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To the ones who held the heart, whole in hand and full-fast, then let it fall just as quick and all too short to last.



To Jim Butcher

For saving my life all those years ago on a night that should have been my last. He knows why, what he did, and why it mattered. For telling me that one day I could be where he was: signing books, getting on an award ballot alongside him, maybe an anthology with him, panel alongside him, and many more things. Many of which have happened. A few more secrets to come. And, for telling me to write the book I wanted. This book. And that if I did my job right, it would sell itself. It did. And he was right.

Thank you.
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ONE

A Conversation in Stillness

I walked into the tavern in search of the most important thing in the world.

A story.

And I ended up swept into the most dangerous one of all.

[image: ]

The worst sort of prison held the Three Tales Tavern.

An emptiness.

A stillness.

And that is always meant to be broken.

It hung like a cord gone taut, quivering and waiting to snap. It was the quiet of held breaths, wanting for a voice, but ready to bite at any that dare make noise. It was the soundlessness of men too tired to speak and with an ear to hear even less. And all the stillness of an audience waiting for the play to begin.

The perfect stage for me. And I had just the thing to rouse them—ensnare them. But all good performances need one thing, and mine required a drink.

The tavern’s lone mirror glinted from behind the counter with the hazy light I’d seen accompany mirages. It pulled my attention past the oiled and polished floors, away from the pitted, but solid wooden beams holding the place up, and to the counter.

I made my way over to it and sat down—alone.

The barkeeper took note of that, staring at me over the rim of a glass he polished with mechanical coldness. He looked to be in his middle years. His hair carried more streaks of chalk and iron than it should have at his age, thinning along the top. He had a soft, slightly protruding belly, not aided in appearance by a brown shirt gone tight around his waist nor his barrel of a chest. His eyes were lined with creases that could have come from both too much time in the sun and frequent smiling.

Though, he wasn’t smiling now.

I eyed the barkeeper, adding another layer of stillness to the place. The air thickened into something chewable as I let curiosity flood the elderly men sitting in the far corner. They watched me with the interest only those with too much time on their hands could muster, which is what I wanted.

I know how to work my audience—build anticipation like feeding wood to a fire.

Layers.

I added another film of intrigue when I reached over my shoulder to grab one of the journals bound to my back. I tugged it free, thumbing it open to pull free a sheet of paper. Producing the pen was a simple thing, but I added a flare by rolling my wrist as I retrieved it from the folds of my robes. To those unskilled in sleight of hand, it looked as if the pen had sprung from my palm.

Theatricality and showmanship go a long way in making an impression. And the long case I’d set down to one side would do just the same.

Curiosity. It filled them now.

The slender piece of horn and silver inlay sat as an old comfort in my hand. A hollow thing with a narrow reservoir to hold just enough ink for my needs. I scrawled slowly, smoothly, across the sheet.

The barkeep watched with feigned disinterest, blanketing the place with another form of stillness. He shuffled over a few steps until he stood before me. The man passed off the action as if he needed to place the glass he’d finished cleaning somewhere nearby.

I knew better and made use of his act, pushing the sheet of paper in his direction. I looked up and smiled—waiting.

The barkeeper glanced at the sheet, then blinked and stared past me to the trio of patrons in the back. Another moment of stillness slipped by before he relented and plucked the paper between a thumb and forefinger. His eyes were the color of morning fog over water, a bleak gray masking the faintest hints of washed-out blue. They hardened into cold slate as he read over my note. If he took umbrage at my odd request, he didn’t show it.

The man turned to pull a wooden mug from a brass hook hanging overhead. He took a measured step to the side and flicked the tap of a cask, waiting as a liquid the color of wet earth poured into the mug. The barkeep shut the valve and turned with a quarter step to place the drink before me. He stood and loomed like a figure of stone, wanting to know just as much as the men in the back what came next.

I kept them waiting as I pulled the mug toward me. It was one thing to order a drink. It was another matter to ask for one without a word, much less pay. It had the intended effect.

Hollow moans echoed through the tavern as chair legs scraped against the floor.

I looked toward the source of the noise without turning my head. The three men in the corner had all moved to face me now. I returned my attention to the contents of my drink. I’d asked for tea. He’d given me an ale.

I didn’t say anything. I know when I’m being pressed—tested. And I know how to play back. Most innkeepers do not want to deal with prickly performers, easily slighted and twice the trouble than they’re worth in coin. I shrugged my cowl free, letting it fall along my collar as I tipped the mug back.

Notes of cinnamon, cardamom, and woodruff sparked against my tongue. The faintest touch of anise made itself present through the clearness and crispness of the drink. I took care not to smack my lips or exhale a pleasurable sigh at its taste.

Stillness.

I continued to build it until I could almost hear the men’s hearts pumping in agitation, answering their buried questions: Who am I? Who is the stranger in the red cloak and cowl? What rests within the case at my side?

I took another sip and waited for them to break the quiet that lingered before I’d even come in.

The barkeeper hovered before me, staring with the clear intent of wanting recompense for the beverage.

He’d get it and more.

One of the men sputtered. “It moved. His cloak moved on its own.”

It did. And the silence broke.

Another of the men, old enough to be someone’s grandfather, brushed aside wisps of white hair from over his eyes. “Swore the thing was … bleeding for a moment.”

It was.

I let them gossip. And when I shifted in my seat, resting my staff in plain view, their whispers grew all the louder.

“Man comes in silence, doesn’t spit so much as a word. Staff and cowl. Mess of books on his back,” said one of the men.

All true.

“Only heard of one man like that. Hear it that he keeps his words inside him—deep, like a burning fire. When he speaks, everyone listens like magic. Can’t no man turn away from his tales. He’s that storyteller.”

I grabbed my staff, spinning in place and slamming its base against the floorboards. A thunderous crack echoed through the tavern and my voice boomed with it. “I am.”

And stillness returned in the beat between words.

I seized it. The pauses now belonged to me. And I decided when to break them.

One of the men fidgeted, grinding the tip of a worn boot against the floor. He wore dark breeches and a matching shirt. His coat had seen better days, the seams littered with dangling threads, some frayed. Dust from the road marred its already dull gray color. The man looked to be carved from driftwood left in the rain and cold to crack. His face was old leather, dark and lined. He bounced a leg in anticipation.

“I am the Storyteller. I’ve entertained the duke of Tarvinter with tales of daring and heroism. I’ve collected the world’s secrets, forgotten stories, greatest legends, and tonight … I’ll share them with you. But, every storyteller needs a willing audience. So find me one if you want an earful you’ll never forget.” I bowed, rolling my hands in a flourish.

The three men ran for the exit with more energy in their step than someone half their age could have mustered.

I turned back to the barkeeper, smiling in earnest and tipping back more of the ale. The next sip earned me my repressed sigh as I pulled the mug from my lips. “That’s good.” I hooked a thumb over a shoulder toward the door. “And, that’s why you gave it to me for free. How many people do you think they’ll rally for tonight?”

The barkeeper placed his hands against the counter. “Folk in Karchetta have been starved for outside news—stories. Place will be packed tonight.” A hint of light filled his eyes. “Busy. Customers willing to spend money. Wanting entertainment. I hope you live up to your reputation.”

I raised the mug. “I always do.”

The bartender snorted. “You’re just as bad as the woman.”

I arched a brow, waiting for him to explain.

He looked over to the staircase to our side. “You’ll run across her, no doubt. Has a mouth—fire in her. Not quite sure why I haven’t booted her out myself.” The barkeeper grabbed a rag, idly polishing a spot on the counter while regarding me.

Quiet returned, but I’d had my fill of that. “You said people are hungry for word from outside. What of news here? By the look of the people, I’d say it’s grim.”

The barkeeper pulled the rag away from the spot, frowning as he stared deeply into it. “You don’t know?”

It’s a rare thing for me not to know stories, the happenings of and in the world, but there are those moments. And I sought something more important than the local gossip.

I shook my head.

He exhaled. “There’s a reason the Three Tales is without any stories of late. Etaynia has enough of her own keeping people’s attention. The prince-elect was murdered over a set ago.”

I did the mental calculation of days the region used to mark a notable passing of time. It came out to fourteen, and two of those comprised a month here. Sets of days varied through countries along the Golden Road. No standardized monthly cycle existed as of yet, and the political tension between some countries made it nearly impossible to get there. I waved for him to continue.

“His younger brother took his place as an efante, but the election will be held again. The other household princes used the death to plead the church for reconsideration. Seven efantes are back to fighting, worrying people of what’s to come. But it’ll be the same. Prince-elect to king. Once that happens, people will breathe easier. There’ll be more room for stories, I hope. Never know what the next man on the throne will do, and one prince or two already have their eye on joining the wars sprouting up around the world.” The barkeeper resumed polishing the indiscriminate spot on the counter.

“Though, if you ask me—not that anyone does, mind you—I’d say we ought to be staying out of the affairs of other countries. Not the efantes, though. Some of them seem too keen to be king just to stick our noses where we’ll be stung for it. Mark my words, Storyteller.”

Murdered. My thoughts remained on that singular word. So I asked the question I shouldn’t have, but being a storyteller is being part gossip. “Who do you think did it?” I tilted the mug, watching him over the rim as I drank.

He held his composure better than I credited him to do. The muscles in his neck went tight, shooting a rod through his collar and shoulders that straightened his posture noticeably. “Don’t know. I’m far from a wise man, but I’d echo what they’d say here. It’s not healthy for a man to think on that. More so to finger a man for doing so.”

I decided to change the subject. If the town of Karchetta was worried over their country’s election, talking about it would only sour the locals against me. And I needed them to like me—love me—if I wanted to earn free meals and a place to sleep that didn’t involve dangerously close proximities with a horse. Accidentally speaking ill of one of Etaynia’s princes would all but guarantee that outcome.

One never knew whom another person favored as a leader.

“Have you heard any other stories? Anything worthwhile pass through here?” I leaned forward, resting on my elbows.

The barkeeper snorted. “You mean any stories you deem worthwhile. I’ve heard you’re a picky fellow.”

I smiled. “I am. I’ve heard almost every story the world’s had to tell. Witnessed some legends.” And been part of my fair share. Though, I wish I hadn’t. “I’m still seeking that special one, the tale of tales that needs a proper teller to tell it.”

The barkeeper’s eyes lost their focus as he silently mouthed along with what I had said. “Bit of a mouthful there.”

“I do that on occasion. Nature of my profession.”

The barkeeper snorted. “I’ve heard a bit about that too.” He paused, frowning at a spot near the corner of the counter. Its wood was the color of sandstone smothered in honey, and a portion of its surface refused to carry the luster of the rest. The barkeeper breathed over the spot, putting more weight behind his polishing. The area still turned away the light. “Ah.” He tossed the rag toward me.

I snatched it out of the air, waving it before folding it into a tight square. The cloth was the color found in dried blood, hanging somewhere between a rotten plum and red wine. The fabric’s fibers had been worn to the point they’d tear soon. A hint of pressure and my thumbs would punch clean through.

He always used this rag, but a glance past the man revealed several others. Newer, by the looks of them, stacked alongside a pair of bottles.

The question was: Why?

And the answer was equally as simple: It was important. There was a story behind it.

There’s a story behind everything and everyone—powerful tales, even if they don’t seem it on the surface. There’s power in stories. There’s magic in them. And each person’s life is a story itself, and with that, every person carries magic within them.

And all of us are taught over the years how to forget it—lose it.

My job is to remind you.

