollution and population controls, and tended to deify tradition. At the other end of the spectrum were technological planets that chased the future, cleaning up preceding generations’ mistakes as they rocketed forward. 
 
    Larun was a military planet. Goblin armies staged from it. War mages were rare and critical assets, especially in wars against the elves. 
 
    The light tang of tannin from the tea coated my tongue. “Was the academy for war mages?” 
 
    Tavor’s golden eyes hid his thoughts, but by the way he studied my face, I wasn’t hiding my emotions. “Yes.”  
 
    I hated people who surrendered their children. I despised them. “How much did the academy pay your parents?” 
 
    “Sufficient to expand the orchard. My brother’s grandchildren have expanded further. They bought coastal land and the associated marine rights and are farming kelp.” 
 
    His parents had betrayed him, yet he was still concerned for his family.  
 
    He’d been two years older than I was when my mother sold me. 
 
    “The Larun Martial Academy is accustomed to young children,” Tavor said gently. The stupid man was trying to console me. “We spend two years at their preparatory school. The first year we are the newbies. The second year we are seniors who look after the newbies. Then we begin at the academy proper. My family could not have controlled, guided and developed my magic as the academy did.” 
 
    “Any established pastoral planet would have an academy for nature mages.” 
 
    “Yes, but those require the family to pay the academy. Besides, my magic was violent in my adolescence. I doubt the nature mages could have contained me as the academy masters did. I was not always so disciplined.” 
 
    Perhaps that was why he took it to an extreme now. 
 
    “When I finished my schooling, I stayed on at the academy to gain mastery. They should have sent me to war.” 
 
    “What! Why?” War was a horror. I avoided guarding world walker caravans that were contracted to the military. 
 
    “War would have knocked the idealism out of me. I would have seen clearly.” He refilled our mugs. “I expect that was why Master Culsans kept me and my four friends and rivals at the academy rather than releasing us for real world experience. He needed our naivety. In my dreams of glory, I encouraged my friends to accept Master Culsans’ invitation to adventure.” 
 
    Tavor had the thousand yard stare of a blooded warrior, someone who’d seen and delivered death. He aimed it at the window and the nothingness outside. Undoubtedly, what he actually saw was his memories. 
 
    I knew the quid pro quo of sharing confidences. He was giving me his origin story so that I’d share mine. 
 
    I never had before. 
 
    The idea had the appeal of novelty. He knew I was a sorcerer. What would it hurt if he also learned I wasn’t a goblin? 
 
    And really, when else, with whom else, would I have this opportunity? 
 
    I was in a House with a man who wished for me to grant him mortality. Could my secrets be any safer? 
 
    “Master Culsans told us we had a chance to defeat Xolotl and to save the world from a legendary evil. I believed him. The five of us, led by Master Culsans, would become legends ourselves. Heroes.” Life and magic flickered in Tavor. He regained control, and my sense of both vanished again. “Heroes. Xolotl told me the truth.” 
 
    Tavor transferred his warrior’s gaze from the window to me. “Xolotl was dying. Master Culsans intended to kill Xolotl, a weakened and dying man, and steal his House. That’s why he was in a rush. Not to save people from Xolotl, but to capture the House before it disappeared with Xolotl’s death. Master Culsans brought my friends and me as living batteries of magic, and as cannon fodder, to throw against Xolotl.” 
 
    The House’s magic pressed in on us. 
 
    Tavor noticed. “The House did what it had to. It protected its sorcerer. Xolotl chose to bolster its defense with his own attack. In attacking Master Culsans, Xolotl killed my friends. I remember crawling to Osgar, his sightless eyes. Staring at eternity.” 
 
    He quoted Xolotl while gazing out the window at nothingness. “‘You wanted my House so much, boy. You may have it.’ I was staring at Osgar. I had his blood on my hands when the curse took me. And then, I was alone. Xolotl died on casting the curse. Sorcerer though he was, it took the last of his strength to wrench the House and me out of our natural pattern and into communion.” 
 
    He poured himself more tea. 
 
    I shook my head in silent refusal. 
 
    Steam curled from Tavor’s mug. The House kept the teapot hot. The tea cozy was mere affectation. Or resurrected, unconsidered habit on Tavor’s part. 
 
    The cozy kitchen had shaken both of us. 
 
    “The curse linked the House and me, but it took us years to reach an understanding. As its guardian, I have to protect it. But it has to support me to do so, keeping me alive and saturated in its magic. I am more powerful now than Master Culsans ever dreamed of.” 
 
    “Did you tell the Larun Martial Academy what happened?” 
 
    “No. Until the House and I reached our understanding, I was isolated. By the time communication was restored…” He shrugged broad shoulders. “The Larun Martial Academy counted us all dead. They had scryed for us, and my curse-twisted being didn’t register as alive. My parents had died. My brother and sisters had good lives. Certainly, the addition of the guardian of the Darkhouse of Doom in their lives wouldn’t have helped.” 
 
    “So, you stayed dead.” 
 
    Tavor carried the teapot to the sink. He emptied it and rinsed out the leaves. “The House has an imbee studio. You can watch broadcasts from across Reality. The House also visits planets or stations. Crowded planets or those highly guarded by mages are best avoided if you want to stay hidden. But if you’re not worried about concealment, you could visit the Betwynn Bazaar and other places whenever you pleased.” 
 
    “I’m not going to bond the House.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I’d seen crates of vegetables in the pantry. I went back and selected a few, piling them on the counter by the sink. Grabbing a knife and chopping board, I began preparing smoked sea soup. Unlike Tavor, I couldn’t sit calmly at the table to recount my story. Concentrating on the vegetables was easier. “You said you were seven when your parents sold you. I was five.” 
 
    He tipped the teapot upside down on the sink to drain. 
 
    “I was human.” I observed his stunned expression reflected in the window. I flexed my green fingers. “A glamour. I wear it constantly. It ages in line with my peers. I stopped aging when I turned twenty. Around then. I didn’t notice at first.” 
 
    “Human.” 
 
    I chopped moon radishes vigorously. “Pass me a soup pot, please.” 
 
    He did so. 
 
    I scooped the diced radishes into the pot. “I was born on the human world. I don’t remember much of it. We were poor. I was the oldest girl. My mother had two sons who died. Then she had my baby brother, who lived. It was cold and harsh in the high desert. The planet doesn’t have much magic. Most humans don’t believe in it. My mother was superstitious. She found me playing with a dead eagle. Its feathers were so soft, beautiful. There was so little softness in our lives. I couldn’t stop touching it, till she slapped me. She shook me. The next day someone from the village brought us the news that my father had died in the city. I think he’d had a laboring job. A car hit him. A common, tragic accident. My mother refused to look at me after that. She blamed me, barely fed me. There wasn’t much food.” 
 
    The knife flashed and flashed again, slicing and dicing, almost mincing the scallions. I scraped them into the pot and picked up two sticks of celery. “Men came through. The sort of men you don’t want paying attention to you, especially if you’re an unwanted baby girl.” 
 
    Tavor’s presence grew. 
 
    The House’s magic went on pulsing alert. 
 
    I waved the knife. “Stand down. It happened decades ago and…the worst didn’t happen. My mother sold me, but there was another man there, too. A funny man with green skin and pointed ears. He saw me watching him and flicked the tip of his ear, and saw that his glamour didn’t work on me.” 
 
    I breathed in raggedly. “Hanno guessed that I was a sorcerer. He was a mage. A Sword.” I glanced at Tavor to check that he understood the title. 
 
    He did. “One of the senior guardians of world walkers.” 
 
    Guardians wasn’t the title we used. “Daggers and Swords. We’re the sharp edge that protects the paths of Reality and the caravans.” We couldn’t be everywhere, but the fact we existed and the reputation we cultivated multiplied our impact. Swords were our senior members and formed the Synod. We were the world walkers’ combined justice and security force; the people who protected the paths of Reality 
 
    “We were in the shade of a tree. There was a vegetable stall on the other side of an old well. It was a town market. They had electricity. Mother left my brother behind with her sister. My aunt turned her back on us. A neighbor had business in town. We hitched a ride. I remember the vegetable stall most of all. I was hungry.” 
 
    I put down the knife. Here I was, surrounded by an abundance of food. I hadn’t starved in decades. I hadn’t thought of my time on the human world in a long time. Yet the memories were sharp. I pressed my hand against my stomach, remembering the ache of hunger. 
 
    “Hanno bargained with my mother. I assume she saw an ordinary human man. I’d like to think his glamour looked kinder than the other two men’s appearance. She sold me to him. Do you know the terrible part?” 
 
    “All of it,” he said harshly. 
 
    The House’s magic was motionless. Uncertain. 
 
    I half-laughed. “No. The terrible part is that I don’t remember looking back at my mother once. She hated me and I hated her right back.” I shrugged off the memory. “Does the House have an herb garden?” 
 
    The House’s magic stirred in panic. 
 
    “No? That’s okay,” I said. 
 
    Tavor simultaneously said, “No.” 
 
    “There are dried herbs in the pantry. I just thought I’d check.” Walking into the pantry, I saw fresh herbs lying by the rack of herbs and spices. I took longer than I needed examining the random mix. The House had gotten most of the herbs right. When my emotions had steadied—I resented the betraying twitch by my left eye and rubbed at it irritably—I carried the bundle back to the sink to rinse them. Water splattered as I shook them. 
 
    “Was Hanno kind to you?” 
 
    I chopped the herbs. “Probably as kind as your academy. He treated me well so that I was fit to learn what he wanted me to. He trained me as a mage.” The herbs went into the pot. I picked up the dried, smoked fish and flaked it before adding just enough water to cover everything. I pushed a recalcitrant piece of yam below the waterline. Lid on, I carried it to the stove. I paused there, beside it, savoring the warmth. “Hanno drove us away from the town in a battered car. He had food and fruit juice. He let me eat and relax in the way a big meal stupefies. Then he told me that if I wished really hard, I could make my wishes true.” 
 
    The bank of windows above the sink would appall anyone unaccustomed to traveling the paths of Reality. The view of nothingness was a real stupefier for most people. Confronted by nothingness, no landmarks, no light, no nothing, they had to hide from it or go mad. World walker caravans that couriered people had windowless wagons designed for conveying planet-dwellers to their destination, sanity intact. 
 
    “I told Hanno my father was dead. He said even a sorcerer couldn’t defy death. He didn’t waste energy on sympathy. He bribed me. He said that if I could wish myself to look like him, green skin and pointed ears, he’d take me on an adventure. He kept it simple for a poor kid. ‘It’s like putting on a shawl. Wrap it around you, and you look like me. Unwrap it and you’re just you.’” 
 
    I adjusted the lid on the soup pot, ensuring it fit securely. I remembered that first teaching in magic far too clearly. “He was clever. My mother hated to look at me. Father, too. He wanted sons. If I didn’t look like me, maybe I could go on an adventure and people would like me there. 
 
    “He drove us to Tabriz, the city of landing on the human world. I can’t remember where I lived, but I think we traveled faster than we should have. He’d hidden his world walker caravan, the one I have now, nearby. It was the first time I saw the world walking birds. Their feathers were soft. They were gentle. Well, they were gentle with me. I had my glamour on tight, which incidentally confirmed for Hanno that I was the sorcerer he’d suspected me to be, and we entered onto a Reality path leading us to Amborella.” 
 
    “Who else knows you’re human?” 
 
    If Tavor had offered sympathy, I’d have hurt worse. His question let me rebury the old memories. “No one.” I shivered. I’d talked too much, revealed too much. 
 
    The chaos storm was in my heart, now, digging up things better left buried. 
 
    The lid of the soup pot rattled. I lifted it off, got a face full of steam, and dimly saw the wooden spoon Tavor offered. “Thanks.” Soup stirred and lid replaced, I adjusted the pot’s position on the stovetop. It needed to simmer for an hour. “Sorry. I didn’t think. I just invaded your kitchen. Do you even like smoked sea soup?” I’d add the kelp in the last few minutes. 
 
    “I’ve never had it before. I’m positive I’ll like it.” 
 
    “One hour.” I wasn’t sure if I was inviting him or myself to lunch. I was certain that I needed time to recover. I’d kept my glamour on, yet somehow revealed too much of myself. “I need to check on Warp and Weft.” 
 
    My gourd-greedy birds would be sleeping the sleep of the over-fed, especially given their exhaustion from outrunning the chaos storm, but I craved the reminder of the life I’d chosen: the world walking birds, the wagon, and the loci crystal in the wagon. Maybe no one in my ordinary life knew who I truly was, but they valued and respected the person I’d chosen to be. 
 
    The House didn’t do any stair magic, and I descended the steps myself; thereby discovering that the kitchen was on the floor above the entry chamber. I strode across its vastness to the ramp. My nose twitched as I began the descent. 
 
    Warp and Weft must have torn open every gourd because a rich scent of vegetation and raw life drifted up. 
 
    I was wrong. 
 
    It wasn’t Warp and Weft who’d gone to town. The House had planted a garden in and around the wagon and birds’ pen, and stretching out to show trees framing the end of the kitchen garden. There were herbs, vegetables and fruit trees, all flourishing, and many laden with produce ready for harvest. 
 
    “House.” I had no words. 
 
    Weft chirped a drowsy welcome. The birds had accepted the idiosyncrasies of the House. Suddenly appearing gardens weren’t actually dangerous—except to my mental and emotional balance. 
 
    I’d asked the House about an herb garden, and it had provided one. It had gone overboard and provided an entire kitchen garden. Bemused, I gravitated to the bright red tomatoes, brushing past the spicy, green leaves of basil plants. The two together would make a wonderful salad, especially with the cucumbers planted further along. 
 
    I halted as tears stung my eyes. Patently, I was allergic to one of the new plants. I rubbed at my eyes and sniffed. 
 
    A garden was the perfect, unattainable gift for a wanderer. The House was being either incredibly kind or highly manipulative, or both. 
 
    Everything I wished for was mine for the taking, if I surrendered my old identity and revealed myself as a sorcerer. 
 
    And then what? If I bonded the House, according to Tavor it would end his curse. He’d die. And while he seemed to desire that fate, in my eyes, it was a consequence firmly on the con side of the decision ledger. To acquire a House by ending a life sounded uncomfortably akin to what Tavor’s master had attempted. 
 
    Besides, I was still preparing for the responsibility of being a sorcerer. It was utterly unlike being a mage. 
 
    A mage used spells to frame and direct magic drawn from their own bodies. All magic users apart from sorcerers were born with sahir globes. Those small organs autonomically absorbed magic from the environment and were the source of mages’ power. Witches had smaller sahir globes, and hence, less magical ability. The spells enabled the mages to maximize the effect of the limited magic they could drawn on. 
 
    People born with sahir globes were rare. Sorcerers, people born without sahir globes but able to summon overwhelming levels of magic, were unbelievably rare. We remained a mystery to science; not least because we refused to be studied. 
 
    I used magic cautiously. For me, spells were about limiting the amount of magic I called and tightly structuring its use and consequences. 
 
    I also studied everything that crossed my path or piqued my curiosity. The more I knew of Reality, the tighter I could direct my magic in the event that I used it directly; that is, if I discarded the “training wheels” protection of spellcraft.  
 
    Magic in the small quantities that most people encountered it was a simple force, as uncomplicated and insentient as sunlight. But summon magic in the quantity sorcerers called forth, and magic acquired a puckish pseudo-personality. Unless firmly directed by the sorcerer, it pursued its own amusement. The consequences of its actions could be devastating. I refused to be the neophyte sorcerer who unleashed that sort of chaos on Reality. 
 
    Chaos. 
 
    Here I stood, beneath a pear tree with a chamomile lawn crushed under my feet, and out there a chaos storm raged. 
 
    That was the other danger of being a sorcerer that I feared: detachment. My level of power could armor me against real life. I could stop caring. 
 
    Xolotl had. 
 
    Even sorcerers who weren’t monsters like him had a terrifying reputation. They existed outside of society. 
 
    Planet-bound people considered world walkers outsiders, but we had our own strong community. Sorcerers didn’t. In fact, they seemed to actively avoid each other. 
 
    Despite stepping out from the shade of the pear tree into the warmth of the overhead lighting that mimicked sunlight, I felt cold. 
 
    I’d been lost in thought too long. The soup ought to be ready. 
 
    The bountiful harvest around me…would wait. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    When I entered the kitchen, Tavor was at the table, slicing a loaf of bread. Butter and a dish of soft cheese occupied the space between where we’d previously sat. His quick glance acknowledged me, but he didn’t speak. 
 
    I crossed to the stove and stirred the soup. I loved the aroma of smoked sea soup, but others swore it chased them out of wagons and restaurants. I emptied the finger-frond seaweed that I’d rinsed and left in a colander on the sink into the soup. It was like cooking glass noodles. A couple of minutes and the kelp would be hot but not gloopy, and the soup ready. 
 
    The bank of windows over the sink showed the edge of the chaos storm, the fading limits of its lightshow and the ripples of magic it instigated. 
 
    A porcelain tureen sat on the counter, lid off and ready to be filled. Fancy. I’d have served the soup from the pot on the stove. Instead, I poured it into the tureen and placed it on the table. 
 
    Either Tavor was comfortable with silence or, like me, he was dealing with post-confession regret. 
 
    Nonetheless, I felt better for having company. 
 
    And the soup was delicious, especially with the still-warm bread and the soft, slightly tangy cheese. 
 
    At the end of the meal, Tavor cleared the table, refusing my assistance. “You cooked. I’ll clean.” 
 
    I took it as a dismissal, and headed up the stairs. “All the way to the top,” I murmured, and the House obliged in four steps. 
 
    Emerging into the cupola and the vast expanse of nothingness that existed between the pillars felt normal to me. A non-world walker would have been frightened into retreat. 
 
    There was no up or down in the paths of Reality, or between them. There was no gravity either. Nothing solid. To gain traction and propel oneself along a path, you had to create your own resistance. 
 
    World walking birds did it instinctively. 
 
    World walker caravans used netting. The netting was part of the enchantments embedded in our wagons and on the soles of our boots. The netting gave us a temporary foundation and gravity. I’d spent a lot of hours in my childhood sitting on the step of the wagon and watching the netting vanish behind us. Squint just right and even non-mages could see the golden glow of it. 
 
    Growing up in a wagon that traveled the paths of Reality, I’d become accustomed to living on ephemeral foundations. I’d learned a lesson that perhaps Hanno hadn’t intended: when you had no solid ground, you had to create your own. 
 
    Currently, my solid ground was the promise I’d made to Felicity, the Synod, the expedition scientists and their Qaysarian Legion guards. I had to deliver the loci crystal to Kaikan in nine days. That was the outer limit. The Synod started in four days. 
 
    I scowled at the chaos storm in the distance. We were further from it than we had been yesterday, but not by much. Either it was following us or the House was playing around. I suspected the latter. 
 
    A flash of turquoise rent the air. The rip closed in a blink of the eye. 
 
    There are things everyone knows, and a surprising number of those purported facts are wrong. 
 
    Everyone knows that there are three realms. We live in the Realm of Struggle. I had just seen the Realm of Acceptance, impossibly present through the turquoise rip. An orange rip would have meant a transitory opening to the Realm of Regret. 
 
    Popular science—if you can call misinformation science—conflates the Realms of Acceptance and Regret with heaven and hell. They’re not. The realms are separate Realities. They are not the afterlife. The sorcerers and sages who’ve crossed realms agree on that point, although what the other two realms actually are is vague. Likely, on purpose. Unheeding of the hypocrisy of their position, the sorcerers and sages who’ve visited them also agree that beings should stay in their own realms. Any breaches of a realm’s natural barrier should be fought. Should be sealed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’d researched the subject because of my paranoia as to what a sorcerer’s ignorance could inadvertently unleash if someone like me opened a rip by summoning a huge amount of magic that, lacking focus, turned tricksy. 
 
    I’d been reassured as to the limits of my power. I couldn’t break open a realm. In certain circumstances, having limits was awesome. 
 
    The essential definition of a sorcerer was someone who could summon so much magic that they changed Reality itself. 
 
    For the seven sorcerers recorded as having crossed the barrier between realms, ripping it open had required a massive, conscious effort. The magic of the barrier itself fought to seal away the realms. 
 
    There was one other method of crossing realms, although the exact mechanism remained undefined. When they died, an infinitesimal number of people from our realm returned as ghosts in the Realm of Regret. Haunting a foreign Reality felt more like a punishment than an adventure to me, so what drove them to this existence was a mystery. 
 
    “Ah! No!!” My unfocused musings on the nature of realms and Reality, and the reassuring existence of limits, was rudely interrupted by the sudden appearance of the one creature who could defy all of those safety measures. “Damn and blast!” 
 
    As a sorcerer, when I’d enhanced my vision to study the not-distant-enough chaos storm, I’d also enhanced my other senses, straining them to assess what was happening. Consequently, I felt the cresting curiosity of a leviathan’s magic before I saw the beast. 
 
    Leviathans were creatures composed more of magic than of physical matter. That balance of existence was why ordinary humans couldn’t see them.  
 
    An orange rip opened. 
 
    The leviathan re-oriented toward it. This particular brainless example of the species intended to go through the rip to investigate the Realm of Regret on the other side. 
 
    “You great, big stupid!” I leapt through the House’s protective barrier between the pillars and zipped toward the chaos storm on the equivalent of a magic carpet; something I’d designed years ago based on the netting world walker caravans used. Creating it required no more than a pinch of summoned magic. 
 
    The rip stayed open. That rotting brained leviathan was keeping it open. 
 
    Even with the carpet and a reckless disregard for my own safety, I wouldn’t be in time to interpose myself between the leviathan and the rip in Reality. 
 
    My magic flashed ahead of me and swatted the leviathan on the nose. 
 
    Okay. Sometimes my uncontrolled magic might be smart, not tricksy. “Do that again.” 
 
    The magic obliged. 
 
    The leviathan shook its great head and roared. 
 
    “Ha!” The idiotic beast had ignored the chaos storm, but it couldn’t ignore me! 
 
    Its great tail lashed out. 
 
    My magic lashed back. 
 
    I crouched and gripped the netting of the carpet as it flexed violently. 
 
    The chaos storm rang with the clash of magic. But the rip remained dangerously open, and I wasn’t imagining that through it, something looked back at me. 
 
    I screamed in rage. And fear. That solitary crimson eye was evil.  
 
    Being composed mostly of magic, the leviathan was one of the few creatures in existence that could force its way through a rip. Brute magical force had its benefits. 
 
    It wasn’t that I cared if our Reality, the Realm of Struggle, lost a leviathan. It was the fact that every theory of the realms agreed that a balance had to be maintained between realms. If the leviathan forced its way through the rip into the Realm of Regret, then a person, monster or ghost from the Realm of Regret could arrive in our realm. 
 
    It had happened before. Planets had been lost to other-realm monsters. 
 
    Swinging its tail at me, the leviathan refocused on the rip. 
 
    “You overgrown slugfish!”  
 
    Rather than wrangle a fixated leviathan, I had to remove the object of its fixation. I had to close the rip before the leviathan made it through—and something else, the owner of that crimson eye, wriggled into my Reality. 
 
    The magic around me rioted, not just from the chaos storm, but from the leviathan defying the natural resealing of the rip. 
 
    I summoned that crazy magic to me, called it mine, and flung it at the rip to reinforce the barrier’s attempt to seal. 
 
    Stars and paths be praised. It worked. 
 
    The orange rip, and the crimson eye peering through it, vanished. 
 
    The leviathan twisted around to glare at me. 
 
    I glared right back, while rubbing my chest. Channeling that much chaotic magic hurt, and in front of me was the idiot who’d forced me to do it. 
 
    Call me an idiot, or call me a survivor, but I summoned yet more of that dangerous magic—and just in time. 
 
    The leviathan opened its maw wide and tried to eat me. A mostly magical creature tried to consume me. 
 
    Chaos storms make impossible things possible. The magic I summoned came from the leviathan itself. 
 
    The creature shrieked as it shrank. It wriggled like a worm attacked by ants, turned tail, and fled, wailing. 
 
    The high-pitched, discordant notes gave me a headache. Or perhaps that was all the crazy magic I’d channeled. 
 
    Or the chaos storm itself. 
 
    Magic stung my skin. With the leviathan diminished and in hurried retreat, I ought to do the same. I’d ignored the chaos storm and its effects for the greater danger the leviathan and the rip posed, but the chaos storm hadn’t ignored me. 
 
    Like the leviathan, I possessed sufficient magical strength to retain my sense of self amidst the chaos, but my less essential elements of self still stretched and morphed in surreal ways under the chaos storm’s influence. 
 
    I felt that pull lessen as I retreated toward the House. And bless the House, it traveled out to meet me. Even so, the journey back to safety was far longer than my impulsive attack. 
 
    The House raised the portcullis and swung its doors wide open. 
 
    For the second time, I entered the House looking like something the cat dragged in, ate, and spat back out. 
 
    Scowling, Tavor met me at the door. The flush over his cheekbones was so strong that it almost hid the black shattermarks on his skin. He stood between me and the shortest path to the ramp, my wagon and a change of clothes. I dreamed of hot, sweet tea and bed. 
 
    Apparently, I had to be shouted at first. 
 
    “Why? You came here seeking refuge from the chaos storm. The House was literally created to fight monsters, and you left us to fly out there and fight a leviathan. You flew into a chaos storm!” 
 
    “I had to.” 
 
    He swore. 
 
    My swearing was adventurous and mild. A sorcerer couldn’t risk saying anything truly wicked for fear our magic would make it happen. 
 
    Tavor didn’t suffer that restriction. 
 
    He paced back and forth, cussing. Four steps, swivel, inform me of my failings. Four steps, swivel, insult my ancestors. Four steps, swivel, and a scathing glare. 
 
    I coughed. “I had to stop the leviathan.” 
 
    “No, you didn’t.” 
 
    I muttered a cantrip so at least my clothes were clean and repaired. Was magical leviathan spit a thing? I cast the cantrip again. “It wasn’t about it being a monster. Leviathans are mostly magic. That means they are one of the few creatures that can force their way through a rip into another realm.” I gestured back toward the chaos storm. “That rip was orange. It was a rip to the Realm of Regret. If something forces itself through a rip, something else is permitted to enter our realm. Do you know what could have come through? The leviathan’s fatuous curiosity could have allowed a myrdr entrance.” 
 
    “Just because it looked to you like the leviathan was curious—” 
 
    “I knew he was!” I took a calming breath while, in reaction to my vehemence, Tavor actually ceased pacing. “I sense magic as emotion. Not the normal flows of magic or the small spells. They’re everywhere and mundane. But the House, you—” 
 
    “What do I feel like?” 
 
    I considered. “Sometimes, I can’t sense you at all. You lock everything down. Your control is incredible. Even now, when you’re angry, your magic is locked down.” 
 
    “I’m not angry.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “I was worried about you!” He resumed pacing. “I’m the guardian. I’m the war mage. I’m meant to fight.” 
 
    I recalled his confession regarding the guilt he felt at surviving when his friends died. It extinguished my anger. “In this case, I was better suited to the fight. I sealed the rip.” 
 
    “It would have sealed itself.” 
 
    “Not before something came through. Like that myrdr I mentioned.” I’d seen a crimson eye, like those one-eyed buzzards, the myrdrs, possessed. 
 
    Tavor stopped in front of me and folded his arms. “We would have handled it.” 
 
    My eyebrow rose again. 
 
    “The House and I have done so before. We’re not chaos storm chasers, but if one is in our vicinity we monitor it. We’ve killed a myrdr before. You can’t hold them and we don’t have the power to re-open a rip and return them. I killed it. I would have done so again, if I had to. There was absolutely no reason for you to risk yourself.” 
 
    “You’ve killed a myrdr?” 
 
    “Which means I know how dangerous it is.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, although not in agreement with his expectation that I hide behind him. Hanno had raised me to be the person others sheltered behind. I nodded because comprehension was unfolding stutteringly in my mind. I needed space to consider a new idea. “I’m tired.”  
 
    Tavor blinked. Then his eyes widened as if he actually saw me as I was, rather than as the imprudent sorcerer he wanted to shake. 
 
    Even clean, I knew I looked pathetic. I wasn’t proud of it, but I felt it was justified. I’d survived a chaos storm, fought a leviathan, and closed a rip. A woman was entitled to look less than her best afterwards. She was also entitled to hot tea and a cozy bed. 
 
    Tavor moved aside. 
 
    I trudged down the ramp to the wagon, climbed in, fell face forward onto the bunk, and fell asleep. 
 
    I woke up hungry with my mouth tasting of leviathan. For the record, leviathan tastes of rotten lemons, although that awful flavor could have been left over from the chaos storm’s effect on me rather than the leviathan’s attempt to swallow me. I was in an unforgiving mood. I’d blame that slugfish. 
 
    Dim light shone through the wagon’s windows. The House was simulating either dawn or dusk. I checked the time on the Qaysarian clock hanging on the wall. 
 
    Keeping to a schedule when you crossed Reality meant adhering to a common time. Everyone used Qaysarian time when walking the paths. Any well-run world walker caravan also included a local clock. These were significantly more expensive as they had to be enchanted to synchronize with chosen destinations, that is, the cities of landing on path-linked planets. 
 
    It was nearly eight at night. 
 
    I rubbed the crick in my neck. 
 
    Outside, Warp and Weft idly preened, preparing to roost for the night. Not that they actually perched on anything. They were flightless, their wings used to add air to their jumps, to posture and, on occasion, to buffet an enemy. 
 
    I drank a glass of water and considered my dinner options. I’d had a healthy lunch. I could justify the convenience of merely adding boiling water to rehydrate a dried meal pouch. Alternatively, I could go outside and pick some fruits and vegetables for a salad. 
 
    Since I hadn’t kicked off my boots before falling asleep, I walked out as I was, and into a tranquil twilight garden. 
 
    The House hadn’t simply installed the vegetation of a garden. It had introduced insects, as well. Fireflies glimmered. Cicadas and crickets produced a background buzzing noise.  
 
    If they came near the pen, Warp and Weft would add them to their diet. 
 
    I checked on my birds and their feed and water containers. “Spoiled.” The House was looking after them. 
 
    They nudged me affectionately. 
 
    This manufactured Eden existed inside a House that fought myrdrs. 
 
    If Tavor and the House could monitor chaos storms, then they could avoid them. Instead, they stood guard to fight monsters that even an entire war mage academy might fail to defeat. 
 
    Tavor had twisted his curse so that in guarding the House, he guarded planets and paths.  
 
    On Reccopolis, an adult myrdr had only been stopped by nuking the planet. A third of the population had succumbed to its miasma. Almost half had gotten off-planet. Those that remained had died with the myrdr. 
 
    A necessary sacrifice was how the history books recorded it. 
 
    Wandering on, I picked peas and beans and returned to the pen, sitting outside it to shell my first course, eating as I went, and tossing the pods to my birds. My second course was berries followed by an apple. 
 
    Tavor stepped out of the shadows and handed me a chocolate almond bar. 
 
    I really wasn’t having a balanced meal, but the chocolate was irresistible. “Peace offering?” I asked him as I shoved away Weft, who loved chocolate. 
 
    “Yes.” He was so serious. “I apologize. I was too slow, too weak, to assist you. I was angry at myself for my failings, and shouted at you.” 
 
    “Hey, I know what I did was reckless, but I had no choice. Or I didn’t think I did.” I ducked away from Weft, and removed myself entirely from her reach. She hissed. “You really killed a myrdr?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “That’s amazing. With one action, you saved millions of lives.” 
 
    He stared at Weft, who stared back. Maybe it was easier for him to meet her beady-eyed suspicion than my honest curiosity. “You’re asking why I don’t want to continue?” 
 
    I bit off some of the bar, chewed and swallowed. It gave me time to consider his question, and to realize how personal it was. I made it more personal yet. “Does the curse hurt you?” 
 
    “I’ve made my peace with it.” 
 
    I kicked his foot. 
 
    Startled, his gaze locked on me, golden eyes unnaturally bright in the deepening darkness. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” I asked again, declaring that I wouldn’t accept his evasion. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t hurt. In the beginning, when I tried to destroy it, yes, it hurt. Testing its limits hurt. Living within its confines, I am not in physical pain. Zelia.” He stopped. 
 
    I stopped, too. The last piece of the bar that I’d been about to pop in my mouth halted. I glanced at Tavor, then at my hand hovering in midair. I ate the last piece of the chocolate bar. Tavor saying my name wasn’t personal or world-shattering. It didn’t even require noticing. 
 
    Except that we both had. 
 
    He’d addressed me as a friend, after yelling at me as you would at a friend who’d worried you out of your mind. 
 
