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  The Sign of the Visioneer

  
  




“You have somewhere better to be, soldier?” barked Sarovor, Captain of the Guard.

Draviel realized he was staring at the hourglass on the captain’s desk. He stiffened, snapped his up eyes toward the courtyard wall. Tried to hide his fidgeting. “Sorry sir. It’s almost the second watch, and I’m due on the east wall.”

Huge, heavyset, and sharp eyed, Sarovor checked the hourglass, and then glanced at the brooding, heavy skies. “You’ll have time.”

“It’s just that my Visioneer is out there, and we agreed to signal at exactly—”

“I said…” Sarovor sat down slowly in his armor at his field table. “You’ll have time.”

Draviel pulled a deep breath through his teeth, pulled it in long and slow, to slow the churning his gut. If this meeting only lasted ten minutes, he would have exactly three to make it back, if he hurried. The soldier ahead of him still hadn’t left.

Being on time is late. Being early is already late… the hacking voice of his old gaffer went round and round in his head.

Radomirél was a Visioneer, his friend since childhood, and they hung out on the walltops regularly. Two days ago, Radomirél had slipped out to investigate something on the far side of the hardwater lake. They agreed to signal each other every night at the second watch, so that Draviel knew he was still alive. 

The problem was… Radomirél hadn’t told anyone, or cleared it with his Visioneer superiors. 

Draviel raised his chin to the third position, brushed his fingers quickly across the buckles of his collar and padded gambeson, and locked into stance. 

He stood to attention inside the outer wall of castle Bannermark, a space hemmed by towers and raised walkways to create a killing zone if invaders ever made it through the first wall. Surrounded by gigantic shards of fractured bedrock, this fortress city of white stone was built in the crater of an ancient impact of fallen star. The City of Banners, it was called. Triangles of colored cloth tugged and snapped on every tower. 

Spreading up behind him, the city roofed in green schist pushed up into the sky, homes and temples and academies clustered togethered. It was late evening, warming fires in the city turned the white walls golden and grainy with sparks. Loose snowflakes from the oncoming storm spiraled down out of the dark sky. It was quiet now, with the city asleep. Although, not completely quiet. The temples still hummed with deep chant, and the blacksmiths were never done with their anvils. 

Draviel glanced at the long log of wood dividing the courtyard in half, like a fallen tree, a few feet from where he stood. Soldiers of the Banner Guard stepped over it on their way to the stables, pages tried to walk on it and keep their balance when no one was looking. This was one of the massive, larch stanchions, a flag pole reinforced with a sheathe of braided iron, usually fitted into a stone base. The borders around the city was marked a wide ring of flags held up by such poles. 

And something was tearing them down. 

That’s what Radomirél went out to seek out. 

They’d hauled in a pole, and one of the Visioneers from the High Academy had draped a tent around one end. It was one of those fluttery, silky, pavilion-type tents with stars and blue lanterns. Draviel didn’t mind other Visioneers. Radomirél was the only one without a stuck-up steel spine. Most of the the ones who partnered with the Banner Guard, had better heads on their shoulders. The ones who hid away in the warm corridors, flabby from sitting and reading all day, didn’t impress him. Radomirél had iron in his blood, alongside the magic. 

The side of the tent suddenly flapped open and a soldier was dismissed from inside. A tall Visioneer with spectacles leaned out, swathed in blue brocade, his hair pulled away from his face, his wide sleeves crosstied back behind his shoulders, leaving thin, dark arms free for work. “Sarovor, you have another for me?” He asked.

The guard captain stood and waved his hand at Draviel. “Yes, this one is also paired with a Visioneer. He may have seen something. Where did you say your Visioneer was, man?”

Seen something? Seen what? Draviel still didn’t know why they had called him. “He’s out hunting tonight,” he said. 

The Visioneer stared at him hard for a second, and then waved him in. “Come on in, soldier.” He disappeared into the bright tent’s interior. 

Draviel nodded respectfully to the captain, and followed the Visioneer into the tent. 

What he saw froze him with surprise. 

The base of the pole had been slashed and gnawed, the stained surface scored open to show the pale heartwood, like a rabid animal had chewed at it. 

“What did that?” He said without thinking.