I gestured to the spot he’d been trying to clean. “May I?”

The barkeeper pushed off the counter, crossing his arms as he nodded. “Be my guest.”

“I intend to.” I rose, slipping off the sling of books hanging over my shoulder. The leather thong bound a handful of stories I’d collected over years. And one in particular contained some things that should only have been recorded, but never shared and said aloud.

Some secrets need to be buried.

I set the bundle down on my stool, straightening my staff as I moved by. My thumbs and forefingers kneaded the cloth as I came to the spot. “What’s the story behind this?”

“What?”

My fingers brushed over the counter. It felt like river stone, smooth, but hints of a porous surface remained. “The story behind this old piece of cloth. Or is there not a reason you’ve held on to it for so long when there are several perfectly usable ones behind you.” I didn’t bother looking up, regarding the lackluster portion of the counter. The wood was old, yet held bands of morning light across its grain, nearly glimmering.

I breathed it in. It smelled of lemon and oils. He’d treated it regularly.

Most innkeepers tended to their establishments with the care you’d expect of a business owner knowing the worth of their investment. This went beyond that. The Three Tales Tavern was special to him. At least, parts of it were.

I took the rag and leaned closer to the counter’s surface, breathing lightly over the spot.

“You’ll laugh at me.” The barkeeper let out a rueful chuckle. “It’s a silly thing—a woman was involved.”

There always is—always. I motioned for him to go on as I exhaled onto the wood again.

“How old do you think this place is?”

I missed a beat, blinking and forgetting about the blemished wood. There were many answers, many ways to be right. I could tell him it was at least a few decades. I’d be right, yet off the mark. I could say it had been around long enough to become an important place in Karchetta. It was the truth.

But all of it would fall short of the best answer I could give—the needed one.

“I don’t know, but I’d like to hear that story as well.” Because I have a feeling they’re tied together.

Everyone has stories they’ve collected inside them, and one of the most important things you can do is let those be given voice. People need to be able to share their memories with an audience that cares.

And I could be that audience.

He cleared his throat, turning to grab the glass he’d cleaned earlier. He ran a thumb over its lip, and the edge of it sang with a low but audible hum. He filled his glass from the same cask as before with the measured patience of someone who had all the time in the world.

“It’s better in glass,” he said after taking a long, slow sip. “People don’t know that. Not many. And no one tells you. I didn’t know myself till I met her.”

Her. How so many stories start. My mouth broke into a smile, but it was short-lived. I knew how those sorts of stories often ended.

“I didn’t have much in life.” The barkeeper shook his head, more to himself, tipping his glass back for another swallow. “Didn’t think I’d go anywhere either.” A lazy grin spread over his face as he looked around his tavern. “Guess you could say I still haven’t. But it was her that changed things.”

I placed the folded cloth over the blemish, rubbing it more for appearance’s sake than anything else.

“Karchetta isn’t much of a place, you know? Everyone goes west eventually to the seas. Fishing, now that’s a good life. Bring home food if you don’t make bits. But Etaynia is a land for fishing.” He spoke matter-of-factly.

“But truth be told, and it’s a shameful thing for a man to admit here, I can’t swim. Not much use for a fisherman that can’t weather the sea. So what’s a young man to do?”

I polished harder, giving him my full attention.

“Can’t fish, well, you sail. Keep hearing tell there’s a whole wide world out there to see.” He paused for a long moment, eyeing me sideways. “See, sailors. Because of the sea?”

I gave him a thin smile. “Clever. I must be tired is all.” I scrubbed harder, losing myself in the repetitive action. My mind slipped into a series of folds. First, in half. I became aware of only two things: the dull spot on the counter, and the now distant words of the barkeeper. Another fold, now into fours. My mind cleared and there was only the mark on the counter. The other three places were without thought or image. My mind folded again. Eight places.

Just the spot on the counter remained. A portion of wood unlike the rest, but needing to be restored. The thought intensified and I strung another image to it. I envisioned the counter as it once was. The wood carried a deeper light, new and warm.

“Was like many men, young and full of ideas. Not a whit of a notion on how to make any of them happen. And, well, could always farm. But, need a herd, or at least enough bits to have the start of one. Where’s a man to get that? Wasn’t much good with my hands either. Couldn’t build, couldn’t apprentice to anyone in a craft that made you a decent living, and that’s what I wanted. So, I tell myself to just go out and travel. Travel does a man a lot of good, or so I’ve heard.”

It does.

“But that takes money, too. You can see I’m not good at planning. Life’s too”—he waved a dismissive hand—“it just happens, you know? Not much a man can do to deal with that. So, what could I do?”

I stayed silent, folding my mind again. There was just the nature of the counter, clean but for one spot. Then there was the truth inside running opposite to the one before me. In my mind, the wood was uniform and perfect. I held to that image. My mind folded again; each square, like parchment, carried the singular vision I’d crafted.

“Well, figured first ought to clear my thoughts. Headed for the only tavern around.” He laughed to himself. “And no, wasn’t this place. Not yet, anyhow.”

The words rang dull and hollow to me. I remained fixed on my task. Every fiber of my being, my mind, believed in that spot matching the rest of the counter’s luster.

I breathed over it again. “Start with whent.” My mind folded again, becoming a multifaceted lens all mirroring the same image countless times. More faith than I’d called on in a long time welled inside me, and I applied it to the belief that the bar was as bright and flawless as when it was made. “Then go to ern.” I wiped the cloth along the spot, pulling it back.

A perfectly polished counter sat before me, reflecting things better left unseen.

I’d grown a few days’ worth of coal beard over my face. My hair was dark as night and just as wild. The long locks fell to just below my chin, caught between being waves and curls. My eyes were a shade darker than the counter. A color somewhere between bright amber and cedar.

“Solus and shadow, boy! I thought you were going to try your hand at cleaning a spot, not the whole counter. Didn’t even see you move.” The barkeeper blinked hard before rubbing a palm against each eye. He downed his glass the next instant. “Must’ve gotten lost in my own tale.” He snorted, putting the drink down. “It’s good to see this old thing like this, but it’s not like it was. I can see myself in it, hah!” He let out a rolling laugh that faded into a heavy sigh. “Wish you could’ve seen it, Rita.”

I perked up, shaking myself of the reverie and the hint of power I’d called upon. “Who’s Rita?”

I had an idea, but some stories are better left in the hands of those that lived them. Some tales just aren’t meant for professionals. There are things missing from them: the way your voice changes speaking about someone you love, the hollow knots that fill you and make their way out of your mouth when talking about pain, and the hot metal that comes with rage.

A good storyteller can mimic those, but some stories are best served raw.

“Hm? Oh, Rita was … she was behind all this.” He waved a hand absently to our surroundings. “Found me young, the best time for a boy to meet that special girl, you know? Though, come to think of it”—he frowned deeply—“suppose there’s no wrong time to meet them, so long as you do. There’s a change in luck—fortune—in meeting the right one. Anyhow, was lost without wind and sails, if you’ll pardon the expression.”

I nodded, understanding.

Etaynia was a coastal kingdom, reaping its riches from trade, fishing, exploration, and an immeasurable amount of wealth from salt. Everything revolved around the sun and seas here. The warm climate allowed for vast swaths of land to be dedicated to agriculture, grains in particular. These were well cared for, and by hardworking people. The only thing ever keeping them down was religion and the affairs of their seven efantes—princes.

He went on as if I hadn’t lost myself in thought. “Rita was a thing.”

Was. My heart ached for a moment.

I knew where this story was going.

“She had a mind and the wit to go with it. Caught me at Solus du Novre, festival of the new sun. Season of gray skies and hard seas, little light, all past. We were back to clear and bright mornings. Should’ve seen her, Storyteller. Dressed like the sun she was. All rippling red and orange. She’d made it herself. Always good with her hands.” He smiled, the sort where it reached his eyes and made him look years younger. “Was like watching leaves twirling in the wind, the way she spun and danced. You know what that’s like?”

I kept silent, letting him find his own answer.

“But you’re young. Suspect you’ve found a fair few girls to tumble with.” He fixed me with a knowing look. “But not the one, am I right?”

He wasn’t, but I nodded.

“Well, don’t know how, but she took to me. Never questioned it much after that. Man shouldn’t question good luck and fortune. When Solus gives, he gives bountifully. That’s what the sun does, hm? She convinced me that I did have a way to make a life and way in this world. Wasn’t much good at a craft, but I was strong and willing. I took whatever work I could find. Carried loads for merchants out by the coast, far from home. Sent money back to Rita, and you know, she waited for me. She did.” His smile grew.

“I moved lumber for shipbuilders. Cleaned decks and scraped ships clear of filth. Worked for glassmakers far out where the bigger churches are, helping lift the big pieces they fit up high in the towers.

“Did it for years, visiting back when I could. We grew closer, Rita and I. We talked about things that young people do. Dreams and such. I spoke of wanting roots back here—home. Didn’t know how to make it happen. Didn’t matter much. See, I’d fallen in love with a terribly clever woman. She’d been putting away every spare bit, septas when I could earn them, all for keeping. And she’d gotten to working with her hands.” He tapped the counter.

“Made this first. A piece, a promise. The idea that one day we’d own our own home, a tavern, a place for all those travelers I never got to be like to come through and rest. A home set in my home. Not a bad dream, huh?”

“No.” It was all I could say at the moment.

“Well, I set back out. Not for long this time, mind you. Got working till I heard word that the old tavern’d burned down.” He frowned, the light leaving his eyes as his face hardened. “Wasn’t the best of places, but it was a good one.” He cleared his throat and extended a hand, gesturing with a thrust of chin to the rag.

I passed it to him.

He took it in silence, polishing the counter despite no need for it. “We’d lost a bit of home and that shook me. Was starting to think I should take what money we’d put away and finally go somewhere else. Rita stood firm as any old oak, telling me she wouldn’t budge on the dream. Remember that, not much more stubborn in this world than a woman when she knows she’s right. Which”—he winked my way—“is almost all of the time. Least, it’s healthier if you live that way. Trust me.

“But she didn’t move. Told me we’d offer to buy what was left of the place, which wasn’t much. But she was as good as her word. Woman spent a day and a night at old Abraham’s door—foreign fellow from off far east who’d settled here. She stood just as firm and solid as she did before me, not budging till he gave in. That was that. Place was ours.” He sucked in a heavy breath before picking up his glass, draining it in a single go.

“So we took to it. I’d leave for a set or two, taking up most of a month. Come home with money and get to work rebuilding the place. First thing we did was put this”—he rapped his knuckles against the countertop—“in place. Built the rest of the Three Tales around it. Took us seven months all told. Most of the whole year went by just so in our labor. But, we’d done it, Rita and I.” He leaned back against the shelf lined with bottles and casks, crossing his arms and letting the day’s stress visibly leave his shoulders and neck.

“We’d made a home and we tended to it. And it went as well as you’d imagine for two young ones who’d gotten ahead of themselves with dreams and love. We had our mishaps. Nearly lost the place a couple of times to our own fires, unscrupulous folk, and a tax collector riling Rita the wrong way so as to catch the rough side of her tongue.” He shook his head and suppressed a laugh. “Bet the fellow still remembers that lashing. But her bark was always worse than her bite.”

I’d met my fair share of folk like that as well.

“But we held on.” His voice grew hollow, a tone I recognized. The sound a story makes when it’s about to change. When a tale turns on its head and you realize it’s not the happily ever after you expected.

This was a tragedy.

And I knew those all too well.

After all, I’d played my part in a fair few.