    He cared, and about more than breaking his curse. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Ninety years. You said you were cursed nine decades ago. Your family and friends have passed on, and you’re still you. Still young and facing forever. I’m not cursed, but it’s the same for me.” Everyone I loved would age and die, and I’d have to pick up the pieces and live among a new generation. Among humanoids, only a rare few trolls might live as long as sorcerers. Maybe I should glamour myself as a troll, not as a goblin, learn their culture and live among them? Trolls were world walkers, too. 
 
    “I’m a monster,” Tavor said harshly. “I’m not like you. I’m not like anyone. Guardian.” He scoffed. His bark of laughter frightened nearby fireflies into darkness and hiding. “Guardian is the euphemism. Oh, it’s true enough, but think about who Xolotl was, what he specialized in.” 
 
    “M—” The sound faded on my lips. I licked them. “Monsters.” 
 
    Tavor hit his chest. “That is what he made me. He spent centuries modifying monsters. I am his final creation. Not the House. Me. Cursed to exist as a monster.” He gestured at our surroundings. “The garden proves that the House has a chance to be something more. If you bond it.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “It wants to be more.” 
 
    It was true. I could feel the hope in the House’s wary, watchful magic. I couldn’t feel Tavor’s magic at all. 
 
    He had locked up his magic and the sense of life that could, and should, glow from him. He suppressed everything. He had the right to do so. He didn’t owe me the truth and suffering of what the curse had twisted him into. 
 
    A monster. 
 
    He wasn’t. 
 
    Monsters didn’t care. 
 
    “I can’t.” My refusal settled as quietly as falling leaves, fragile yet irrevocable. “I have commitments and a life I’m not ready to surrender. I’m not ready to be a sorcerer.” 
 
    Full night engulfed the garden. 
 
    When I uttered a cantrip to illuminate my surroundings, Tavor had vanished. 
 
    The House’s magic had withdrawn, too. It continued to support the garden and to observe me, but it had retreated with Tavor. 
 
    I sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    I was sitting on the step of the wagon, eating breakfast, when Tavor returned. My heart did a weird jump and twist at the sight of him walking down the ramp to the garden level of the House.  
 
    Warp hissed a warning. 
 
    “Oh, eat your breakfast,” I told her, and did the same, hastily swallowing the last of my blueberry scone. I stood up, wiping my hands on my jeans. 
 
    To my surprise, given the archaic costume of linen shirt and black breeches he’d worn yesterday, today, Tavor wore a black t-shirt and gray cargo pants. His hair, still tightly braided, appeared green. The shattermarks that covered his skin were hidden. He wore a glamour. 
 
    It felt like a kick to the gut. Him withdrawing his trust and hiding his true self from me oughtn’t to feel that way. Nor should anticipation have kicked up my heartrate at the sight of him. 
 
    Am I so lonely? Uncomfortable with the question, I tucked my hands into the back pockets of my jeans. 
 
    “The House has arrived at Pacaya.” 
 
    “What?” I dropped my hands to my sides. “I thought we were still escaping the chaos storm. If we’re at Pacaya…we’re at the Bazaar Betwynn?” 
 
    Tavor ignored my astonishment. “Zelia, what do you need to be ready to be a sorcerer?” 
 
    “Huh?” I was stuck marveling at the impossible distance the House had just crossed. I knew where I’d been when I began running from the chaos storm. To be on Pacaya already meant the House had to have taken an unknown path across Reality. 
 
    Distance was strange in Reality. Three dimensions were insufficient to model how the paths wound through, crisscrossed, connected or distanced locations. Landing sites, that is locations where paths exited to a planet, were rare. Wynn Island, the location of the Bazaar Betwynn, was a nexus for a number of paths of Reality. 
 
    It was a place I avoided. 
 
    The Bazaar Betwynn advertised itself as “The Sorcerers’ Choice”. I’d never been willing to put the claim to the test. If sorcerers visited it, I wouldn’t risk an encounter. But I knew all about it, thanks to decades of studying sorcerers and the legends attached to them. 
 
    The Bazaar Betwynn was a shadow market, which meant it met customers’ needs and desires regardless of legality. The most intriguing trades were done inside the walled town on the island’s west coast, rather than in its east coast capital city. 
 
    The Legion stayed out of the market’s operation, but had an outpost on Wynn Island to secure the single landing site for its paths of Reality. 
 
    “Last night, you said you weren’t ready to be a sorcerer. What do you need to be ready?” 
 
    Stars save me from relentlessly logical people.  
 
    I’d said I wasn’t ready, so, he intended to make me ready. 
 
    I was still grappling with the fact we were on Pacaya. We couldn’t be! This disrupted everything. It made nonsense of the promise I’d given to deliver the loci crystal to Kaikan. There were only eight days before the deadline, and from the Bazaar Betwynn to Kaikan was at least a three week journey. Even that was an optimistic estimate. 
 
    “Who cares about being a sorcerer?” I waved off Tavor’s concerns and my own tumbling thoughts. 
 
    “The House has sensed another House’s presence,” he said solemnly. “It is aware we’re here, too.” 
 
    “Then we should leave!” 
 
    Hang on. When had Tavor, the House, and I become a “we”? But I leapt on the idea. If “we” left, could the House cut across Reality and get me to Kaikan, or near to it, before the Synod ended? 
 
    “Or…” Tavor began a counteroffer. “On our previous visits, the House ensured we avoided other Houses and sorcerers. This time, the other House is owned by the human sorcerer Kira.” 
 
    I absolutely did not stumble as I retreated a couple of paces and sat down, abruptly, on the wagon step. “Sorcerer Kira. Baba Yaga’s great-granddaughter. The human woman who is opening her House and welcoming people into it as an academy.” 
 
    “It seems the House wants you to meet her.” 
 
    I opened my mouth, and no words came out. That was a first. I usually had an opinion on everything. 
 
    “The two Houses are aware of one another,” Tavor continued. “Kira’s chief of security messaged my amage. The Houses must have made that possible since Evander and I have never communicated before.” He closed the distance between us and pushed my head between my knees. “Don’t faint. Don’t hyperventilate.” 
 
    Weft hissed and Warp drummed threateningly at the very gentle manhandling. 
 
    I’d never had anyone rub my back in comforting circles. It was an effective soothing method. My breathing slowed. I straightened to look up at him, and was disappointed when he retreated, restoring distance between us. “Did you tell Kira’s chief of security that I was here, another sorcerer? He must be worried to have the Darkhouse of Doom as his neighbor.” 
 
    “I told him that he was speaking with the House’s guardian. That we would offer no provocation or threat, although we would protect ourselves long enough to depart if we felt endangered. I added that Xolotl had died some decades ago and that, although for the House’s security we preferred to keep that secret, Kira should know that we carried a young sorcerer unsure of her powers and in need of guidance.” 
 
    “I’m older than Kira!” 
 
    Tavor nodded. “Your circumstances are different. You have your wagon and a position in Reality. You cannot create a House if you already have a home. I do not know what Kira’s history is that she created the newest House in Reality.” He hesitated. “It appears more menacing than the Darkhouse.” 
 
    I’d seen images. Heck, I’d pored over them for hours, fascinated by a new human House. “Appearances can be misleading.” 
 
    “I’m aware,” he said constrainedly.  
 
    He wore a glamour. So did I. Kira, on the other hand, confidently proclaimed her origins and status. 
 
    Did Baba Yaga protect her? Would she continue to do so?  
 
    Baba Yaga’s mentorship was the least of the reasons I envied Kira. Not only could she be herself, but she didn’t face Reality alone. Evander was more than her House’s chief of security. He was Kira’s life partner. 
 
    “Tavor, I can’t sit around chit-chatting. I have to be on Kaikan in eight days. Sooner, if possible. I thought the House might take a couple of days to escape the chaos storm’s influence. I’d been waiting till I could judge where it might have thrown us off-path. But the Bazaar Betwynn is nowhere near where I calculated.” 
 
    “The House is resourceful.” 
 
    I felt the House’s smug magic, and compressed my lips against hasty speech. 
 
    Tavor added, hurriedly. “The House can get you to Kaikan faster than any wagon.” 
 
    But at what price? 
 
    Warp hissed, succinctly expressing my mood. 
 
    Being unfamiliar with the Bazaar Betwynn and the region around it, I didn’t know any shortcuts. I’d have to take the shortest known route to a place I recognized that could cut down travel time— 
 
    Or I could trust Tavor, accept his offer, and travel with the House. 
 
    I curled my fingers around the wagon step. “I don’t want to talk to Kira.” 
 
    Tavor nodded. 
 
    My fingers released their tight grip on the step. 
 
    “But maybe she needs to talk to you.” 
 
    I choked on nothing. 
 
    He looked too innocent, hands gesturing placatingly. “You’ve prepared for years for what it means to be a sorcerer. From the tales around Kira, she jumped in knowing nothing. You could save her, and those around her, from her ignorance.” 
 
    “I’m not a teacher,” I growled. 
 
    “But world walkers are traders. Even its guards. Even its Daggers. You could trade information and experiences. You could learn what it is you fear to know.” 
 
    I glared at him for being an insufferable, percipient buzzard. “The House has to get me to Kaikan in eight days.” 
 
    He smiled. “It will. You’re to meet Kira and Evander at the Den of Iniquity.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “It’s a shifter pub. Orvo Elurra is the publican. He’s ursine, but it mainly caters to lupines.” Wolf shifters.  
 
    All shifters were humanoid forms of their animal selves. “Shifter” was a misnomer. They were forever caught between forms, living as blended selves. 
 
    “It seems Kira generally drops in at the Den of Iniquity when she visits the Bazaar Betwynn.” 
 
    I stabbed a finger at him. “If I’m going, you’re going.” 
 
    “I thought I’d lurk in the background.” 
 
    “Because that’s not suspicious.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “They won’t notice. You don’t notice me when I lock down my magic and life signs.” 
 
    He was right. He could evade sorcerers. 
 
    “You are fascinating.” 
 
    “I’m cursed,” he said flatly, and took the fun out of the argument. 
 
    Resigned, I asked when I was meeting Kira. 
 
    “One hour and twenty minutes from now. You should hustle.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    We hustled. 
 
    Tavor vanished. He didn’t ascend the ramp. He vanished into the shadows beyond it. The House probably made a secret exit just for him. 
 
    I returned to the wagon, shrugged on my coat, and filled its pockets with useful things, not least of which were some gold vessels. Vessels were items that stored magic. They were the best form of currency in the Bazaar Betwynn, and since I was here anyway, I’d purchase a few things. Some small automatons. Perhaps a teddy bear. I didn’t have a House willing to borrow any book I wanted. I added a bookshop to my list for whirlwind shopping. 
 
    Out of habit, I wrapped my scarf around my neck, draping it so that I could raise it to cover my head and, with a couple of tugs, my nose and mouth. When I wore my coat, I wore my scarf. But the coat was a customized duster that didn’t state anything about me. The scarf, on the other hand, was Agathon lacework. If someone knew what they were looking at, they’d recognize it as the badge of a Dagger. Enchantments specific to world walking were woven into it. 
 
    I left the scarf loose on my shoulders and ventured up the ramp. 
 
    The front doors of the House swung open. The portcullis rattled up. The House’s magic swirled around me, hopeful and uncertain. 
 
    I shared its uncertainty. “If this all goes to cowpats, I’ll blame you.” 
 
    The urgent press of the House’s magic eased. 
 
    It hadn’t been my intention to reassure it. My threats needed work. The House had taken my threat as a promise I’d return. As if Warp and Weft weren’t hostages. 
 
    I stalked out the front door, and directly in through the famous Blue Gate of the Bazaar Betwynn. 
 
    A troll in the bronze uniform of the town guard goggled at me. 
 
    I swiveled to direct a death glare at the House. I’d expected an unobtrusive entrance. Not this! People would remember the goblin Dagger who’d exited the Darkhouse of Doom at the Bazaar Betwynn. I hate you, I thought hard at the House. 
 
    It needn’t think it could block me in, hedge me around, and cut off options till I did what it wanted. I was not its sorcerer. 
 
    I nodded at the guard. “I encountered the House on my travels.” A Bazaar Betwynn guard would recognize my scarf. For what little anonymity I could hold onto, I didn’t give my name. It wouldn’t take anyone long to identify me, though. There weren’t that many Daggers in Reality. “I got a lift.” 
 
    “Yes, Dagger.” The troll woman cleared her throat. “Will the House be waiting for you?” 
 
    I followed her meaningful stare. “Oh.” 
 
    The House currently blocked all traffic in and out of the town’s main gate. 
 
    “I don’t know.” I could ask the House to move, but I refused to reveal so much influence over it. 
 
    The thud of the portcullis was followed by the House rising up on stork legs and stepping over the Bazaar Betwynn. 
 
    Houses might start from the bones of world walking birds, but they transformed into something entirely other. 
 
    Now, the Darkhouse of Doom was just showing off. Even it wasn’t large enough to step over the town. It had used some kind of magic. 
 
    The guard cleared her throat again. While everyone stared at the House, she ducked down to my level. “Will Sorcerer Xolotl be visiting the Bazaar?” 
 
    I blinked back at her. 
 
    Hers was a very pertinent question, and well within her professional purview. 
 
    As little as I wished to avoid revealing any ability to influence the Darkhouse of Doom, still less did I want to go on record as speaking for or about its creator whom people believed lived on. Whatever clues had led Tavor’s master from the academy to deduce Xolotl was dying ninety years ago, that news hadn’t gotten around. 
 
    On the other hand, I was a Dagger. I sympathized with the burden of responsibility carried by a fellow guard. After the House’s performance, the town would panic at the thought of Xolotl and his legendary monsters invading. 
 
    “Xolotl is uninterested in the Bazaar Betwynn. I wouldn’t expect his patronage or presence.” 
 
    The troll guard straightened to her full, intimidating height. “I hope you’re right. Sorcerers are unaccountable.” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” I muttered. Why I was here tolerating, no, participating in, the House’s shenanigans was unaccountable to me. I should have hightailed it out of the House with Warp and Weft, and…ruined any chance of Howff joining the paths of Reality in the next five years and the Howffians being freed from their ruling cabal. 
 
    I kicked at a nonexistent rock. “Darn chaos storms.” 
 
    Since Tavor hadn’t given me directions to the Den of Iniquity, the pub had to be easily located. I stuck to the main thoroughfare and kept an eye out—while avoiding all the curious eyes of people who’d seen me emerge from the Darkhouse of Doom. I tugged the scarf up over my emerald-green hair. 
 
    The Den of Iniquity had large windows which showed a human woman and a cyborg elf sitting prominently at a table. An ursine man stood by their table, body posture relaxed, chatting with the air of one welcoming familiar, important customers. 
 
    Evander’s gaze locked onto me. 
 
    Tavor hadn’t given my name, but I was heading directly for the pub, and in spite of my best efforts, I knew my tension showed in my stride and bearing. I nodded at Evander, confirming that I was the sorcerer-in-hiding that he and Kira were here to meet. 
 
    Since I’d spent so many hours reading and watching everything I could about the new human sorcerer, I had no trouble recognizing them. 
 
    Kira glanced away from her conversation with the ursine to stare at me. She smiled tentatively. 
 
    I nodded again, and looked away, concentrating on the door and giving negotiating the push of opening it far too much attention. Hello, social awkwardness. 
 
    Except my reluctance went far beyond habitual introversion. 
 
    Just inside, somehow tucking himself around the table, was a scytha. The stories about Kira often mentioned Madra. The scytha was a goblin feline, a massive wild predator. This young male was as large as any of his kind, and almost shone in the dim pub thanks to his silver fur over a golden undercoat. 
 
    I pushed my scarf back. “Sorcerer Kira, Sir Evander, thank you for meeting with me.” Despite what political schmoozers like Felicity said, I could be polite. “I am Dagger Zelia Ptishva. Call me Zelia.” 
 
    Kira rose, nudging Madra out of the way, to shake my hand. “Well met. I’m Kira. Evander’s Evander. And this is Madra.” 
 
    Having shaken Kira’s hand, I extended my hand to the scytha for him to sniff and not eat. His whiskers tickled a moment before he sat back down. I didn’t extend my hand to Evander. While I had no prejudice against elves, I didn’t know how he might feel about being pressured to shake a goblin’s hand. 
 
    The Fae Wars were a millennia-plus curse on our peoples. No one even knew the origins of the goblin and elf hatred, but both sides had committed atrocities. 
 
    It was mid-morning. Disregarding that we were meeting in a pub, Kira requested tea and scones. “Unless you’d prefer something else?” 
 
    I didn’t care what I ate and drank. “Tea is fine.” 
 
    The ursine publican retreated, swatting at a lupine waiter who was too avidly showing his curiosity about our table. Judging by the waiter’s gawking in my direction, followed by his hurried whispering, he’d heard of my Darkhouse of Doom arrival. 
 
    I was failing at keeping a low profile. I undid my coat and sat.  
 
    “Privacy bubble?” Kira asked. 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    Magic rippled around us as she formed the barrier. 
 
    We sat a moment in uncomfortable silence. “I’m not ready to be a sorcerer,” I blurted. 
 
    Instantly, Kira nodded.  
 
    The non-sorcerer at the table was less empathetic. “But you are a sorcerer. You merely choose to hide that part of you.” 
 
    Kira frowned at Evander. “Just because a person can walk on their hands doesn’t mean they should stop walking on their feet.” 
 
    “Except that walking on their feet is the natural thing to do, just as Zelia is naturally a sorcerer. In your analogy, she is choosing to walk on her hands.” 
 
    I was choosing to make my life harder? “It’s not that simple.” 
 
    “Of course not,” Kira said. “My babushka, my grandmother—not Baba Yaga—would have approved of you. She told me to hide my magic. She was concerned about evil people on the human world becoming interested in me. When I used my magic, my parents died.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Grief was a private matter. She hid her face by patting Madra. “I’m happy now.” She lifted her head to smile at Evander. “There’s a freedom in being myself, but getting to this point cost me. You obviously have a life in Reality. Becoming a sorcerer would mean giving it up.” 
 
    Rather than getting me over my reservations, Kira was confirming my hesitation. 
 
    We broke off as she introduced the publican who served our tea, and we resumed after she restored the privacy bubble. “Sorcerers are Reality’s peacekeepers.” She tilted her head at my sudden stillness. “Ah. You hadn’t heard that?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She poured our tea. “The sage who told me that is a friend of Baba Yaga. He added that sorcerers can’t afford to be kind. Our limits are different to everyone else’s. What we can do, the extent to which we can alter Reality, makes us unpredictable, and we reinforce that reputation. We can’t be the heroes people rely on. Instead, we are Reality’s sharp sword, the unexpected element that terrifies people into keeping some sort of balance.” 
 
    “Not the police force, the bogeyman,” I said. 
 
    Evander nodded sharply. On Kira’s other side, Madra headbutted her arm. Both were expressing sympathy, in their own way. No normal person wanted to be the bogeyman. 
 
    I reassessed the pub as our chosen meeting place. Kira felt welcome here. That mattered to her more than whether it was the best place for morning tea. 
 
    The tea she’d poured was as strong as what guards brewed when standing nightwatch.  
 
    Kira spread cream on a scone before feeding it to Madra. 
 
    One bite, and it was gone. 
 
    “Sorcerers can do good.” Kira absently licked cream off her thumb. “We just have to be careful how we go about it. The Conservatory is a way for me to stay independent but connected. It’s why we’re here at the Bazaar Betwynn.” 
 
    I interrupted. “Why meet with me?” 
 
    Her human face flushed pink. “For a friend. Hoping for a friend. Sorcerers…we live a long time. I’d like to have a friend who is like me.” 
 
    I was more like her than she knew. Human. 
 
    I sighed heavily. She made me feel old. “Kira, what did your grandmother tell you about trusting strangers?” 
 
    Her gaze slid guiltily to Evander. “Don’t.” He’d obviously told her the same thing. “But it’s like the Conservatory. A little risk, even real problems, is worth the chance of gaining something good.” She smiled at me. “Someone good.” 
 
    If I dropped my glamour, I’d look younger than her.  
 
    If she and Evander knew the human sorcerer version of me, I wouldn’t have to hide my movements.  
 
    I’d watched ordinary people my age. They could still act fast, but calculation and experience had replaced the energetic resilience of youth. Physically, I retained my exuberance. I had to slow down so that my actions matched my experience. Youth grabbed impulsively at everything, as Kira was advocating. Age measured out its effort. 
 
    She leaned forward. “It’s not just the living for centuries thing. Almost everyone looks at me with ‘what might she do?’ lurking in their eyes. Not you. You’re wary because Evander and I are strangers, and he’s an elf, but you’re not scared of me for being me.” 
 
    As others would be if they knew I was a sorcerer. 
 
    Evander interrupted my musing. “Is it a problem that Xolotl’s dead? Is it something we shouldn’t tell people?” 
 
    I blinked at him. “You haven’t told anyone?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Kira nodded confirmation. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead. “The House may have outed itself. It delivered me here in person, so to speak. But the guard had been willing to believe Xolotl was in the House…” I trailed off. 
 
    Evander’s expectant gaze repeated his question. Is it a problem that Xolotl’s dead? 
 
    I answered carefully; some secrets weren’t mine to tell. Tavor had already informed Evander that he was the guardian for the Darkhouse of Doom. “An unclaimed House would be a target for ambitious mages. It’s a resource they might go to war over. The Darkhouse has a guardian, but he…” has defeated a myrdr? Could Tavor survive a mage war? I warmed my hands around my cup of tea. “A guardian can’t claim a House. He can’t reshape it to his purposes. Houses need sorcerers.” 
 
    “This one wants you,” Kira said, concerned. 
 
    “A chaos storm chased me to it.” 
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise, and narrowed in interest. “Houses can survive chaos storms?” 
 
    Madra’s ears pricked up. He’d heard the promise of a scouting party. 
 
    So had Evander, who glowered disapproval. 
 
    “No,” I said, entertaining though it may have been to watch their interaction. Kira was the sorcerer, but their relationship seemed balanced. Her magic didn’t weigh it down. “The House stayed on the outskirts of the storm and outran it. To here. If the House hadn’t been there…it was a close call.” 
 
    “Where do you go from here?” Kira asked. 
 
    “Kaikan.” 
 
    She nodded recognition of the world walkers’ planet where we raised our birds and congregated for important ceremonies and meetings. 
 
    I hesitated. “Sorcerers aren’t welcome there. Not that anyone would dare tell a sorcerer to scat, but we have stories. Kaikan is a super-nexus. It has the most landing sites of any planet. The presence of so many paths brings a lot of magic, which legends warn sorcerers can disrupt, catastrophically.” 
 
    “But you haven’t?” 
 
    “Hanno, the man who raised me, didn’t believe in the legends. He said the sorcerers who damaged the paths of Reality to Kaikan did so on purpose, and not by their mere presence. Although he always ordered me to lock down my magic.” 
 
    Kira propped her elbows on the table. “How? Since I started using magic, it’s always there.” 
 
    “I rely on cantrips and spells. They limit the amount of magic I channel, and prevent me summoning it. They’re both the container and the blueprint.” The woman was kind. She deserved a warning, even one bluntly stated. “Just know you wouldn’t be welcome on Kaikan.” 
 
    She smiled ruefully. “I guessed. World walker caravans aren’t happy to see us when we encounter them along the paths of Reality or at the keeps.” 
 
    Keeps were outposts along the paths of Reality. Mages could construct them, and recoup their investment over the years by charging tolls for passing through and, the reason the world walker caravans paid the tolls, by providing a place to rest, resupply and contact people elsewhere in Reality. Unless you were a sorcerer, amages and other communication technology only intermittently and unreliably connected while on the paths. Keeps invested in maintaining a connection to Reality’s communication network. 
 
    There were few things spookier than coming across an abandoned keep on a forgotten path. 
 
    We had emptied the teapot and mostly ignored the scones. Madra had eaten three. After the third, there was cream on his whiskers that he swiped at with a massive paw. 
 
    “We won’t tell anyone that Xolotl is dead,” Kira said. “Houses are their own business.” She’d know, having created her own. “I’m not sure that I’ve answered any of your concerns. Being a sorcerer isn’t bad,” she added encouragingly. 
 
    “But there’s no rush to embrace that identity,” I said. 
 
    Her human face flushed. “Is the life of a Dagger so appealing…what would you miss if you weren’t one any longer? Friends and family, I understand. But if, as a Dagger, you’re wandering the paths of Reality anyway, wouldn’t a House be safer?” 
 
    Given that I’d taken refuge in the Darkhouse, I couldn’t argue. Rather than defend my choice, I answered her question. “Daggers are plumbers.” 
 
    Kira blinked, startled and almost affronted; unsure if I was mocking her. 
 
    Evander, however, grinned. “Do the other Daggers know you think of them that way?” 
 
    “Some of them agree. The Swords don’t.” 
 
    “They’re your senior Daggers?” Kira checked. 
 
    “The Council looks after the concerns of all world walkers. The Synod, the collective for the Swords, is in charge of those of us who keep the paths of Reality safe. We call both the leadership group and their five yearly in-person meetings the Synod. As Daggers and Swords, we combat bandits and monsters. There aren’t many of us, which is why caravans travel with their own mages.” 
 
    Kira propped her elbows on the table. “How do you fit in with the Qaysarian Legion?” 
 
    We were well off the topic of sorcerers, but this was an easy answer, so I went with it. “The Legion guards the cities of landing, the locations where a path touches a planet. Swords and Daggers guard the paths themselves. We work with the mages privately employed to guard caravans and keeps. There are never enough police, whether we serve as Daggers or legionaries. The Legion is massive, but even it can’t afford to maintain an outpost at every landing site.” 
 
    “No,” Kira agreed soberly with that assessment. Her glance included Evander. “We’ve had some dealings with the Exarch.” Patros Gorria, the commander of the Qaysarian Legion. “He’s wary of us now, after we invaded the Emperor’s Palace.” 
 
    The story of their adventure had saturated media outlets after Kira revealed the corruption of the previous emperor, and Evander marked Cirrus with a truth stamp, Child Killer. Emperor Cirrus’s illegal schemes had caused children’s suffering and death. 
 
    I frowned at Kira. 
 
    She pulled Madra’s ear as she stared back, sorcerer to sorcerer. She was wiser than I’d thought. Her apparent digression to the topic of Daggers and policing Reality had circled back to the role of sorcerers. We were vital, but we couldn’t belong to any single institution. 
 
    We were the wildcards. The bogeymen. The perennial outsiders. 
 
    Tea drunk and conversation concluded, and having exchanged amage addresses, our small party broke up. Kira wanted this to be the start of a friendship. I wasn’t sure what I wanted. 
 
    Burning in me was the promise I’d made to deliver the loci crystal to Kaikan for the Synod. I needed to keep that commitment first. Then I’d consider…no, I wasn’t going to be a sorcerer any time soon. 
 
    Madra stretched and yawned, displaying sharp teeth. 
 
    Kira and Evander stayed to talk to the publican. 
 
    I rebuttoned my coat, and headed out. 
 
    “Rats and damn.” Given the House’s showy delivery of myself, I had expected the stares of the townsfolk, and the two guards waiting conspicuously, plus the four additional guards attempting concealment. However, the presence of a fellow Dagger irritated me. 
 
    My scarf had announced me as a Dagger, and the authorities of the Bazaar Betwynn had called in someone they believed capable of dealing with me. 
 
    I disagreed.  
 
    The snot-nosed kid Keanu strutted around as if his minor magic and martial arts skills bestowed some special status. He was a new Dagger, the son of another Dagger and the grandson of a Sword. Felicity did him no favors by allowing him to travel safe, registered paths like those leading to the Bazaar Betwynn. The kid needed a few years out on the wilder paths, protecting vital resource caravans from bandits and monsters. Real experience might produce a useful Dagger rather than a political operator. 
 
    I murmured a spell for invisibility, and walked away. 
 
    Keanu straightened from his nonchalant pose—expensively clad shoulders propped against the wall of the clothing store opposite—and darted toward the pub. 
 
    The Bazaar Betwynn guards demonstrated better discipline. They held their ground, but looked in all directions. One drew a magic sensor out of her pocket. 
 
    I evaded Keanu, and strolled into a clothing store. When you’re invisible, and a sorcerer who can ignore wards, disappearing is an easy trick. I walked out the back door, and into Tavor. 
 
    “You see me?” I asked, startled. 
 
    Rather than answer the obvious, he reached into the air above his head, and a rope ladder dropped down. 
 
    I was torn between exasperation and amusement at his and the House’s solution for our departure. The House was invisible, far more completely than my spell achieved. Three rungs of the ladder dangled before it disappeared. 
 
    Giving up on the idea of shopping while trailing a parade of snoopers, I climbed. 
 
    Tavor climbed after me. 
 
    The House’s magic kicked in and in an absurdly few number of rungs, we arrived at one of its roosts; that is, one of the branches designed to accommodate a gryphon and its rider. The House materialized two railings for me to grip as I climbed onboard and moved aside for Tavor. 
 
    “My conversation with Kira didn’t achieve anything,” I said defiantly to him, and to the House. 
 
    The infuriating man merely shrugged. 
 
    “It didn’t,” I told his retreating back. Making a new friend, one who asked nothing of me but understood my fears, didn’t mean anything. Kira was just… 
 
    Kira was proof that a sorcerer could be a good person and someone worthy of love.  
 
    I folded my arms. 
 
    Kira wasn’t me. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Of course that little snot-nose Keanu dobbed me in to Felicity. She’d left a message on my amage before I’d even gotten back to my wagon. Two words. Call me. 
 
    Friendship was a puppet string. It tugged you into doing things, and prioritizing things, you wouldn’t have on your own. I flung myself backward onto the bunk, amage in hand, to call her.  
 
    Once upon a time I used to lie in my hammock in the opposite corner of the wagon and call her via amage from there while Hanno drove the wagon. We’d giggle together, as pre-teens did. 
 
    When we were eleven she’d said she envied me for the reliability of my amage connection. “When I talk to you, the amage call never drops out. Your Hanno is so much cooler than my parents. I wish he’d enchant my amage like he’s done yours.” 
 
    He hadn’t enchanted it, and I’d learned an important lesson in disguising my magic better. 
 
    These days Felicity tended to travel the paths around Qaysar, the ones with relay towers so that amages seldom dropped connection. Presently, she was on Kaikan ahead of the Synod. 
 
    Felicity preferred face-to-face calls when she wanted something or merely wanted to shout at me.  
 
    “You called, your Sword-i-ness?” I said as soon as our call connected across Reality.  
 
    “What are you doing?” On-screen, her silvering green hair was swept up in a chignon, her face carefully painted and plumped.  
 
    Felicity and I had established our dynamic in childhood. I was the reckless, powerful nonconformist. She was the high-achieving good girl whom the adults believed. I’d tamed my recklessness over the years, and she’d become one of the authority figures other world walkers obeyed. But, at heart, our friendship remained that of the wild child and the good girl. 
 
    Daggers might officially report to Swords, but Felicity (and the other members of the Synod) knew that in truth, I didn’t follow orders. I took suggestions. I was powerful enough that the Synod left wrangling me to Felicity, rather than kicking me out. They valued my willingness to travel the edges of Reality and to tackle monstrous problems. 
 
    I’d installed an amage-holder on a fold-out arm by the bunk, which meant I could lie back with my arms behind my head. I knew my casual attitude riled Felicity. “Keanu narked, didn’t he? What are you teaching kids these days? A simple invisibility spell and he lost me?” 
 
    “Keanu very properly reported in. You should have informed us you were traveling with a sorcerer, and Xolotl of all people!” Felicity lowered her voice. “Zelia, you have the loci crystal. You promised you’d deliver it to Kaikan by—” 
 
    “Which is why I’m with the House. A chaos storm overtook me. The House is why I survived. I worked out a deal where it’ll deliver me to Kaikan on time.” 
 
    “It can’t come here! Xolotl can’t come to Kaikan.” With everyone else, Felicity had taken to using a grande dame manner. I generally shook it loose after about a minute’s conversation. 
 
    I smirked because it is old friends’ privilege to keep each other real.  
 
    Felicity’s shriek of outrage and warning was very real. 
 
    “Relax. I’ll drive the wagon the last stretch.” 
 
    Her lips moved silently. Either she was counting to ten or she was calculating the impossibility of me reaching Kaikan in time for the Synod if I didn’t travel via Darkhouse. “What deal did you make with the sorcerer that he’s acting as your chauffer?” She slapped her cheek. “Gadzooks! That’s why you met with the human sorcerer. You acted as a go-between between the two sorcerers. Are you insane?” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    At that provocation, Felicity growled. 
 