History would remember those.

“Comes to two years later. We’re doing fine for ourselves, but I’m running the place more and more on my own. See, Rita, strong as she was, was getting more tired by the day. She slept in later. Needed help carrying things. Wasn’t sure what was wrong at first. Thought she’d caught something ill.” He swallowed, taking a long look at the counter. “I was right, but I didn’t think things would go as poorly as they did. That’s for the stories, you know?”

I did.

“She grew paler. Lost the color of the sun in her skin. Her hair went thin, but used to be like, like …” He exhaled and tossed the rag beside the clean ones. “It was a dream. It was something.” He picked the rag back up on instinct, folding and kneading it much as I had. “No amount of money, nothing I could do. No prayers to Solus. The church. Nothing could turn away what’d come over her. I did what I could, I swear it.”

“I believe you.” My words carried more weight than I’d intended, reverberating through the nearly empty place.

That seemed to steady him. He nodded to himself. “I did. But, months came and went, as they do. After the fourth, Rita didn’t come back.” He turned from me, bringing the glass over to the cask and refilling it. “That was so many years ago, likely before you were born.” He took a large swig of ale. “But this”—he shook the rag—“is something to remember her by.

“When we fixed up the place, didn’t have much left over for the smaller things, the forgotten ones. Like things to clean. Rita laughed and just tore a patch from her old dress. Then another, and another, sewing them together. Easy, just like that.” He waved the cloth. “Then she set to wiping, still laughing all the while.” The barkeeper smiled, a thin thing trying to be more, like a gash in stone.

“And, well … that’s my story.”

I inhaled, bowing my head. “Thank you for sharing that …” I let the pause hang in the air.

“Dannil.” He held out his hand.

I took it, holding firm as I shook it. “And you know me by my reputation.”

He snorted. “We’ll see that tonight. I gave you a story. Expect some glorious ones back, the kind folk here won’t soon forget.”

“I promise you that.”

His earlier curiosity returned and Dannil looked over the counter. The man’s gaze fell on the blackwood-and-leather oiled case I’d set on the floor. “Can I ask?”

I nodded, bringing the case up and setting it on the counter. Its clasps snapped open with a hard metallic sound that I had almost forgotten from years past. An old treasure sat inside.

A thing of well-worked wood and polished to a gloss. The black of rich tar and the sunburst orange of dawn. The mandolin lay in two pieces, broken along the neck clean as hammer and chisel parting stone. Its strings cut by a knife as fine as glass. If you were to try to strum the strings, they would play one final note that would say a single word. A word for which there is no word but which could come to mean many things. Profound sorrow. Pain. Regret. Please come back. Begging forgiveness. And most of all, I’m sorry.

But the strings could not be strummed, so there was no word.

No more melody. The mandolin was broken.

And it would never play again.

I could mend many broken things, but not this.

I shut the case. Sometimes the price of memories is too great for remembrance, so the best thing we can do is close the door to those parts of our lives.

Dannil let out a heavy sigh at seeing the state of the instrument. “I’d have asked if you play but—”

“I don’t.” I returned the case to the ground. “But my stories have no need for music. I’ll give you one to remember.”

“Good. But for now, I’ll settle for an explanation.” He gestured to the restored counter again.

My voice was softer than a breeze sifting through low-cut grass, nearly inaudible. “There are ten bindings all men must know.” I hadn’t realized I’d spoken. Old memories and training had risen to the surface, drilled into me over time.

“What’s that?”

I shook my head. “Nothing. Would you like a hand setting up for tonight? I expect a good crowd.”

He nodded and we set to work.
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TWO

A Dark and Wild Woman

Night fell over the village of Karchetta, and with it came another kind of stillness. The sort accompanying anticipation. The kind you knew would be broken, it was just a question of when. There was a reprieve in smashing that stillness with noise and reverie.

But the waiting could kill a man.

I busied myself with arranging the last of the stools, helping form a semicircle before the white-stone fireplace. The setup would allow me to move with ease and address the crowd.

Dannil moved with the efficiency of someone used to catering to large crowds, prepping tin platters with portions of toasted bread no larger than one’s palms. He spread small pats of butter over each piece, sprinkling hints of salt and pepper with the care expected of a chef. Next came thin fish, shimmering like slender pieces of silver and the size of my smallest finger.

The traditional snack within Etaynia. People within the region had a deep-held love for the baquerene fish, gutted and dried.

Dannil brought up a handful of tomatoes, slicing them into thin rings before dicing cubes smaller than a fingernail. He layered them just as carefully over the fish. A clear container, fashioned from glass, appeared in his hands with almost the same level of skill I’d displayed in producing my pen. It was shaped like an upturned bell, with a flat and narrow base that curved outward to form a wide mouth.

Dannil tilted the container, holding a thumb over the narrow spout. A stream of oil pooled in the crack of space left between, spilling thin bands over the pieces of toast.

I’d seen revered craftsmen who didn’t pay half as much care as Dannil did to that food. I watched without a word, fetching my staff and sling of books. My mind slipped into an old and familiar pattern as I flipped open the first of my tomes. Stories blurred by as I tumbled through the pages. I’d memorized all of the tales and information stored within ages ago. But there was something soothing in the process of going over them again.

I wouldn’t need to look at any of them in particular for the night’s performance. Good storytelling is seldom about the truth. In fact, oftentimes, it’s about the lies—the good ones.

I’d know. I’d spent years spreading several about myself. Because of them, I could travel the world without much fear, sitting wherever I chose and only ever being seen as a famed entertainer.

It was easier that way.

The door slammed open with a thud reserved for a drum. People spilled into the room, clamoring amongst themselves.

I feigned inattention as I peered at my books, but kept my ears trained on the smattering of conversations. The crowd’s mood and gossip would decide what story they needed.

“Terrible business, the things happening with the efante,” said a man somewhere in his forties. He was built like a rake, and thin and knotted-hard as some roots. His features were dark and as craggy as one of the men I’d seen earlier. They spoke of lots of time spent under the sun without reprieve. He wore thick clothing, weathered and the matching colors of the earth—browns and faded greens. A farmer, likely. “I swear it by Solus’ beard, one of them efantes will have us marching on our neighbors. Sons dying in fields, daughters left widows. Something’s twisted in some of those men—tainted. I’m telling you.”

A woman, who could have been his wife, cuffed his shoulder. She hissed sharp enough to cut a groove in stone. “Shouldn’t be talking of that. Leave princely concerns to them and the church. It’s not for us. Solus knows who’ll hear, and what’ll happen then, hm?”

“Hoping to hear something grand, y’know? Something heroic. That’s the sort of stuff he tells. Least I’ve heard as such.” The speaker was a young man, not even in his twenties. He had a slender build and carried the smooth muscles of someone whose day was spent carrying out strenuous work. He wore a simple spun shirt and the breeches to match. Splotches of gray clay, possibly mortar, had dried along his hands. A few rogue drops peppered his cheeks. I caught sight of the scantest traces of the material along some of the dark strands of his hair. It didn’t do much to dull his boyish looks.

The rest of the growing crowd murmured similar sentiments.

“Want to hear something to wash away the ills going around. Too much foul and sad talk these days.”

“Wouldn’t mind one of the old legends, the things no one talks of but the church. Want it done properly by someone wanting to do more than preach. I’d like that.”

They were the same sort of folk and all of a similar mind. You’d find no nobles among this group—none of the burgesa. These were common men and women. And as such, they wanted an uncommon tale. Something of daring and heroism. Something to aspire to, dream of. They wanted legends. Proper ones.

The troubles and tribulations of their own princes brought them down. They wanted to hear of the nobles of old. A time when royalty fought for the common man’s good. Stories where the low-down—lowborn—rose high and walked taller than those raised in castles with silver spoons.

They wanted a story like Antoine, the farmer soldier become a prince of the sun.

I smiled to myself. It was a good tale to tell, and I’d do it in a manner that’d have them waxing about it for years to come. I stood, lowering the leather thong and books to the floor as I picked up my staff. It would be a crime to start the story early, orating with people still bustling about and making noises of their own.

No.

They needed to want it more. To be willing to hold their breaths in anticipation for my first words. The Three Tales Tavern needed to fall back to the stillness of when I’d first entered.

So I waited, a statue washed in blood. The oddest and brightest figure as the fire’s light washed over the crimson of my cloak and cowl.

People found seating to their liking. Some opted for the lengthy tables running along the far side of the tavern, sitting close enough together they’d rub elbows the entire night. Others moved to the farthest corners of the place, almost outside the edges of my vision. A string of folk passed by and made their way up the stairs. They vanished out of sight as the passage wound its way behind the fireplace, leading up to a mezzanine. Tables lined the edges behind wooden railings, offering those seated in place a good view.

Through it all, I caught wandering eyes and whispers. The kind I’d expected to hear and the ones I wanted.

“That him?”

“Looks like.”

“Has to.”

“Never seen someone like him.”

“The cloak … Haven’t drunk a drop, but something’s not right with it. And it can’t be me.”

“It’s you. Looks to be fine …” The voice trailed off as if reconsidering.

“What’s with the staff? He lame? Maybe he needs a walking cane?”

“Doesn’t look like it. See how he’s standing. He’s young and fit. Though, can’t make much of his face out underneath that hood of his.”

A young woman slipped past me while the crowd continued muttering. She wore a dress the mixed colors of autumn leaves. They blended together across her chest and waist so that you couldn’t tell where one shade began and another ended. Her skirt fell to just above her ankles. A sash, the color of pressed olives, was bound tight against her waist. The ensemble left her arms and parts of her back bare.

If anyone rivaled me in terms of grandeur this night, it was her.

Her hair was bound in a loose tail, coiled over one shoulder, with strands flitting free at her temples. She had the Etaynian complexion, kissed by the sun and smooth as river stone. Bright eyes. Full lips. The sort that gave young men all sorts of ideas.

She ran over to Dannil, throwing her arms around him with the joy a daughter might greet her father with. He returned the hug and leaned over to whisper in her ear, following with a nod toward a group of patrons. She returned the gesture and went behind the bar to grab a tray.

A pair of girls, dressed similarly, entered moments later. They skipped the greetings and set to the same task, doling out drinks and food.

I waited for them to placate the masses.

The people were hungry and tired. A day’s work had gotten to them. The world around them grew tighter with talks of scheming princes and an overbearing church. They needed a few moments amongst themselves, trading simpler stories. Talks of how their days went. Local gossip. Whose daughter fancies who. What trouble sons are up to. Rumors and things that made them feel connected, safe, and away from the larger problems in the world.

Minutes passed, slipping into an hour. I stayed on my feet the entire time. Fading into the backdrop was as much an art as performing.

The talks and hollering quieted to low rumbles after a while. People moved more languidly as the food and drink got to them. A couple of lazy looks passed over the taproom.

And suddenly people remembered the figure in blood red.

Eyes slowly fixed on me, and the old rumor-mongering returned.

I didn’t pay attention to it this time. Instead, I turned, brushing my cloak back far and wide as I closed in on the fire. My mind folded in half once again. I saw the division between both its sides, clean—unmarred, like fresh parchment. I folded it again. Segmenting emptiness into larger fields of nothingness. My mind blanked.

Only tendrils of vermilion, lining bands of bright yellow, remained. A sea of carmine embers sifted below it all. The fire’s light dominated every square of my mind.

Fire. It was as old as the world itself, coming to life alongside my people, who sprung up around it to tell tales—the first stories of the world.

I knew it. I had an intimate understanding of fire and the story behind it. I knew its inner workings the way a playwright knows their productions.

When you know something’s story, you know the truth of it—and the bits meant to be hidden. You know what’s lacking and where to find it.

Another fold. All sound fled my ears, leaving me deaf to the goings-on within the Three Tales.

The fire before me had a twin, bound deep in my chest. I pulled on it—tugged. It was the heat that comes with love, or anger. The fire that spurs people on in the face of adversity. The kind that fuels the pursuit of dreams.

I brought the grooved and knotted tip of my staff to my lips. A breath formed deep inside me, more in the pit of my stomach than my lungs. I tethered it to the countless fires burning in my mind. The image of my breath sailed upward, past my chest, where I envisioned binding it to the flame around my heart. I exhaled, releasing warm air over my wooden tool.

My mind folded again, and now I saw a dozen images of air bound to the head of my staff.

“Ahn.” My breath coursed over the wood in an unseen current. It flowed, hot as when it’d left my lungs, warming by the second. I tipped the staff toward the hearth, slipping the head into the fire.

“Whent.” My voice stayed low, hidden within the edges of my cowl. I held firm to the visions in my head, the belief that fire burned inside. The bands of breath around my staff were its perfect conduit. Of that, I had no doubt.

Unshakable belief that they were all one and the same. I kept to that.

“Ern.” I held the staff in the fire. Its fingers licked at the rod’s head, surging with serpentine grace to wind over and flow through the whisper of air I’d breathed. The fire held and twined, unfading.

I turned, planting the butt of the staff against the floorboards with a solid thump.

Every person in the Three Tales Tavern froze, forgetting their breaths in the process.

I banged the staff again. It resonated like a thunderclap.

Again.

Thunder.

A third time.

A heavenly boom followed.

The audience joined me, stomping fists and feet in unison with my beat.

I held my tempo until no other sounds remained but the drumming.

I stopped.

And the audience followed.

Stillness returned to the Three Tales Tavern.

I took hold of it, kept them waiting, eyeing them all without moving.

Their breaths remained still—distant.

I drew the stillness longer then, took a step forward, careful not to make a sound.

People twitched. Cast sidelong looks to one another. None dared speak, however. And just when it got to be too much for them, I acted.

I stormed toward the row of people sitting on the nearest stools. “So, people of Karchetta!”

The crowd shook and gasped.

A simple thing, but the little stunt roused them true enough. Hearts pounding, eyes wide, they were mine now.

I lunged to my right, throwing my cloak out wide to one side with a flick of my hand. The weaving of fire around my staff flickered as I bent low, placing its tip between my face and the closest patrons.

They yelped, collecting themselves the next instant. A low chorus of chuckles broke through the room.

“You want to hear a story?” I didn’t give them time to answer, leaping back toward the fireplace, twirling my cloak with practiced motions. “A tale of daring and bravery. Of men come from nothing who changed a world. Or at least … a country. Maybe even a place like here.” I pounded the base of my staff against the floor. “A place called … Etaynia. Home of the children of the sun—Solus. People whose skin he has kissed. Whose hair and brows are reminders of the nights before he came to this world.

“You want a story that reminds you of your old blood. The potential in you. The deep and boundless courage you know to be stored in all your hearts. You want to know, be reminded, that a little bit of Solus”—I brought the staff close again, breathing into the bands of fire until they blossomed—“lives within you!” The flare drew excited gasps and exclamations from the crowd before the fire resettled itself.

“That is what you want.” It wasn’t a question. Their hearts and minds were mine now, and I could tell them the stories they needed, and they’d nod and agree as if the idea was their own.

I let another pause take over. The people’s thoughts must have run wild as they tried to guess which story I’d pluck from their rich history. On what adventure would I take them?

Something jangled from the shadows, like metal against glass. Clear, crystalline it chimed and jingled.

A sound like a rain of iron beads on panes of frozen glass.

I turned to the source, ripped from my performance to find I’d been wrong about which woman rivaled me in grandeur that night.

I’ve told many a story in my life, been part of nearly as many, and she before me could have walked off the pages of any of them.

Hair, darker than a raven’s wing, fell behind her in thick and wild curls. A band the color of rouge ran through her black tresses. The ribbon wound down her head and around her neck, disappearing between her breasts. Golden hoops hung from her ears, hooking my gaze as they caught the firelight, and her skin was a shade lighter than the people of Karchetta’s. It was like sugar, cooked low and golden with spices, promising to be as warm and sweet to kiss and touch as it looked.

We traded glances and I nearly lost the folds of my mind, and the binding with it. The fire around my staff snapped and flickered, almost in rebuke.

Her eyes carried an unruly intensity, like a sea in storm. They were deep emeralds washed with sage and flecks of bright pear. The sash tied tightly around her waist mirrored them, enriching them all the more.

The woman’s outfit was the antithesis of mine. Her blouse was the white of snow, cut low to reveal her shoulders and tease a view most boys would flush at. Gold bangles hooped her wrists. They chimed every other step. She walked barefoot, ringing twice over due to the anklets at her feet. The metal contrasted the brightness of her violet skirt.

She hummed, low and long, with the clarity of silver and brass.

The sound threatened to rip me from the folds of my mind. My hold over my bindings wavered, the fire sputtering like it’d been doused with water. The unseen and ever-so-fine threads of air quivered as if ready to snap.

I had folded my mind enough times to risk a violent backlash should I abandon the weavings of magic so suddenly. Belief, once formed, must be held with an iron will … or it shatters. And adding another fold to solidify my workings could have meant losing my mind in an inescapable vortex of mirror images and twisting thoughts. Instead, I repeated my bindings more to bolster myself.

Her voice had robbed me of the audience’s attention. The woman’s lips, wide and full, quirked to one side in a smoldering smile that promised many things.

“Story and song tonight?” said someone in the crowd.

“Lucky twice over, seems like. Praise Solus.”

“Knew it’d be a good idea to come here. Said so, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

The patrons slipped into quiet murmuring, dismantling the atmosphere I’d labored to build.

I ground my teeth, glaring at the woman with a heat that dwarfed the fire behind me.

She returned the look with a dazzling and mischievous one I didn’t know how to process.

Instead, I cleared my throat in the hopes of recapturing my audience. “Praise Solus indeed! And with that, let us begin the story of his chosen son. The lowest of men, risen to heir of sunlight and first efante of Etaynia!” I blew a steady current of air into the burning staff. Fire blossomed to mimic the sun in miniature.

The crowd gasped, some clapping and letting all manner of raucous noises flood the room.

“I’ll sing.” The woman stepped over to the man nearest her, running a finger from one end of his collar to the other. “After the storyteller works his magic.”

She was poking—prodding—testing my composure.

Very well. I resolved to give her a performance she’d remember.

Let me risk another binding. To fold one’s mind—envisioning countless reflections of a few select images—was one thing. It took another kind of skill to push that aside without burying it, all to the end of convincing your brain to hold to another set of beliefs.

The workings tasked with imbuing my staff with wind and fire slipped to the side as I imagined half the world within me going blank as fresh parchment. A cord, fine as a lock of my own hair, hung suspended in my mind. It trailed from my lungs to my throat. I breathed out. “Whent.” The end of the cord left my mouth, fraying as it spread through the room, binding my voice to the air. “Ern.”

The crowd shifted anxiously.

I spoke, and the air bowed and rippled before my words. I gave voice to thunder. “Listen and listen well. For now we go back far—to a time before this was Etaynia. To an era when the lands to the east were at war, which spilled over into this fertile and prosperous country. When brothers to the south, across the Arrythian Sea, failed to answer your ancestors’ calls for help. This is the story of one man, of common salt and earth—with the sun on his face and in his heart. A man who’d stand up to any that meant harm to those who called these golden lands home.”

I slipped into the story as the Three Tales Tavern fell into the deepest stillness yet.
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THREE

A Prince of Sunlight

To a time once forgotten, and not far from where we now stand, was Carmeaum. The heartland of what became Etaynia. A place untouched by neighboring wars, but that would soon change.

I lunged and worked the folds of my mind to hold more shapes. A weaker thought, but still taxing. The light from my staff ebbed, and a new light cast long shadows across the wall. The shapes of men arced through the tavern in vast armies, drawing the attention of the audience with long-drawn gasps.

Within this place was a man, strong of heart and mind, but not of back and brow. His name was Antoine.

He labored twice as long and hard as the rest of the men, never giving thought to anything other than the day’s labor.

And it is that strength of character that made him into something more.

Solus, the sun, took note of this and watched over the young man. Though Solus loved Antoine from afar, God Above never intervened in the farmer’s life. Even as the War of Shadows crept closer, great Solus sat idle.

And what a terrible time for him to do so.

For Des Embras—the Ten Shadows, first of creation, first to be forgotten—walked the world again. They took root in the hearts and minds of many men, pushing them to hatred and a war of conquest. Brother turned on brother. Kings looked with newfound greed to lands outside their grasps.

Ten of the shadows I’d cast grew in size, dominating the tavern wall until they held the eyes of every patron. A few huddled closer together. Some … averted their eyes.

Swords fell on noble and commoner alike. And people learned an important truth: All blood spills the same. And it colors all things the same sickly shade.

I stepped closer to the front row of the audience—shadows trailing behind me as I did. They swarmed over the crowd, pulling a few cries from the listeners. I worked a hint of my will into the folds, reimagining my firelight to take a darker tone of red, and soon the color of blood bled through the glow.

As the war raged, those fighting men lost themselves under the passing nights of bloodshed. They fell. Their souls twisted and twined, stretching and slipping into something not like men at all—shadow. They grew into hollow hungry things. Nothing satiated the children of the Ten Shadows. Nothing but death and to turn any kingdom touched by sun into one of ash and embers.

So, their sights soon fell on what place but Carmeaum.

The day that changed Antoine’s life began like any other—awake before the sun had risen. He dressed himself and went outside of his humble cottage to regard the field upon which he lived. A cool morning’s air kissed him, giving him a sweet gift with which to start. He smiled and blew a breath back to the wind in silent thanks.

The weather held clean and warm. It was a field day—a good one.

So Antoine started as he should have. He knelt, plunging his fingers into the rich earth he’d been gifted to steward. “Thank you, salt and soil, earth below, for granting me the boons above you.” Antoine looked at the grains sprouting in the near distance. “Thank you for providing me with that I take in, to give me the power to shape that outside me, field and farm.” Young Antoine looked to the sky and gave thanks to the sun, which even hidden from sight, still had his love and faith. “Thank you, light and warmth of the world, for giving me life. Let me repay you with another day of hard work and bountiful growth.”

And Antoine was as good as his word.

Evening came over Carmeaum, and with it came a young woman to Antoine’s field.

I let one of the folds in my mind dwindle, taking the shadows with it. A simple movement of my staff and a repositioning of my hand made the silhouette of a shrouded lady stand tall against the tavern wall.

He had finished his work, moving to rest by the walls of his little cottage. The man waited as the woman, dressed in the loose and flowing garb of a shepherd, approached him.

She lowered her white shepherd’s hood, revealing a face kissed to hold all the warmth and bronze of the sun. And just as bright and lovely as a thing could be.

This was Etaynia, destined to become mother and namesake for a country of hardy folk. Men and women born of the sun and sea. Proud folk. Brave ones. And deep within her gentle and kind face burned the sun’s own fire to give those traits to generations to come. But first, she would share it with the man she loved.

She brought him a meal, as she always did when his work went on into the nights.