    I scratched the bridge of my nose. You could say that me meeting Kira had been the House’s price for conveying me to Kaikan in time to deliver the loci crystal to the Synod. “Talking to Kira didn’t kill me. There’s no other way I can reach Kaikan in time. If I leave the House now, you won’t get the loci crystal in time for the Synod to create a landing on Howff.” 
 
    Felicity huffed. “Maybe it would be worth it. Only you would get involved in sorcerers’ affairs.” 
 
    I stiffened.  
 
    “You’re reckless,” she continued. “You wouldn’t see Keanu doing a deal with Xolotl.” 
 
    I scoffed. “Xolotl would eat him alive.” Even dead, the sorcerer was more dangerous than Keanu. The House…I lost any sense of amusement. If it had been any Dagger other than me, would the House have left them at the mercy of the chaos storm? 
 
    No. Tavor wouldn’t have allowed it. 
 
    Felicity recovered her grand manner. “I do need the loci crystal. There hasn’t been another one found in half a century.” 
 
    Loci crystals, or blood crystal geodes, were rare and expensive. That this one had been found by a world walkers’ Council-funded expedition was the only reason I hadn’t had to pay an imperial fortune for it. 
 
    Tap, tap, tap. Off-screen, Felicity’s nailed scritch-tapped her desk. The nervous habit had worn a patch in the polished surface of the antique secretaire she had installed in a corner of her wagon. “I suppose you’ve survived this far, Zelia. But I’d rather have you arrive late than risk you or the loci crystal. Be careful of Xolotl. Don’t let him know you have it.” 
 
    “He wouldn’t care.” 
 
    Felicity frowned and muttered. “Who knows how sorcerers think?” She ended the call. 
 
    “I do,” I said to the blank screen and empty wagon. “I know intimately how sorcerers think. Well, this sorcerer. Not crazies like Xolotl.” 
 
    I rolled out of the bunk and went in search of Tavor and a distraction. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    “What do you mean the House has no library?” I flung my arms in the air. “It’s huge! It can squeeze in a library.” 
 
    “There’s no reason to.” 
 
    I leaned forward, peering deep into Tavor’s molten gold eyes. “Books! Books are the reason.” I spun away to demand of the House’s lurking magic. “What sort of House doesn’t have books? And I’m not counting Xolotl’s weird collection in his study.” 
 
    “A House that borrows,” Tavor stressed the word, “any book I request. Or you request.” 
 
    “Huh.” I sat down on a step on the double-helix staircase to contemplate his answer. “That’s actually efficient.” 
 
    The House’s magic purred smugly. 
 
    I rapped the step. “Yes, yes, you’re so clever.” 
 
    The purring intensified. Apparently, the House didn’t recognize sarcasm. 
 
    Actually, that was something to keep in mind. Like the magic that powered it, the immense amount of magic that only a sorcerer could summon, the House could be very literal in interpreting what was asked of it. 
 
    “The House does have other entertainments,” Tavor said. “There’s the imbee studio.” 
 
    I extended my arm so he could pull me up. 
 
    After a long moment staring at my hand, he grasped it. He was warm, a fraction above normal body heat. He stepped back as I rose, keeping a distance between us, but he didn’t fling my hand away rudely. In waiting to be certain I was steady, he showed old, courtly manners. If I’d been a dainty female teetering in high heels, I’d have appreciated his courtesy. 
 
    As it was, I was a bit embarrassed by my impulsive request to be helped up. I hadn’t needed help, and he knew that as well as I did. 
 
    “Imbee studio,” I barked. 
 
    “This way.” He led the way up the stairs. “There is also a pool in the gym and a games room connected across Reality for multi-player games.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Have you ever fought a kudde? 
 
    I hadn’t, and it came as a heart-jolting shock to find myself in the middle of a battle with one when a second before, I’d been lounging contentedly watching life on Howff. 
 
    “Damn it, House! What freaking mixed—” My protest cut off as Tavor flew past me. 
 
    It wasn’t really Tavor. It was a virtual recreation of him in the House’s imbee studio. 
 
    Imbee studios involve all the senses to virtually recreate what is happening at an imbee broadcast location. These locations are marked by an unmissable yellow X on the ground and rise twelve feet (or more, if trolls are involved) into the air. Vision, sound, smell, temperature and other sensory measures are instantly replicated. 
 
    Imbee broadcasting is a financially rewarding endeavor. That’s what cities call selling out their citizens. 
 
    The cities sign a broadcast deal, mark out the X, and their own citizens become living actors in the ordinary dramas of daily life. 
 
    Indulging voyeurism, even innocent voyeurism, pays well. 
 
    I’d justified my own voyeurism—watching the kobolds of Blether, Howff’s capital city, go about their daily lives around the X of the imbee broadcast site—as research. These were the people whose lives and society would change if I succeeded in getting the loci crystal to Kaikan, and Felicity galvanized the Synod to transform Blether into a city of landing, thereby connecting Howff to the paths of Reality. 
 
    I liked the kobolds of Howff. They were industrious and kind, maintaining community bonds even under the pressure of the multi-generational dictatorship that ruled them and which kept them undereducated and physically contained to the regions or neighborhoods in which they lived, worked, and died. 
 
    They’d managed to convince the dictatorship to allow an imbee broadcast of their communal lifestyle. The dictatorship loved the money from the broadcast and from the music, craft designs and similar entertainments that subsequently sold over the amage network. 
 
    Ngamar, the world walker caravan master whose paths came nearest to Howff, would jump at the chance to add Howff to his trade route. Possibly even more aggressively than the kudde now leapt at Tavor, claws extended. 
 
    The kudde was in its cat form, which dwarfed Madra. This cat was three times Tavor’s height and growing as its blue flames intensified. 
 
    Chains rattled deafeningly. 
 
    I shouted over the threat of it. “Is this happening, now? Outside?” 
 
    The eager assent of the House’s magic answered me. 
 
    I jumped up. “Are you at least helping him?” 
 
    Tavor wasn’t even armed. Or not to my definition of armed. The lunatic wielded a lasso, which the kudde evaded. 
 
    It switched forms, from cat to horse, and kicked out with its back hooves.  
 
    Tavor tried to dodge, but the kick connected. He went flying. 
 
    Belatedly, I realized how the House had tricked me. Imbee studios reproduced what occurred in range of the sensors placed on the yellow X of the broadcast zone. The House had shrunk the real-time recreation of Tavor and the kudde’s battle so that I could experience it all within the confines of the imbee studio. 
 
    Out there, was reality. 
 
    Tavor ran back into the fight, ascending on nonexistent stairs. 
 
    I dashed out of the imbee studio, headed away from the double-helix staircase. I needed to see what was really happening. 
 
    Obligingly, the House turned so that the perch at the end of this level of the roost faced the battle. 
 
    The kudde transformed into a dog and, paws paddling, seemed to try to dig its way under Tavor in the nothingness of the path. 
 
    Tavor walked on the nothingness as effortlessly as a world walking bird. Like Warp or Weft, the nothingness gained fleeting gravity and solidity as he pushed off from it. He dangled the lasso. 
 
    Woofs and growls erupted from the kudde as it sprang back. Then it darted forward and tried to catch the rope. 
 
    It succeeded. 
 
    Tavor started running. Not away, like a sensible person. No, like a Dagger, he ran toward the monster. 
 
    The kudde’s signature sound, the rattle of chains, reached a crescendo as it bit at the rope. Its blue flames crawled along the lasso. 
 
    Tavor ran once around the kudde. The rope hung in a circle around the kudde’s canine legs. Tavor pulled the rope tight. 
 
    All the kudde had to do was release its hold on the end of the rope and the tension would cease to exist. Kudde weren’t known for their intelligence. They were brutes. It chewed harder on the rope, gnawing at the spot just below the loop of the lasso. 
 
    Despite only controlling one end of the rope, Tavor hogtied it. 
 
    The kudde transformed into a snarling cat, spitting out the rope, but too late. A hood landed over its head. 
 
    Monster restrained, Tavor looked toward the House. He raised an arm. 
 
    The House sent out a cage that ran on something like a world walker caravan’s net. However, this net continued to exist even after the cage had traveled over it. The glimmering golden track rolled out like a chameleon’s tongue unfurling, till it reached Tavor. He bundled the blindfolded but chain-rattlingly growling kudde into the cage.  
 
    The cage door slammed shut, and the cage rolled back to the House. 
 
    Tavor walked beside it. 
 
    He hadn’t fought off or killed a monster. He’d captured it. Why? 
 
    And why had the House wanted me to watch the battle? 
 
    The cage slid onto a different branch of the House. 
 
    Being a sorcerer meant that I could walk on nothingness as easily as Tavor did. I jumped off my observer’s perch to watch as the House installed a holding pen around the kudde. The cage melted into the floor of the roost. Tavor used a pike pole to tug free the hood, then the rope, on the kudde. 
 
    As the monster inspected its prison, the sound of rattling chains assumed a basso menacing tone. 
 
    Tavor replaced the pike pole against the wall and walked around the holding pen to stand near me. “Kudde aren’t sapient. She can’t consent to surgery.” 
 
    “Surgery?” 
 
    He turned from contemplating the kudde to assess me. “You haven’t seen a kudde before?” 
 
    “In the distance. As a child. Hanno drove it off.” 
 
    “They’re rare.” Tavor lost some of his surprise. “This one was one of the babies Xolotl manipulated.” 
 
    “What?” I examined the kudde. In its cat form it paced up and down on the far side of the holding pen. It looked like a cat, albeit one wreathed in blue flame and substantially overgrown. 
 
    “It can’t control its fire,” Tavor said. 
 
    I wracked my memory for what little I knew about the species. Kudde were powerful predators and territorial. The blue flame was the raw catalyst for changing forms. “It’s agitated. When it calms down, if it calms down in prison, its flame will be sucked back inside its form. The House should release it somewhere remote and—” 
 
    “Xolotl recorded his experiments on kudde two centuries ago. He wished to accelerate their transformation speed. This girl is one of his experimental subjects. He stitched crystal shards into their infant sahir globes. The sahir globes grew around the shards, leaving the sahir globes in a constant ‘on’ setting. Consequently, the blue flames which are a sign of imminent transformation are constantly present. It’s astonishing that any of the modified kudde survived. They’re normally ambush predators, but it’s hard to hide when you’re wreathed in blue flame.” 
 
    “They have sahir globes?” I asked. 
 
    He gave me a sideways glance. “Not so different from mages. A few of the monsters of Reality have sahir globes. Planet-born monsters, like gryphons were, have magic in every cell of their bodies. Their existence requires it. Mages don’t need magic to exist. Nor do kudde, although without it they’d remain in one form.” 
 
    He opened the inner door, and I walked through automatically. 
 
    The room next to the holding pen was a storeroom. Cabinets not only lined the walls, they also formed two rows. 
 
    Tavor strode down the second. He paused before an unlabeled cabinet door. “The kudde’s sahir globe grew around a thuat crystal. The kudde can survive without the thuat crystal serving as an ever-active channel of magic. However, physically, the sahir globe is accustomed to its presence. The sahir globe would collapse inward if the crystal shard was removed, but the sahir globe can be held open long enough for the shard to be replaced with a neutral, an inert, piece of glass.” 
 
    He opened the cabinet and pulled out a tray of glass marbles in an array of shapes, but all roughly the size of my thumbnail. 
 
    “You’re going to operate on the kudde? Even though it’s healthy?” 
 
    “It’s species isn’t,” he said. “Xolotl had an over-sized impact on their population. His experiments severely reduced one generation. Then he kept alive the next generation, but with the constant blue flame issue. Kudde can’t reproduce in that state. In effect, he rendered them sterile. The kudde population is declining precipitately. They were already rare. Xolotl has put them at risk of extinction. If you’ve only seen one, in the distance, in a normal person’s lifetime of traveling the paths of Reality, that shows how they’re struggling.” 
 
    I followed him out of the room and down the stairs. “So, you’ve done this before?” 
 
    “Yes. If you intend to watch the surgery, you need to be sterile.” 
 
    “You’re doing it, now?” I swallowed. I wasn’t sure how I’d cope with watching an operation. “Where do I scrub up?” 
 
    He laughed under his breath. 
 
    “What?” How dare he laugh at my discomfort. 
 
    “You can hold a sterile bubble around yourself, like a privacy bubble. Magi-medical practitioners use them all the time.” 
 
    “Good for them,” I grumbled. “Do you know the spell?” 
 
    He recited it. The spell was a useful one. It included things like maintaining air quality and a comfortable temperature inside the bubble. 
 
    While I was distracted, he ducked into a side room and re-emerged wearing white scrubs, gloves, boots and a mask. 
 
    “What about the kudde’s magic fire?” 
 
    “The House and the operating theatre can survive it. As can what I’m wearing. The fire don’t affect me.” He entered the theatre. 
 
    I scurried in after him, reluctantly fascinated. I didn’t want to see a surgery. I did want to see how Tavor removed the thuat crystal. 
 
    Would there be blood? 
 
    There’d have to be. 
 
    Daggers saw blood. Our own, included. But surgery was different to the hot blood of a fight. 
 
    Feeling queasy, I gave my tummy a gentle pat. 
 
    The kudde lay unconscious on the table, wreathed in blue flame around its cat form. 
 
    Did we really have to be sterile if the magic of the flame burned constantly? Could bugs survive the blue fire? The kudde didn’t seem linked up to any apparatus to help it breathe or keep it unconscious. Nor was it restrained. 
 
    How would you restrain a shapeshifter to a table? 
 
    The blue flame wrapped around Tavor as he leant over the kudde. 
 
    Enhancing my vision with a touch of magic, I saw through the flame to how his gloved hands poked and prodded at the kudde’s ribs. Then he grabbed a razor and shaved its chest and abdomen. 
 
    The table grew appendages that lifted and shifted the large cat. 
 
    He sterilized via a spell and a potion the skin he’d shaved, then cut into it. 
 
    I winced.  
 
    Tavor put aside the scalpel and cracked open the ribs. 
 
    I closed my eyes and counted my breaths. How else did you think he’d reach the sahir globe? I berated myself. The sahir globe was tucked near the heart in a mage, and logically, in a kudde, too. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see the kudde’s ribs held apart, and Tavor reaching between them. I couldn’t see what he was doing in the chest cavity and…you know what? I was okay with that. Definitely okay. I retreated from the operating theatre. 
 
    Outside, the House produced a bench for me to sit on. 
 
    Kira was training as a magi-medicine specialist. Good for her. She could be the sorcerer who specialized in healing. 
 
    I gave a full body shudder at the idea that Xolotl had created the operating theatre to experiment on creatures like the kudde. At least Tavor was operating on them to help them. Xolotl had hurt them. 
 
    Against my wishes, my brain presented an array of images of what horrors Xolotl might have enacted. Images bright in blood. Very unhelpfully, my mind added a soundtrack of screams. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    My situational awareness had collapsed under the impact of my imagination. I gawked at Tavor. “Have you finished already?” 
 
    He’d shed his theatre scrubs and wore an undershirt and shorts. It was more skin than he’d ever shown, and every part of it was shattermarked. 
 
    I remembered how his shattermarks had glowed red in his fight to capture the kudde. 
 
    He opened his right hand, palm up. Balanced there was a thuat crystal shard. 
 
    “You got it out.” I looked up at him. “Did the kudde survive?” 
 
    “She is sleeping. I’ll keep her sedated till we reach—” His hand closed around the shard. “I promised that the House would deliver you to Kaikan in eight days. Earlier. It’s possible in six days.” 
 
    “But you need to release the kudde in her own territory when she wakes up,” I interrupted. “I’m not a trained medi-mage, and I don’t intend to be, but I can use a general healing spell on her.” 
 
    Tavor shook his head; a single, dismissive gesture. “When you’ve messed with a sahir globe, it’s best to let them heal naturally. When the kudde wakes and shifts form, she’ll naturally heal her physical body. That shedding of wounds in shifting form is why they’re so difficult to kill.” 
 
    He regarded the door to the operating theatre somberly. “She’s not the first kudde I’ve treated.” 
 
    “That was obvious.” 
 
    He glanced at me in surprise.  
 
    I grimaced. “There was no hesitation. You knew what you were doing. And I discovered I have no stomach for surgery.” 
 
    “It helps to know that I’m healing them. Restoring them. The kudde…I’ve established a hidden sanctuary for them,” he blurted in a rushed confession. 
 
    He seemed to wait for my condemnation.  
 
    I groped for a response. “You said that they were on the verge of extinction, so that’s good?” I thought about it. “But they’re territorial, aren’t they? How can you collect them together in a sanctuary?” 
 
    “It’s not fenced. It’s a region of space. Kudde aren’t actually territorial, not with one another. They’re not herd animals or anything like that, but they will help one another.” He frowned at the wall of the operating theatre. “That’s what she needs. Being around other kudde will help her sahir globe recover. It’s only speculation, but I think sahir globes are influenced by those around them.” 
 
    I struggled with all the new information. “So, you don’t want her influenced by your sahir globe.” 
 
    His eyes flared wide in startlement, sparks of red igniting in the pupils. “God forbid.” It was a fervent prayer, not blasphemy. “No, I’ll stay away from her. But she’d recover faster among her own kind.” 
 
    I finally understood why he was telling me all of this and why he’d involved me in the kudde’s medical treatment. “You want to detour to the hidden sanctuary.” 
 
    “Yes.” He rubbed the back of his neck. Muscles flexed in his large arm and rippled across his chest beneath the tight, white undershirt. 
 
    I averted my gaze.  
 
    “I think we could still make it to Kaikan in eight days. If we were a few hours late, would the Synod wait for you?” 
 
    Embarrassment ambushed me. World walkers were my people, but I was aware of their weaknesses. They could be asininely stubborn and selfish. The Synod was jealous of its status and power. Asking any of its member Swords to delay their plans without the loci crystal in hand wasn’t possible. 
 
    “The Synod can’t open a landing from Kaikan. The loci crystal has to be inserted at the landing site. I’ve only seen the ritual once. It takes the full Synod to perform the galdr.” A galdr was a sung spell. “Their voices soared. The loci crystal amplifies the galdr and sustains it. Felicity, my friend on the Synod, intends to use the loci crystal, the first found in nearly half a century, to open a landing on Howff.” 
 
    I pressed my hands together. “Howff is a kobold planet. Low-grade industrial due to underinvestment and isolation. The difficulty is the Council and the Synod. Felicity will argue them around, but they have to agree to use the loci crystal on Howff to connect it to the paths of Reality.” I pulled a face. “They’ll argue and argue, but they won’t take a formal vote until the loci crystal is present, and without that vote, they won’t linger on Kaikan. Their responsibilities and personal interests pull them apart.” 
 
    Like Tavor, I frowned at the operating theatre. The House may have already removed the kudde from it, placing it back in a cage or somewhere else more appropriate for long-term sedation, but the operating theatre was where Xolotl had first modified the kudde, and now, Tavor had attempted to restore it. 
 
    The needs of the many kobolds on Howff pressed on me, but I couldn’t be positive that the Synod would agree that the loci crystal should be used to free them. Felicity swore she could swing the decision, but there was no guarantee. 
 
    There was no guarantee that this kudde would survive and reproduce and be crucial to the survival of her species. 
 
    Life held no guarantees. 
 
    But at the simplest of levels, I had no right to demand the House deliver me to Kaikan. Yes, we had made a deal that I would meet Kira as the price of my passage. However, I had also rejected the House. I’d refused to bond with it.  
 
    Its primary purpose, the capture and study of monsters, which Tavor had partly subverted to rescuing them, was one I shouldn’t interfere with.  
 
    Tavor had achieved a precarious balance, redirecting the House from Xolotl’s madness, and his efforts and sacrifice shouldn’t be disrespected. He’d be stuck with the House long after I left. 
 
    I could come back. The idea popped into my mind. 
 
    I rubbed the funny ache in my chest that wasn’t queasiness from watching the operation. “The detour is important. I’d like the kudde to have every chance to survive.” 
 
    Tavor smiled at me. 
 
    I thumped my chest as that strange ache intensified. 
 
    The House’s magic vibrated around us, gratified and validated by my agreement. 
 
    Tavor bowed. “Thank you.” 
 
    I shrugged and said ungraciously, “It’s your House.” 
 
    The glimmer of his smile faded. He walked out of the room. 
 
    I slumped back, banging the back of my head against the wall, on purpose. I’m an idiot. 
 
    As a Dagger, I was accustomed to approval and hope when desperate people saw me arrive to save the day. Or at least, to guard against the hazards of walking the paths of Reality. Personal approval from a literally and figuratively hot guy was something my glamourized self had outgrown. People didn’t bother to validate late middle-aged women. 
 
    In fighting the kudde, Tavor had revealed the awesome power inside him. His control was so strong because it had to be. The fire in him strove to destroy all threats to the House. 
 
    I’d seen a fire tornado once, ripping through a forest after four years of drought. 
 
    The magic inside Tavor burned like that; angry, limitless, and roaring like a minor god. 
 
    He’d controlled it to help the kudde. 
 
    Strength was always impressive, but strength harnessed to gentleness was irresistible. How could anyone not admire such a man? 
 
    Tavor didn’t. He didn’t value himself. 
 
    I pulled my legs up, heels on the edge of the bench, and hid my face against my knees. Why was it we were our own worst critics? 
 
    I knew the answer for Tavor and myself, although I hated to acknowledge it. 
 
    We feared ourselves. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    The House was gradually customizing the basement level to better serve Warp and Weft and me. Their pen had doubled in size, and fresh greens and wriggly grubs were frequently added to it. A desk had appeared in the garden, near the pen, where I could keep my birds company but also catch up on paperwork. 
 
    All organizations ran on paperwork, and Daggers were no exception. I caught up on my reports, skimmed my colleagues’ reports, and attempted to plot my journey from Kaikan. Once I’d delivered the loci crystal, I was free. The Synod would loathe me peering over their shoulders on Howff. 
 
    I had my own commitments to honor. I’d return to the outer sector where I’d been visiting some of the more remote landing sites on a combined welfare and exploration check. The Makana Sector had been neglected by world walkers, so I’d assigned myself to clear it for hazards. 
 
    Every Dagger had their own territory.  
 
    Except Hanno. That irascible, dangerously clever old man had wandered wherever he wished. 
 
    I’d adopted my guardian’s independent ways. 
 
    He’d supported me while he was alive; doubtless calculating that a roaming sorcerer provided greater utility than one tied down. He may also have feared that tying me too tightly would have triggered rebellion. 
 
    He was wrong. 
 
    I liked to wander, but I needed ties. However, since childhood, I’d tried to hide how much it meant to me to have a place to belong and a role which ensured that not one would reject me. 
 
    I breathed out harshly. 
 
    The open pages of Xolotl’s journal fluttered. 
 
    The House kept sneaking one or more of its creator’s journals onto the desk.  
 
    They were fascinating, frightening reading. 
 
    Xolotl had been meticulous in recording his thoughts, research, and experiments. Reading his journals required skimming pages and pages of tedium—if I blanked my mind to the suffering each experiment represented. The banality of evil. 
 
    The relentlessness of Xolotl’s pursuit to produce a monster of ferocity and unquestioning loyalty wore on me. Consequently, I rationed the time I spent learning about what the House had suffered. 
 
    In Xolotl’s journals was its origin story. Everything since then was Tavor’s attempt to adapt the curse to mold the House into an empathetic actor. 
 
    I shoved aside the journal. “Show me the map, again, please.” 
 
    The surface of the desk shimmered and reformed into a map of Reality. Nearest to me was the moving dot which was the House. In the top righthand corner was Kaikan. We’d veered off the direct path from the Bazaar Betwynn to head for Tavor’s kudde sanctuary. 
 
    A direct path had a different meaning in Reality, where paths spiraled and vanished into the wilds, than it did in normal space; the kind of space that spaceships traversed. World walkers had to think in four dimensions. At least, that’s what Hanno used to say. Sometimes he’d said seven. When he’d been drunk. 
 
    I screwed my eyes shut tight for a second, blanking my vision as I tried to blank my memory.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, I zoomed the map in on the area between the House’s current location and the sanctuary. 
 
    Tavor had chosen wisely. His sanctuary was inconveniently distant from every inhabited area of Reality—unless one took the shortest route through a no-go zone. 
 
    Millennia ago, two Houses had fought—or their sorcerers had—and only one survived. The other house imploded, and even now, millennia later, the area around the implosion remained untraversable. The magic was too unstable for anyone to survive it. 
 
    Except that the Darkhouse of Doom apparently crossed it on a semi-regular basis. It was a sharp reminder of how tough the House and Tavor were, even measured against other Houses. 
 
    We’d reach the no-go zone in a few hours. 
 
    We were moving too quickly for me to harness Warp and Weft to the wagon and run them alongside the House, but I knew my birds. They had enjoyed their holiday and gorging on the treats the House supplied, but if they didn’t get some exercise soon, they’d get into mischief, of the destructive kind if Warp took the lead. 
 
    “Troublemakers.” I ducked through the fence into the pen with them. 
 
    Weft immediately tried to preen my hair, chirruping her welcome. 
 
    Her evil sister ruffled her feather at me and turned aside. 
 
    “Warp, you are definitely plotting something.” 
 
    She scratched vigorously at the ground, sending straw and dirt flying. It was not coincidental that the debris landed on Weft and me. 
 
    Weft hissed indignantly. 
 
    “You tell her, lady. Your sister is an evil hussy. I guess she doesn’t want a rumaana.” 
 
    World walking birds are every bit as intelligent as a domesticated canine. Warp and Weft could recognize the name of their favorite food. 
 
    Rumaanas were a fruit as large as my cupped hands. They had a tough outer rind speckled yellow and green. Inside, jewel-toned blue seeds nestled, tightly packed. When you bit into them, a sweet, tart juice exploded. You could always tell when someone had eaten a rumaana. Their mouth and fingers would be stained blue. 
 
    Weft poked at my shirt and jeans pockets. 
 
    I slapped her neck good-naturedly. “As if I could hide rumaanas on me. Be sensible. You’ll have to hunt for them. Find them. Find them, girl!” 
 
    Warp, ever impatient, kicked the gate of the pen—and stumbled forward as the House, equally a smartass—swung it open. Warp recovered herself and tried to lash out in another kick.  
 
    Weft knocked her aside. Weft might be the quieter sister, but she was highly food-motivated and had zero interest in indulging Warp’s attitude when rumaana were to be found. 
 
    On Kaikan, world walker breeders and trainers introduced the birds to the hunt-the-rumaana game early. Surroundings like a House weren’t normal, but there were often situations in which world walking birds had to be confined and they got antsy. A rumaana hunt kept them occupied and, set up correctly, gave them the exercise they needed. 
 
    I’d cheated on my own effort and asked the House to set up the hunt course. 
 
    Warp and Weft wouldn’t get their rumaanas till they’d run and flapped over treadmills and through a powered pool. They’d roost tonight exhausted. Being too tired for mischief was good for Warp, and for my peace of mind. 
 
    I didn’t need my birds causing trouble while the House traversed a no-go zone of unstable magic. 
 
    I didn’t know how that unstable magic would affect me as a sorcerer. 
 
    “How will you survive it?” I murmured to the House. I remained by the pen even after Warp and Weft had vanished into the garden on their hunt. 
 
    My birds had headed deeper into the chamber. Rather than urge me after them, the House’s magic looped around me, not touching or compelling me, but trying to communicate. It released me and surged toward the ramp. 
 
    I considered the empty pen. 
 
    Lost to the thrill of the rumaana hunt, Warp and Weft wouldn’t notice me missing. A chaos storm could erupt and they wouldn’t notice unless it tried to eat their rumaanas. 
 
    “All right.” I had, after all, asked the House a question. I should honor its answer. 
 
    Magic sparkled in the air as the House led me up the ramp and onto the central staircase. 
 
    Look. 
 
    I didn’t hear the word, but the command was clear. 
 
    Look. 
 
    Holding onto the banister, I tilted my head back and observed with both my physical sight and my magical senses. 
 
    Magic spiraled through the core of the House, flowing up one set of stairs and down the other. The magic was so dense that it had hidden itself from me. Which seemed paradoxical and impossible, and yet, there it was: suddenly revealed. 
 
    I stretched a hand toward it, but didn’t touch the nothingness of it. The nothingness of the paths of Reality was a faded copy of this raw potential. This was the Void: the beginning and end of all things. It was magic condensed and potent. No wonder the House could sustain itself and Tavor, indulge my wishes, and fight monsters. Running just beyond my outstretched fingers was a river of every possibility. 
 
    Possibilities included endings and well as beginnings. Destruction as well as creation. 
 
    “A pool of unmaking, but flowing forever. Holy stars.” 
 
    Pools of unmaking were the reason Qaysar was the center of Reality’s governance structure. The planet’s moons were reservoirs for magic which over millennia became pools of unmaking; that is, voids. After hundreds of thousands of years, those pools would fill to the brim and splinter off a new world from one of Reality’s existing worlds. The new world was formed from the collective soul of its origin world. It was the sum of the existing trillions of souls manifesting a new aspect of their potential. 
 
    The House carried its own void. It could unmake monsters. It could unmake itself. 
 
    “Why trust me with this secret?” I whispered. 
 
    Magic touched me as softly as a kiss. The House was wooing me by revealing its heart. 
 
    I still wasn’t ready to be a sorcerer. “You don’t actually need me. You have Tavor.” Who wanted mortality.  
 
    I sat down heavily and leaned against a railing. “You’re doing good work, learning about monsters and saving them. But it’s not my life. Not my vocation.” 
 
    Did that matter? 
 
    Tavor hadn’t chosen to devote his life to monsters, either. Moreover, he’d said that if I bonded the House, it would change its purpose to meet mine. 
 
    But what did I want? 
 
    Not wanting to be a sorcerer wasn’t actually a purpose in life. 
 
    Kira had decisively killed any thought I might have of being a sorcerer and remaining part of a police force, be it the Daggers or the Legion. 
 
    I was the most independent Dagger alive, but I was still a Dagger. It was an assurance that I belonged. I had a place in Reality and a connection to people. The Agathon lacework scarf I had the right to wear, plus the decorations on the wagon, all proclaimed me as someone to be welcomed. Someone of value. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Tavor found me on the stairs. “We’ve entered the no-go zone. How are you feeling?” 
 
    I stared at him for a moment before recalling the reason for his concern. I’d worried that the unstable magic might affect me. Then I’d forgotten about it in my shock at what the House had revealed. Tavor hadn’t. “I’m fine. I haven’t noticed anything. Tavor.” I broke off. 
 
    He hadn’t pushed me to study his curse in preparation for breaking it. 
 
    I’d been grateful because I didn’t want to break it. Doing so had a high probability of killing him. I lacked Xolotl’s experience and skill as a sorcerer, and his twisted mind. 
 
    But if Tavor wanted to be free… 
 
    “Never mind.” I stood up. Even if Tavor did want me to study his curse and was waiting for me to ask, doing so in an area of unstable magic was unwise. My curiosity could wait till we were out of the no-go zone. 
 
    He didn’t step back, which meant we stood eye to eye, him one step lower than me and slightly to the side, but close. 
 
    I saw the black shattermarks on his skin blaze red for an instant, for the same barely perceptible moment of time in which his magic and life force flared. Realization slammed into me. “The unstable magic affects you.” 
 
    “My connection to the House steadies me.” Which was not a denial. 
 
    “Does it hurt?” I’d asked him once if the curse hurt him. Had he evaded the truth in his answer? “The magic burning in you…does it hurt all the time?” 
 
    If it did, then denying him mortality was cruel. 
 
    “No.” His answer was more in the movement and shape of his mouth than in sound. 
 
    I put my fingers on the back of his hand, feeling the heat radiating off his skin. “Truth?” 
 
    He stared into my eyes. “I don’t lie.” 
 
    I did. I lived my life wearing a glamour. 
 
    I dropped it. 
 
    Flames flickered in Tavor’s golden eyes. He inhaled deeply. 
 
    “Human,” I said wryly, uncertainly.  
 
    “Beautiful.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Not even by human standards.” 
 
    He smiled at me, turning his hand beneath the light touch of my fingers until he clasped them. He lifted my strange brown hand and ran his thumb over the knuckles. “I don’t lie. You are beautiful, Zelia.” 
 
    He raised my hand to his scorching hot lips. “Leave your glamour off. While you’re in the House.” 
 
    The gentleness of his touch matched the tenderness in his voice and expression. 
 
    I felt young and vulnerable, and as if some tightly furled part of me relaxed. “I…” I couldn’t find an answer. 
 
    “May I touch your hair?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    He placed my hand against the curve of his cheek. “My hair is the black of charcoal, of all life burned away. But your hair is the black of a night sky. There are stars in it.” 
 