“I’m frightened, Antoine,” she said.

He held her hand, not speaking in return.

“My father has traveled far of late, feeding and tending to his flock. The traders at the end of our borders say war is coming here and nothing will stop it.”

Antoine remained silent, choosing instead to lose himself in the soft and warm browns of her eyes.

“My father has since gone south, staying to our side of the sea to ask those who cross over if their people will be of any help. They told him that they would not. That the war could come here, but it would never cross the Arrythian Sea. And for that, they had no need of worry or to help.” Etaynia held to Antoine’s hand hoping he’d have an answer that’d soothe the ache in her heart.

Antoine finished his meal, thinking to himself over what his sweet love had told him. “The war will come here. When it does, Carmeaum’s people will have two choices: Leave across the sea to new lands and hope the war never passes over. Or they will have to stand and fight.”

Etaynia watched Antoine from within a seat of the same stillness he’d held to before.

“I’m … not a strong man. But, when shadow crosses into these lands of sun, I’ll put aside the farmer’s sickle and take up the sword. I’ll stand before the sea of darkness and keep them away from you. I promise.” And Antoine cupped Etaynia’s face, leaning in to kiss her deeply.

The loving pair parted that night, both nursing worries of what lingered beyond morning’s first light. For they knew one day there’d come a darkness where shadows followed. And though they spoke with hope and bravery, they feared that their land’s light would be swallowed.

Antoine went to bed and gave thanks to the sun for another day’s light with which he could make his livelihood. But this time, he didn’t end with a profession of gratitude. Antoine lay there and asked the sun for guidance.

What then will I do when the shadow comes here? I spoke bravely before Etaynia, but I’m no warrior—no swordsman. My arms are better suited to the shovel and hoe than they are the sword and shield. His thoughts, unknown to him, echoed through the dark to reach the ears of the one being that could help.

A knock came at his door, rousing poor Antoine from the sleep he so desperately needed. He answered to find a stranger standing before him.

The shadow of Etaynia I’d shaped fell away—replaced now by a tall and hooded man. The figure hunched and loomed over the front row of the crowd, forcing some of them to shy away from his darkened gaze.

The stranger’s features were a near mirror for Antoine’s. But for where our hero was slender in face and build, the man in the doorway was broad and strong of jaw. His eyes seemed to burn with candlelights, unwavering and bright even in the dead of night. He had the short-cropped hair of a soldier and a beard just as neat and trim. “Apologies, but I am lost. I saw your cottage and your field. I am in need of help: a night’s rest, food, if you have any to spare, and perhaps, a story to lull me to bed.”

Antoine, never one to refuse help, stepped aside to welcome the stranger. “My home is open to all who call these lands under the sun home. I can see by your face and clothing you are from here. Forgive me, but I do not recall seeing you.” Antoine reached to take his guest’s cloak, setting it on a chair beside a table.

“Thank you,” said the stranger. “And you have seen me, Antoine. Every day of your life. I’ve watched over these lands since before you were born. And I’ll watch over them still in the ages to come.” The stranger sat down on the floor beside the dying fire. A sign of things to come.

I reached into the folds of my mind, willing the firelight to dim. Darkness took more of the Three Tales Tavern, and the audience drew closer together. Closer to my flame.

Antoine swallowed, unsure of what to make of the strange words. But, he had made an offer of kindness to him. And he intended to fulfill it. He fetched what he could to prepare a meal. “I don’t have much at the moment. I take what I need from the field when it’s ready, and even then, it’s only enough to fill my belly.”

The stranger nodded in understanding. “And the rest comes from sweet Etaynia, I know.”

Antoine bristled. “And what do you know of her?”

The stranger exhaled, accepting the food from Antoine. “Everything.”

Antoine recoiled as the man’s hands brushed against his. True warmth, the kind radiating from the sun at its zenith, washed over him. It penetrated him, striking his heart and holding him in place. Heat and joy blossomed inside—uncontrollable. He wept without knowing why. As Antoine stood, beside himself with emotion, the stranger rose to his feet beside our hero-to-be.

“I know everything and everyone under my watchful eyes. I know their minds. I know their habits. And I know their hearts, dear Antoine. I am no stranger lost in the night.” And the stranger raised his hands above his head.

I banged my staff hard against the tavern floor, muttering another binding beneath the thunderous clap of wood on wood. “Ahn.” The image of the rod, fixed in place, sat within my mind. And it came to pass. The staff stood firmly rooted and I returned to the folds holding the firelight. I breathed it into something larger then.

Golden light blossomed from the man. It washed away the dimness within Antoine’s home. The aura pulled the aches and pangs from his body, soothed his skin, and sent bands of immeasurable comfort and joy down to his bones.

I fed my stolen firelight, fanning it into something to rival a sun within the tavern. It swelled until no eyes could bear to look upon it, finding refuge behind raised hands.

The light settled, weakening to a steady glow around the man. It thrummed with unseen power—quivering ribbons flitting around the stranger’s form. Antoine knew that only the brightness had changed. The full strength of the warmth still sat inside the man, ready to be called if he so desired.

I let some of my will bleed out of the binding of light, letting the ball of fire dim. And the audience breathed in relief as their sight cleared.

Antoine fell to his knees, looking up at the stranger, who no longer bore the appearance of a road-weary traveler.

The stranger’s features sharpened. His eyes looked like twin suns, pooling swaths of violent oranges streamed with yellow. Thin lengths of fire, fine as strands of hair, wove themselves into a crown above his head. Ill-fitting robes melted away to reveal a set of armor that shone like morning rays. It was as if someone had fashioned the pieces from the sun’s corona.

The lone shadow I’d left of the stranger along the wall now became my focus. I poured my thoughts into the folds, shaping them into something new. I went to the side of the tavern, placing a hand there to take in the darkened figure I’d cast along it. Now his form held the bands of fire coursing around my staff. And I spoke the bindings to make it true.

“Ahl.” The flames leapt from my staff as if thrown free. “Ahn.” They bound themselves to the wall.

The audience gasped. Dannil let loose a cry of protest. He envisioned his tavern burning, I wagered.

But it would not be so. I muttered another pair of bindings then. “Whent. Ern.” And the flames spread through the shadow to give truth to what I’d said. Pools of firelight burned in the shadow’s eyes. A crown of flames wove itself into being above the dark shape. A crest of sunlight burned from the man’s chest. I returned to the story.

Antoine sat frozen, fighting for words, but none answered his call.

The golden stranger extended a hand. “Rise.”

And Antoine did. “Who are you?”

“I am Solus. I am the one who shepherds your mornings and gives fire to your heart. I am the one who eases your burdens when you feel too weak to carry on. I am the morning sun and light. I am the humble stranger you welcomed open and bravely, without fear, with only kindness and servitude. Now I have need of you, Antoine.”

“Of me?” said Antoine.

Solus nodded. “As I have served you every morning, bringing life to your fields, strength to your limbs, I need you to serve me. Shadow comes to these lands. I watch over a great many, but this place, your home, is important. This is the seat of my power. This is where my children—you—prosper and will continue to do so. And your children one day will follow. If you do as I ask.

“You worry your arms do not have the strength to bear shield and sword. I say to you now, they do. You worry your heart isn’t full of enough fire to burn brightly back against the dark. I tell you, it does. You worry you will fail Etaynia—that darkness may take her. And I say that it will not. Will you serve me, faithfully, in this quest as you have lived in gratitude to me all your life?”

Antoine did not fear in that moment. A life’s worth of dedication flooded him—steeled him before his lord and life-giver. Fire and iron filled his eyes and heart. “Yes.”

Solus nodded. No smile broke across the Lord of Sunlight’s face, for he knew the answer Antoine would give before he had asked. And he knew the path on which he set his soldier—son.

Solus placed both hands on Antoine’s shoulders and spoke with the strength and clarity only a king could. “So be it, then. Antoine of Carmeaum, I name you my arm. My sword. My shield. To venture out and cast back the darkness, the Des Embras, wherever you find it—them. To be a Prince of Sunlight, my chosen. So long as the sun shines above, you will have no equal in strength—growing stronger by the passing hour under my light. You will not know weariness or fear. No foe will be able to cut you down. And when the sun’s hour passes, your strength will hold—but grow no stronger—by the moon’s glow. For she too carries my light. You will be shepherded by us day and night.”

The heat of a forge fire filled Antoine. It screamed through his skin, pushing past muscle and sinew, down into the marrow of his bones. It was the fire that purified iron and turned it to molten pools—what was needed to make something new—something stronger. And Antoine’s body and soul were remade from inside to better serve his new lord.

He bore it silently, enduring the pain, knowing it to be a small price to take on the mantle needed to save his country. Where once he stood tall and reedy, now he carried the muscles to shame a smith. Antoine knew his lord had spoken truly. He had arms that would never weaken, able to cleave through anything before him with proper sword in hand. Shoulders that could bear any strain—hold any shield as a bulwark against darkness.

To that end, the Lord of Morning reached up, pulling his golden plate from his chest. He passed it to Antoine. “Let my skin protect yours. Let my light shield your heart.” He fastened the piece to Antoine’s chest, slowly stripping more of his armor to fix to his champion. Solus worked with the care and tenderness of a father clothing his son. When he was done, the Caster of Light clapped his hands together, sparking a pool of celestial radiance between them.

He pulled his fingers away from each other, heavenly bands of gold streaming between them like thread. Solus squeezed, stretched—singing to the light as he wove it into something glorious. A sword, with all the glow of sunbeams, sat in his grip. Simple in form, yet thrumming with a power that bowed and bent the very air around it. Solus passed it to Antoine. “Lanzia de Reyl, the Raycaster. My gift to you, with which you will cast back the encroaching shadow.”

Antoine took it, gasping in reverence as its power coursed through him.

I pulled the light from my shadow-cast Solus, reworking the folds of my mind and the bindings. I whispered the words and drew the flames into a single lance I ripped free from the wall. The lance of firelight shone above the crowd—a beam of pure sunlight if ever there was one.

Some of the crowd murmured, some recoiled. And a few brave souls reached out toward it, stopping short of the tendrils of fire.

The Morning Lord wasn’t done. Just as he’d given Antoine the sword to cut through evil, he would see fit to gift the man with the means to shield others from darkness. With the same movements as before, he bound air and light to form a great curved shield, shaped in his own visage—the sun. Nameless, the piece still quivered with the same energy as radiated from the sword. “With this, no shadow will be able to take the lives and minds of those behind it. With this, you are a wall of heaven’s light, unbreachable. With this, you are ready.” And Solus, Light Bringer, cupped Antoine’s face as he lowered his head to touch his prince’s. “I’m sorry to send you to this fate, but there is no man better suited to the task.”

Antoine said nothing, closing his eyes for but a moment. He opened them then to find Solus gone. But he’d left enough of himself behind for our hero to remember him, in the armor—the sword and the shield. And Antoine put them to good use.

For the shadow had come to Carmeaum.

“Tak. Roh.” The film of firelight hanging as a lance above the crowd winked out of existence. Its flames streamed to a new point fixed in my mind—the head of my staff. The current of air I’d once bound to it had never left, and now served as a conduit for the returned fire once again. But this time, the flames did not form a full fireball. Something weaker. Something fragile. A bulb of light that could be blown from existence with a careless breath. The Three Tales Tavern sat in darkness but for the candle flame I held before them.

They came like waves of darkness, crashing hard—mercilessly into the outermost edges of the land. Men and women fell to be consumed by the Des Embras’ power. Twisted—turned, they became instruments of the Ten Shadows, wraiths that set out against friend and family.