    With my free hand, I twitched my braid around. “No, there isn’t.” 
 
    “Life and possibilities.” He cupped the back of my head before slowly running his hand the length of the braid, taking it from my hold. One turn of his hand wrapped the length of it around his lean fingers. 
 
    The light tug of his hold tingled my scalp. I shivered and wriggled my hand free of his, but not to withdraw. I pushed my hand forward and touched his hair. 
 
    His eyes closed and he whispered my name. “Zelia.” 
 
    Magic blazed in him, and lit up his shattermarks in crimson fire. 
 
    He retreated two steps in a single jump. 
 
    We stared at each other. Then his expression shuttered, his shattermarks went black once more, and he leapt across to the other set of stairs in the double-helix and ran up them. 
 
    I walked down the stairs and returned to the garden chamber. 
 
    Warp and Weft had returned to their pen and crooned contentedly. Blue rumaana juice stained their beaks. 
 
    If they’d already finished the hunt, I’d been gone longer than I thought studying the House’s flowing pool of unmaking and risking I wasn’t sure what with Tavor. 
 
    No, that was a lie. 
 
    I knew exactly what I’d risked with Tavor. Intimacy. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    My desk remained near the pen, and arranged as I’d left it. The chair was pushed back from the desk, and Xolotl’s journal pushed aside. Stacked on my left was my own journal on top of two grimoires and an atlas I’d requested the House “borrow” from the Imperial Library. 
 
    Ignoring the chair, I leaned over the screen on the table. The House had entered the no-go zone. Ahead of us was a stretch of unstable magic followed by a vast expanse of what the atlas of Reality I’d borrowed showed as unmapped “wilds”.  
 
    I concentrated on the House’s map rather than my emotions. I’d shown Tavor too much of me, and seen too much of him: our fears and buried hopes. Either I dug them all up or I let them decently re-inter themselves. 
 
    Because I was a coward, I concentrated on the map the House provided. 
 
    Tavor had established the kudde sanctuary in an outer sector of Reality where no known paths crossed. 
 
    However, the House’s map, displayed on the desk screen, showed game trails traversing it. 
 
    To Tavor and the House, this was not unmapped nothingness. 
 
    In the popular imagination, the paths of Reality string from planet to planet and the paths and planets and their associated space stations and similar astro-geographic realities are all that exists. But in fact, the nothingness of Reality that the paths wind through isn’t empty. Monsters live in it. 
 
    What are monsters? 
 
    Any creature that scares people by transgressing a society’s moral code might be called a monster; people included. 
 
    However, for world walkers, monsters are the creatures of the nothingness between worlds. Most monsters avoid the paths of Reality. The nothingness is their home. It’s where they live; not something to be feared and hurried through. Monsters thrive where people can’t exist. 
 
    The wilds were the unexplored expanses of nothingness. 
 
    I traced the game trails. My birds and I might take paths no one had traversed in centuries, but I always knew where we were. I can honestly say that I had never followed a game trail. Why would I? Game trails didn’t lead to planets. They led to monsters. 
 
    The map shifted under my finger as I traced a game trail to the edge of the screen. 
 
    On and on the game trail went, merging with another one, splitting apart, before finally reaching a path. 
 
    I froze as my brain recalibrated an assumption. 
 
    The House didn’t brute force its way through the nothingness. It followed game trails. That’s why a game trail connected to a path. 
 
    There was an entire ecosystem in the nothingness, and in traveling the paths, world walkers merely experienced the fringes of it. We encountered the small scavenging monsters, the ambush predators, and the occasional caravan-eating oddities whom no one was prepared for. 
 
    Our paths had been forged by monsters. 
 
    I tapped the screen. “Enough.” 
 
    The screen vanished.  
 
    I sat and pulled my journal toward me. I opened it at the ribbon marking the last entry and leafed back a couple of pages. 
 
    World walking birds were an anomaly in Reality. They traversed the paths, but they could also enter and live on planets. 
 
    Other Reality monsters couldn’t survive planetary conditions. They were adapted to the malleability of the nothingness which, in containing every potential, enabled all species to breathe its air or water or whatever medium was natural to the entity traveling the path. Planets weren’t as encompassingly welcoming. 
 
    I’d been curious why Xolotl hadn’t attempted to modify world walking birds to become bonded companion animals akin to gryphons. 
 
    World walkers would have fought to the death to keep their birds from him, but a lone caravan on a path would be easy pickings for a sorcerer. Caravans vanished every year. The five yearly Synod included a memorial for those lost. Why hadn’t Xolotl experimented on world walking birds? If anything, the fact that it was their bones that were required for the foundation of a House should have inclined him to study them. 
 
    Initially, I’d questioned whether Xolotl had avoided the world walking birds because other sorcerers would have intervened. 
 
    Did sorcerers police each other? 
 
    Would Kira tell Baba Yaga or anyone else of my existence? 
 
    She and Evander had promised to keep Xolotl’s death a secret. I believed them. Which meant Tavor was safe—from that threat. 
 
    Tavor was not a safe subject to contemplate right now. 
 
    I looked at my notes on world walking birds. The House had presented me with an antiquarian reference book, The Science of Legendary Path Rakers, and I’d dived in. 
 
    The Darkhouse of Doom knew how to seduce me. It lured me in with knowledge. 
 
    A sorcerer had the ability to change Reality. I’d rather understand it. 
 
    World walkers never called our birds path rakers. I’d found a reference to The Science of Legendary Path Rakers in an obscure neanderthal explorer’s memoirs. He had been a Dagger, but had retired early to pursue his own interests. He’d funded his adventures via an inheritance. 
 
    The forgotten scholar who’d written about path rakers claimed that the hollow bones of their legs siphoned magic from nothingness and returned a little Reality to the paths; in effect, the world walking birds created and maintained the paths they trod. 
 
    I regarded Warp and Weft with new eyes. Did they instinctively transform raw magic? 
 
    Had Xolotl feared what a world walker bird might do if he channeled magic into it? 
 
    In his last journal, the one left open on his desk, he’d recorded his experiments on a zarptica male. 
 
    Zarpticas were also birds, but they differed from the world walking birds in every way. 
 
    For a start, they flew rather than walked. Secondly, as their common names implied, fire hawks or the phoenixes of Reality’s paths, caught fire. 
 
    Unlike phoenixes, zarpticas didn’t self-immolate to be reborn or to hatch their chick’s egg. They turned into fire when they hunted. 
 
    The bestiaries the Daggers referenced taught that zarpticas’ fire was a defensive mechanism, protecting them from larger predators or from cornered prey. 
 
    According to Xolotl, the zarpticas’ fire actually obscured a far more profound, Reality-wrenching ability. 
 
    Zarpticas could travel a few seconds back in time; just long enough to evade an enemy’s attack. 
 
    I would have dismissed the notion of time-travel as evidence of Xolotl’s brain rotting, except for the fact that his method of capturing the male zarptica and restraining it relied on multiple layers of containment that a few seconds of time travel couldn’t roll back far enough to evade. 
 
    I re-read Xolotl’s musings. 
 
    In traveling the nothingness, world walking birds create a path, a momentary spatial reality that influences Reality. If the zarptica is the early-stage evolution of a temporal version of the same talent, then it should be able to return to its earlier self. 
 
    Had Xolotl stumbled upon a profound truth or had knowledge of his own approaching death further warped his already perverted brain into chasing eternal life and youth? 
 
    Originally, I’d studied the journals for a sense of how Xolotl thought and how he’d formed the curse on Tavor. 
 
    On the stairs, Tavor had said, My hair is the black of charcoal, of all life burned away. That was how he saw himself, but it wasn’t true. When he forgot to lock down his magic and life force, life burned in him. It wasn’t burned away. It was an eternal flame. 
 
    Like a phoenix. 
 
    I jumped up, startling Warp into a hiss of outrage at being woken from her doze. 
 
    She ruffled indignant feathers. 
 
    Weft’s chirrup sounded a lot like laughter. 
 
    I left them both behind as I jogged up the ramp. I couldn’t decide if it was comforting or alienating that the House hadn’t extended its central staircase to this basement level. My birds, my garden and I remained distinct from the House’s ongoing life. 
 
    The instant I set foot on the staircase, I asked where Tavor was. 
 
    The House transitioned me to the level where the kudde was sedated. 
 
    “About your curse—” I halted just inside the kudde’s hospital room. It lay in cat form on a low platform. No longer shrouded in blue fire, its ribs were prominent through rough black and blue fur. Under sedation, its eyes were taped shut, but its mouth was open, revealing a purple tongue and pale yellow teeth. 
 
    Tavor sat on the edge of the platform, one hand on the kudde, and profound sadness on his face. 
 
    He’d given up. For all his obvious care for the kudde and presumably for the other monsters he’d rescued—you don’t become as skilled in magi-medicine as he was without practice and care—he refused to acknowledge his capacity to love the monsters or the possibility they could love him. 
 
    Warp and Weft loved me. 
 
    By his own admission, some monsters were sapient. They could communicate their gratitude and affection. If he let them. 
 
    Tender and sorrowful, the House’s magic curled around the room, but didn’t touch him. 
 
    Tavor had taught it not to show its love for him. 
 
    He saw himself as a monster; a true monster, a creature unworthy of love. 
 
    “Forget about the curse,” he said quietly. “I was wrong to think it could be broken. It broke me, instead.” 
 
    I let go of the doorknob and walked nearer the platform. We watched each other over the kudde’s sleeping form and the steady shushing of its breath. “If it did break you, you’ve put yourself back together.” 
 
    “Yes.” A wry smile lifted the right corner of his mouth. “I’m thinking clearly again. Breaking the curse means killing me. I can’t put that burden on your shoulders. I asked it of you…when you were a stranger.” 
 
    I blinked rapidly and put my hand in the kudde’s coarse fur.  
 
    It had survived Xolotl’s experimentation, but barely. It had suffered. 
 
    “If you can save the kudde…” I began. 
 
    Tavor stood and stretched. “Xolotl put a thuat crystal shard into the kudde. In me—it was different for me. He was already dying before he fought Master Culsans and killed my friends. When he focused his passion for revenge on me, he didn’t have the time or energy for surgery. Nor did he use a thuat crystal. He tore a shard from the House and forced it into my sahir globe. He threaded the curse through it to alter every part of me. 
 
    “Not your spirit.” 
 
    “No, that changed because of my experiences. But the curse…having part of the House in me isn’t like having a crystal shard. It can’t be extracted the way I did for the kudde.” 
 
    We both stared at the sleeping monster. 
 
    Tavor rubbed his chest. “The House’s shard melted into my sahir globe. It can’t be extracted.” 
 
    “Oh.” Every other question or possibility spinning in my mind thudded down at that statement. “But if I bonded with the House…stop, House, I’m not…I can’t promise that.” I hurriedly rejected the House’s surging excitement. “I can’t. But if I did, what would happen to you, Tavor? Would I be bonded to you, as well?” 
 
    He evaded the question. “You could excise me.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “Xolotl’s curse is unique, so I’m guessing, but since the curse made me part of the House as its guardian, when you bond with it—if you bonded with it—as a sorcerer you’d reshape the House to your needs and purpose. I wouldn’t be necessary, so you could remove me as its guardian.” 
 
    Strangling my emotions, I thought it through. “You’re hoping that rather than break the curse, me bonding the House would negate it. The House would remove itself from your sahir globe, and you’d be free to leave. But that’s…I have two questions.” 
 
    “Only two?” 
 
    At his sardonic humor I managed a faint grin. If you couldn’t smile through heartbreak, life would crush you. I respected Tavor’s courage. This was his life, his fate, we were discussing as if it were a puzzle to be solved. 
 
    “The first is why the House can’t withdraw from your sahir globe itself? The second is more of a doubt. You’ve carried the curse for decades. It’s reshaped your body. How can you trust that you’d survive having the House’s magic removed?” 
 
    “I can’t. But there is a chance, whereas trying to break the curse from outside is certain death.” 
 
    The House’s magic mourned. 
 
    Tavor moved to a wall and put an affectionate hand against it. “As to the House removing its magic from me itself…it can’t. It was Xolotl’s last order to it, to accept me as its guardian. The House survived Xolotl’s death because his curse partially replaced him with me. I’m not the House’s sorcerer, but my presence holds it together.” 
 
    My own heart seemed to beat heavier as the impact of that statement hit me. 
 
    Tavor’s goblin sahir globe, so small, fragile and mortal, channeled the House’s magic, and in doing so, held the House together in the absence of a sorcerer. 
 
    He spoke gently. “The House and I aren’t your problem, Zelia. Nor your responsibility. I shouldn’t have asked anything of you when we gave you refuge.” 
 
    Resistance and regret invaded the House’s magic, and gentled, like Tavor’s voice, into courage. They were letting me go, absolving me of the ties that had begun to build between us. 
 
    “You are always welcome to visit,” Tavor added. 
 
    I choked on a response. 
 
    “Or not.” 
 
    I shook my head. I hadn’t been rejecting his invitation. 
 
    Tavor sighed and circled the kudde to reach me. He pulled me into a hug. “Don’t worry about us. You are right to be true to yourself. Having the ability to be a sorcerer doesn’t mean you have to be one.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be comforting me.” 
 
    “Why not?” He pulled back to look at me. His steady regard was enough to make me flinch. “Do you think you are too good, too powerful to require comfort? Or that I am too flawed to offer it?” 
 
    “You’re not flawed. And I’m not…I just meant that you’re the one stuck, and I’m refusing to free you—at the risk of you dying, so I can’t regret that! And now, you’re comforting me and it’s all messed up.” 
 
    “Before you, it was ninety years since I’d hugged anyone. Shut up and let me enjoy it.” 
 
    I laughed against his shoulder, more out of respect for his courage than from amusement, and hugged him hard. The heat of his body chased the chill from me. I squeezed his waist and released him. 
 
    His arms fell away. His shattermarks were still black, still controlled, but fire tinged the gold of his eyes. He blinked and they returned to normal. His kind of normal. “Let me show you where we’ll release the kudde.” 
 
    Once on the staircase, the House conveyed us to the lookout tower. Its magic cooperated enthusiastically with Tavor’s intent. The space between the pillars held an overlay that added information to what I could view with enhanced sight. It was a singularly responsive map. 
 
    “The sanctuary isn’t a zoo. The monsters that live here intermingle and they choose to stay here. The House is traveling there.” 
 
    The House helpfully highlighted the area of the map Tavor pointed to. “This is where the kudde congregate by a seep. A seep isn’t a technical term, but when you leave the paths of Reality and cross the wilderness, you stumble over areas more saturated in magic. Or you do when the House you’re traveling in seeks them out. Seeps attract monsters.” 
 
    I nodded. “Like an oasis in a desert.” 
 
    “If we release the kudde at the seep, the presence of others of her kind should restore her sahir globe’s natural pattern. When I started the sanctuary, I began by bringing in a couple of healthy kudde who’d avoided being captured by Xolotl. Luckily, they became a breeding pair and formed a solid foundation for a population rebuilding program.” 
 
    He gazed to the right of the kudde seep. “I brought in myrmidons next. I found a queen. They’re a vital part of the wilderness ecosystem. Their nest is there. It wasn’t as planned out as it sounds in hindsight. It was partly happenstance, what monsters the House and I encountered, and we were also attempting to reach our own balance. It was only twenty years ago that…I hadn’t noticed that the monsters were watching us.” 
 
    “They attacked you?” 
 
    He grinned, but looked both humbled and awed. “A wyvern brought me another of its kind. We were bringing a kudde to the seep and the wyvern was waiting. Wyverns are sapient.” 
 
    I could feel my eyes round in surprise. 
 
    “It had worked out how I helped the kudde, and it requested my assistance in saving an old friend.” He held up his hands and wriggled his thumbs. “Opposable thumbs. Plus magic. I sweated over that operation. The House created an entirely new operating theatre to fit the wyvern.” 
 
    “It would have had to,” I said faintly. I’d never fought a wyvern, but I’d heard Hanno tell the story a time or ten about how he’d driven one off in his youth. They were massive, and whilst not actively magical, they were impervious to most magic, and they were sly. 
 
    Sapient, not sly. 
 
    Or not necessarily sly. 
 
    “You saved the wyvern.” 
 
    “I did, and the sanctuary grew. It’s not mine,” he said earnestly. 
 
    “It’s the monsters.” The sentence struck me as wrong. If the wyverns, and others, were sentient, were they monsters? “It belongs to those who live here.” 
 
    He nodded. “We’re visiting.” 
 
    I smiled. “Thank you for trusting me.” To trust someone with yourself was hard—I couldn’t do it—but to trust someone with vulnerable beings who were under your protection was even harder. 
 
    He held my gaze, his magic and life blazing, before he ended the moment. “I need to prepare the kudde for release.” 
 
    The House’s overlay of a responsive map vanished. 
 
    I contemplated the vast expanse of nothingness which was actually a wilderness sanctuary full of life and hope. Tavor did an immense amount of good with his work, but it wasn’t my work. My heart could hurt, but not change. “I’ll check over my wagon.” 
 
    For departure. 
 
    We had different lives. 
 
    Tavor disappeared down the stairs.  
 
    I took the other spiral, holding close the memory of this day. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    A typical world walkers caravan route requires weeks, if not months, of travel. 
 
    The House reached the Pela path a day and a half before the Synod was to end. I had nine hours of travel ahead of me to Kaikan. Warp and Weft would pay back all the pampering they’d received, and to be fair to my greedy sweethearts, they were raring to go. 
 
    I was the one who felt torn. Not about returning to Kaikan. I had to deliver the loci crystal. But about my good-bye. 
 
    The House’s magic was mournful and pooled near Tavor. 
 
    He stood by the front door, appearing as he had when he’d introduced himself: shattermarks over his Aaru turquoise skin, linen shirt, black breeches, and a stoic non-expression. 
 
    I had a slip of paper in my coat pocket, and touched it nervously. I was leaving. I had refused Tavor’s request to either bond the House or to attempt to unravel the curse laid on him.  
 
    Were we friends or was I a disappointment he’d do his best to forget? 
 
    I pulled out the slip of paper and thrust it at him. “My amage details. If you want to contact me. I’m returning to the Makana Sector once I’ve delivered the loci crystal.” 
 
    His long fingers, which operated delicately on monsters to restore them, took the paper without touching my hands that had grown calloused caring for Warp and Weft. 
 
    I studied him as he read the identifying string of characters that was my amage address. I didn’t want him to find another hidden sorcerer who’d be willing to bond the House, and in so doing, severe Tavor’s guardianship. I didn’t want him to die. 
 
    But he wanted mortality. 
 
    “I don’t know what the future holds.” I swallowed to clear the choking feeling that added a husky note to my voice. “I’d like you to be in it.” 
 
    Fire burned for an instant in his shattermarks. He controlled the flare of magic and life. He still didn’t look at me; only at my scrawled contact details. 
 
    I nodded, although no one had answered me.  
 
    Even the House’s magic was quiescent. 
 
    “I’m sorry I can’t give you what you wish,” I whispered. I couldn’t even promise him that I might in a few years. That when I aged my glamour and faked my death, I might be willing to become a sorcerer. I didn’t want to wear that burden of difference. 
 
    I didn’t want to turn my whole life upside down and bond the Darkhouse of Doom. 
 
    I tugged my scarf up over my head. “Good-bye, Tavor. Good-bye, House.” I climbed onto the wagon seat. 
 
    Warp and Weft shook their black rainbow feathers. They were eager to go. 
 
    The House opened the doors. The portcullis was already raised. 
 
    I rolled out into the nothingness of this path of Reality. 
 
    Tavor remained silent. 
 
    The portcullis and doors closed equally silently. The House receded faster than Warp and Weft could travel.  
 
    I hadn’t done as Tavor had asked, and he and the House cut their losses. They excised me from their life. 
 
    Or they felt too much to risk one final communication. 
 
    Determinedly, I faced forward, toward Kaikan and the life I’d chosen. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Being a super-nexus, Kaikan has seven separate landing sites for the seven paths that touch it.  
 
    Warp, Weft and I arrived at Pela, the southernmost landing site in the middle of a blizzard. My girls were utterly unimpressed as they raced under cover, and then, into the warmth of a stable. The doors slid shut behind us, closing out the roar of the winter storm. 
 
    A Sword, Aaron, greeted me. “Where is the loci crystal?” 
 
    I ignored his demand in favor of checking Warp and Weft’s condition. 
 
    Aaron tcha’d loud disapproval, and summoned a stablehand to unharness my birds. 
 
    Fortunately for Aaron and the stablehand, I recognized the woman and trusted her with Warp and Weft. I climbed into the wagon. 
 
    Aaron should have waited for an invitation, but didn’t. The wagon’s balance adjusted to accommodate his substantial bulk. The elf was a decade older than Felicity and me. His younger brother was on the Council, just as Aaron occupied a position in the Synod. 
 
    If Aaron had expected to discover any of my wagon’s secrets via his intrusion, he’d be disappointed. 
 
    I’d taken the loci crystal out of the strongbox before I left the House. It sat in the expensive case I’d received it in, one supplied by the scientists. Unlike the expeditions I’d sometimes escorted, the one to Irmma had been well-funded. 
 
    I shoved the case at Aaron. 
 
    “Oof.” A solid hit to his ample stomach punched the air out of him. He glared at me even as his arms wrapped around the case. 
 
    I glared right back. “I didn’t invite you into my wagon.”  
 
    For those watching, and there was always someone watching in a stable—gossip was currency—his entering my wagon suggested either that Aaron and I were close allies or else that I couldn’t defend my wagon against him. 
 
    Neither was true.  
 
    Unfortunately, no matter how much I’d have enjoyed unleashing my temper, now wasn’t the time. 
 
    Aaron excelled at holding a grudge. He could vote against Felicity’s plans for Howff just to spite me, knowing that the two of us were allies. 
 
    The shove to his stomach was all I could risk. “Why are you here, Aaron?” 
 
    As a Sword, he should have been in Shaberu, the capital city, for the Synod. 
 
    The wagon re-settled as Aaron exited without answering. 
 
    I stuck my tongue out at his retreating back.  
 
    The approaching young stablehand held up his hands in a hasty sign of peace. “Stablemaster Ruiz ordered me to move your wagon.”  
 
    My wagon didn’t quite block the entrance, but it was in the way. Aaron had interfered before Warp and Weft could pull it aside. 
 
    “I’d appreciate it,” I said. 
 
    The stablehand lowered his hands. 
 
    I jumped out to supervise as he attached the tug to the front of the wagon and wheeled it into a bay. For as long as I stayed in Pela, the bay would be mine. I could live in my wagon. Many world walkers preferred to do so even when we were on-planet. 
 
    Unless, of course, we needed to leave the city of landing we’d arrived at and travel to another city. 
 
    “Are shuttles even traveling in this blizzard?” 
 
    “If their pilots are good enough,” a familiar voice said. 
 
    I spun around. “Obie!” 
 
    He lifted me up and spun me around. It was fair enough. Hadn’t I done so to him till he’d grown too big? 
 
    At twenty three, Felicity’s son had ceased to be whirl-able fifteen years ago, but my godson remained one of my favorite people. 
 
    He grinned down at me, delighted by surprising me. “When Aaron insisted on collecting the loci crystal personally, I volunteered for pilot duties. Otherwise I knew you’d try to sneak off again.” 
 
    “I would not!” 
 
    “Sure, sure. Like you’d willingly involve yourself in Synod shenanigans. Heck, I was grateful for the excuse to duck out. Mom’s been extra-extra.” 
 
    Which was our euphemism for Felicity going bat-guano-crazy on some political scheme. 
 
    Oberon was Felicity’s son by her first husband, Huon, before she’d divorced him—citing irreconcilable differences since he’d refused to chart his trade routes around her political ambitions—and married another Dagger. 
 
    As a child, Oberon had traveled mainly with his father’s caravan, but Huon had been good about me dropping in and visiting. 
 
    “Calypso says you’re to come home with me even if I have to kidnap you.” 
 
    Calypso was his wife, and the mother of his baby daughter. She was also the daughter of Huon’s business partner, and I’d been part of her childhood as much as Obie’s. 
 
    I scoffed. “Like I need bribery. How is Zee-Zee?” 
 
    Proud papa that he was, his face lit up. “She’s started to crawl. Did you see the video I sent you?” 
 
    “I did.” Of course I had. Messages from Obie and Calypso were high priority, and anything involving my namesake, Baby Zelia, had my attention. “Just before I left the House.” I hadn’t had the time, or the emotional capacity, to answer him with the joy the video deserved. 
 
    “What is the Darkhouse of Doom like inside?” 
 
    I looked around at our audience. 
 
    “Ah. Right.” He grinned at me. “Tell me later. We have to hustle to the shuttle anyways. Aaron isn’t patient.” Comfortably familiar, he gripped my elbow and swiveled me in the direction of the shuttle. 
 
    “Whoa. I need a few things.” I’d packed a bag for a couple of days stay with Calypso and Obie before I left the House. Huon’s caravan always made room for me at their stables in Shaberu.  
 
    Shaberu, in the northern hemisphere, was enjoying summer. I’d swelter if I stayed in my coat and jeans. 
 
    I intended to visit the beach, as well. Sunshine and saltwater. I’d build a sandcastle for Zee-Zee. If she wasn’t quite up to knocking it down yet, posing her in the middle of it would make a good photo. 
 
    I grabbed my bag, locked the wagon, and strode along beside Obie to the shuttle. 
 
    Aaron was already seated inside. He scowled at Obie. “Hurry up.” 
 
    Obie pushed me into a seat. “Buckle up.” He referred to more than securing myself for a wild flight through a blizzard. It was a reminder to me to be silent and not fight his fights for him. 
 
    People like Aaron irritated the stuffing out of me.  
 
    The world walker population included a relatively high percentage of mages and witches, although even among us, being born with a sahir globe remained rare. It just wasn’t quite as rare as among the wider population of Reality. The mystique was that traveling the paths of Reality encouraged the birth of children with sahir globes, and hence, the ability to use magic. 
 
    However, the boring truth was that our population received fresh injections of sahir globe bearing genetic profiles because the non-world walking born mages hired to protect the caravans intermingled. Some discovered they enjoyed the lifestyle, stayed and married world walkers. Others returned to planetary life, leaving their children behind. 
 
    There was also the Legion contribution to our gene pool as their mages guarded the outposts at landing sites.  
 
    Being a mage was rare enough that not being one oughtn’t to elicit scorn. However, for elitists like Aaron, it did. They believed a family should “breed true”; that is, one generation of Daggers should birth another. 
 
    Aaron looked down on Obie because he was one hundred percent mundane. 
 
    As was the shuttle’s co-pilot, Philomena. It didn’t mean that either she or Obie were in any way lesser. They had their own talents and skills. After a quick greeting to me, Philomena concentrated on the pre-flight check. She was a kobold, and her seat had been adjusted to her shorter stature. 
 
    Obie muttered something to her, laughing under his breath, before speaking louder. “We’re heading out in seven minutes. The shuttle can handle the blizzard. It’ll punch right through it. But best be prepared for turbulence.” 
 
    I looked at the case containing the loci crystal. 
 
    The shuttle was a private one, built to accommodate the two pilots and six passengers. Aaron and I occupied the front seats on either side of the aisle. He’d secured the case in a harness fastened to the bulkhead that separated the pilots from the passengers. 
 
    At Obie’s reminder of turbulence, Aaron tugged on the harness’s straps. 
 
    The loci crystal was our concern. 
 
    Given the imminent threat of the blizzard, Obie and Philomena focused on their jobs,. 
 
    Broadly speaking, the spectrum to describe the range of inhabited planets was from pre-industrial through pastoral to crowded technological and commercial. Pre-industrial planets had generally reverted due to isolation and a catastrophe, but a few had been settled by communities that chose a simple lifestyle. Of course, that left the burden on the Legion to ensure that no one invaded or otherwise exploited people who’d elected to renounce the ability to defend themselves. 
 
    Pastoral planets didn’t renounce technology, but their emphasis was on the environment. Stewardship of natural resources was the bedrock of their societies. Usually, that was interpreted as promoting artisanal trades and practices, but they also used new technologies where those technologies supported and protected the environment. Successful pastoral planets were highly efficient agricultural producers. 
 
    Kaikan sat in the pastoral range of the spectrum, except that we didn’t seek to agriculturally develop our planet. 
 
    World walkers were a tiny percentage of Reality’s citizens. Perhaps two million. That number would scarcely make an impression on Kaikan if we all lived here, which we didn’t. We lived on the paths and in the cities of landing scattered across Reality. 
 
    We had fifteen thousand registered world walker caravans and approximately five thousand unregistered caravans. 
 
    What made Kaikan our civic and spiritual home was that we raised our world walking birds here. 
 
    We protected them fiercely, and the Legion reinforced us. Without world walking birds, the connections between worlds would be lost. No other energy source could reliably power travel along the paths. Technology broke down. Mages wore out. Only our world walking birds sped on forever. 
 
    Without world walking birds, the Reality-wide Qaysarian civilization would fall apart. 
 
    On Kaikan, we used technology, but in service to our lifestyle and in support of the welfare of our world walking birds. Our technology was of the highest quality and latest design, like the shuttle that could shrug off the power of a Pela blizzard. 
 
    Aaron activated a privacy bubble. 
 
    I observed the magic flow from an enchanted ring he wore on his left pinkie finger. The utility of enchanted objects to mages was why Aaron forced the rings over his arthritic knuckles. A spell to create a privacy bubble took a few seconds and required concentration to maintain. Channeling his magic through the ring was a more efficient and reliable method. 
 
    My eyes narrowed in suspicion. Why did one of Felicity’s fellow Swords wish to speak privately with me? Swords belonged at the Synod. I’d expected to be met by a Dagger or to have been ordered to deliver the loci crystal to the Synod myself. 
 
    “The loci crystal is in the case,” Aaron said. 
 
    “And the case is in the shuttle,” I responded. 
 
    He frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I thought we were playing that children’s game. The layer game? Objects within objects? Like nesting dolls.” 
 
    “Your mind is a strange place.” 
 
    It certainly was today. I could push aside thoughts of Tavor and the House, but my emotions remained restless. 
 
    The shuttle started moving. 
 
    Aaron gripped his knees, bracing himself as an old man might, not out of nervousness but out of weary habit. The puffy skin under his eyes indicated tiredness. “The loci crystal is in the case. I thought, perhaps, it wouldn’t be. You weren’t meant to deliver it during the Synod.” 
 
    I blinked as the shuttle challenged gravity and farewelled terra firma. I couldn’t see the land disappearing. The whiteout shut us in our tiny world. One filled by Aaron’s voice. 
 
    “I have never been able to decide if you’re Felicity’s compeer, henchwoman, or dupe.” 
 
    “Friend,” I gritted out, countering the insult.  
 
    He regarded Obie thoughtfully. “She has, indeed, tied you closely to her family. Although I believe her son is not in her confidence.” Aaron tilted his head. “Nor wishes to be.” 
 
    The low level turbulence shook us in a final blow from the blizzard, and then, we were through it. 
 
    “Obie is his father’s son.” 
 
    Aaron agreed. Like Felicity, he knew his fellow Swords’ backgrounds, strengths and weaknesses. “Oberon and his wife will take over their fathers’ routes, in the fullness of time. But you…do you comprehend how Felicity used you to climb to her present position? She doesn’t need you, now. She is secure in the Synod. What she lacks in magical ability—she is a remarkably weak mage to have survived her probationary period as a Dagger—she makes up for in political ability. She guards the well-traveled, safe routes, and thus, her weaknesses are not exposed.” 
 
    He wasn’t wrong about Felicity’s small talent as a mage. He was wrong to suggest it made her lesser. 
 
    His pale blue eyes were deeply hooded by the dark blue lids. “You’re very effective. You were always a daunting proposition. Powerful and trained by Hanno. Ambitious to learn, but not to lead. Felicity has utilised you well over the years.” 
 
    “I trust her,” I said clearly. 
 
    Aaron sighed. “Unfortunately.” 
 
    I glared at him. “You’ve gone this far. Spit out the rest.” 
 
    “Irmma was chosen as the site for the expedition because its conditions had a high likelihood of producing a loci crystal. The official reason for the chosen location was surveying it as a potential shifter colony. That was certainly what the Legion was told.” 
 
    “We don’t have to tell the Legion everything.” 
 
    “True.” He rapped his knuckles together, winced and scowled at the case containing the loci crystal. “Felicity has an agent on the expedition. An effective one. After the loci crystal was found, various ‘accidents’ prevented its immediate dispatch to Kaikan.” 
 
    I recalled the various reports and chatter on the Daggers’ channel following the loci crystal’s discovery. 
 
    “Then you volunteered,” Aaron said. “You must have given Felicity a bad jolt. Despite all her minion’s delays, someone of your ability could conceivably deliver the loci crystal to Kaikan in time for the Synod to debate, declare, and deploy it.” 
 
    He was talking rubbish. 
 
    “Why would Felicity try to keep the loci crystal from the Synod? She wants to help the people of Howff.” 
 
    Aaron laughed and released the privacy bubble. “And you believe her?” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Agriculture on Kaikan was limited to producing what we needed for those living on and visiting Kaikan. Nothing was exported. Trade happened on Kaikan. Stables at landing sites were connected to massive above and belowground warehouses. The subterranean warehouses were high-tech and capable of surviving orbital bombardment. The surface level structures were more ephemeral. 
 
    Long ago, the Council had decreed that Kaikan should not be developed as a residential hub. World walkers were to build their lives elsewhere: traveling the paths or in world walker commercial settlements on other planets. 
 
    Kaikan was to stay fluid and adaptive. 
 
    World walkers included people from across Reality. By keeping our footprint on Kaikan limited and mostly transient, our culture would remain malleable and inclusive. 
 
    Shaberu, the capital city, exemplified the Council’s ruling. Roads, trees and water features provided continuity through the centuries, but everything else on the surface changed. 
 
    The city was built from the timber of fast-growing swamp pines. Every fifty years, buildings were torn down and the land they stood on converted to a garden for five years. Then the next building could be built, though probably not by the same family or enterprise who’d inhabited the previous one. 
 
    Only the underground facilities endured, and we left those in neutral shades of gray. 
 
    World walkers had a passion for color. We painted everything. My indigo and white wagon was sedate by comparison to the wagons clustered below us as the shuttle came in to land. 
 
    The shuttle landed to the east of Shaberu. Obie and I would take the tram to his bay at the stables for the Shaberu path. 
 
    The tram was designed on the same principles as a stable with a high roof and open sides. It chugged through Shaberu, announcing its presence with a steady sound that was half cicadas drowsing in the sunshine and half whistling songbird. The mix of tones alerted everyone to its walking pace progress through the streets without irritating anyone’s nerves. 
 
    The tram provided bench seating along the sides and standing room along its spine. 
 
    It was a good place to exchange gossip or just sit and catch the faint stirring of a sea breeze from the ocean two miles downriver. 
 
    Unfortunately, Aaron and the party of four Daggers who met the shuttle and took custody of the loci crystal chose to join us. The two elves, one goblin and lone dinosaurian were all respected Daggers in their thirties. The dinosaurian, at least, had Sword ambitions. 
 
    Obie side-eyed them before raising an interrogative eyebrow at me. 
 
    Why weren’t Max and his Daggers taking private transport? 
 
    The loci crystal was safe enough on the tram. While I was never one to underestimate the stupidity of people, attempting to steal from a Sword and five Daggers in the heart of Kaikan with legionaries in orbit guarding the planet of world walking birds was a step beyond even the most imbecilic, greedy or desperate of criminals. 
 
    But Aaron’s ego should have seen him chauffeured to the Synod meeting at Council House. 
 
    I regretted that I wasn’t rid of him. 
 
    He wasn’t the first person to have implied, or straight out accused me, of being the dumb muscle to Felicity’s leadership ambitions. But that had been two decades ago, when she was proving herself and working toward Sword status. Aaron had a long memory. Not that he thought I was dumb in the sense of lacking wits. He accused me of naivety, of allowing Felicity to use my proven abilities as a Dagger. 
 
    I was an effective mage, but politics weren’t for me. 
 
    Felicity and I complimented each other. 
 
    She’d have spun Aaron’s accusations back on him. 
 
    I was proud of myself for merely ignoring him and his party as we shared the tram. It helped that the city itself provided a charming distraction. 
 
    It was evening. People sat by their wagons or on the porches of their houses or rented cabins. Children played where an elder could keep an eye on them. Passengers disembarked from the tram at the night market, while I inhaled deeply of the myriad cooking smells. 
 
    World walkers might be a relatively small population, but we valued hospitality. Guests were welcome on Kaikan, although the world walkers who hosted them were legally responsible for their behavior while on-planet. 
 
    I picked out the legionaries in the crowd. They shared a certain military carriage and alertness. The difference between civilians and security forces was always obvious, unless you willfully closed your eyes to the responsibility a legionary or Dagger never quite shed. It was engrained in us to identify trouble and put ourselves between it and those we served. 
 
    The reminder that the other Daggers, and Aaron himself, served alongside me calmed some of the ragged edges of my nerves. We might disagree, but we shared a common goal: to protect and to serve. 
 
    The garden lights of Council House glowed white and purple, announcing that the Synod was in session. 
 
    The tropical heat of Shaberu dictated the rhythm of life. An ordinary day included a siesta and extended into the night. The Synod’s final session of the day should end shortly, although the Swords’ duties wouldn’t end till the dinner was over. Equally as many important decisions were reached in informal discussions as in the official sessions. 
 
    Two of the Daggers exited the tram at the Council House stop.  
 
    I waited for Aaron to do the same. 
 
    He turned to me. “You brought the loci crystal to Kaikan. It is right that you deliver it to the Synod.” 
 
    If he truly believed that, why had he journeyed to Pela through a blizzard? 
 
    Obie nudged me. 
 
    Politics. I’d stepped in the middle of something I’d rather avoid. However, it wasn’t like I could refuse. 
 
    I followed Aaron from the tram, expecting to receive the case. 
 
    Instead, he strode into Council House carrying it. 
 
    The two Daggers who’d remained on the tram until I exited it, flowed around me to guard Aaron’s back. 
 
    “I could just get back on the tram,” I grumbled to Obie, who’d joined me in a generous show of support. He’d be keen to return to Calypso and Zee-Zee. 
 
    The tram trundled off. 
 
    “Give me your bag,” Obie said. 
 
    I gripped it the harder. “I’m not decrepit.” 
 
    “Who said you were?” Obie never gave me the respect my years deserved. “Give me the bag so that you can shed your coat. You’ll be more comfortable.” 
 
    “It has a cool charm in it.” 
 
    My loving godson lost patience and snatched my overnight bag.  
 
    “You are really annoying,” we said in unison, and laughed. 
 
    Obie had inherited his political smarts from both of his parents, even if he preferred to apply them to trade deals rather than politics. He lowered his voice. “You’re entering Council House trailing Aaron like a flunkey. Wear your coat if you like, but I’ll fade to the side with your bag. Be yourself.” 
 
    Who is that? The pointed, self-accusatory question popped into my mind. I swatted it aside. More politely, I dismissed the front desk attendant who offered to take my coat. “I’m fine. Thank you, Saul.” 
 
    Saul beamed back at me, his heavy neanderthal brow shadowing his face. “I thought you wouldn’t remember me, Dagger Zelia.” 
 
    With one eye on Aaron’s disappearing form, I tsked at Saul’s notion he was forgettable. “We’ll catch up later.” 
 
    He shooed me on with a mech-hand. A swarm of dire wasps on the Endle path had eaten his organic right hand and arm. Neanderthals didn’t accept augmentation as well as shifters did, but Saul had adjusted. 
 
    Weiss, the dinosaurian Dagger who’d accompanied Aaron, had lingered to observe our exchange. “I forget that you’re better with strangers than with us.” 
 
    I tripped over my own feet at his comment. 
 
    Strangers? Saul and I had fought together. I’d come to the rescue of his caravan, but not in time to prevent the death of three of its other guards, its two mages, and half the passengers. It had been a disaster four years ago. Soon after the last Synod. 
 
    Who does Weiss mean by “us”? 
 
    Other Daggers? 
 
    Weiss was such a liar. I interacted with other Daggers. 
 
    I stalked after him and Aaron. I could recognize and name every single Dagger, both serving and retired. I participated in amage discussions. What does he mean I do better with strangers? 
 
    Fuming, I shoved my hands into the pockets of my coat, and kept them there as I strode into the Synod Chamber behind Aaron. 
 
    He paused dramatically to collect everyone’s attention before striding to the podium. The current speaker ceded it to him. 
 
    Felicity smiled at me. 
 
    I nodded back, and lingered by the door. The other four daggers continued on to flank Aaron. 
 
    The internal walls of Council House were covered in murals depicting the various cities of landing across Reality. In fifteen years time, when this version of Council House was demolished, the murals would only exist as reproductions. The murals in the Synod Chamber were as elaborate as those of the Council Chamber, but where the Council Chamber showed a stylized depiction of Reality centered on Qaysar, the murals of the Synod Chamber depicted our world walking birds and caravans traveling the paths of Reality. It was the paths that Daggers protected. 
 
    The Council was our civilian authority. The Synod was our defense and protection of the paths of Reality. 
 
    Aaron placed the loci crystal’s case on a table beside the podium. “Fellow Swords, our hypothetical debate on the best use of a loci crystal has become real and urgent. Thanks to Senior Dagger Zelia Ptishva, the loci crystal found on Irmma has arrived in time for us to deploy it.” 
 
    A rustle of mingled anticipation and disgruntlement ran through the Swords, their support staff, and the small audience. 
 
    Aaron spoke over it, redirecting it. “Our thanks to Senior Dagger Zelia who suffered contact with the dread sorcerer Xolotl to deliver the loci crystal for this Synod.” He glowered around the room, adding. “We should remember her sacrifice and honor it.” 
 
    The reminder that I’d dealt with a sorcerer sent another ripple around the Chamber. 
 
    Aaron opened the case and lifted out the loci crystal. He held up the ovoid geode so that everyone could see it.  
 
    Council House technicians would be broadcasting the moment live to anyone across Reality who cared to watch the Synod’s deliberations. 
 
    Slowly, he lowered the loci crystal, but held onto it. “A loci crystal is a rare find and an invaluable opportunity. It is a profound responsibility.” He replaced the crystal in its case, but didn’t close the lid. The outside of the loci crystal was actually kind of dull, being a mix of brown and bluish rock. However, the camera might well cut to shots of it. Rarity provoked curiosity, and everyone knew that the loci crystal represented a significant portion of world walker power. 
 
    “We are the guardians of the paths of Reality,” Aaron said. 
 
    Heads nodded, mine among them. It was the heart of who we were. 
 
    The Synod gathered every five years to address and publicly debate key issues concerning that guardianship, and to reaffirm our collective commitment to serving the Union of Worlds by protecting the caravans that traversed the paths. 
 
    “We are neutral,” Aaron said. 
 
    Fewer heads nodded, but those that did were more emphatic. 
 
    I frowned, forgetting my earlier self-consciousness at being publicly identified as consorting with a sorcerer. It was important that world walkers were neutral, and even more vital that Swords and Daggers adhered to that neutrality. 
 
    World walkers were an infinitesimal percentage of the vast population of the Union of Worlds. We’d maintained our unique existence through the millennia by adhering to principles of neutrality. 
 
    Obviously, politics impacted who traveled the paths of Reality, but the Legion carried that burden. They represented us in Parliament and in diplomatic debates. 
 
    Most people never traveled the paths of Reality. Even the Legion typically staffed an outpost with people from its planet or from planets reachable via spaceship. 
 
    As world walkers, we retained our independence by being numerically insignificant and generally overlooked, and by the Legion’s staunch support on those occasions when ignoring us was impossible. 
 
    The deployment of loci crystals was the only significant political decision at the Union of Worlds level that the Synod made. It was our choice as to where we opened the next city of landing. 
 
    The decision wasn’t made in a vacuum. Planetary governments and multi-planet corporations courted us. The parliament of the Union of Worlds made its wishes known, but like any government, such wishes were often confused at best and conflicted at worst. The Legion had, perhaps, the most influence, since they were the ones who’d have to establish an outpost at the landing site or else wear the consequences and possible opprobrium of not doing so. 
 
    The Legion approved of helping the people of Howff. At minimum, an outpost there would bring an ever-present example of galactic decency to a citizenship accustomed to dictatorial mistreatment. 
 
    “Our responsibility,” Aaron continued, “is to maintain the paths that hold our Union of Worlds together. To add a new landing site is to extend the network that is under our protection. Via us, those only insecurely linked to the Union of Worlds become full members.” 
 
    Felicity stood. “A grave responsibility, indeed.” The indeed was a full stop to Aaron’s address. “One I believe we should consider with fresh minds and renewed energy in the morning.” She glanced meaningly at the clock on the wall. The final session of the day had run over time. “I invite everyone to the Biergarten to celebrate the loci crystal. Let us not forget our brave scientific explorers. I, for one, would like to raise a glass to them, and to my dear friend, Zelia.” 
 
    She flashed a smile at me. “Even if Zelia would prefer to avoid the limelight. Let us rejoice before the serious debate and decision tomorrow.” 
 
    The majority of the debate would happen tonight, under cover of the celebratory dinner. It would finalize decisions that until now, until the presence of the loci crystal in the Chamber, had in a sense been hypothetical. 
 
    The thread of reluctance running through the excitement earlier was easily explained. For the Swords, their return to their widely scattered homes would be delayed until the loci crystal was deployed. 
 
    The journey to Howff from Kaikan would take three months. For some of the Synod, journeying on to home from there would be closer than traveling from Kaikan. For others, it would be much further. 
 
    “Well, don’t stand there like a constipated dodo.” Felicity slipped her arm through mine. “We have a dinner to attend.” 
 
    “Obie—” 
 
    “Can join us,” his mother decreed. 
 
    “Or not.” Obie materialized at my other side. “I promised Calypso I’d be home this evening.” 
 
    “Have her bring little Zelia to dinner,” Felicity said. 
 
    “She’s not old enough.” Obie squeezed my shoulder. “Stay. You deserve this. I’ll leave your bag with Saul at reception. Calypso and I expect to see you at breakfast. Thanks to Zee-Zee, we’re awake early, so drop in anytime.” He bent and kissed my cheek. “Enjoy the night, Aunty Zee.” 
 
    Felicity and I watched him depart. 
 
    Before either of us could say anything, others crashed our conversation. In ordinary circumstances, the conversation would have centered on the loci crystal. However, currently, the fascination was with my travel inside a House. 
 
    “My birds and I resided in the basement. Not very interesting, but since the alternative was death by chaos storm, being stuck in the basement of the Darkhouse of Doom was acceptable.” 
 
    “What was Xolotl like?” 
 
    I nodded good-bye to Saul, who responded with a chin lift and a mech hand patting my bag before stowing it under the front desk. 
 
    We strolled out of Council House as part of a large group that meandered the short distance down a side street to the Biergarten, which stretched down to the river. 
 
    In the garden, flickering lamps replaced the safe, modern streetlighting. The effect was pretty, especially with fireflies zipping around the wilder edge of the garden and lighting up the wilderness on the far side of the river. 
 
    A simple suspension bridge posed a reckless challenge for staggering drunks to venture over it. Despite the number of people who’d fallen from it over the years, the bridge remained. It was a favorite retreat for couples overcome by the romance of the night and seeking privacy. 
 
    Long tables were arranged in four rows in a graveled yard intersected by garden beds and potted plants that provided both some degree of separation of parties as well as color and scent. 
 
    A canal running the length of the garden meant that the aquatic world walkers, currently represented in the Synod by a nix, could join us. He and his staff exited the Chamber in Council House via their own tunnel to the river, then swam up it to the Biergarten. 
 
    The air smelled deliciously of barbeque and spices. 
 
    A band was tuning up in the rotunda. Two fiddles raced each other, while a harmonica sounded a thoughtful trill. A guitar and flute contributed disjointedly to the din. Two singers stood to the side. 
 
    My preference was to sit near the rotunda. Live music was one of the experiences I missed while traveling. 
 
    However, Felicity firmly directed me to a central table.  
 
    Council members joined the Swords who chose to sit with us. Different groups established themselves across the garden. We were world walkers first and foremost, in my eyes, but there was no denying that we tended to group according to species. 
 
    Translation tech meant anyone anywhere in Reality could understand a stranger who employed the same technology. But tech couldn’t add the cultural nuance or the relaxed familiarity of shared experience. Life as a short kobold was different to life as a troll. Water-based nix swam along the paths of Reality whereas most of us walked them. 
 
    You didn’t place orders at the Biergarten. Food was served family-style on platters and you took what you wished. 
 
    If Felicity’s invitation to dinner was her own, and not the Synod’s, she’d have a substantial bill at the end of the night. Beer and fruit punch were included in the price per diner. People would overindulge. 
 
    The social aspect of the Synod, the excuse it gave everyone to gather, was as important as the official decisions reached. Business and personal relationships would be negotiated, renegotiated, or fall apart. 
 
    Or you could simply catch up with old friends. “Duane!” He was a shifter mage who’d dropped out of Dagger training after an intense six weeks in which I’d feared our trainers might strangle him. Age had not lessened his vulpine mischievousness. 
 
    “As gorgeous as ever.” He kissed me, a loud buss on the mouth, in a sign that he was in-between relationships. 
 
    We’d flirted for longer than the youngsters around us had been alive. 
 
    It was a game we enjoyed without either of us risking our hearts. We were friends first, last and always. 
 
    He pulled me away from the table. “I’m actually overdue to depart. I convinced Lowell to delay till I’d seen you. Grumbling old bear.” Lowell and Duane owned a caravan together. They were friends from childhood, from Pacaya. 
 
    Their caravan, Veiled Journeys, specialized in unregistered paths, and hence, less regulated trade. 
 
    As in the banking sector, veiled in the title of a business signaled that it operated in both the legal and shadow markets. Their travels often returned them to the Bazaar Betwynn.  
 
    Duane had questions about my “oh so spectacular” visit there in the Darkhouse of Doom and how I’d seduced the old sorcerer Xolotl. 
 
    “Ew!” I swatted his arm. “I did not.” 
 
    As he pulled me onto the dance floor, his dark eyes glittered with wild laughter, but the brilliance faded to suspicion between one blink and the next as he saw something, or someone, over my shoulder. His energetic dancing kept me from tracking his gaze. 
 
    His mouth was level with my ear. “Lowell might be an old grump, but he’s right about leaving Kaikan.” Duane waited to be sure he had my total attention. “This Synod, the politics stink. Watch yourself, love.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    After Duane outdanced me on the dance floor, he guided me back to my table. 
 
    Felicity barely acknowledged him. 
 
    He winked at me. Their friendship had always had an antagonistic edge. Duane teased, and Felicity hated it. 
 
    “Safe travels.” I gave him a final hug good-bye. 
 
    “I can’t promise that. But I will have fun.” 
 
    I laughed. “Give Lowell a hug from me.” I knew he would, and that Lowell would hate it. 
 
    I watched Duane slip away through the crowd. Ears up and tail swishing, he was in his element. But he was equally at home traveling the paths. Duane found entertainment everywhere. 
 
    But he’d warned me to be on guard, here, on Kaikan. 
 
    I drank sparkling lemon water, and half listened to the band and half to Felicity’s conversation. 
 
    She was speaking earnestly to a couple of Council staff who’d swapped seats with a Sword, his wife and daughter.  
 
    The Sword’s daughter had wanted to join the other older teenagers. 
 
    I scanned the crowd, and saw her congregating at a small table with them. Her parents now sat with Aaron. 
 
    From Felicity to Aaron. Clearly, the Sword in question was undecided as to whatever it was Felicity and Aaron were truly fighting about. 
 
    Her latest statement caught my attention. “World walkers have to be neutral, but being neutral includes looking after our own interests.” 
 
    I directed my gaze at the band even as my spine stiffened. 
 
    The Council elf responded glibly. He sounded as if he was continuing a persuasive, practiced argument. As if it had been decided and was familiar to both of them. “Howff matters, but there is suffering in a lot of places. We can’t rescue everyone.” 
 
    So, we help those we can. It seemed simple to me. We could help Howff now. We had the Legion’s support. We had kobold planetary governments ready to assist. I had survived a chaos storm to deliver the loci crystal so that the Howffians didn’t have to wait five more years till the next Synod. 
 
    I’d left Tavor and the House behind to do so. 
 
    “The burden is ours,” Felicity said solemnly. “We are vital to the Union. We deserve to have our voice heard.” 
 
    I gave up any pretense of not listening. “Heard where?” 
 
    “In Parliament,” Felicity said simply. Stunningly. 
 
    “Parliament, as in the Union of Worlds Parliament? Presided over by the Emperor?” I clarified. 
 
    “The same Parliament that depends on the paths of Reality which we keep open,” another Sword said. Condescension dripped from his voice. 
 
    The feeling was mutual. I disliked the unctuous Jorge even more than I did Aaron. The fact that Jorge was Felicity’s husband made him no more acceptable to him. 
 
    Obie despised his stepfather, and his stepfather’s whiney, useless children who wanted Obie’s father’s caravan to support their lazy arses. 
 
    I glanced over at Aaron’s table, where other politicking maneuvers were underway. In fact, I scanned the entire garden, seeing movement and clusters now that species affiliation had hidden earlier. 
 
    “The Exarch represents us in Parliament,” I said. 
 
    Jorge tittered, as if I was too cutely dumb for words. 
 
    Felicity scowled at her husband before smoothing out her expression. The two of them were a united force, politically, although she usually took the lead. “Everyone’s on edge after the previous emperor was revealed as a long-term cthulhu plant.” 
 
    Kira had revealed Cirrus as pursuing his family’s secret, ludicrous, karma-challenging goal against the very existence of the Union of World. He’d actively facilitated a plot to open the Realm of Acceptance, or try to. 
 
    “Really, I don’t know how Patros kept the position as Exarch when Cirrus committed his crimes under the Exarch’s furry nose.” The Council staffer sniffed his own long, green nose in disdain at the very idea of shifters occupying positions of authority. 
 
    That sort of prejudice oughtn’t to exist among world walkers, but I wasn’t cutely dumb, as Jorge had implied. I knew damn well prejudice existed. I saw the table of shifters, one down from ours, perk up their ears and turn in our direction. 
 
    “You’re offensive,” I said plainly. 
 
    “Forgive me.” Mockery rather than repentance sounded in his voice. 
 
    I rose. 
 
    Felicity caught my wrist. “Stay. Vaughn is drunk and unwise. He’ll leave and sleep it off.” Her glare ensured that the sulky, arrogant goblin did as she ordered. “I’ve been abominably rude, Zelia. Politics in place of a welcome home dinner for you. Jorge, tell the kids they’re welcome to join us for dessert.” 
 
    About half the important people at the table immediately stood. 
 
    She had them well-trained.  
 
    How? 
 
    I studied my old friend, trying to see her as Aaron and others did. 
 
    Aware of my scrutiny, she winked at me. “Do you know the worst part of growing old?” 
 
    Guilt squeezed me. I wasn’t ageing as she was. I only appeared to be. 
 
    Fortunately, Felicity didn’t pause for my answer. “We grow cynical. And do you know the treatment for our cynicism?” She smiled a welcome at the young Daggers-in-training, five of them, who approached. This would be their first Synod. By custom, a trainee Dagger attended the first Synod to occur in their time as a Dagger. “Youth. We need our young people’s enthusiasm to counter our cynicism.” 
 
    She introduced me to the kids. Not one was older than twenty one. In my real guise, sans my ageing goblin glamour, I’d have appeared to fit right in with them. 
 
    Not that there were any humans among the world walkers. Very few humans escaped their home world with its low magic and limited connection to Reality. Humans weren’t even aware of Reality and the Union of Worlds. The dinosaurians and neanderthals were responsible for representing humans’ interests in Parliament. 
 
    “Dagger Zelia.” Wide-eyed and awestruck, a teenage girl elbowed a boy aside. He was larger than her, but given how he rubbed his ribs, she had pointy elbows and knew how to wield them. Well, that and, judging by his doting grin, he had a crush on her. Either way, he moved aside and the girl claimed the territory in front of me. “You travel the Makana Sector.” 
 
    “Recently, yes.” 
 
    She clasped her hands together. “All those seldom-traveled paths. You keep them from becoming lost.” 
 
    The paths of Reality can’t get lost. They can’t drift away. But they can acquire new, hazardous elements. Ignore them for long enough, and no world walker caravans will be willing to travel them. 
 
    “It’s not work for a junior Dagger,” I said. 
 
    The stars in her eyes refused to dim. “Unless we travel as an apprentice…” 
 
    Her boyfriend, or would-be boyfriend, gawked at her, scandalized, before glancing apprehensively at me. 
 
    “Too dangerous,” I said simply. There was also the fact that I never took an apprentice. 
 
    The boy’s breath whooshed out in relief. The girl’s in disappointment. 
 
    Felicity smiled mischievously. “Maybe you can convince Zelia to teach a few classes on Kaikan before she departs.” 
 
    Passing on what it meant to be a world walker and a Dagger to the next generation was important. “Maybe by amage. I’m heading out tomorrow or the day after. I left things abruptly in Makana. The dinosaurians on Jelwinak were expecting me.” 
 
    Felicity’s smile faded. Somberness settled in the shadows of her face. “We let you wander too far for too long, my friend, and we’re the poorer for it.” 
 
    The young Daggers shifted uncomfortably. Your seniors showing sentiment can do that. 
 
    “Go dance!” I ordered them. 
 
    Felicity laughed. “Go,” she repeated. “Seize every opportunity while you’re together. The paths can be lonely.” 
 
    Unbidden, my mind slipped back to Tavor and the House, and their decades alone. 
 
    The boy in front of me didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the girl’s hand and whirled her onto the dance floor. 
 
    I watched her laughing protest even as her body moved naturally with his. 
 
    “You should stay on Kaikan,” Felicity said. “For a while.” 
 
    “Planetary life isn’t for me.” 
 
    “I could change your territory assignment,” she coaxed. “You could spend a few months traveling the paths to Kaikan. Consider it a working vacation. You’ve more than earned it.” 
 
    People at the table were listening. 
 
    Felicity smiled at the dancers’ antics, but spoke to me. “At minimum, stay long enough to accompany Obie, Calypso and your baby namesake to Aiyax. You can escort the returning caravan to Kaikan while they continue on home.” 
 
    Obie’s family’s business operated in the Yaxan Quadrahex, beyond Aiyax. It was a prime territory, incorporating a number of goblin planets as well as dinosaurian planets and two mixed settlement planets of scholar academies. Trade was excellent in that prosperous sector. 
 
    “Dashinima, the Dagger fangirling you, doesn’t have a family mentor. Kids like her need someone like you, Zelia. No, not like you. You.” Felicity picked up her wine glass and swirled it. “We’re lucky, you and me. I’m ashamed how often I take my good fortune for granted.” 
 
    She meant to shame me, too. 
 
    I watched the dancers and contemplated leaving.  
 
    Felicity lowered her voice. “You’re going to be cross with me, tomorrow, Zee.” 
 
    I tilted my head without looking at her. 
 
    “About Howff,” she continued. “We talked while we were traveling, but things are different on Kaikan. When you talk to people in person and smell their desperation—” 
 
    “That’s not a thing, Fliss.” 
 
    “It is. Dashi has it. Obie works for his father and will inherit his business. There has never been a moment in which Obie feared for his future. I care as much as anyone about the people of Howff, but we shouldn’t rush to a false agreement on using the loci crystal for their benefit. We have to look after our people first. People like Dashi who won’t inherit profitable family concerns.” 
 
    Felicity scanned the Biergarten. “If there’s a flaw in the Council and Synod, it’s that power begets power. Those who come from families of influence begin a step ahead, and reinforce that privilege. It’s not even malicious.” She rapped the table, once. “We just don’t think about those of us who aren’t as comfortably situated.” 
 
    I kept my voice low, as she had done. “None of our people are starving or tortured. They’re not exploited. The people on Howff are.” 
 
    My old friend looked at me directly. “I care about the Howffians. You know I do. But world walkers are my priority. I won’t rush to agree to use the loci crystal on Howff when it will likely be decades before we find another one and have a chance to open another landing site. There are other locations where a new connection to the paths of Reality will help the local people and benefit those world walkers who don’t possess prosperous routes like the ones Obie runs.” 
 
    She gave me a small, placating smile. “The Synod may still vote to proceed with Howff. By getting the loci crystal here in time for the decision, you created that possibility.” 
 
    Out of my disappointment and my unwilling acceptance that Felicity had a point, I dredged up a response. “Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Whatever happens, Zelia, I’d like you to stay close for a while. Don’t miss out on time with Zee-Zee. Maybe you’ll get to see her first steps.” Wistfulness colored her voice. 
 
    Obie had chosen his father’s life, which meant Felicity was a distant grandmother who trod other paths.  
 
    The paths of Reality could separate as decisively as they connected us. Duty pulled us in different directions. 
 
    “Goodnight.” I added a general farewell to the table, and departed. 
 
    Eyes tracked me. 
 
    I had, after all, sat at a table where the powerbrokers of the world walkers gathered. 
 
    I walked a little faster, avoiding eye contact and detainment, and breathed easier to be out of the Biergarten and alone on the street. Not truly alone. Others walked. But alone enough that I could relax my attempt to hold onto a neutral expression. 
 
    The inoffensive road surface suffered my scowl. 
 
    Saul, however, got a faint grin as he leaned an augmented elbow on the counter at Council House, obviously ready for a gossip. Good man that he was, he avoided the topic of the Synod. 
 
    We exchanged news of those we’d traveled with and of the legionaries at the Endle outpost who’d helped us. Their medi-mage had saved lives when our caravan stumbled from the path to the landing site. 
 
    The wistfulness in Saul’s voice revealed how much he missed traveling, but he’d been luckier than many in his retirement. 
 
    World walkers needed opportunities not just for steady work during their active years, but for a safe haven in later years if they lacked family caravans to join. We had to provide for everyone’s welfare. But at what cost? 
 
    I collected my bag and headed out to the Market Hotel, which was unimaginatively named for its neighbor, the night market. 
 
    The rattle of bamboo shutters and the dimming of lights marked the market closing. 
 
    Inside the hotel, a remarkably alert kobold concierge greeted me warmly. 
 
    I wondered if she would agree that the Synod not rush to use the loci crystal to help the Howffians. 
 
    I didn’t ask. I signed in and accepted the room key. The old-fashioned, literal key was what world walker hotels and stables gave mages, be us Daggers or independent guards. We were expected to use wards to protect ourselves and our belongings. 
 
    I climbed two flights of stairs, recalling how effortlessly the House conveyed me with no more than a few steps. Instead, my heart rate had increased by the time I reached my floor and entered the basic room. I dropped my bag and crossed to the window, opening it to gaze out over the river. The view was worth the climb even at night.  
 
    Stars were heartachingly beautiful, and the reflection of the town’s lights in the river seemed to add a ribbon of stars to the night. I looked up at the familiar constellations. Hanno had taught them to me, and I’d taught them to Obie. 
 
    Kaikan was home. 
 
    Felicity was right.  
 
    I needed some time, here. Time to reaffirm my identity as a Dagger and my place in our society; to remind myself that I belonged. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I definitely belonged in Obie’s wagon. Breakfast was a riotous affair. I’d spoken frequently to Zee-Zee via amage, and bless her smart little mind, she recognized me. She’d almost fallen out of Obie’s arms lunging for me.  
 
    She sat on my lap to be fed porridge and juice, and to try to share both with me. 
 
    Calypso giggled at the porridge in my hair and snapped a photo. “If I didn’t know you’ll magic yourself clean, I’d be embarrassed for my daughter.” 
 
    “Nah, nah, nah.” Zee-Zee slapped the edge of the table, no longer interested in food. 
 
    Happiness smelled of porridge, coffee, and baby powder. 
 
    Afterward, the morning remained cool enough that I ignored the tram and walked back to Council House. I wore a white cotton shirt, sleeves rolled to the elbows, and dark brown trousers and boots. My gold hoop earrings—which I’d left off at Obie’s so that Zee-Zee didn’t tear them out of my earlobes—signified that I wasn’t working, but I kept my Agathon scarf draped around my shoulders. I was a Dagger even if I wasn’t on duty. 
 
    Walking aided thinking, and I had a lot to ponder. 
 
    In world walker society, I counted as one of Felicity’s allies. But when she voted, today, she wouldn’t be representing my wishes. 
 
    Oddly, Aaron would. 
 
    The galdr, the sung spell, that establishes a landing site and which the loci crystal would echo and sustain, didn’t require the full Synod to cast it. In truth, seven experienced mages were sufficient. Add two more mages to be safe, and the spell could be guaranteed to perform successfully. 
 
    The requirement for the participation of the full Synod wasn’t about magic. It was to mark the significance of opening a planet to the paths of Reality. Something so momentous warranted debate, agreement and solemnity. It deserved the pomp and circumstance of the Synod. 
 
    I entered the Chamber sufficiently early to snag a seat in the audience. Rather than be lured into a political discussion, I sat between a mage-captain of the Legion intent on his amage and a pair of kobold traders deep in negotiations. 
 