I mimed more shadows, this time only using my hands and what light I had, casting them into a march toward the audience.

Among the sea of black, one man stood and cried challenge: Antoine.

I undid the binding holding my staff to the tavern floor, wrenching the tool free and running hard through the crowd. They made way for me until I stood far at the other end of the tavern, holding up my light in opposition to the shadows I’d played against the wall.

And true to his lord’s word, Antoine did not tire as he cut through the darkness. His blade shone with the promised power of the sun, blinding his foes as he split them one by one. His shield rebuked their shadowy clutches, burning them at a touch. He was a lone vanguard against the nightly tide. Antoine’s strength grew by the passing hour from dawn to noon, where it peaked and held until the moon’s glow sustained him as best it could.

I swung my staff hard, like a soldier sending his sword through his enemies. Trails of embers and light arced through the air, lingering for a moment before fading from existence.

But no matter what heavenly body filled the sky, no shadow could match Antoine’s might. He fought where the thickest of darkness swept over the lands—unflinching, shining ever bright. He turned away the blackness from village to village, never resting, spinning myths that he need not hunger nor sleep.

Bleeding some of my will back into the flame, I fanned it as large as a man’s head, better symbolizing Antoine’s brightness.

A year passed, but the shadows persisted. Still Antoine held firm and fought on as the Prince of Sunlight.

But everything changed when the greatest of the Des Embras decided to enter the conflict of Carmeaum himself. Umbras, the formless one. A being of true darkness—shadow given form—and all the terror of the night coalesced. He walked over fresh grass, turning all underfoot to salt and ash. Life and color bled from this world at his presence.

I let the light dwindle and returned to the front of the tavern. Now I worked another binding, shaping a larger shadow than any before to form against the tavern wall. It grew, showing no signs of stopping until its head touched the ceiling. It loomed. It hunched, a mantle of black spreading far from its shoulders to enshroud the front rows.

A child cried. Someone protested and began to utter prayers to Solus. And the rest of the audience swallowed their breaths, keeping them tight within their throats and chests.

I kept them there in the stillness. In the quiet. All before the dark frightening shadow. Then I reminded them of what story I was telling.

I leapt, letting the size bleed from the shadow as I fueled the fire of my staff larger still. The brightness washed away more of the darkness—drawing gasps from the crowd. And I resumed the tale.

Antoine stood firm before the darkest of shadows, pointing his sword—bright as sun—at the threat. “Turn back, Umbras. Turn and take the blackness—your death and despair—back to the ends of the world. And once there, throw yourself over it to rid us all of your foulness.”

Umbras stood as night itself, cloaked in a wind gone black as ink and charcoal, swallowing any light that dared get too close. But the greatest shadow did not raise a hand to strike at Antoine. No. He extended it much as a friend would. He pleaded—called to the Prince of Sunlight. “You serve a false master. You don’t know the truth of things. I offer you my hand, a power greater than that which you now call your own. I offer you truth and freedom from a blinding light of lies. I call you to forsake the liar—charlatan—who plays at being a god. He’s bound you light and air. Tethered them to your life, breaking the greatest binding of all in doing so. You do not know what you are doing. But you have the power to change that with a choice. Join me.”

Antoine would not be swayed. He raised his sword high, calling on the light as he dedicated the first blow to his lord, Solus. The Prince of Sunlight swung, striking hard against Umbras’ mantle of darkness.

I swung my staff as Antoine must have done his sword. Cast after tumble-cast, all toward the shadow of Umbras I’d shaped against the wall.

Alas, to no avail.

His sword of sunlight did not break the curtain of black hanging around the first of shadows. But Antoine carried the very fire of the sun within him and did not relent. He swung, again and again, burning as bright as his lord father.

Light and dark clashed for all in Carmeaum to see. An eclipse, two celestial powers, parted the air itself as they danced with one another. A false night amongst the mid of day.

I let the folds die, holding everything but the firelight of my staff. Once done, I angled its head to the darkest corner of the tavern, casting the orange glow of a sun amidst a blackened world behind it. The shadows formed a ring around the light, promising to come in and swallow it whole.

Shadow flickered harmlessly against Antoine’s golden shield. Raycaster lanced out to meet a wall of impenetrable dark, the first thing to turn away the blade’s brilliance and unstoppable edge.

They fought for days and nights. Yet the horizons never shifted all the while, caught in what looked like an eternal moment of morning and midnight. Each tried to take the other over in the sky. Darkness bled against light, golden fingers trying to edge back against the black.

I pulled away, lunging to thrust the tip of my burning staff toward the darkened wall. The flames ebbed as I worked the folds of my mind to hold a dwindling fire. Then I fanned and fueled them brighter. Lunge—thrust. Back and forth, I repeated the movements like two men exchanging blows. Flame against shadow.

But neither foe fell.

And neither tired.

“Yield. This serves no purpose to the both of us. Yield, foolish child of light. If you will not walk in the shadows, then leave. Do not throw away your life.” Umbras stopped, holding out his hand once more to tempt our hero to take it.

But Antoine refused. “No. For if I cast aside my oaths and arms, you will take more than I can bear to lose. You will not only take my home, but the heart of mine not shielded by this golden plate.” And fire filled his eyes before he spoke the next words. “My sweet Etaynia.”

Umbras pulled away, fast as ink flung into a stream. “Then I shall reap the greater of your two hearts to show you truth—to take the whole of you.” And the greatest of the Des Embras fled.

He took Etaynia, holding her in his grasp at the crest of the hill he’d fought Antoine on days ago. “By the hours of morning, I ask you to cast down your arms and leave. By the coming of twilight, I say again, leave and end your crusade against the shadows. And by the falling of night, I speak thricely; let the sunlight pass—leave, and fade.” Umbras grabbed Etaynia by her throat, holding her high for Antoine to see.

Our hero said nothing, throwing his head back to unleash a roar that great Solus himself would hear high in the heavens. He charged, all fear burned away. He plunged his sword toward shadow and threw his shield aside. Both hands drove the blade into Umbras’ cloak of midnight.

The being of darkness held firm, chiding Antoine for his recklessness. Umbras swung a hand of talons past the Prince of Sunlight. For he meant to finally strike at the man’s true heart—Etaynia. But Antoine had not been foolish, having thrown his shield to his beloved. The boon promised to repel any and all darkness.

And it upheld its oath. Screaming against Umbras’ touch to blind the dark lord.

Antoine put all of himself into the next blow, lunging again.

Umbras howled, lashing out to grab the hero’s throat, now without shield to repel his blackened touch. His fingers dug in and broke flesh, pouring darkness into him.

But Antoine’s light burned deep and powerful in that moment, for he’d learned a truth of this world: To strike at shadow, you must open yourself to it. And by discarding his shield, he’d tempted Umbras into a fatal mistake. For so long as the shadow held him, it was vulnerable.

Antoine’s blow struck true and clean, sinking into the very heart of darkness. It pierced Umbras’ chest and flooded him with golden light. His cloak peeled away from him like strands of black hair caught in a hurricane.

This time I plunged the staff toward the black wall, holding it in place as if wanting to burn through the mortar of Dannil’s home. The fire left no mark, but it washed away most of the shadows along the wall.

But he would not go quietly. “Fool. You’ve damned it all. All too willing to burn away truth and salvation in your blindness. In love.” Umbras used his final breath to scream a curse as he squeezed Antoine’s throat. “Then die in blindness. I bind you to it. Blind you from the light. You will die in darkness, twisted and shaped by it. I bind you to the night, now and ever.” Umbras passed with those words. And with his passing, so did the rest of the Des Embras, nevermore to plague this world.

I pulled away from the wall and raised my staff high, fueling the fire to burn brighter. Another breath to billow it brighter still. And the flame bloomed into a sun to shield your eyes against.

But Antoine did not fall into blindness as cursed. Though, the battle had taken its toll. Our hero knelt beside his love, breathing weak and weary. The shadow had pierced his throat—taken his voice. The wound was lethal and Etaynia knew what would come.

Antoine did not tarry. He pressed his mouth to hers, kissing her long and deep with all of the fire and warmth a Prince of Sunlight could muster. “I love you. And when I pass, I’ll join my father’s fire, burning brighter to watch over you—to keep the dark ever far away.”

She pulled her lips from his, throwing her arms around his body and holding tight. “I know.”

And Antoine of Carmeaum, Prince of Sunlight, husband to Etaynia—for which this land came to be named—passed.

I delved into my mind, sifting through the countless folds and separations. Undoing them was as simple as exhaling. Bit by bit, belief and bindings vanished, leaving my mind as clear and empty as the surface of a pond after spring’s thaw.

The weaving of air and fire flickered out of sight, taking with it the flames of the hearth as well.

It all dwindled—dimmed, then died. The Three Tales Tavern returned to stillness. And darkness.
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The story ended.

I pulled my cowl low so no one could see my face.

And I wept.
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FOUR

Songs and Lies

Silence hung in the aftermath of my story. It came as a thin film you could almost see. Something so delicate that just a breath would tear it and bring sound crashing back.

The audience sat, hands over mouths, some rubbing their eyes.

They knew the story and they knew it’d end in tragedy. But even with having that in mind, knowing I had planned to string them through heartache, they loved me for it. Because Antoine’s tale filled them with something they needed—hope, against the dark, confusing things in the world. They wanted to hold to the idea that the troubles over the horizon would fail to harm their home. And should they try, someone, another Antoine, could come and turn back the shadow. They believed those kinds of people could exist. They had to.

We all do.

One of the serving girls worked in the dark to kindle a flame, lighting several candles as quickly as she could.

I smiled and kept my voice low, murmuring another pair of bindings. “Tak. Roh.” The folds of my mind fixed on one of the candle flames, drawing it forth and down toward the hearth at my back. The fire rekindled with the snap of cracking twigs, casting its orange light throughout the place once again.

And with that, the final act of my performance concluded.

The sun and its warmth had returned to the audience. The curtain of darkness … lifted.

Three Tales Tavern erupted. People sobbed, full and heavily now. Some screamed their cheers. Men raised mugs and bottles, bellowing incoherently. Women clapped. Some pined.

I remained in place—waiting, letting the noise simmer from the raucous cries and applause. Once it had, I headed toward the bar, inclining my head to Dannil. It almost felt wrong, perverse, to speak after such a story. I felt like there wouldn’t be any point in using words after what I’d done. So I leaned against the counter, staring.

A few of the nearby patrons held steady gazes on me.

Dannil looked back, unblinking, as he polished an empty glass.

Between the conversation and noise, lingering through clinking drinks and drumming fists on tables, another sliver of quiet entered the place. A strand hanging between me and Dannil.

I took hold of it, letting the edges of my mouth betray the slightest hints of a smile.

Dannil had returned to the stony mask he wore when I’d first seen him.

It had gone on long enough, and the folk wanted none of the little game.

“Speak, dammit. Say something, man!” One of the men clapped my back.

“That is what truly pays for my drink, and more.” I smiled, full and wide. If I could catch a look at myself in the mirror, I was sure to find a light dancing between my eyes.

Dannil threw his head back and laughed. “You insufferable, dramatic, theatrical ass! Wait here.” He pulled away from the bar, still chuckling to himself. Dannil vanished through a door near the stairs. He returned less than a minute later, carrying a small mug—porcelain in make. Steam billowed from it. Dannil set it down with care before me. “That tea you asked for.” He winked.