    Whispers that included my name and the Darkhouse of Doom swirled around me. 
 
    Conversation ceased as the speaker opened the first session of the day. “An hour’s discussion on the deployment of the loci crystal. A vote will be taken after morning tea.” The break would allow for last minute informal politicking. 
 
    Felicity stated her position plainly, and combatively. “Howff is the location for a new landing site selected by the Legion. They have good reason for doing so. The people of Howff suffer under a cruel dictatorship. However, the Legion and its interests are not ours. We work together. They guard the planetary outposts. We protect the paths. Their interests and expertise are not ours. This is something they, and we, forget. We belong to the Union of Worlds, but like everyone else in the Union, we deserve to put our people first. The Howffians need a path. So do a hundred other people. We should use the loci crystal to improve our people’s standing.” She paused. “And to remind the Legion that we are not under their command. In fact, I would like to go on record to protest the Qaysarian Legion’s overreach.” 
 
    The mage-captain beside me stiffened. 
 
    In his place, I’d have taken offense earlier. Heck, I already had. 
 
    Felicity spelled out her challenge to long-standing tradition. “By guarding the outposts at our landing sites, the Legion, in effect, controls who travels our paths.” 
 
    Aaron interjected. “Only those registered paths where the Legion has an outpost.” 
 
    “Which are the important ones,” Felicity riposted. “The decision as to where to open a new landing site is the last issue of significance that we control, and the Legion has maneuvered to take it from us. They want the Synod to rubberstamp their decisions.” 
 
    She leaned forward. “I’d remind you that the Legion is the same security force that utterly failed to discover and to hold to account our previous corrupt emperor. The Legion should look to its own actions before it attempts to orchestrate ours.” 
 
    The mage-captain regarded Felicity broodingly as the debate moved on. 
 
    Aaron was as intense as Felicity. 
 
    Amage forgotten, although he gripped it tightly, the mage-captain addressed me while watching the Synod. “Dagger Zelia, you brought the loci crystal to Kaikan. You made a deal with a sorcerer to do so. How does it feel to have that service spat on?” 
 
    By conversing quietly, the Chamber’s acoustical design meant we wouldn’t disrupt the Synod. 
 
    The man deserved an answer. “The Synod has the responsibility of how to use the loci crystal. If I had a vote, I’d vote for Howff. But I chose not to join the Synod, so I don’t have that vote.” 
 
    He grunted. “Then you’re one of the few who doesn’t chase power. The way people are acting, you’d think that Cirrus’s downfall created a vacuum of power. The Union of Worlds can and has withstood worse. But world walkers aren’t alone in thinking there’s an opportunity to seize a little more power—from the Legion.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” I was aware that the kobold traders on my other side eavesdropped. Let them. “The Legion isn’t separate to the Union of Worlds. It enforces the laws we’ve all agreed to. Why would anyone want to take from it the power that protects everyone.” 
 
    One of the traders answered. “Because you’re a guardian, Dagger Zelia, you see protection as the highest calling. But others see the power wielded by protectors as something they can profit from, and unethical actors don’t care who bears the cost of stripping out that profit.” 
 
    “That said, and with all respect to the Legion,” the other kobold trader nodded to the mage-captain. “I don’t believe Howff is the best use of the loci crystal. Swooping in to save others who won’t save themselves creates dependency.” 
 
    The mage-captain folded his arms. “Which can be managed and reduced. People journey to independence.” 
 
    Debate in the Synod was equally as lively. Underlying the ethical and political concerns was a grumbling reluctance among the Synod members to extend their time away from their home territories. 
 
    We broke for morning tea. The mage-captain remained seated, speaking to someone via his amage while employing subvocalization technology. 
 
    Weiss, Aaron’s dinosaurian Dagger ally, appeared at my elbow as I snagged a cup of tea. “If the Synod listens to your friend, they’ll be making a terrible, ego-driven decision. We need the Exarch’s goodwill, not his suspicion.”  
 
    I drank the lukewarm tea. I was one woman, not even a Sword. I couldn’t affect our ongoing relationship with the Legion. 
 
    Weiss smiled mirthlessly. “Next time Felicity requests your assistance, remember this session.” He stalked away, tail tip flicking in agitation, as the five minute warning bell chimed. 
 
    I placed my empty cup on a tray, and returned to the Chamber to sit quietly, impotently, through the secret ballot. 
 
    Disapproval radiated from the mage-captain as we waited. 
 
    “We have a binding majority decision.” The speaker read the results of the vote. “The loci crystal will not be used during this Synod. Its deployment will be discussed prior to the next Synod and arrangements for members’ participation in the galdr decided before we meet again.”  
 
    “Damn fools.” A shifter behind me departed. 
 
    Comment erupted everywhere. 
 
    I considered the Chamber for a moment, registered the beady eyes of a journalist trained in my direction, and followed the shifter’s example. I departed. I had a goddaughter to dote on. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    I blew a raspberry against Zee-Zee’s chubby tummy and deftly avoided a happily swinging fist before it bopped me on the head.  
 
    She giggled up at me, giggles turning to shrieks as I swooped her through the air. She was as cute as a gooseberry in her green t-shirt and clean diaper. 
 
    Calypso watched from the step of the wagon. We were stabled at Aiyax. She and Obie would continue on home to the Yaxan Quadrahex. I was scheduled to return to Kaikan. “We’ll miss you.” 
 
    I cuddled Zee-Zee. “Mutual.” 
 
    It had been a good run. We hadn’t rushed, but the caravan nonetheless reached Aiyax in less than three weeks. All the birds had been eager to stretch their legs on the paths after their idle time on Kaikan. 
 
    The caravan I’d be escorting had assembled next to us. The group of scholar-monks they were carrying to Hallez kept smoothing down their ruffled feathers. Dinosaurians could be ductu (feathered) or lacerta (scaled), in the same way that humans could have pale yellow hair or black hair. They were the same species, but the ductu did seem to gravitate to scholarship and meditation, whereas the lacerta preferred active service. I didn’t think hair color made that much difference among humans. 
 
    Obie sat with the other caravan chief, swapping wisecracks and trade news. 
 
    The nervousness of their passengers contrasted with the contentment of the world walkers. 
 
    They had a good life. Their contentment and purpose was what I sought to protect as a Dagger. It made everything I did worthwhile. 
 
    But I had to admit, my wagon felt lonely when it was just me in the new caravan; no family or old friends visiting.  
 
    It was an easy route, one that didn’t require a Senior Dagger. The Synod could have used it for a Dagger-in-training. The caravan had its own guards, all minor mages from the three families traveling together. 
 
    On the journey to Aiyax, distractions had been readily to hand. The routine return journey left me too much time to think. 
 
    My anger against Felicity’s abandonment of the Howffians had cooled. It would be hypocritical to harbor resentment at her refusing to use her power—the loci crystal—to help the Howffians topple their dictatorship if I, as a sorcerer, refused to use my power. 
 
    The ability to act did not mean one had to. Every action had consequences, including opportunities foregone. In helping the Howffians, we wouldn’t help the other potential planetary landing sites. 
 
    Warp and Weft followed the wagon in front of us. We were near the end of the caravan. Only the guards’ caravan traveled behind us. Since I didn’t need to be especially alert, I tied the reins loosely, trusting the girls, and focused on my amage. 
 
    The discussion forums hadn’t exploded into debate on the deployment of the loci crystal. Instead, gossip reigned. As always, people had enjoyed socializing during the Synod. However, this time, a couple of the temporary relationships had tipped over into public scandal 
 
    Cynically, I wondered if certain members of the Synod or Council had engineered the distraction. To the general public, a sex scandal appealed far more than political debate. 
 
    Closing the discussion forums, I skimmed the reports of my fellow Daggers. Nothing stood out.  
 
    I closed the files and frowned at a single name on my amage. 
 
    Nothing had the ability to hold my attention while temptation gnawed at me. 
 
    I could contact Tavor via amage. The House had added his contact details. I’d held out against calling him while on Kaikan and while traveling with Obie and Calypso and the old friends who formed their caravan. Now, however, it was just me. Maybe I’d be sending mixed messages, but I wanted to talk to him. 
 
    “Coo-eee!” The caravan call announcing someone about to walk from one wagon to another drifted to me. 
 
    I looked up and saw the caravan chief’s wife, Maureen, holding on to the side of the wagon in front of Warp and Weft. I waved her on. Safe practice meant eyes on you when you walked the nothingness between wagons. 
 
    The coo-eee was also a polite inquiry as to whether visitors were welcome. 
 
    Maureen joined me on the front seat. She was an energetic lupine woman in her forties, a few years younger than me, but near enough that we were the same generation.  
 
    “Missing them, aren’t you?” she said sympathetically. “My eldest turned nineteen and headed off to join the Zoo Pack.” 
 
    The affectionate nickname was for the shifter world walkers’ caravan that specialized in escorting military brigades.  
 
    “The young have to test themselves.” 
 
    She laughed the barking laugh of lupines. “We did at their age. I can’t complain when my kids do the same…or so Mom tells me. Your Obie’s at least settled. Cute baby. Not that I’m in a hurry to become a grandma.” 
 
    She treated me as Obie’s mother, although she had to know he was Felicity’s son. But if love made a bond, and it did, he was my kid. So were Calypso and their little Zee-Zee. 
 
    Maureen was kind to recognize my attack of loneliness. She had a solution, too. “I’m going to take advantage of you missing your family.” 
 
    At least she warned me. 
 
    “Go on, then.” 
 
    She grinned. “I’d like to add your wagon to the school roster. We have five kids. Four to fourteen. If you say yes, you get them first, starting tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    She howled her laughter. “The fourteen-year-old is mine. She’s in her bored with everything stage. You’ll regret your enthusiasm.” But her tone was fond. She didn’t believe her words. “Now, tell me about the Synod. You caught the end of it, didn’t you?” 
 
    We dived into an analysis of the meeting and the happenings around it. Maureen didn’t waste time on gossip. She’d obviously followed the Synod closely. Her questions were astute and her comments caustic. Like Obie and Calypso, her focus was trade. Although her eldest’s Zoo Pack enlistment added a military escort aspect. 
 
    “It’s interesting,” she mused as she sipped the tea I’d given her. The plate of chocolate cookies sat empty between us. Maureen had watched Warp and Weft while I’d made us elevenses. “Some of the Synod lingered on Kaikan to speak in-person at the Council meeting.” 
 
    Felicity was one of the Swords who’d remained on Kaikan, away from her territory. 
 
    Maureen was tactfully fishing for insider information. 
 
    If I’d had any, I’d have shared it. I didn’t. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    School the next morning was fun, if exhausting. I opened the front of the wagon, so that I could check on Warp and Weft while supervising lessons. The birds pranced along, motivated by the sound of children’s voices in the wagon they pulled. My girls, like most world walking birds, loved children.  
 
    Morning break included feeding a treat to Warp and Weft. The youngest two children, at four and seven, were still young enough to enjoy treating the birds. The ten-year-old elf boy, copying Maureen’s fourteen-year-old daughter, pretended to be above such juvenile antics. 
 
    She wasn’t, however, above asking for stories about the monsters I’d fought. 
 
    I flicked a meaningful glance at the two youngsters. “Later.” 
 
    Bree and Davie sat straighter, reveling in being acknowledged as closer to adult status.  
 
    When the time came, I recounted a funny incident out by Yeclon, where no one died, but foolishness caused injuries. It was a teaching story. 
 
    Davie’s father collected him at the end of it.  
 
    Bree said she’d walk back to her family’s wagon herself. 
 
    I nodded to Davie’s father that it was okay with me, and that I’d ensure she was safe. 
 
    He departed. Davie patted Weft along the way. Warp stretched her long neck over to ensure she received her fair share of attention as well. Davie’s father chuckled, and slapped both birds. “You’re fine birds, aren’t you?” 
 
    Bree sat beside me on the front seat, where her mom had sat yesterday. “I don’t have magic.” Her ears twitched unhappily. 
 
    Sometimes it’s easier to confide in a stranger, and Daggers had a certain status. Bree wasn’t the first person who, while traveling the paths, chose me as a confidante. 
 
    Perhaps this was what Maureen had hoped for? 
 
    “What would you do with it? If you had magic, what would you use it for?” 
 
    The question stumped her. “Everything. Anything. To protect the caravan.” 
 
    “You’d still travel the paths?” 
 
    “Of course!” She attempted to wither me with her scorn. Adults are so stupid. 
 
    “Not everyone wants to travel. Not even mages. But the thing is, most of what we do every day doesn’t need magic.” 
 
    “Monsters,” Bree said. 
 
    “Even they can be fought using mundane technology.” 
 
    “Or enchanted objects,” she muttered. 
 
    I smiled. “You’ll think I’m hypocritical, having magic and saying it doesn’t matter. But in the sense of who you are, it doesn’t. It’s not what talents you have that defines you, but how you use them. You choose what’s important in your life and the code you’ll live by, and align everything to those values. Your schoolwork, your dreams, the relationships you invest in.” 
 
    She glowered at me, all teenage angst and rebellion, but hope peeked out. The tip of her tail swished in tentative happiness. 
 
    “You’ll be happy, Bree.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Is that like a prediction?” 
 
    I laughed softly. “Not a magical one. It’s an old lady’s piece of wisdom.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. 
 
    I swatted her knee. “You’ll be happy because you’re strong enough to choose to be. You’ve lucked out with a good family and a good caravan. Some of them will have an idea of your talents that you mightn’t have considered.” 
 
    “I like tinkering.” 
 
    “That’s a fine career for a world walker.” People who could make and mend while traveling the paths of Reality were much sought after by long-march caravans. 
 
    “But magic is cooler.” 
 
    I smiled at her ruefully. “It really isn’t.” 
 
    Whatever she read in my face or body language, her own attitude softened. “Thank you, Dagger Zelia.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    During the journey, I strengthened the wards on the wagons in the caravan. Although I refused payment, I accepted dinner invitations. 
 
    Feeling needed and being valued affirmed my decision to remain a Dagger. 
 
    However, a tiny voice in quiet moments reminded me that Tavor also valued me. The House also needed me—or needed a sorcerer. 
 
    If I bonded the House, I’d lose Tavor. Maybe not immediately, if the bonding subtly undid the curse, but eventually his mortal lifespan would steal him from me. There was also the risk that when the curse broke, the decades in which it had helped him defy ageing would all catch up with him at once, and he’d die. 
 
    Ignoring all of my doubts, I called Tavor one evening. The caravan had almost reached Kaikan. I thought he mightn’t answer, but then the amage connected and his face appeared on-screen. 
 
    We stared at one another in awkward silence. 
 
    Or perhaps I was the awkward one and he was wondering why I’d called. 
 
    To see him? To hear his voice? 
 
    He wasn’t wearing his glamour. 
 
    I was. 
 
    I coughed. “Hi.” 
 
    “Zelia.” 
 
    My smile was unstoppable, although not big. “Hi, Tavor.” 
 
    An answering smile glimmered in his eyes. 
 
    I hadn’t thought what I’d say to him. Or rather, I’d thought and thought, but hadn’t been brilliantly inspired. “I’m escorting a caravan back to Kaikan. I spent some time with my godson and his family. I’m four days out from Kaikan.”  
 
    “I’m in the Navache Sector.” 
 
    I perked up. Years of studying and traveling the paths of Reality gave that simple statement additional meaning for me. With the House’s speed, Tavor should have been far further away. “Near Juho?” I tried to ask casually. 
 
    The green of the skin over his cheekbones darkened. “Yes.” 
 
    Juho was intriguingly close to the most direct route back to the Makana Sector which had been my territory. It still was. This “vacation” Felicity had bullied me into had been worth it for the time spent with Obie, Calypso and Zee-Zee, but I was months overdue at Jelwinak, and the dinosaurians there were waiting for me. They had a landing site, but no caravans visited. If I could certify the paths to them as safe, they’d rejoin Reality’s trading network. 
 
    “I’ll be traveling to Jelwinak in a week’s time. My vacation’s over.” No matter what Felicity said.  
 
    “I could meet you,” Tavor said. 
 
    I started smiling. 
 
    “The House found a shed skin from an ouroboros. A large one. Ten segments. Perhaps more tore off. The tail was missing.” 
 
    My smile died like it had never existed. “An ouroboros? I hadn’t seen any reports.” But Tavor and the House traveled where caravans couldn’t and wouldn’t. I whistled. “Ten segments. It must be massive. It wouldn’t actually notice me.” Ouroboros weren’t usually a danger to world walkers. Even the largest of our caravans were too insignificant for an ouroboros to notice. 
 
    Their other title was world devourer. 
 
    A caravan didn’t contain nearly enough magic and life force to entice an ouroboros. 
 
    “You’re a sorcerer,” Tavor said. “There’s no telling how an ouroboros might react to you. Not even Xolotl experimented on them.” 
 
    “Message received. If even the crazy sorcerer avoided them, I should.” Then I remembered who I was talking to; that is, the guardian of a monster-hunting House. “Don’t you go hunting it!” 
 
    Embarrassed and pleased, he laughed and tugged at one pointy green ear. It had been decades since anyone bossed him around for his own good. “I don’t intend to. The House and I hunt monsters we can help. An ouroboros can help itself.” 
 
    “And how,” I muttered. The segmented snakes were truly monstrous. Fortunately, an ouroboros sighting was almost as rare as encountering a myrdr. The creature would slink back into the wilderness where it, presumably, gobbled up yummy seeps and incipient magic-rich planets before said planets evolved their magical barriers to hold out the nothingness of Reality and its monsters. 
 
    “Are you willing to travel with us, at least through the Navache Sector?” Tavor asked. 
 
    No one would know. “To be safe from the ouroboros?” 
 
    He caught my teasing. “Why else?” 
 
    I grinned. “Yes.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Our caravan landed at Fenchuri on Kaikan, one continent away from Shaberu. I hit the ground running. I’d sent my orders ahead of me, and the stables had the supplies for my journey to the Makana Sector ready for loading. I might intend to travel a while with Tavor, but I wasn’t freeloading. Although I wouldn’t refuse the House treating Warp and Weft. Without a time crunch on the journey I’d run them in harness alongside the House whenever they grew rambunctious. 
 
    It was winter in Fenchuri, but not the winter of Pela. I wore my coat and scarf against the blustery wind as I walked into town, avoiding deep puddles from an earlier squall. 
 
    Warp and Weft would be splashing in their own puddles in the fields. They weren’t waterbirds, but they enjoyed a bath. Said “bathing” would make them dirtier than ever, but a cleansing cantrip could handle the mud.  
 
    A dress in a shop window caught my eye. The burnt orange color would clash horribly with my goblin-green glamour. But it would look amazing against my human skin. 
 
    I walked in and tried it on. The fit was good. 
 
    The elf sales assistant could barely cough up the lie that the dress suited me. “We have it in purple…” 
 
    “I like the orange.” 
 
    The customer is always right. “I’ll wrap it up for you.” 
 
    After the dress shop, I ducked into the giftshop which had a book section. With space at a premium in wagons, world walkers mostly read on their amages. However, special books—either special in themselves or gifted to mark an occasion—had to be in paper form. I found a copy of my favorite book, a modern goblin translation of the ancient world walker epic, Journey to the Occident, by the troll Xueshe. 
 
    The House might be able to borrow any book Tavor wished to read, but everyone needed a few special books that were just theirs. 
 
    “I knew I’d find you in the book aisle,” Felicity said. 
 
    I jumped. “What are you doing here? I thought you were in Shaberu.” 
 
    “Shuttle. Since I heard from the stablemaster that you were leaving tomorrow.” 
 
    I raised a skeptical eyebrow at her. “You heard?” 
 
    Stablemasters didn’t give away their clients’ comings and goings, unless a Sword made a point of asking. 
 
    She rubbed her hands together as if cold. Or nervous. “Buy your book and I’ll buy you a drink. Somewhere by a fire. Fenchuri is brutal after Shaberu.” Winter after Shaberu’s tropical heat would be. 
 
    We could have spoken by amage. I would have done so at any time through the journey, but Felicity had been silent, and I hadn’t pushed. For most Swords and Daggers, time on-planet was brief and precious. Talking idly by amage could be deferred till both parties were traveling the paths. 
 
    Felicity waited till we were in a cozy nook in a pub before she pushed magic through an enchanted earring to hold a privacy bubble. 
 
    It reminded me of how Aaron had used a ring to speak privately with me on the shuttle to Shaberu when we delivered the loci crystal. 
 
    “Felicity, whatever this is, it doesn’t include me. I’m not a games player.” 
 
    I had my own plans. I had promises to keep in the Makana Sector, and company for the journey across the Navache Sector to reach it. 
 
    Happy anticipation bubbled in my veins at the thought of Tavor and that he, too, seemed eager to see if a different path led us somewhere good. 
 
    “Don’t be such a snob,” Felicity snapped. 
 
    The criticism jolted me out of my private preoccupations. 
 
    “You sound like Hanno, sometimes. You act like him, too. He was always so sure that his wishes mattered more than other people’s plans. Some of us don’t have the luxury to do what we want, to chase our own research interests, and to hell with everyone else.” 
 
    “I dropped everything to bring the loci crystal to Kaikan in time for the Synod. It’s you who argued and voted against using it the way we’d agreed.” 
 
    “Because I’m aware of wider issues. Because I can sacrifice and compromise.” 
 
    Felicity had shaken me off balance, which I realized was what she wanted. 
 
    I took a deep breath, smelling the old pine burning in the fireplace and the heady aroma of the mulled wine in my glass. “Aaron said you use me.” 
 
    “That old buzzard.” But her eyes fell, and she drank some of her wine. 
 
    As my stomach soured, I was glad I hadn’t touched my drink yet. “I disagreed. You and I are old friends, both Daggers even if you’re a Sword. I see us as working together to protect the paths and the caravans.” 
 
    She met my gaze then, and smiled. “Thanks, Zee. Thank you for not believing that plausible elf buzzard.” 
 
    Except, I did believe him. 
 
    From the time we’d trained together as Daggers, I’d left the politics to Felicity, watched her realize her ambitions, and been grateful that I wasn’t hooked on the drug of reputation and influence. Of status and power. 
 
    Of course, if that was my drug of choice, I’d have embraced being a sorcerer, rather than limiting my magic and channeling it through spells. 
 
    No one knew I was a sorcerer, but everyone acknowledged that I was the most powerful world walker mage. They attributed it to Hanno identifying my potential as an orphan (he glossed over where he found me) and his training. 
 
    “I’m traveling to Naklo,” Felicity said. “From there I’ll escort a Union delegation to Kotaru.” 
 
    After scholars’ critical involvement in the former emperor’s plot against the welfare and integrity of the Union of Worlds, the arbiters and auditors were inspecting the planets where scholar academies congregated. 
 
    I waited. If Felicity wanted to waste her time traveling out to Naklo, and then, back from Kotaru, simultaneously offending the Dagger whose territory it was, as well as the caravans depending on her in her own territory—not that her safe routes really needed her protection—that was her business. 
 
    At that point, my thoughts smacked into a painful realization I’d previously disregarded. 
 
    I’d accepted Felicity’s focus on politics. But she was a Sword. She wasn’t needed in her safe territory, however, while she was there, other, riskier routes, went unprotected. 
 
    She’d always said that in the grand picture of Synod responsibilities, her placement on safe routes was necessary. 
 
    Was it? Especially if she could abandon it so readily now after months of absence already due to the Synod. 
 
    Felicity stared into the fire. “Things are changing, Zelia. Not just among world walkers, but in the Union. The balance of power is shifting. The Reductionists are preparing a push for power.”  
 
    In the Union of Worlds, Reductionists wanted to reduce contact between worlds, especially trade. Multipliers wanted to increase it. Stuck in the middle were the mis-named Moderates, who merely chose the easy path of supporting the status quo. 
 
    The easy path. 
 
    Politically, I’d done the same. I’d chosen the easy path of ignoring the politics of world walking to focus on the day-to-day responsibilities. 
 
    However, I wasn’t an idiot. Even Reductionists wouldn’t close cities of landing or oppose travel along the paths. The paths that world walker caravans kept open essentially maintained the Union of Worlds. 
 
    “World walkers outlast swings in Union politics,” I observed. 
 
    “We should do more than outlast moves against us. The Synod should support the Council so that we thrive. You sound like Aaron’s group, all bleating about how world walkers ‘endure’.” 
 
    The scorn in her face and voice scalded me because I did agree with Aaron. In this, he followed world walker tradition. 
 
    To endure wasn’t to suffer. It was to remain true to ourselves through good times and bad. That was what in-person meetings on Kaikan were meant to support. We reminded ourselves of who we were. 
 
    Of who we chose to be. 
 
    Each and every world walker could renounce the path part of their identity and remain on a planet or space station. We could satisfy our wanderlust by replacing our birds with spaceships. 
 
    Those who traveled the paths of Reality chose to belong to them and to underpin the Union of Worlds. 
 
    “The Council is voting in an hour,” Felicity said. “They will request the Synod to assign Daggers to protect caravans traveling along registered paths.” 
 
    Despite the warmth of the fire, a chill shivered down my spine. “We already protect those paths, as much as we can.” 
 
    “The number of caravans and paths far exceeds the number of Daggers. Zelia, you’re constantly traveling to keep old paths clear and traversable. It’s exhausting and inefficient. We need to consolidate our efforts.” 
 
    I straightened. “If the Council is voting in an hour, even with it happening via amage, why are you here? And since you are here, why are you not on your amage?” 
 
    “Because I don’t want you to make a fuss.” 
 
    I glared at her. “A fuss? About what? You seem to think that you have this sewn up.” 
 
    “I do. But Aaron will try to unpick it. You’re an important thread.” 
 
    I very nearly gulped my wine out of sheer frustration, but I needed a clear head. 
 
    Felicity finally reached the reason for her personal visit. “You need to accept your reassignment.”  
 
    “I,” I said very precisely. Very firmly. “I am returning to the Makana Sector.” 
 
    “With the intention of visiting Jelwinak which is at the end of an unregistered path.” 
 
    “Oh hell.” I could see where this was going. If the first thing that happened after the Council voted to request the Synod to assign Daggers to registered paths and to let unregistered paths go was me trekking off to an unregistered path, the momentum for change would stall before it got started. 
 
    “Zelia, the Synod has been very good about letting you roam. However, now you owe us.” 
 
    “Some of you. Aaron would agree with me. Felicity, if we don’t protect unregistered paths…it’s insane that you’re even suggesting that we allow a third of our caravans to travel unprotected.” 
 
    She leaned forward earnestly. “They won’t be unprotected. Not for long. Once they know we’re serious, they’ll change their routes to the registered paths.” 
 
    If I’d had something to throw at her, I’d have flicked it against her head. “Are you crazy? World walkers have always been smugglers.” Smugglers weren’t bad people. They were people like Duane and Lowell, people who took unregistered paths to meet needs that the official legal system couldn’t. 
 
    She shrugged her defiance of tradition. “Times change.” 
 
    “Not this drastically, and not out of nowhere. Why? Why this change? Why now?” I pushed my glass of wine aside. “If you don’t answer, and answer honestly, I’ll ask Aaron. The way you were talking at the Synod about the Legion, I thought the last thing you’d want was to reduce travel along unregistered paths. Registered paths are what, three quarters or more linked to Legion outposts?” 
 
    Felicity flushed. “The Legion gets all the resources to handle the outposts. As their leader, Exarch Patros Gorria speaks for them, and for us, in the Parliament of the Union of Worlds. We should speak for ourselves.” 
 
    “We’re a tiny, neutral group.” 
 
    Hot, wine-scented breath crossed the table on her huff of rage. “We’re cowards who’ve let the Legion overawe us. Not all Swords and Daggers want to travel the paths of Reality forever. The outposts should be ours.” 
 
    “If you want to staff an outpost, join the Legion.” 
 
    “And be nothing?” 
 
    I leaned back in my chair. “There you are. It’s a power grab. I won’t be part of it.” 
 
    “You already are. You brought me the loci crystal.” 
 
    “So?” I asked with gathering suspicion. 
 
    Felicity pouted. She fumbled for her amage. 
 
    “On the shuttle, Aaron told me you didn’t want the loci crystal on Kaikan for the Synod.” 
 
    Her knuckles paled as she gripped the amage hard. “What did he tell you I want it for?” She coughed. “What does he imagine I want it for?” 
 
    It was like taking off a glamour.  
 
    Everyone has faults. Foibles. The things that irritate or disappoint the people who love them. I knew that. I’d viewed Felicity that way; through the lens of established affection. 
 
    Ceasing to do so was akin to removing a glamour. 
 
    I examined the ambitious woman seated opposite me at the small round table. 
 
    The high society goblin matriarch wore the expensive suit of her class. Silk. Too cold for a Fenchurian winter, but adequate beneath the fine wool coat currently discarded over a chair. Her face was carefully…arranged. Surgery wasn’t needed. She was a mage. Magic and cosmetics. But neither could hide the natural and often unnoticed telltales like her pinched nostrils as she controlled outrage at me daring to question her. 
 
    She was nervous and excited. The pinnacle of her and Jorge’s plots was in sight. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    She wanted more power for the Synod, but to what end? 
 
    I imagined the most ridiculous overreach I could, and was shaken by how readily I could accept Felicity succumbing to it. 
 
    Could she truly be so ridiculous as to chase a position in the Parliament of the Union of Worlds, sitting beside the Exarch rather than being represented by him? 
 
    Felicity slapped the table. “Answer me.” 
 
    Voice cold, because I felt frozen, I answered. “I have no idea. Aaron warned me about you. He didn’t confide in me. But you will tell me, now, Felicity. I brought the loci crystal here to Kaikan. What will you use it for?” 
 
    “The Synod will decide.” 
 
    Neither of us believed that evasion, not at this tense moment. We’d both gone too far: her in revealing her intentions; and me, in finally seeing her as she’d become. 
 
    “I came to tell you in person, Zelia, because we’re friends. You can’t leave tomorrow, on the heels of this decision, to return to an unregistered path. As a Dagger, even you must obey orders. I can give you wriggle room. A week or so out there, on the paths, to travel and think. Think about what you’d lose if we had to terminate you.” 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    She glared. “We would. I am in charge of assigning territory, and I would have to fire you if you abandoned your responsibilities.” 
 
    “Responsibilities to a safe route such as you patrol?” I sank to her level of snark. Of spite. And regretted it. “Fliss—” 
 
    “Being a Dagger is all you have.” Felicity rose. “Don’t throw it away.” 
 
    People watched her departure. Felicity’s privacy bubble had muted our conversation, but it hadn’t concealed our body language. 
 
    I opened my amage and watched the Council’s vote appear. 
 
    “The Council will request the Synod to consolidate its operations to guard the registered paths and…” 
 
    Others, beside Aaron and his allies, would fight the decision. 
 
    I rose, feeling old. A barmaid chased after me. I’d forgotten my dress and the book. 
 
    “Is everything okay, Dagger Zelia?” 
 
    “No.” I passed her a silver vessel in thanks. It was a vast overpayment for her small act of kindness. Here and now, that kindness had incomparable value. “No, everything isn’t okay. But maybe fixing it isn’t my fight.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    It rained on the walk back to the stables. My coat and scarf kept me dry, and my boots withstood the puddles I splashed through. A storming rain would have provided a suitable accompaniment to my mood. Instead, the sun shone, producing a sun shower that woke sparkles on grass and trees and winter-flowering pansies. 
 
    At the stables, news of the Council’s vote had gotten around. The various traders, their families and the stable’s staff abandoned their work for discussion. Some were smug and others outraged. It depended on whether they and theirs ran profitable registered-path routes or supplemented their income with smuggling along unregistered paths. 
 
    World walkers didn’t define smuggling as planet-dwellers did. For us, it wasn’t always a crime, regardless of whether we transgressed local laws. 
 
    Daggers enforced certain standards, but as Felicity had said, we were stretched thin. If we came across drugs or other harmful contraband, we’d haul the perpetrators in for justice at their destination. The one absolutely forbidden trade was in people. Try to smuggle slaves and the entire world walker society would turn on you. Not just you. Your family and clan would suffer the shame of your actions long after your execution. 
 
    Fenchuri was one of the smaller stables, and I was the lone Dagger currently in residence. All conversation petered out as people became aware of me striding toward my wagon. 
 
    Once inside it, I slammed the door shut and engaged my wards. Shedding my wet coat and scarf and kicking off my boots, I grabbed my amage to check who among my colleagues had stayed on or near Kaikan. All Daggers, including Swords, had to record their whereabouts, logging in departure dates, routes and expected arrival dates. 
 
    Felicity and Aaron had stayed, as had their partners. 
 
    My lip curled at the thought of Jorge. 
 
    Two other Swords lingered on nearby paths, both, I suspected were Felicity’s allies. Eight Daggers, including myself, remained on Kaikan.  
 
    I stared blindly at the Qaysarian clock on the wall. 
 
    As a group, we’d gathered for the Synod, but we should have spread back out. Reality was large and our forces small. Staying longer was a luxury others would pay for, hopefully not with their lives. 
 
    I hadn’t planned to stick around. Felicity had arranged it, luring me in with Obie, Calypso and Zee-Zee.  
 
    My hands hurt. Glancing down, I saw the marks of my fingernails in the soft flesh of my palms.  
 
    Obie had never quite outgrown his teenage cynicism regarding his mother. He hid it better these days, maintaining an outward show of respect, while giving his energy to his own small family and their trading route. He’d seen Felicity clearer than I had. 
 
    He’d suggested I strike out for the Makana Sector from Aiyax, avoiding returning to Kaikan. 
 
    I’d insisted on honoring my commitment to guard the caravan headed for Kaikan, even though it traveled safe paths. Now, here I was, in range to receive asinine orders and obey or flout them publicly. 
 
    It all centered around the loci crystal I’d brought to Kaikan. 
 
    What can you use a loci crystal for? 
 
    I hadn’t researched them, so my knowledge was limited to what all Daggers knew. 
 
    Loci crystals were the sole means of opening and keeping open a landing site, linking a path of Reality to a planet. Once the galdr was cast, a loci crystal sustained the song spell, and that kept the landing site active. Since there was no other method of creating a landing site, every loci crystal—and they were rarely discovered—went to the Synod. We paid according to their importance unless, as with the most recent discovery, the loci crystal was found during one of our own expeditions. 
 
    However, Aaron and Felicity had both said that a loci crystal had other uses. 
 
    All I could recall was the farcical Fourth Legend of Mesh, where the apocryphal world walking mage used a loci crystal as a channel for a fireball spell and sent the spell, wrapped around the loci crystal, and consequently, forever blazing, on a burning path the length of an ouroboros that had been attempting to eat a world. It had hollowed out the thirty-segmented snake till it resembled a charred link of sausage skins. 
 
    “It carries a spell.” So much was indisputable. 
 
    If not the landing site galdr, what kind of spell did Felicity wish to cast? What could she cast? Who would join her in casting the galdr? 
 
    Alternatively, there could be some other use of loci crystals that didn’t exploit their ability to maintain a spell. 
 
    I thought of Kira’s Conservatory and the scholars gathered in it. If they were set this puzzle… 
 
    Scholars. 
 
    My thoughts shuddered to a halt. Tentatively, I picked my way through a worst case scenario. 
 
    Felicity intended to escort a Union of Worlds delegation from Naklo to Kotaru, a scholars’ planet. 
 
    Scholars had been lured into unwitting support of the previous emperor’s schemes. They might have been unaware of his true purpose, but it was their own desire for power that drove them to commit grave crimes against innocent people and against the integrity of the Union of Worlds itself. 
 
    Parliament had been outraged. Funds had been found—as funds could always be found when there was political will behind a project—to ensure a thorough independent audit of key scholar centers, such as Naklo and Kotaru. 
 
    Felicity decided Daggers’ assignments. She had taken this one for herself. Why? 
 
    Was the answer on Naklo, among the auditors, or on Kotaru? 
 
    I had friends who were scholars, as well as acquaintances who shared some of my research interests concerning folk cantrips and spell construction. Skimming through a mental list of contacts, I didn’t think Naklo or Kotaru specialized in crystal use. 
 
    What was I missing? 
 
    If I was in the House, my research would be as simple as asking the House to borrow the best books on loci crystals. 
 
    My body acted independently of my racing thoughts. I assumed my thinking stance, hip against the counter, staring out the window of the wagon. The enchantments embedded in the wagon hid me from view, but I could see out. 
 
    Conversations were disintegrating as groups split apart to return to their evening occupations. Our birds didn’t care what was worrying us. They wanted their dinner. 
 
    Warp and Weft would be fed in the field. 
 
    Focus. Be present in the moment and in myself.  
 
    I didn’t need Kira’s help or Tavor’s. I might have liked it, but whatever information on loci crystals Felicity could dig up, I could find myself. She wasn’t a scholar. 
 
    A loci crystal could sustain the resonance of any galdr channeled through it. But to be worth using a rare loci crystal in such a manner the spell sung to it would need to be both powerful and requiring its effects to endure. 
 
    Traveling from Naklo to Kotaru suggested that scholars were involved.  
 
    What was the role of the Legion? 
 
    Felicity was fixated on the Exarch’s power. It wasn’t credible that she could challenge it. But fixations weren’t necessarily rational. Ambition could delude a person into believing anything—like Master Culsans attempting to steal a House from a dying sorcerer. 
 
    But Felicity and Jorge were acting in public and through the Council and Synod. Whatever they planned, it had to have a sheen of credibility. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    I winced at the consequences of putting my empty mug down too emphatically in the sink. I cast a mend cantrip, then one to clean the repaired mug. 
 
    I knew someone who’d have already researched Felicity’s options. Aaron. 
 
    Moreover, Aaron’s ally Weiss was one of the Daggers who’d remained on Kaikan. Weiss had made a point of talking to me. 
 
    Perhaps Aaron already had a plan in place to counter Felicity. What would he do now that the Council had voted to request that the Synod only assign Daggers to registered paths? 
 
    “You won’t find out if you don’t ask.” 
 
    Weiss was startled to hear from me. His reptilian eyes blinked slowly on the screen of my amage. 
 
    “Why does Felicity want the loci crystal?” I demanded. 
 
    The tip of his chin was a dinosaurian gesture of sympathy. 
 
    I swallowed the gritty lump of his pity. 
 
    My friend had betrayed my values. Some friendships could survive such a divergence. But not this time, not when Felicity had lied to me and used me, and now sought to corral me into going along with her withdrawal of Daggers from unregistered paths. 
 
    “If we knew why she wanted the loci crystal, we could act,” Weiss said. 
 
    I appreciated his blunt response. “Best guess?” 
 
    He hummed in thought. “Another landing sight here on Kaikan.” He listed off paths that would lead off from it.  
 
    I recognized them. “You’re suggesting she wishes to install a direct route to Qaysar. So, politics and convenience.” 
 
    The answer felt wrong. Inadequate. A quicker, safer route from Kaikan to Qaysar wouldn’t strengthen world walkers’ status in the Union of Worlds. It wouldn’t give Felicity additional power. Not unless it included transforming Kaikan and our society and cities here. 
 
    Possibly Weiss was being purposely misleading. He couldn’t be sure how much of my loyalty Felicity still held. “Do you intend to abandon caravans on unregistered paths?” he asked. 
 
    Information for information. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Weiss hummed, again. “We live in interesting times.” He ended the call. 
 
    “All times are interesting,” I told the blank screen. “And everyone’s answers reflect their preoccupations,” I reminded myself. 
 
    Weiss, and presumably Aaron, were as focused on Union politics as Felicity, even if their purpose in opposing Felicity was to maintain the status quo. 
 
    Why was I involved? 
 
    I’d brought the loci crystal to Kaikan. Whether it was rational or not, I felt personally responsible for how it would be used, especially if that use was a break with tradition. But I could wash my hands of the situation. 
 
    The scientific expedition on Irmma would have gotten the loci crystal to Kaikan by now even if I hadn’t volunteered myself as courier. Felicity’s schemes didn’t include me. I didn’t care to be included in Aaron’s. 
 
    I could leave. 
 
    Of course, by leaving now, immediately following the Council’s vote to request that the Synod assign Daggers to registered paths only, I’d be making a statement. I’d enter into the Dagger database my departure date and my destination at the end of an unregistered path at Jelwinak. It would be a public disavowal not only of Felicity, but of the Council’s vote. 
 
    The problem nagged at me.  
 
    I circled back to a loci crystal’s primary function. It could sustain the effects of any galdr. In the Fourth Legend of Mesh, the loci crystal became a weapon. 
 
    I’d never considered it in that light. Then again, I was a sorcerer. As I’d proven against the leviathan, when I removed all limits on how I fought, I was the weapon. 
 
    One of Reality’s peacekeepers, Kira’s voice resounded in memory. 
 
    Could Felicity and Aaron both be considering the loci crystal as a potential weapon? A weapon that nobody expected had additional impact. It would explain why Council and Synod deliberations on the matter were secret. 
 
    I made myself a grilled cheese sandwich as I mused on the idea of a loci crystal as a secret advantage. 
 
    “Ow!” I took an incautious bite and burned my mouth on melted, molten cheese. 
 
    In speaking against the Qaysarian Legion, and wanting independent representation of world walkers in Parliament, Felicity sought power that was not her own. Arguably, she would attempt the same approach with the loci crystal. How could she steal its power and for what purpose? 
 
    Absently, I cast a healing cantrip on my mouth. I spent my whole life controlling my magic and hiding my power as a sorcerer. 
 
    But for mages, the challenge was always to increase the magic at their command. 
 
    “Amplification galdr,” I mumbled. 
 
    If you sung an amplification spell at the loci crystal, it would continue to resonate to that galdr. But unlike when the Synod used a loci crystal to open a landing site, a loci crystal amplifier would be able to be used repeatedly in different spells, in different locations. 
 
    “But what would be the advantage?” 
 
    When a mage needed additional magic, they could buy it. Across the Union of Worlds vessels—items that held magic—were traded as currency in the legal and shadow markets. You could acquire all the magic you needed, if you had funds enough. The Council and Synod were well-funded. World walker caravans tithed to both.  
 
    Amplifying the magic available wouldn’t… 
 
    I dropped my sandwich. 
 
    Not the magic. The spell. 
 
    The loci crystal wouldn’t be used at the beginning, to increase the magic flowing into the spell, but at the end, to increase the strength or reach of the spell. 
 
    It was a crazy idea. Any Sword who used a loci crystal as an amplifier would trash the vital tradition that currently gave world walkers first (and only, because we always bought them) access to rare loci crystals. Once we used a loci crystal for anything other than opening a landing site, then all the other mages across Reality who could afford to buy a loci crystal, and who’d salivate over using one in their spells, would feel entitled to bid for them. 
 
    Besides which, I couldn’t imagine why an amplifier would be needed for any spell that might be cast on Kaikan, which would mean that to use the loci crystal in this way would require taking it from here. 
 
    The Synod would never agree to Felicity carrying it away. 
 
    However, I hadn’t expected the Council to ask the Synod to withdraw from unregistered paths. Tradition could be flouted. My best guesses were not to be trusted. 
 
    So, what was? 
 
    Nearly a century ago Tavor had believed his teacher, Master Culsans, and joined an expedition against Xolotl. He’d watched his friends die as sacrifices to Master Culsans’s ambition to kill a dying sorcerer and gain control of a House. 
 
    I doubted that the master war mage had started off as evil. Even young and naïve, Tavor wouldn’t have followed a vulture. But people changed, and loyalty blinded you to how far they’d traveled away from you and from what you held dear. 
 
    Perhaps we should audit our relationships? I laughed unhappily, softly, alone. 
 
    I called Tavor. 
 
    “Zelia.” He smiled. 
 
    “I have a problem. May I discuss it with you?” 
 
    His smile vanished, but the golden glow in his eyes intensified. “You honor me.” He bowed. 
 
    “I’d like you to doublecheck my reasoning. I’ve told you about Felicity, and how I brought the loci crystal to the Synod, and she changed her mind on backing the Howff landing site.” 
 
    “I didn’t understand all the political angles of the decision, but I understand that she led you to believe she shared your sympathy for the Howffians, and then, reneged.” 
 
    I winced. “Harsh, but true, from my perspective. I have actually come to accept that her political decisions weren’t mine to judge. If I don’t step up to represent Daggers, I can’t blame others for making different decisions than I would.” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “However, I suspect that Felicity has some mad idea that she can join the Union of World’s Parliament and represent world walkers. The Exarch has always spoken for us in Parliament. The Legion are our allies.” 
 
    “As you are your friend’s.” Tavor identified the problem. If a person broke faith in one part of their life, the likelihood of them doing so elsewhere increased. 
 
    Felicity’s change of mind felt personal. 
 
    “Now, she wants to restrict Daggers to only protect caravans that travel the registered paths of Reality.” 
 
    Tavor’s black shattermarks crinkled as he frowned. “Wouldn’t that increase the Legion’s control by funneling caravans through the outposts established at the end of registered paths?” 
 
    I flung my hands in the air. “It doesn’t make sense to me, either. But worse than that, I think she intends to use the loci crystal for something dangerously short-sighted and misguided.” I explained how world walkers using a loci crystal for anything other than establishing a landing site could have long-lasting negative consequences in terms of less new landing sites. “I can’t guess what she’s planning.” 
 
    “Naklo to Kotaru,” Tavor mused. 
 
    “She wouldn’t get permission to take the loci crystal off Kaikan. Not by herself.” But my tone wasn’t as definite as my words. “There’s only one thing I can think to do. Sit on the loci crystal like a broody hen.” 
 
    He laughed. “Unexpected. But I think you’re right. If the loci crystal, or its use, is the biggest risk, being on hand is important.” 
 
    I sighed. “I half-wished you’d argue that I was overreacting. It means I can’t meet you.” 
 
    “I’d worked that out, but you can call me…like this. I enjoy our conversations.” 
 
    A foolish smile spread wide enough to make my face hurt. “Me, too.” 
 
    “I understand putting duty first.” 
 
    My smile faded. “Yeah.” Duty was cold comfort. When the call ended, I was once more alone in my wagon. 
 
    Tavor was alone in the House. 
 
    “You can’t literally sit brooding.” I gave myself a shake and got moving. A cantrip dried out my boots. I pulled them on and swapped my cardigan for my coat before venturing out of the wagon. 
 
    Benin smoked a pipe close by, waiting for me. The stablemaster was an elderly troll. He’d retired to Kaikan for a decade while his grandchildren established themselves along the trading routes he’d once commanded. 
 
    Independence, he often said, is good for the young. To an elderly troll, most of us are young. 
 
    Benin tapped his pipe. “In her youth, my grandmother witnessed an attempt at a similar concentration of power by the Council. The pendulum swings, she’d say.” He puffed. “And then she’d remind us all not to be knocked out by it.” 
 
    Extremes did self-correct over time, but too often only after suffering and even deaths. 
 
    “Your grandmother was wise to remind you to duck the pendulum.” 
 
    Benin scowled at me, the scowl imperfectly concealing concern. “Only the stupid or the strong try to arrest the swing of the pendulum.” 
 
    “I get the message.” I grinned in spite of my worries. “Unfortunately, there are times when I’m both.” Both strong and stupid. 
 
    He grunted. He’d warned me. What I chose to do was on me. 
 
    Just as Felicity’s actions would be on her. 
 
    However, I couldn’t help but want to protect others. Hanno had trained me well. I felt a loyalty and a need to protect world walkers, even from their own ambition. 
 
    We needed loci crystals. I couldn’t let Felicity damage our traditional right to them via whatever scheme she had running. 
 
    “Will you haul my wagon into a departure slot, please?” 
 
    Benin rumbled warily. 
 
    I confirmed his fears. “I’ve booked a shuttle. I’m needed at Shaberu.” 
 
    “Expensive.” 
 
    I tsk’d as impatiently as I ever had at Warp. “Why do people forget who I am?” 
 
    One impressively fierce, gray eyebrow rose. “Who are you?” 
 
    “A mage who spends most of her life traveling the paths of Reality, the paths that are rivers of magic.” I dumbed down and spelled out my meaning. “I fill vessels with magic as I travel. I’m probably the richest person currently on Kaikan.” 
 
    “Well now.” A thoughtful puff on his pipe. “It is obvious, and I overlooked it. You live…you live to be underestimated. Perhaps you’d withstand a knock from the pendulum.” 
 
    “Hopefully, I won’t need to.” But hope wasn’t a strategy. It was a wish. I strode off to collect my birds and enact my safety net precautions for all world walkers. I’d brood over the loci crystal in Shaberu. 
 
    Out in the wet, dark field, Warp and Weft chirruped sleepy inquiries. 
 
    “Good and muddy?” I slapped their sides and water cascaded off their feathers. As we entered the stables, I cast cantrips for drying and cleaning. 
 
    Stablehands had hauled the wagon into position. 
 
    Warp balked, recognizing the preparations for boarding a shuttle. 
 
    “Don’t be a pain.” 
 
    In retaliation, she buffeted me with a wing and hissed. 
 
    We boarded the shuttle expeditiously despite her temper tantrum. 
 
    In Shaberu I was greeted with a mix of relief and suspicion. Everyone had an opinion on the announcement of the Council’s intention to move people off unregistered paths. 
 
    “Will you abandon those of us who travel unregistered paths?” a young kobold man challenged me. He’d been one of Obie’s neighbors at the stables during the Synod, someone whose own toddling child had played with Zee-Zee. 
 
    Dashinima, the enthusiastic Dagger-in-training whom I’d met at Felicity’s celebratory dinner, answered indignantly; speaking for me, which was never a good idea. “A Dagger serves under the Synod’s command.” 
 
    I ignored the girl and answered Obie’s friend. “I don’t abandon anyone. At the moment, however, I’m staying on Shaberu.” 
 
    Those who knew me, like the stablemaster, inspected me with new interest. I was not someone who voluntarily stayed planet-bound. 
 
    Dash beamed. “Sword Felicity requested Dagger Zelia teach us.” 
 
    The shining innocence of her disrupted the complaint and debate session. A low murmur of chuckles culminated in an older female trader sharing some advice with the trainee. “Be careful what you wish for.” 
 
    While Dash frowned, puzzled as to whether she should take offense on my behalf or her own, I pushed through the crowd to the stablemaster and rented a lot. 
 
    “For a year?” he questioned. 
 
    “If I leave earlier, so be it.” I wanted the guarantee of a good lot with a view of the entrance to Council House and the vault beneath it. 
 
    He didn’t question my choice of location, but he noted it with a deepening of the lines bracketing his mouth. 
 
    “Later.” I shooed Dash away when she’d have followed to help me with Warp and Weft. I released them into the expensive pen that had shade trees as well as a view of the street.  
 
    Notwithstanding Warp’s temper, they were sensible birds. They preened their ruffled feathers for a few minutes while I stored their harnesses, shuttered the wagon’s windows, and activated its defensive magic. Then they went to sleep in the shade of a swamp pine tree. The shuttle had brought us from a cold, wet night to midday tropical heat. A nap would help us synch to local time.  
 
    I wriggled out of my too-warm clothing, took a shower, and crawled into my bunk to let Reality carry on without me for a few hours. I hadn’t been sure I’d sleep, but I caught nearly three hours before I woke and contemplated the dim interior of the wagon. 
 
    Until Felicity departed for Naklo, I wouldn’t relax regarding tracking the loci crystal, but that only required me to be on the spot. The bigger challenge was how I’d fill my time while waiting. 
 
    It turned out that self-indulgence was the answer. 
 
    I relaxed some of my self-imposed restraints and indulged in surreptitious sorcerer-level scrying to track events on and near Kaikan and, I might as well be honest, around Tavor and the House. He had, after all, mentioned encountering a shed skin from an ouroboros. He and the House could detect and avoid it all by themselves, but if I wanted to fuss, I would. 
 
    I wasn’t spying on anyone. I limited myself to keeping watch on their surroundings. 
 
    I included Obie, Calypso and Zee-Zee in my surveillance protection, but they were perfectly happy traveling safely through the Yaxan Quadrahex. 
 
    Correction. They were happy in the sense that their journey went well. In our amage chats, Obie ranted about his mother.  
 
    I couldn’t explain any better than he could what the heck she was thinking. 
 
    “She isn’t thinking!” Obie snarled. “She’s listening to that snake Jorge.” 
 
    At least Obie and Calypso were far enough away, and known to be distant emotionally from Felicity, so that if her schemes fell down around her ears, it wouldn’t destroy their future. 
 
    I sent Kira a message. It wasn’t that I wanted anything from her. It was that she’d suggested friendship between us, and in my current circumstances, her honesty appealed more than ever.  
 
    Occasionally, it embarrassed me. 
 
    I had no idea how she’d divined my personal interest in Tavor, but after a week of us chatting, she had. 
 
    Sitting on the low branch of a tree in her garden, her feet up on Madra’s back as he snored, Kira smiled like an imp, or like a girlfriend initiating a boyfriend-centered chat. “Soooo. Evander and Tavor have been talking.” 
 
    “They have? An elf and a goblin?” 
 
    Her grin grew. “Seems they think they have something in common.” She winked. 
 
    Did she mean that each had a sorcerer? Her and me. “I hope you mean they’re both protecting a House.” 
 
    “Nearly,” she sing-songed. She laughed at my expression, and ceased teasing. “It’s fascinating. My House repels monsters. We don’t encounter them very often. Even less now. I suspect word has gotten around monster circles that Evander has a robust, lethal defense strategy.” 
 
    “I believe it.” 
 
    She grimaced. “Tavor’s House is different. It attracts monsters. Therefore, his defense is different. In a sense he has to be proactive, so as not to be taken unawares.” She shivered visibly. “I can’t imagine hunting an ouroboros.” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    She blinked. “He didn’t tell you?” 
 
    The “he” in question was obviously Tavor. 
 
    “I need to go,” I ended the call on Kira’s guilty oops! 
 
    “Tavor, you promised.” 
 
    “I promised what?” He smiled at me. I’d caught him eating lunch in the farmhouse-style kitchen. He put down the thick sandwich he held. 
 
    “You promised to avoid the ouroboros. Kira said you told Evander you’re hunting it.” 
 
    “Ah.”  
 
    I wagged a finger at him, wise to the ways of a procrastinating male as he picked up the sandwich and took a huge bite. Food was how Obie had evaded answering questions as a teenager. 
 
    Tavor’s eyes crinkled in amusement. 
 
    I sighed. “Seriously, Tavor. An ouroboros isn’t something you should tackle. We don’t even know how big it is. And you said you’d avoid it.” 
 
    “That was when I thought you were joining me.” He hurried on. “Besides, it’s easier to avoid if I know where it is.” 
 
    “I can tell you it’s nowhere near you,” I said. “I scryed.” 
 
    He frowned intently. “Did you? Could you—” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Now, you’re just sulking,” he teased. 
 
    I called Kira back and moaned to her about his intransigence. 
 
    She was less than sympathetic. “Look in the mirror. Protective people like you and Tavor aren’t good at avoiding problems.” 
 
    I’d managed for years to avoid addressing how Felicity had changed. I’d wanted our friendship to continue. But I got Kira’s point. 
 
    I changed the subject. “Has Sylvesteri resolved the contraband issue?” 
 
    I had questions about being human. Kira had questions about living in Reality. During our last call I’d explained the background to Sylvesteri’s quandary as major domo for the Conservatory. 
 
    In the Bazaar Betwynn, one of the elf scholars traveling in the House as part of the Conservatory, had gone shopping and purchased a mayze. 
 
    I suspected that all the scholars had taken advantage of the stop at the Bazaar Betwynn to purchase rarities. They could empty their purses because the House would supply necessities while they resided in the Conservatory. 
 
    The problem with the mayze was that a Legion mage-captain was one of the other scholars, and she objected to a restricted magical seed being purchased and stored in the House. According to Legion policy, the mayze should be returned to its home planet, Lakin. 
 
    Currently, Kira was traveling to Amborella. It was one of two planets with paths to the human world. From Amborella, the scholars in the Conservatory would study the peculiarities which limited the supply of magic on the only human planet in Reality. 
 
    I touched the tiny bead of amber which I wore as part of a charm bracelet I’d put on for luck. Well, partly for luck. 
 
    I wasn’t superstitious. Each charm represented a memory. 
 
    The amber had come from the human world. Amber naturally stored magic. I’d bought the bead from a smuggler and had never drawn on its magic. The irrational, secret thrill of knowing that I carried with me a kiss of magic from my birth world was enough. 
 
    “Sylvesteri took your advice,” Kira said. “Strangely, when the mayze’s owner learned that he’d have to feed it his magic to keep it alive rather than allow it to draw on the House’s magic, he agreed that I could translocate it to the Legion outpost on Lakin.” 
 
    She grinned. “Honestly, when I invited scholars into the Conservatory, I had no idea I was forming a microcosm of Union society. It’s fun to watch, although I suspect they don’t think so.” She meant her resident scholars. “Evander is shocked at the academic infighting. Poor, sheltered babe. He only fought in wars.” 
 
    I sympathized with him. “Scholars can be devils.” 
 
    She laughed proudly as she patted the wall beside her office desk. “But not as devious as my House. We’re coping.” 
 
    While she amused me with her stories, Kira didn’t want to haul me into political intrigue. 
 
    World walkers weren’t so restrained. Bitter debates flared online and in-person, and people included me in their discussions either as myself, as a Dagger, or as Felicity’s friend. They talked about me and they talked to me. 
 
    I’d checked the Daggers’ database. Felicity had to be on Naklo in nine weeks. She should have left in the first week following the Council’s request to the Synod. Instead, she stayed on Kaikan and changed her route to Naklo, cutting out the stop at Osei. That gave her an extra fortnight on Kaikan, if she was willing to push hard along the new route. 
 
    I studied my maps. Over the years I’d copiously updated Synod-issued maps with my own additions.  
 
    If Felicity’s reason for lingering on Kaikan was truly compelling, she had one other route she could take. However, she’d have to travel it alone. A caravan wouldn’t take it with her. The Baku path risked rinvarna banshees. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    I chose rinvarna banshees as the topic for one of the informal tutorials I’d taken to offering in the shade of the swamp pines in Warp and Weft’s pen. 
 
    “A rinvarna banshee’s screams can paralyze a person or drive them mad from terror. People have plunged off the paths of Reality and been lost forever.” 
 
    “Lost or eaten?” Lee, Dashi’s boyfriend and fellow trainee, asked. 
 
    I grinned at his quickness. 
 
    Dashi was still young and starry-eyed. 
 
    Lee was only starry-eyed when he looked at her. Otherwise he had the cynicism of a survivor.  
 
    I liked the kids. “The lost are undoubtedly the rinvarna banshees’ dinner. Remember, as terrifying as they sound, they can’t back up the threats they shriek. If you encounter them, stay together and stay on the path. Keep the people in the caravan you’re guarding together, even if you have to lock them in their wagons. Sometimes you have to be—” 
 
    A bead with a smaller bead inside it rattled on my bracelet. 
 
    I’d installed a magic alarm to alert me to anyone approaching the vault beneath Council House where the loci crystal was stored. 
 
    Someone had tripped it. 
 
    Clever. Whoever it was, they’d entered by a secondary entrance, not the main one that I watched from my wagon. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    For all the arguing and shouting via amage and on Kaikan, the Council and Synod had stalled on deciding the use of the loci crystal. 
 
    It should have sat beneath Council House for five years till the Synod met again. 
 
    In the current turbulent debate, only the most naïve among us had believed it would. A murky, mysterious undercurrent had swirled in public discussions over the last fortnight. 
 
    Conspiracy theories flourished in the absence of transparency. 
 
    Blocking world walkers from understanding what our leaders were considering was, in itself, a negative accomplishment by Felicity and Aaron. They were opponents, but they shared an elitist view of who should know and decide the future. 
 
    At the rattling bead alarm, I jumped up from the step of my wagon. “Gotta go.” 
 
    “Where?” Dashi shouted. 
 
    Since I was already sprinting for Council House, the answer was self-evident. 
 
    I heard Dashi and Lee arguing as to whether they should follow. Hopefully, Lee would win. Very shortly, the vault would be no place for the innocent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Life on Kaikan was deceptive. On the surface, it appeared as if world walkers had a grudging and limited relationship with technology. The buildings of our home planet were simple and wooden. Our beloved wagons were also wooden, and the technology and magic incorporated in them were unobtrusive. 
 
    But go belowground on Kaikan and a visitor plunged into the truth. 
 
    World walkers embraced the best of everything, and since we traded widely across Reality, I meant everything, including technology. 
 
    The subterranean world of Kaikan could hold off an invading space fleet. 
 
    It couldn’t keep out a determined sorcerer. I didn’t use magic. I used my reputation.  
 
    “Purpose of visit?” Nicole, the guard, asked. She had a logbook to maintain. She was also a friend of Calypso’s. Not even a glimmer of a smile crossed her face as she added in the same breath. “Joining Sword Felicity’s protection detail. I believe she entered from the aquatic hatch.” From beneath the ocean twenty miles away. 
 
    The other guard, older than Nicole but junior in rank, looked from her to me, and quietly turned his face up to study the ceiling. The vulpine guard wanted no part of whatever was going down. 
 
    It wasn’t a dereliction of duty. The magical and technological security system recognized me. As guards, their sole reason for denying me entry would be political. 
 
    “May the paths embrace you, Dagger Zelia,” Nicole said. 
 
    The old pre-battle blessing shook me. I stared at her. 
 
    She stared solemnly back. 
 
    We each had a job to do, a place in world walker society. Sometimes the threat a Dagger had to protect the paths against was other world walkers. 
 
    My mood was as bleak as the underground. The shades of gray color scheme was a conscious reminder that this wasn’t where we lived. The underground was where we stored our memories and our wealth. 
 
    The first of three reinforced doors slid open. On the far side were elevators and stairs. I took the elevator down to the next security check. The doors recognized me and opened. 
 
    The third set of doors opened to the vault, and to reveal Felicity, her husband, and two Daggers marching toward it.  
 
    “Who told you?” Felicity raised her voice. 
 
    I opened the outer door of the vault. This was not a conversation for the corridor.  
 
    Felicity pushed in. “You have no standing, here, Zelia. You can’t stop me taking the loci crystal.” 
 
    “Taking it where?” 
 
    Felicity put her hands on her hips. “I have the Council’s approval.” 
 
    The Daggers flanking her twitched as my glare encompassed them.  
 
    “The Council, not the Synod?” I blocked Jorge from sneaking around me.  
 
    He retreated to hide behind Felicity. He was oh so brave and self-righteous in her shadow. “The Council is the senior decision-making body.” 
 
    “Zelia, don’t be difficult,” Felicity snapped. “I need the loci crystal.” 
 
    “For what? Explain it to me.” 
 
    A voice answered from the corridor. “To feed her ambition, which will damn us all.” 
 
    Aaron and his entourage, which included Weiss, had arrived. Those of us in the room reshuffled to make room for them, and for the Council member who entered with her own pair of guards. 
 
    The three groups glared at each other, then at me as I stood between them and the safe that contained the loci crystal. 
 
    Aaron spoke over the others. “Such secrecy should tell you everything there is to say about the ill-advised nature of Felicity’s scheme.” 
 
    Which no one had yet explained to me. 
 
    If I could have brought myself to scry, to spy, on her I’d have answers. I’d also have crossed a line I’d drawn for myself, one that I considered an abuse of my power. People were entitled to privacy. 
 
    It had been challenging to live up to my own values when Felicity and the others sneaked around holding secret conversations that ought to have been public. 
 
    “It is worth the attempt,” the kobold Councilor said. 
 
    The shifter Dagger standing beside Aaron disagreed with a loud growl. “This has been tried with thuat crystals.” 
 
    Odile suddenly had my attention. I focused on the shifter. She was a young but talented tinkerer, a Dagger skilled in augmenting herself and others using mech-work. As an ursine, she was large enough to loom over Aaron. 
 
    “What has been tried before, Odile?” I asked. 
 
    A snarl lifted the corner of her mouth. “Taming.” 
 
    Felicity’s hands fluttered in an everyone-calm-down gesture. “Thuat crystals weren’t strong enough. It’s why we must use the loci crystal. The scholars on Naklo promise it will work. They have staked their professional reputations on it.” 
 
    “Taming monsters?” I leaned back against the safe, laughing hysterically. It was that or cry. Or hit Felicity and Jorge. They were so damn smug at having tied all world walkers’ futures to this insanity. 
 
    Fate was a cruel demon. She appreciated irony. 
 
    I didn’t. “Like Xolotl. Thuat crystals. Of course he could get enough magic through them. He could force the monsters to survive.” My laughter hurt. It also garbled my words. 
 
    “What did you say?” Felicity demanded. 
 
    “The sorcerer Xolotl. He experimented on monsters.” 
 
    She sniffed. “We’re not experimenting. We know exactly what we’re doing.” 
 
    We. The kobold scholars on Naklo specialized in magi-medicine and the life sciences. 
 
    Who else was involved in this insanity? 
 
    Mages had studied magic for millennia, and still mysteries remained. They were so far from understanding how magic worked that no one could afford to revolt against the safeguards embedded in traditional practices. 
 