I had the dignity not to snort and accepted the drink with a deeper bow of my head. The beverage was a color somewhere between pinewood and molasses. Dannil must have added milk to it. I brought it to my lips, breathing slow and steady to help cool the first sip.

It should be noted that the Etaynians did not have a great love for tea.

That was no clearer than when the taste of honey and cloves overwhelmed my palate. The drink lacked the flavor—notes of spice I’d come to associate with a place far off in the east I could, when feeling generous, call home. I drank on regardless.

It’s a rude guest that doesn’t finish an offered drink.

I drained the contents and set the mug down. “It’s by no random chance I happen to be here, Dannil. I’m looking for something.” I let the words hang in the air like quivering strings, teasing the nearby crowd.

“And what’s that?” He pulled a customer’s mug without looking, turning in place to fill it with a level of grace that could shame some dancers.

“For me to know.” I fought down the smile, knowing people would be irritated at the obvious setup now. “But, I can do with lodgings for a bit. Know of any reputable taverns, some seeking entertainment of the sort only I can provide?” I left the extra question unspoken. Any tavern owner worth his name in salt and coin would know what was owed to one of my kind.

Dannil didn’t miss a beat, to his credit. He pulled out his purse, pinching two bronze coins as large as a man’s eyes. The tavern owner pressed them against the counter and slid them toward me.

I kept my surprise to myself, taking another long sip of the tea. Two septas wasn’t a great deal of money for me. But it wasn’t an insignificant sum either.

Sometimes the worth of things depends on those around you and what it can do for them.

Each coin held the value of seventy bits. Some of the folks near me wouldn’t see that amount of money for a full season. Even then, most of it would have been spent on the means to get by rather than collected in a tidy pair of bronze septas.

I hesitated in accepting them. “And this is for?”

“Tonight’s performance”—Dannil pulled the coins back an inch for drama’s sake—“and the promise of more.” It wasn’t a question. “Your room’ll be third from left up top. Highest floor. Best room I can give away, mind you.” He gave me a knowing look. The implication was clear: I was to perform—well.

“I can meet that obligation,” I said, placing a hand over his. “But I’m afraid not for the cost you have in mind.” My face slipped into a somber mask that could make stone look lively by comparison.

Everyone stilled.

I drew the moment out before smiling again. “I’ll take the septa, provided the other goes to as many drinks it can cover for the fine folk in this wonderful place.”

And another chorus of applause broke out, all to the tune of “Storyteller!”

There’s an art to making the crowd love you, and it goes past the telling of tales. It’s making them feel valued. Something all people want—yearn for. It rarely costs anything, in fact, so give it to them. Value them.

For what’s a world, a people, without value?

Once the clamor of clapping died down, the most beautiful face within the Three Tales came to stare at me. Stopping her humming did nothing to make her any less musical. She chimed—rang—every step a bright and vibrant note through the noise around us. Singular. It drew me in.

I flashed the best smile I could from beneath my cowl.

She met it. “Generous.” The lone word brimmed with more music than in a trouper’s song. “Does that offer extend to me?” She raised a dark brow, lips quirking at the ends in what promised to be a molten smile, but never came.

“Most certainly. Anything she wants, Dannil.” I turned on my stool, brushing back my cowl and facing the singer. “But I feel terrible referring to you as only ‘she.’”

“Then I imagine you’ll be feeling terrible for quite some time. Shame.” She frowned. “I’d hoped for more stories. Especially like that one. Though now I worry you don’t have any.” She flashed a sympathetic look, going so far as to bat her lashes as she rested a hand on my shoulder.

“The only shame is that I didn’t catch your name.” I took her fingers in mine.

She slipped out of my weak hold, gliding a few steps away. Her hand trailed along the counter as she moved. “I don’t remember letting it loose to be caught.” A smile—wide and full, carrying all of the heat I had imagined. She hummed again and I found my questions dying. “But maybe”—the smile grew wicked—“there’s a chance you can earn it.”

Dannil moved over to her, pushing one of the crystal glasses from earlier toward her. A light amber drink sloshed inside. He knew what she liked.

I made note of that.

“Thank you, Dannil.” She kept her eyes on me as she took a few sips. None of the drink left a trail of foam and froth across her lips. It was like it refused to adhere.

One of the men by me staggered by, jostling my shoulder. “Song.” He looked around for support, raising a hand. “Song-song-song! Come on, then. We’ve had a tale—true and marvelous. Best I’ve heard of that telling, in fact. Now give us a song to go with it. Something lively. Something to get us going and forget the tears.”

My fingers dug into the wooden counter, and I’m not ashamed to say that it took all my mental fortitude to keep from rounding on the fellow.

The woman’s eyes never left me as she slinked farther back. “A bit longer of a wait, then, for that chance of yours.” She moved deftly, the sort of way a gentle breeze does over sapling leaves. “They’ve asked for a song, and like your story, wouldn’t it be the worst of shames to deny them that?” She’d phrased it as a question, but the bemused look she gave me told me the truth.

We both knew the answer.

I stayed in place, not pursuing, and settled myself for her performance.

“I can get you something heavier than the tea, if you want it? Something that’ll set you back a bit. Put the mind on softer thoughts. Trust me, Storyteller, you’ll want it for this bird’s singing.” Dannil shoved me gently.

I waved him off. Nothing to dull my mind. If her singing was every bit as good as her promise showed, I wanted to remember it—clearly.

She stepped lithely to where I’d stood earlier. A faint jingle of the bands along her limbs filled my ears. Then a step—quick, crashing. Chime, jingle. Bright and clear. The clinking jewelry set into something of a rhythm.

The faint metallic chords slowly lulled everyone from their conversations and to her. Soon, there was only the sound of her. She hummed again, drawing it out, low and long.

I quivered along with the vibrations of her voice—skin and hair thrumming in anticipation for when she’d break into something more. It strummed a chord in me almost like the touch of magic. Almost.

Then she stopped.

The force of the abrupt ending jarred me, sending an electric shock through my spine that settled in the base of my neck. My eyes ached. Why would she stop? A look around the place showed me everyone else nursed similar thoughts.

But she didn’t. Her lips quirked again. The same teasing smile from before. She was playing with us. Building us up like a breath too long wanting to be let out.

“A song. Simple and rousing. You want something to set you on your feet. A song to kindle the fires in you and have you dancing and singing. I can do that.” She clapped her hands. Chime. Chime. Then she broke into the song.

“Hi-ho,

off we go,

on a quest to see

all that can be

from here to there,

from sea to endless,

shining sea.

“Hi-ho,

off we go,

to dream and dare

without worry

or a care,

to chase treasure o’ gold

and be like them,

those heroes brave,

and the bold.

“Hi-ho …”

She trailed off, clapping and ushering the crowd to join her. And they did without a second’s hesitation.

I’d forgotten about everything else in that moment. She’d turned the simplest song in the world, a low-down tavern tune, into something more. She sang it with the skill and passion I’d seen people give to their masterworks. I’d forgotten how to breathe during the whole of it, chest binding tight.

She went again, dancing all the while. Chime, clink, she went between the thundering fists and stomping feet as the crowd sang along. She twirled, a dervish of purple and white. Threads of gold caught in the light, glinting through the dance.

It was like watching the lone flickering of a candle in the darkest of nights. Everything else fell away. Only the flame remained—snapping—ebbing, dipping, and dancing in a way that pulled your eyes. You caught every curving spark until the image burned itself into your mind.

She stopped, extending a leg as she dipped into a deep bow.

The crowd clapped and I joined them.

But her performance hadn’t ended. Not yet.

She hummed again, shifting to one side of the tavern. Hand outstretched, fingers dancing before the chins of eager and close men. They followed her with their eyes and hands until they nearly fell from their stools.

“Oh, daughter of moon,

sweet of heart,

lover gone so soon,

weeping of a sun lost,

a prince of light,

who paid the greatest cost.

A daughter strong and steadfast,

in the face of shadowy invasion,

a woman not to cower in desperation.

“She whose love stopped the tide,

oh, daughter of moon,

who stood by her prince’s side.

Only when all was said and done,

darkness’ hour passed,

the battle won,

she fell to her knees,

and cried.”

The men had turned their gazes away, racked with another bout of heartache. Their faces twisted in the conflict of emotions between wanting her and remembering Etaynia’s sacrifice, the one little thought of.

The songstress had set them to their feet—roused and cheery. Then she’d spun them around to drop them flat with a song echoing the heaviest pains from my story.

It was well done.

She was playing us again. And she made it look easy.

A part of me throbbed over Etaynia’s loss as well, getting a taste of my own medicine, as it were. Another side appreciated her showmanship. She had the crowd wound around the tip of her finger. A simple bend and she’d have them toppling over one another to follow her next move.

Another hum, drawn out loud and undulating like a lute’s cord plucked left to thrum. She chimed again and again as she came toward my side of the tavern.

Our eyes met for the flash between a second and she winked at me. It carried more warmth than tea and fire.

“Oh, what to tell,

what to sing?

What song to sell,

what thing?

Tell me, brave men.

Speak to me.

What song do you hear?

Oh, what do you see?

Tell me.

Tell me.

“Oh, my sisters dear,

say to me,

what to sing,

what to hear?

Tell me,

tell me,

sisters sweet,

what song to sing?

What treat?”

She moved like she was music herself. The air felt like it slipped out of her way for fear of disturbing her work.

I watched it all—silent. Still.

She’d sung several complicated songs and made them look easy enough for a child to belt out. Doing that after making a common inn song sound difficult was a feat worth remembering.

But now?

She’d turned a simple question into a song itself and, with it, bought herself a reprieve as quiet returned.

The crowd turned inward, debating what to ask for. And what could they say? There were countless songs for her to call on. All of which gave her peace in the moment.

I smiled to myself. Clever. In essence, she was holding the next performance hostage, building the anticipation during the pause. But, she’d given everyone a choice. So now the fault was with them for why soundlessness filled the Three Tales again. But I had a way to break that.

I leaned forward, putting a hand to my mouth to call out a song that would surely stump her. “What about—”

“Sing ‘The Binding of Fire’!” came the cry, cutting me off. The source of the request was one of the old men from when I’d entered the tavern earlier in the day.

I gripped my staff tighter, heart pounding as I narrowed my gaze on him.

If the choice of song had bothered the young woman, she didn’t show it. She broke back into the same humming as she stepped toward the fire. “You want a song, short and sweet, about that man? A legend, a villain to some. A man who’s more than that? Some say he’s closer to a god. Others say he’s nothing more than a myth—a lie. Someone with a lion’s heart of courage and could bind fire into something everlasting—eternal.”

The man nodded and the audience bobbed in agreement.

I knew the song he wanted. It was short, but nothing close to sweet. At least for those who knew the truth. The temptation to quell all sound within the tavern again overwhelmed me, but I shut my eyes and buried it. I didn’t have that right.

“Darkest hair, a wild mane.

A lion of wit and courage,

speaking a secret, a hidden language,

lost powers did he gain.

“What did he find?

What could he bind?

“First flame flitted, flew—flying free.

Angry, sparking, flickering it came.

Kindled, bright, this man made it tame.

Charming lion pulled it,

wove and tethered;

he bound an unseen ring of everlasting flame.”

And once again, she’d ensnared the people in the Three Tales Tavern. Rightfully so. She’d sung it in a way that, had I been of another mind, it would have pulled at me, heart and soul.

But she may as well have slapped me.

I turned back to Dannil. “What do you have that’s strong enough to tip me back a bit, but nothing so potent that I won’t be able to make it up to my room?”