    Unless arrogance blinded you to the danger. 
 
    “You should be grateful, Zelia,” Felicity continued. “You wanted the unregistered paths patrolled. Tame monsters will fill in for Daggers. They will keep the paths clear.” 
 
    Although an elf, Aaron could growl as well as Odile, if in a higher register. “Do you hear yourself, woman?” 
 
    She refused to look at him. “The Council has agreed.” 
 
    “To what?” It wasn’t clear to me. “What do you expect to do? Even if you gift the Naklo scholars our loci crystal, it will only amplify one spell.” 
 
    Felicity smirked. “That’s where you’re wrong. For all your research, you’ve never thought outside the box. The scholars did. Loci crystals are superior to thuat crystals. If shattered according to the scholars’ blueprint, the loci crystal shards will continue to resonate with the spell locked into them pre-shattering.  
 
    Jorge nodded self-important approval of his wife’s brilliance. “The scholars will insert the shards containing the amplification spell into the monsters we provide them. The control for the tamer spell will be keyed to the blades Swords carry.” 
 
    My revulsion was echoed by Odile’s snarl. Even the Councilor’s guards grimaced uncomfortably. What Jorge proposed dishonored the symbol of office for Swords. 
 
    Moreover, he reveled in his wickedness. “When Felicity, as Chief Sword of the Synod, demonstrates her control of her pets—” 
 
    Disgusted, I interjected. “There is no ‘Chief Sword’ position.” 
 
    “The Synod will see the necessity,” Felicity replied. 
 
    “Because you’ll be the leader of monsters? The so-called tamer? You’ll be the monster, if you do this. Felicity, think of Xolotl. Think of what he became.” 
 
    “I’m not a crazy sorcerer.” 
 
    I scoffed. “That’s your defense? That you don’t have enough magic to match Xolotl’s madness? It’s not a matter of degree. It matters what you do.” 
 
    “You won’t convince her otherwise,” Aaron said. “She’s committed to her power grab, and she’s convinced others to go along with her.” 
 
    Felicity spun on him. “But not you. So, why are you here?” 
 
    “To bear witness.” He added to me. “She has paid mages and recruited Daggers to collect monsters. She informed us of her menagerie, today. The monsters are penned far enough from Naklo that the legionaries at the outpost there didn’t notice them.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Jorge took my question to relate to the menagerie. “Guards are keeping the monsters contained until the scholar-mages are ready for them.” 
 
    “Ready to experiment on them.” Despite the regulated temperature of the vault, I was freezing. 
 
    Felicity met my gaze levelly. “Move aside. This is a Council-sanctioned action. With monsters under our command, the paths will be safer.” 
 
    Weiss, of all people, found the words to puncture my resistance, even as his expression showed that he hated the decision as much as I did. “We have argued as strongly as we could. We will continue to do so. But if we refuse to accept the traditional authority, then we are the ones overthrowing it. The Council and Synod need to stand.” 
 
    I could refuse. 
 
    I could leave with the loci crystal.  
 
    The Swords and Daggers in the room weren’t capable of resisting a sorcerer. 
 
    I moved aside reluctantly. 
 
    Felicity brushed past me.  
 
    “Felicity, how do the Naklo scholars know that the shards of a loci crystal will continue to resonate with the spell?” 
 
    She was preoccupied with navigating the security protocol to release the loci crystal. 
 
    Jorge rocked on his heels, thumbs tucked behind his braces, jacket pushed back. “They flaked off a fragment of the loci crystal at their landing site, and gee!” He snapped his braces. “Naklo remains connected to its path.” 
 
    He couldn’t be that daft, could he? Could Felicity? Could the scholars of Naklo? 
 
    The galdr the Synod casts to punch a hole in the natural magical barrier around a planet and link it to a path of Reality requires a loci crystal to keep the entrance open. The barrier around flourishing planets is a limited version of the barrier that separates realms. Without it, monsters of Reality could access the planet and its resources, even if the monsters couldn’t live in a planetary environment. 
 
    Felicity snapped open the case holding the loci crystal, confirmed it was there, and snapped the case closed. She rose with it.  
 
    “What have you done?” I whispered. 
 
    I hadn’t spoken to Tavor in a couple of days. We’d both been busy: me, with lessons, monitoring amage discussions and shopping, which was a good method for acquiring gossip and a sense of a society; Tavor with hunting the ouroboros. 
 
    I ignored the elevator and ran up the stairs to the surface. I arrived gasping and sweaty, but calmer from burning through my adrenaline. 
 
    When I’d scryed the nothingness around the House for threats, I hadn’t focused much on where he headed in following the ouroboros’s tracks. However, when I thought on it now, the general direction was toward Naklo. 
 
    The others who’d accompanied Felicity to the vault boiled out of two elevators. 
 
    Odile raced ahead of me, blocking me at the door. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We need…to scry…” I whooped in a breath. “Wider…further.” 
 
    I caught my breath and my temper, aware that we were attracting a large, worried audience. 
 
    The hubris and the sheer, reckless stupidity behind it, appalled me, but I explained steadily. Screaming at my audience wouldn’t help. “The galdr to open a landing site is a very precise spell. It’s why we use a loci crystal. Other crystals can maintain resonance, but not as exactly, and that precision is required.” 
 
    Aware of my rising voice, I lowered it. “The precision of a loci crystal is required because we punch a hole in a planet’s natural protection against the monsters of Reality. The spell copies the adhesions of a naturally formed landing site. It has to seal the barrier securely. The scholars on Naklo—” 
 
    Dawning horror slackened the faces around me. 
 
    I shook my head. “They have no idea what they’ve done to their planet. What you encouraged them to do.” I frowned straight at Felicity, and recognized the slide-away eyes of guilt. “The Legion doesn’t know the scholars damaged the loci crystal on Naklo, does it?” 
 
    Felicity’s hands clenched and unclenched on the case holding the loci crystal. 
 
    Her lack of an answer spelled out her guilt for everyone to see. 
 
    But had they seen the extent of it? 
 
    “How many people live on Naklo?” I asked. “Four billion?” 
 
    “Six.” The Councilor who supplied the answer looked sick. 
 
    I swallowed back nausea. “Six billion people on a planet where, in lieu of a carefully inserted and secure opening in their barrier, they have a flawed tear that’s leaking magic and lifeforce into the nothingness of Reality. They might as well be ringing a dinner bell. They’ve weakened their planet, lost magic, and now, the question is, what monsters have they reeled in?” 
 
    It was the worst piece of timing. 
 
    Tavor had seen the ouroboros’s shed skin. The monster was roaming restlessly after molting, perhaps aiming to increase its territory after increasing its size.  
 
    The Legion and a planet of scholar-mage academies could probably have held off anything lesser than an ouroboros. 
 
    “We have to scry Naklo.” I could spare the time for a joint-mage scrying session, especially if I gave orders for the stablemaster to ready my wagon. The world walkers needed proof of what was happening at Naklo. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” Jorge said. He was a minor mage, his ambition outstripping his intelligence. 
 
    No one listened to him. 
 
    Aaron took the loci crystal’s case from Felicity. “If there is a threat or threats around Naklo, we’ll have to replace its loci crystal. I hadn’t considered that the spell might leak…” He led the way to the Synod Chamber. With the Swords and Daggers present, we had more than enough strong mages for a pentacle scry. 
 
    While he organized it, I mentally ran through my own preparations to reach Naklo as soon as possible. The path from Pela. Then an unregistered path. If I risked a forgotten one—marked on an old map but not considered, I could cut through… 
 
    Dashi was in the crowd. 
 
    I beckoned her forward. “Run a message to the stablemaster. I want a shuttle booked to Pela and my wagon ready. I want both waiting for me.” 
 
    She ran. 
 
    Others heard my instructions and began muttering their own plans or simple commentary. After the last couple of weeks I was well aware that everyone had an opinion on everything, and most people were only too eager to share it. 
 
    One of the Council House staff brought a silver tray and a jug. 
 
    Five of us sat at the table. 
 
    Aaron poured water into the tray before passing the jug back to the staff member and clasping my right hand. 
 
    My left hand grasped Felicity’s sweaty palm, and my skin tried to crawl away. I was so darned angry and disappointed and scared…scared for Naklo and for Tavor. 
 
    Aaron led us into the pentacle scrying spell. 
 
    Our search spiraled out from Naklo, further and further. Felicity paled, exhaustion showing, but stuck with it. Weiss subbed out of the joint spell and was replaced by a mage-captain from the Legion. The power of the spell picked back up again before I had to try to surreptitiously boost it. 
 
    I’d thank the Legion later. 
 
    The scene on the iced silver sheet stilled. 
 
    We all saw it. Out there, beyond the pen of monsters, was an ouroboros. 
 
    Felicity’s nerve and magic broke. 
 
    I pushed more magic into the scrying spell, holding it as a second legionary hurriedly replaced Felicity.  
 
    No one in the crowd stepped forward to help her. Not even Jorge. 
 
    She swayed on her feet. 
 
    “Ouroboros.” The naming of a nightmare monster came from a dozen directions. 
 
    The one approaching Naklo was a giant, even for its kind. 
 
    Aaron counted the segments. “Seventeen.” 
 
    Each segment was its own lethal threat. Combined they lived up to the ouroboros’s title: world devourer. The historical record showed that a ten-segment ouroboros was large enough to siphon away a world’s life and magic. 
 
    The penned monsters weren’t even a snack for it. It would blast past them, intent on the planet that was leaking magic and lifeforce. The ouroboros must think it was its lucky day. 
 
    Aaron slumped back. 
 
    The scrying spell shuddered, and I released it. Unlike the mages, my magic wasn’t exhausted. I was, however, ready to leave. 
 
    The Legion lieutenant standing behind the mage-captain at the table wasn’t a mage, but did seem sharp. She’d recorded the scrying session. Now, she was tapping a message. 
 
    “I hope you’re sending that as an emergency alert to Naklo,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t look up. “I am.” Defiance roughened her voice. 
 
    No, anger and defiance. 
 
    There would be a lot of anger directed at world walkers in the near future. 
 
    The ouroboros would eat Naklo—unless someone killed it. 
 
    I headed for the door. 
 
    Aaron’s protest followed me. “We won’t make it to Naklo in time to save it. Them.” He had the loci crystal.  
 
    I didn’t need it. 
 
    “Six billion souls,” I said. “I’m damn well going to try.” 
 
    And Tavor would be closing in on the ouroboros. I could tell him where it was—and perhaps send him to his death. Even a House couldn’t stand against a seventeen-segment ouroboros. Or at least, a House without a sorcerer couldn’t. 
 
    I started to run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    As the ouroboros closed in on Naklo, the House closed in on it. 
 
    “Tavor, don’t you dare engage it by yourself!” 
 
    Of course he didn’t listen. He was a war mage by training, a paladin in his heart, and a guardian by fate. He would never leave others to die. 
 
    He was a hero, even if the people of Naklo squawked in dismay to have the Darkhouse of Doom show up on the trail of the ouroboros. 
 
    He and the House fought the monster for a week, harassing it to keep it from the planet, while the Legion attempted to evacuate the people. 
 
    How do you evacuate billions of people in a week? 
 
    You can’t. 
 
    The Legion mages at the outpost were outclassed but unflinching. They protected the spaceships that fled. 
 
    I ran Warp and Weft ragged, enhancing them with my magic. I slept in snatches while they ran. When they had to rest, I stayed awake flying us all on a net of magic. We blasted along the paths of Reality, but never fast enough as I watched events in helpless terror through a crystal ball. 
 
    Finally, finally I came close enough to Naklo to see the ouroboros via enhanced vision. 
 
    Measured against the House, it was larger than the leviathan I’d fought. I hadn’t defeated the leviathan. I’d settled for driving it off. 
 
    To win this fight, I couldn’t hold anything back. 
 
    I began summoning magic. 
 
    Ouroboroses ate magic and lifeforce. 
 
    I couldn’t compete with the lifeforce of a fertile planet like Naklo, but I could present myself as a magical treat. 
 
    I leapt out of the wagon and sped forward on a personal net of magic. I hadn’t yet won the ouroboros’s attention.  
 
    It had grown tired of Tavor’s harassment and was attacking him in earnest. Evidently it had realized he was the lone obstacle to its consumption of Naklo. 
 
    The House wavered, its form flickering. It meant that for all its resources, it—and Tavor—were at their limit. 
 
    How many fatal hits had he taken, only to be restored by the House to fight again? 
 
    How much pain could one man endure? 
 
    The House faded. 
 
    I screamed for magic and it flooded into me as recklessly as any sorcerer had ever gorged on it. 
 
    The ouroboros swung toward me like a magnet to true north. 
 
    Behind it, between it and Naklo, Tavor rose. He was no long in goblin form, but I recognized his life force and magic. 
 
    A fire hawk as massive as the ouroboros itself dived and tore into it with beak and talons. 
 
    I threw my own fireballs, missiles of molten rock, at the ouroboros.  
 
    It batted one away with its tail. The second struck its side. The third missed as it flailed. 
 
    Tavor gripped it in his talons and flung it further from Naklo. 
 
    We converged on the ouroboros. 
 
    Measured against Tavor’s firebird form and the ouroboros, I was the size of a flea. My magic, however, wasn’t outclassed. 
 
    Each segment of the ouroboros had to be killed or it would re-form and return to Naklo to grow strong quickly on the magic and lifeforce it could siphon from the planet. We needed time to replace the loci crystal at the rip in Naklo’s natural barrier. 
 
    Tavor eviscerated one of the middle segments, separating the ouroboros into two wriggling halves, which themselves then split apart. 
 
    I sent a spinning ball of mage fire down the gullet of the nearest segment and blew it apart from inside. 
 
    Three other segments targeted me. 
 
    Six swarmed Tavor. 
 
    The others turned tail to retreat. A monster that could simultaneously both fight and run, and hide to fight another day, was a nightmare to vanquish. 
 
    I lassoed one fleeing segment while slashing the head off another via pure magic formed into a sword wielded by magic. I certainly wasn’t physically large enough to hold a sword capable of decapitating an ouroboros. 
 
    I hauled on the magic rope, diving beneath the remaining attacking segment to strangle it with the same rope. Two for one! It was a complicated, frenzied dance as I had to focus the magic. Desperate to divert the ouroboros’s attention from Tavor and Naklo, I’d summoned so much magic that I could feel it twisting and striving to act independently. 
 
    What it might do was a separate nightmare I’d revisit when I had time. I certainly wasn’t going to risk finding out. Naklo remained too close. 
 
    Magic exploded above me.  
 
    Tavor incinerated two segments. 
 
    The House had fired missiles on another. However, the House was wavering again.  
 
    “Damn and ratting damn.” Belatedly, I noticed what I’d overlooked and what the House—or Tavor in communication with it—hadn’t. 
 
    Two of the ouroboros’s segments had rejoined and dived toward Naklo. The House had taken out both, at significant cost to itself. 
 
    “Situational awareness,” I muttered. I’d been harping on it to the trainee Daggers. Then I’d failed to display it, myself. 
 
    I blasted another segment out of sheer self-directed aggravation before refocusing. 
 
    In the blur of combat, there was suddenly only one segment remaining. Tavor and I raced after it. He approached from above. I adjusted my angle of attack to target the front from below. 
 
    The segment bared its round mouth of teeth and magic at me. 
 
    I flung a magic bomb down its gullet. 
 
    Tavor ripped off its tail before flaring his wings and retreating just ahead of the explosion. 
 
    In the gory aftermath, in an expanse of nothingness smeared with the monster we’d destroyed, we stared at each other, exhausted. 
 
    I’d spent the entire journey to Naklo wondering if I’d be in time to save the planet. 
 
    Tavor had fought to win me that time. 
 
    His fire hawk form was tattered and worn through in places. In his goblin body, those would be grievous wounds. 
 
    I stretched out a hand to him. 
 
    The immense fire hawk shrieked. It flew at me and past me. Tavor shrank down to enter one of the branches of the Darkhouse of Doom. 
 
    Then the Darkhouse of Doom fled. 
 
    I stood alone in nothingness.  
 
    Turning my back on Naklo, I walked back to my wagon. 
 
    Good, brave girls that they were, Warp and Weft came to meet me. I may have cried a little into their feathers, but I was dry-eyed and resolute when I accepted a call from Aaron. The rest of the rescue crew from Kaikan had taken the safer, longer, non-suicidal route to Naklo. They were over a week away. 
 
    “What are you?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    He already knew.  
 
    The magic I’d summoned only had one explanation. 
 
    “Sorcerer.” 
 
    I wanted to go to Tavor. I ached to do so. But I was scared for him, for myself, and for those I loved. 
 
    He’d sent me a message that I’d read before Aaron’s. I could imagine how much pain Tavor had fought through to record his words. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I had to leave you. The Darkhouse of Doom and I are as terrifying as the ouroboros to the mages of Naklo, and you’d have defended us against them.” 
 
    In a few minutes those mages would arrive. 
 
    I could see the wagons approaching. There had been a small world walker caravan on Naklo. A family of traders. I had little interest in who among the Naklo scholars or the Legion mages was onboard. 
 
    I had to focus through my exhaustion and fear just to talk to Aaron. 
 
    I’d saved a planet—Tavor and I had done so together—but now I had a different sort of damage control to institute. “Hanno was the only person who knew I was a sorcerer. He found me as a child. It’s why he rescued me.” 
 
    “Hanno.” Aaron’s voice held a complicated mix of resignation and awe. 
 
    Hanno had been a powerful, recalcitrant Dagger, but his devotion to world walkers couldn’t be doubted. 
 
    “He raised me to look after you all.” I expected that others were listening to Aaron’s and my conversation. I hoped it was being recorded. “To do that, I couldn’t tell anyone who I was. Who I could be.” 
 
    That I was human was something I’d keep to myself. 
 
    “You’re saying Felicity didn’t know,” Aaron said. His heavy tone turned thoughtful. “She couldn’t have or she wouldn’t have done what she did. She’d have used you in a different way.” 
 
    Unkind, but true. 
 
    “None of my friends knew,” I confirmed. “Obie didn’t know.” 
 
    The slightest hitch in Aaron’s breathing signaled that he’d identified my concern.  
 
    In the next moment I had reason to be grateful for his innate decency. 
 
    “I’ll ensure that is known, Zelia. As a sorcerer, you won’t be welcome among us, but it was your secret, and yours alone.” 
 
    Obie and his family wouldn’t be penalized for being my family-of-the-heart. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Aaron half-laughed. “The thanks go in the other direction. Naklo owes you, as do all world walkers. Our reputation would have been hard hit if Felicity’s actions had the consequences they invited. But we’re too shaken to add accepting a sorcerer to our society.” 
 
    “Exile.” I tried and failed for wry humor. 
 
    “A new life for you.” 
 
    “Ha.” I ended the call, wiped my damp palms against my jeans, and called Obie. 
 
    He answered instantly. “I saw, and I’ve been listening.” Clearly the media on Naklo hadn’t all evacuated. “I don’t care that you’re a sorcerer.” 
 
    “Me, either,” Calypso piped up. 
 
    “You’re Aunty Zee,” Obie concluded. 
 
    I wiped at my leaking eyes. “I didn’t mean to lie to you.” I inhaled shakily. “I can’t really talk now. Mages are arriving from Naklo. I need to…” I didn’t know what I could do. “Play nice?” 
 
    “You saved them,” Calypso said fiercely. “They owe you. At minimum, they can be polite.” 
 
    They were; polite, that is. They were also obviously terrified. 
 
    I was a sorcerer who’d just fought alongside a firebird and the Darkhouse of Doom. 
 
    Really, I had to give them credit for coming out to address me rather than hiding on Naklo till Aaron and the rescue crew arrived with the loci crystal to replace the one their scholars had damaged. 
 
    My wagon wasn’t large enough to host the party they’d sent to represent Naklo and the Union of Worlds. 
 
    One of the arbiters Felicity had been scheduled to courier from Naklo to Kotaru was in the party, as were two Legion mages and the scholar-mage who was also the Planetary Vice-President. 
 
    “We had no idea what the rogue scholars had done,” he said. 
 
    Why was it that those who failed in their attempts to subvert the system were called rogues? Why not call them traitors? 
 
    That’s what I considered Felicity. She had betrayed the Daggers’ responsibility to protect the paths of Reality. Her actions had called an ouroboros, a world devourer, to an inhabited planet. 
 
    They’d also attracted a sorcerer’s attention. Namely, me. 
 
    The government of Naklo seemed almost as wary of me as they’d been terrified of the ouroboros. 
 
    In hindsight, I shouldn’t have cleaned up the ouroboros’s remains by incinerating entire segments. That show of power was too vivid a reminder of who I was. In my defense, I’d been thinking of practicalities. Leaving an ouroboros carcass out there would draw monsters. 
 
    As it was, I had to stay till Aaron and the rescue crew arrived, just in case the leaking magic from the chipped loci crystal drew any other massive monsters. 
 
    When the rescue crew reached Naklo, Felicity wasn’t with them. This was hardly news, but it still sparked a legal fight. The government of Naklo, understandably, wanted her to stand trial alongside their guilty, hubristic scholars. 
 
    World walkers agitated for justice, too. 
 
    On Kaikan and across Reality, our society was shaken to its core. The current Council toppled. The Synod lost confidence. Even Aaron and his allies, who’d opposed Felicity and her supporters, were considered suspect by their embarrassed and enraged constituents. 
 
    It was Obie who dug up and shared with me the baffling twist to our people’s rage. 
 
    A small but vocal section of world walkers found it easier to blame me, the secret sorcerer among them, than to accept the guilt of Felicity and her allies. Of course, her allies encouraged that attitude. 
 
    I could live with them trashing my reputation, but Obie couldn’t. Nor could my friends. 
 
    For them, I needed to fight back. 
 
    I needed help. 
 
    “…to control the narrative,” Gale said. 
 
    I’d reached out to Kira, asking if her public relations manager might be willing to help me. 
 
    Gale leapt at the chance. “Do you wish to remain embroiled in world walker society?” 
 
    “I don’t think I can.” 
 
    The kobold whisperer, an expert in communications, sighed in extravagant relief. “It’s good you understand that. We could make a place for you in their society, but limiting yourself to maintaining links with your family and friends is an attainable goal.” 
 
    Maybe. But my relationships seemed to be being reshaped everywhere. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    As best as I could decipher his few amage messages to me, Tavor had gotten it into his head that he and the House were my consolation prize. In his mind, if I couldn’t continue as a Dagger, then I’d settle for bonding the House. 
 
    I scratched irritably at my ankle. Great and powerful sorcerer that I was, I lurked here by Naklo, conspicuously unwelcome on the planet, yet unable to leave and be about my own business until I knew that the six billion people who feared me were safe. 
 
    Weft gave me a friendly nudge, and off-balance, I toppled onto my hands and knees on the nothingness of the path. Lazily, I rolled over to lie on my back. 
 
    On Naklo, Aaron was currently leading the rescue crew in casting the galdr on the new loci crystal. The old one had been surrendered to the Legion. I supported the justice of that decision. World walkers and Naklo scholars shared responsibility for damaging it. Neither group, not even the innocent among them, should be rewarded with ownership of the amplifying loci crystal. 
 
    The Legion would put it to good use. 
 
    However, they were as wary as anyone about my presence. 
 
    I was, indeed, the bogeyman. 
 
    Lying on my back, it barely took a thought to view events on Naklo. 
 
    Done! 
 
    I felt the new loci crystal secure the rip in the planet’s barrier. I sat up and grabbed my amage to message Aaron. 
 
    My message was brief and to the point. “The planet’s natural barrier has sealed around the new loci crystal. I’ll be going.” 
 
    He opened a call to me. “Going where?” 
 
    My answer was nice and vague. “Around.” 
 
    Weiss interjected. “About Jelwinak. I’ll check out the paths to it.” He offered to keep my promise to the Jelinakans to open them to Reality-wide trade. 
 
    “Thank you, Weiss.” 
 
    People could be good. I had to remember that most people were. It wasn’t their fault I scared them. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Fortunately, I failed to scare everyone. 
 
    When I turned Warp and Weft away from Naklo to head out and meet Tavor and the House, Kira was already on her way to meet me. Her House traveled faster than us. 
 
    “Just stay where you are,” she ordered. “Not actually where you are, not where your Daggers and Naklo scholars and the Legion can see me.” 
 
    “See you?” 
 
    “My House. I redirected it to meet you.” 
 
    I swallowed my emotion, but my voice was husky. “Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s what friends do.” 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Once inside the House, it became obvious that Madra and Warp and Weft weren’t destined to be friends. Felines and birds generally weren’t. Although Warp and Weft were no one’s idea of prey. Certainly not Madra’s after the first kick sent him tumbling head over heels. 
 
    He wasn’t hurt, physically. His amour propre was injured when Evander laughed. 
 
    “I told you to train.” 
 
    Madra turned his shoulder to Evander and licked a paw. 
 
    Warp, being a snobby hen at times, squawked her triumph.  
 
    I slapped her wing. “We’re visitors.” 
 
    “Something Madra forgot, and earned his kick,” Kira said. 
 
    Madra groveled, his massive paws batting pleadingly at her ankles. 
 
    She crouched and ruffled his silver and gold mane. 
 
    We were alone in Kira and Evander’s private section of the garden. The Conservatory had clear boundaries inside the House, boundaries which the House maintained rigorously. We couldn’t be seen or overheard. 
 
    “Gale’s work is already rehabilitating my reputation,” I said. “I need ideas on how I can repay her.” Beyond the vessels of magic I’d contracted to provide her.  
 
    To Reality, I was the newest goblin sorcerer. 
 
    But in private, among the very few people I trusted, accepting who I was had to start somewhere. “There’s one secret I don’t want her to share with anyone.” 
 
    I dropped my glamour. 
 
    Kira burst into tears. She flapped her hands. “I’m not crying.” 
 
    “You’re doing a damn fine impression of it.” 
 
    “I’m happy,” she wailed. 
 
    Madra gave her a commiserating lick that left her spluttering. At least it stopped the crying. 
 
    “I haven’t seen another human in over a year. It was a shock, a good one, to see you.” She hugged me. 
 
    Madra headbutted the two of us, purring madly to be part of the group hug. 
 
    I sighed and embraced them both, but actually, I felt welcome, not put upon. 
 
    Evander took a photo, ensuring by his position that I saw him do so. He wasn’t encroaching. 
 
    A smile crept over my face as I waved him in. Warp and Weft had already jealously pushed their way into the hug.  
 
    Evander hugged Kira and me, and accepted Weft nudging his ear with her sharp beak.  
 
    Later, I’d see the photo the House took of that moment, immortalizing our new friendship family. 
 
    Only Tavor was missing. 
 
    I rubbed my chest. He was a protector by nature. He’d understood that I had to stay at Naklo till the planet’s natural barrier was restored. But in accepting that responsibility, I’d had to leave him and the House to recover alone. 
 
    Messages weren’t the same as being there, especially when it seemed that he held himself together to present as more recovered than he was when we spoke briefly. 
 
    I opened his last message on the amage. I kept it muted, just studying his face and the blank exhaustion in his eyes. 
 
    He’d released his hard-won control of his curse to have the power to survive and destroy the ouroboros, and now, he was alone enduring the aftermath. 
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Kira had her House travel to meet up with Tavor’s. We’d do so in a few hours, some time after lunch. I stood with my birds, pretending to ready them to pull the wagon, but really just standing in a cyclone of thoughts and feelings, overwhelmed. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. Or rather, I knew I had to convince Tavor that he wasn’t a consolation prize, he was… 
 
    I wouldn’t say “everything”.  
 
    Making a person the whole of my world wasn’t in me. I was a person complete in myself. I’d been raised to be independent. It was part of my identity. 
 
    But Tavor was integral to the future I wanted to build. 
 
    He was… 
 
    Dressing up my emotions and plans in fancy words didn’t make the core emotion any easier to handle. 
 
    I loved him. 
 
    Me, who’d always been willing to walk alone, who’d preferred it, was now terrified of facing the truth. 
 
    I didn’t want to walk alone anymore. 
 
    How do I convince Tavor that I need him? 
 
    The answer had been preening my hair and terrifying Madra all this time: Warp and Weft. They loved me unconditionally. 
 
    I stared at them, stunned by my sudden, stark understanding. 
 
    My grand gesture to Tavor couldn’t be simpler or require more courage. I had to go to Tavor and just be myself; ask for nothing and offer nothing.  
 
    Just me. 
 
    At the House. 
 
    If he wanted me. 
 
    “You’re coming with me,” I told my birds. “I’m not being brave by myself.” 
 
    Even confronting the ouroboros hadn’t been frightening in quite this way. 
 
    The Darkhouse of Doom swung open its doors. The portcullis was already down. 
 
    I rode in on the wagon wearing my lovely orange dress that complimented my human appearance as perfectly as I’d hoped. 
 
    My grand gesture wasn’t just for Tavor. I needed to make it. 
 
    As a child, my mother had sold me. Rationally, I knew that didn’t mean I had to go through life expecting betrayal. However, Felicity’s actions hadn’t helped that paranoia. 
 
    I was scared to make demands of people because I feared they’d reject me, which meant that my vulnerability was the biggest gift I could give Tavor. 
 
    I believed in him. 
 
    I believed in the possibility of an us. 
 
    We could be each other’s revelation of being loved unconditionally. If I could get my shaking knees to carry me forward. 
 
    I climbed down from the wagon seat. 
 
    Warp and Weft recognized their surroundings and began moving toward the ramp. 
 
    A flick of my magic released their harnesses.  
 
    They ran for their pen and the treats the House undoubtedly had waiting for them. 
 
    Its magic swirled around me, hopeful and a little worn. 
 
    Tavor looked how the magic felt. His shattermarks were wider. His eyes shadowed. But he stood tall. He waited for me. 
 
    I smiled a wobbly smile at him. “I’m not bonding the House.” I stopped in front of him. 
 
    The House’s magic paused, wary. It sensed something in me that wasn’t a rejection. 
 
    So did Tavor. The gold in his eyes sparked. 
 
    I held out my hands, palms up. “I’m not bonding the House, but I’d like it to be our home.” 
 
    “Yours and mine?” 
 
    I was watching his eyes and the tentative curve of his mouth; cataloguing all the signs that said he wanted to hope and believe in my offer. 
 
    His calloused hands slid against mine, fingers across palms, before closing gently. 
 
    “The House is yours, Tavor. It loves you and serves you, as you guard it. As its guardian, you’ll live as long as me, and I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    His expression softened into open longing. “The House could be yours and change instantly to meet your wishes.” 
 
    “It already does.” I smiled into his eyes. “Like you, all it wants is my happiness. It’s what I want for you.” 
 
    His shattermarks blazed red as his self-control failed. 
 
    I stepped in to press myself against him, tugging my hands free to embrace him. 
 
    Body burning, he crushed me to him. 
 
    I sighed because this was home. He was home. “I love you.” 
 
    His kiss was an inferno that I fell into eagerly. 
 
    “I love you,” he said hoarsely. “I love you.” The same wonder that I felt vibrated in his words and in his caresses. 
 
    I loved him so much that being loved by him was turning me inside out and upside down, and somehow making me whole and right and happy beyond belief. Anything and everything was possible. “Kira said sorcerers are Reality’s peacekeepers, that we serve by acting randomly and keeping everyone off-balance.” 
 
    “So, you don’t have a plan for your future.” His shattermarked hand cupped the back of my head, holding me close for the next kiss.  
 
    I smiled at him. “I thought we could make one together.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Want More? 
 
      
 
    I loved writing Any House in a Storm. Zelia and Tavor haunted me for months before I was able to find space in my schedule to write their story, and once I started writing, they dashed off on adventures I hadn’t originally planned for them. Very determined characters. 
 
      
 
    I won’t be revisiting their universe (and the Hidden Sanctuary series) for a while. I have two sci-fi romantic comedies coming up: 
 
      
 
    Doctor Galaxy (December 18, 2022) 
 
    I Spy an Alien (March 28, 2023) 
 
      
 
    Then I’m diving into Cherry’s adventures, a trilogy spin-off from Nora’s story in The Adventures of Xeno-Archaeologist. With luck, you’ll get all three books in 2023. Fingers crossed and life cooperating. 
 
      
 
    As always, thank you for reading, and I hope you enjoyed a few hours’ escape from reality.  
 
      
 
    Jenny  
 
    September 2022 
 
      
 
    P.S. To stay up to date on new releases from me, please follow my author page on Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/Jenny-Schwartz/e/B0042MAD86   
 
      
 
    Catch up with me at my Facebook page, on Twitter @Jenny_Schwartz, or at my website. 
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