His brows knotted together and his lips pursed. He looked from me to the woman, then back to me. “Having trouble enjoying her?”

I am. “Not at all. But I felt the drink would make for an even better time. Sometimes being tilted lends to an extra appreciation for the finer things.” I gave him a knowing wink.

He smiled and nodded as he turned to fetch me a drink. Small kindness he didn’t ask for any remuneration.

Something dark sloshed through the drink Dannil returned with and nearly kissed the rim before settling down.

I didn’t speak, fixing him with a quizzical look.

“Erella mahd. Rich, malty, sharp bite of earth and spice at the end. Savor it. Good stuff.” He raised both brows and gave me a look implying it wasn’t cheap. The drink was to be properly considered.

I bowed my head in thanks and pulled it close, raising it to his health.

A hand fell on my wrist, staying me before I could take the sip. The songstress. She smiled, pulling the glass from my fingers and laying it down on the table. “Walk with me?”

I flashed a look to Dannil.

The tavern owner suddenly developed an overwhelming interest in the spot I’d polished earlier.

It’s worth noting: Men are utterly useless at aiding one another when it comes to matters involving the fairer sex.

I gave the drink one last look and feigned a long-suffering sigh. “I thought you’d never ask.” I gave the woman my best smile, fetching my case and slipping by her side as she led the way. It was a shorter walk than I’d hoped for.

Most men, when in the company of a beautiful woman, harbor the notion that they’ll stroll for hours under a midnight canvas threaded with stars.

We stopped after climbing the first five stairs, rounding the bend to lean against the railing. It gave us a decent view of the patrons before us. But as far as lonesome and romantic, it was rather lacking. I lowered my case onto the stairs, keeping it close by my feet.

“Many a woman has brought me to many a place, but none quite … like this.” I gave her a sideways look.

“Many a woman might have had a great many other things in mind. But none quite like what I do.” She matched my look.

“And what’s that?” I edged closer to her, and this time, she didn’t move away.

“A question.” A fire, one that made the hearth’s look like the first spark on tinder, burned within her eyes.

“Oh, well ask away. I’ve told a thousand stories and heard thousands more. I can answer anything about any of them. Of things remembered, and many forgotten. If there’s something you wish to know, chances are, I’ve got a bit of what you’re looking for.”

She didn’t waste a breath, cutting to the heart of the matter, and mine. “Why did you lie?”

I blinked. The question caught me off guard, leaving me to fish for a response. But my mind had turned to dark waters and nothing was in sight. In the end, I came up short for an appropriate reply. “What do you mean?”

She turned to look at the crowd. “The story, ‘Etaynia.’ You’ve told it the same way as it’s been told as far back as I can remember. …” She let the words sit in the air as her stare turned distant, falling onto a place that only she could see.

“What other way is there to tell it?”

My question snapped her back to the moment. She shook her head, still not looking at me. “But you know how it really ends. I saw it in your face. And that’s why you were crying.” She turned to me, the heat in her eyes simmering to wistful embers. It was a silent plea. “Say it for me, please.”

I licked my lips, unsure what to do. It had been a long time since someone had challenged me on one of my stories. Longer still since someone had challenged their truth. And it was a first for one of them to be right.

I bowed my head. “Etaynia was no child of the sun. She came from a people older, of starlight and carrying the moon’s subtle glow. That did not make her any less, however. Does the moon not shine with the sun’s mighty light when it passes out of sight? And so too did she, daughter of stars and moon, carry her beloved Antoine’s light onward against the shadow … as he fell not to the sword, but darkness and shadow himself, a Prince of Sunlight—eclipsed.

“And a new servant of lightlessness was born that day. For it is always that way. There will be Des Embras—ten. No less. No more.” I swallowed and decided to look for that unseen spot she’d been gazing at earlier.

“Why did you hide that from them, the truth?”

I scoffed. “People don’t want the truth. Not always. And most certainly not now. They need the little lies, and the big. They need something to keep going. So I gave them the story they needed. For the truth might surely break them.” And me.

She pursed her lips, but didn’t argue. In fact, the look on her face said she understood. “What happened to her?”

I shook free of my reverie. “Her? Etaynia?”

The woman nodded.

“She did the bravest thing anyone could do: She tried to save him—Antoine. She fought the Des Embras, alone. A woman made of starfire and the cold steel and glow of the moon. All while brandishing the sun’s own shield and sword.”

“Did she kill him?” The singer moved closer, watching me with intent.

“She did something worse.” I paused, letting that sit with her. “She died for him, making sure it was by his hand. And that final deed saved a part of him. But what’s left is said to be a broken, twisted thing. Something tormented by the echoes of who he was, and the voice of his beloved. The sight of what he’d become. The vision of what he’d done. Oh, poor Etaynia.”

A bead of moisture welled at the corner of the woman’s left eye. She brushed it away, acting like it hadn’t been there.

I ignored its existence as well. It was politer that way.

She cleared her throat and placed a hand on me, pulling me closer to her. “You almost make them sound like they’re real. The Des Embras.”

I gave her a thin, brittle smile. “Almost.” My right side twinged, and I winced through the pain.

She didn’t think anything of the sudden movement. Instead, she leaned close, breathing hot against the side of my neck. Her lips were close enough that, should she want, she could place a gentle kiss against my earlobe. “I’ve given many names to many people, all of them lies. But to thank you for telling me the truth about something I truly wished to know, you’ll hear no lies from me.” She pulled back, stopping to press her lips against my cheek.

I smiled, hoping that would pull my thoughts from the heat rising in my face. “And that truthful name would be?”

She grinned like a cat. “I said I would tell no lies, not that I would give you my name.” Silence. Fast and like the aftermath of a hammer fall.

I fought for words, replaying what she’d said. Tricky. “Then you’ll have to forgive me, but the most beautiful woman in any story always has a name. One usually just as striking as her. May I gift you one?”

She arched both brows, turning to look at me over a shoulder in a look of false shock. “Is that what we are? In a story? And, you may.”

I could have sworn the edges of her mouth tugged into a pleased smile, though it could have been a trick of the light. “We’re all stories. Every one of us. Each important, more than any one could ever know. A story of those who came before us, of where we are, and where we’re headed. The lives we’ve touched, and those we’ve lost. We are, all of us, the most important things in the world. For what’s more important than a story? What’s more important than the hero of their own tale?”

She still stayed facing away from me, but her posture shifted, bringing her closer. “My, careful, sweet storyteller. You keep saying things like that and I just might have to fall in love with you.”

The words rocked me like a club to the skull. I can’t recall just how long passed exactly before I found my wits again. “There are a great deal of stories surrounding love and lovers.”

“Some romantic. Endlessly so, no doubt,” she added.

And some far more tragic than I’ve the heart to tell. I kept the thought to myself.

“Ah, you call that singin’?” Someone stumbled forward from their table, slurring through a string of incoherent babble. “Woman’s a fine thing to look at. I’ll give you that. But if I had tits and an ass like that, I’d own the whole world by now. But since I don’t”—a violent hiccup rocked his body—“I’ll show you how it’s done.” He teetered in place.

I hadn’t realized I’d gripped the railing hard until the beds of my fingernails ached and nearly changed in color.

The songstress placed a hand on mine, squeezing gently. “Let it go. I’ve seen that look many times. A man, quick to anger, ready to defend my honor. It usually ends in trouble for everyone involved. And I’d so hate to find another place to sleep tonight.” She smiled, and I found the rage melting away. “Let him sing. For people like us, sometimes there’s pleasure in the … uninitiated trying their hand, or voice, at what we do.” She gave me a mischievous wink.

She had a point. Most women always do. But it can be a terrible danger to let them know you know that.

I relaxed, leaning against the railing in hopes of enjoying the bungled show-to-be.

The old man shambled for a bit, doing interesting things to what little hair lined the sides of his head. He wore a poor man’s crown of willow-thin strands. He was dressed in simple canvas clothing and looked like someone’s old coot of a grandfather.

The special sort parents warn never to listen to.

He cleared his throat again, louder. “Listen up, listen well. I’ve got a song to tell. Or is it sing?” He squinted at the crowd as if looking to them for the answer. When nothing came, he waved dismissively at them. “I got a song you’ll be wanting to hear. A short thing, but true as the warmth of that fire. True as I’m going bald.” He tugged on the wisps of hair left, drawing a round of chuckles and titters from the audience. “A story about him. Man who tangled with the Shaen. Most beautiful of all folk, not of this world. He fought for love. For one of their own. For their princess.

“I’ll tell you—sing to you, of a man not a man. But something more.” He hiccupped again. “I’ll tell you, I will. Of a man wielding a fire no others can see. A man wrapped in blood, unable to ever wash it off. A man who could whisper and bend the skies themselves to his will and every wish. I’ll tell you of a man who could call up a storm and lay low the Shaen!”

The crowd froze. Earthenware jugs stayed mid-pour. Drinks rested a couple inches above the table, people caught between taking a sip or putting them down. Uncomfortable looks were traded.

Some folk saw the man of which the grandpa spoke as a villain. Others, a hero. Regardless of the case, the frightening thing about him was that he was real. Or, at least, had been.

There’s nothing more terrible than the idea of a real monster. A real legend.

The old man had stolen the stage, their attention, and every one of them partly wished he hadn’t. But he went on.

“O’er his heart, a ring of unseen flame.

Around him—a blood-red hame.

With but a whisper,

he called the sky’s hidden true name.

For Alune,

on eagle’s wings of lightning he came.

Khir Na Edderith he struck,

their foe eternal he became.

“Him that is,

he that was.

A man no more,

made fire his.

Learned the skies’ lost laws.

Something more.

Magic for sure.

But a man?

“A war he began.

Bloody and long.

One where,

they’d sing not a single song.

For too horrible a thing,

would it be to sing.

“O’er his heart, a ring of unseen flame.

Around him—a blood-red hame.

With but a whisper,

he called the sky’s hidden true name.

For Alune,

on eagle’s wings of lightning he came.

Khir Na Edderith he struck,

their foe eternal he became.”

The old man stopped to a conflicted crowd, torn between murmuring and reluctant cheering at the piece. And none of them heard me go on to speak the remaining hidden verses.

“O’ poor Alune, daughter of stars,

for her passing—he’s to blame.”

My voice was a whisper of wind through hollow wood. Dry and weak, but echoing nonetheless. I felt the songstress’ eyes and ears on me and gave silent thanks hers seemed to be the only attentive pairs in the tavern.

It was a good note on which to end.

I smiled to my nameless singer, brushing by her as I moved up the stairs.

“Wait,” she said.

I did, turning to regard her.

“You promised me a name, Storyteller.”

I had. It would have been poor of me to leave without fulfilling my word. “Eloine, like those that came here before. Shining, sun-kissed—ever bright. My very own princess of warmth and sunlight.” I bowed.

Because I could never love another daughter of the moon. Not today. Most especially this night.

Her face lit up at that, radiant and living up to the name I’d gifted her.

I left her with that minor gift and grabbed my case before leaving to find my room. The trip didn’t last nearly long enough. I passed through the door, giving the place no thought but for the bed. My staff clattered to the floor. My books followed. But I took as much care as possible in lowering the case to the ground. I collapsed and tried to clear my mind of the last two lines of the song.

I failed.

I folded my mind a dozen times. And when that wasn’t enough, a dozen more.

But Alune flooded every one of them.

I don’t remember falling asleep.

Only the tears.
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