“Where is your Visioneer, soldier?” The man asked, clearly frustrated. “Radomirél, yes?”

“Yes. He’s out across the mere right now, hunting what’s harming these banners.”

The Visioneer glared at him. “When did he leave?”

“Two days ago. We agreed to signal each other on the west wall at the second watch, every day. That way I know he’s yet alive.”

The Visioneer grit his teeth and nodded. “Always been a rebel, him. Keep that watch. I demand to speak to him as soon as he sets foot in the city.”

“Yes sir.”

“What did he see?”

“See?’

“Something set out on a hunt. What was it?” the Visioneer said. He was covering something on the pole with his palm. 

“I didn’t see. He said something was out there, and wanted to confirm it. If it was nothing, no harm done, he told me” Draviel wondered what this Visioneer hiding under his palm.

“You’ve not seen anything that could have done this?”

For a second, Draviel felt like he was going crazy. A beast like this would have been large. Would have needed time. There was no way it could bring down a banner without being seen. And yet, here was one. How could he have seen nothing from the walltops? He shook his head. “I’m on East Watch. I saw nothing that could do this. Have you asked South and West?”

The Visioneer pursed his lips. “Tell me why these banners are vital.”

“Vital?” Draviel nodded, his eyes tracing the long slash-lines in the wood. “Each banner signifies a pact, the alliance of cities.”

The Visioneer nodded, but did it with an annoyed tilt to his head, as if hearing the wrong answer. “Yes. Why?”

Draviel frowned. These were questions asked and answered in the academies as children. Where was this going? “Because the ancients summoned a god from the constellations, and amid great destruction, imprisoned it in the forges beneath our feet. This city, and the alliance of Bannermark, swore to never again practice such dark magic, and our banners and temples serve at the will of the god.” 

The Visioneer nodded impatiently. “Then what is this?”

He pulled his hand away, and Draviel was shocked for a second time. 

A chunk of crystal stuck in the end of a deep score. No, not a chunk, it was shaped. It was tooth-shaped, as if something gnawed at it and ripped out a canine. He bent closer to study it. 

It was leaking magic into the air. A very tiny amount, like a wisp of colored smoke, similar to the Auroral Lights. Possibly even the same thing.

He struggled to imagine what could have done this. What kind of beast was this? Why tear down a banner? How was it made of crystal? He glanced up. 

The Visioneer was watching him carefully, wiping his hands on a scented cloth. 

“I don’t understand,” Draviel managed. He reached out to touch the shard. It almost looked like it could be soft, somehow, and not brittle and hard.

The Visioneer’s hand was instantly slammed against his wrist, surprisingly strong fingers and stony tendons stopping his arm mid-air. “Don’t touch it.” He warned.

“Why?”

“If it cuts you and draws blood, it infects you. You will turn into this substance.”

Draviel blinked. Was there anything else at large in the world that he didn’t know about? 

He stood, squinted at the man, and then returned to his soldier’s stance, and clapped his hands behind his back. “I don’t understand, Visioneer. Why am I here?”

The Visioneer watched him carefully, and dropped the cloth over the broken tooth, hiding it from from. “I have to divulge a secret that will kill you, if you let it out. Already what you have seen will mean you are under special watch. Do you understand?”

The back of Draviel’s neck prickled with fear. Didn’t sound like he had an option. Sounded like Sarovor was already in on it. And he was definitely out of time for the second watch. 

Before he could agree or disagree, the Visioneer continued. “The banners are more than pledges for the alliance. They are markers. We place them to mark the furthest reach of the auroral light.”

Understanding dawned on Draviel. That made sense why they kept raising new banners further out across the lake. At seasonal times, the god’s magic deep under the city glowed and rippled like rivers of light. The mere, once a deep, dark lake surrounding the crater, had become hardwater. No one understood what it was. It wasn’t ice, wasn’t glass, wasn’t water. And yet it looked like water, and acted like a shear, slick, ice surface that clinked and rang, like a ceramic plate. 

And when the god glowed deep below, the light radiated out and the entire mere lit up with bands of light like slow-moving smoke, muted greens folding and curving, fading to edges of yellow and red. 

Hunters in the deep north claimed to see it in the sky too. Here, it was trapped under the hardwater, and ever since they were children, the wallguard leaned on their spears to admire it.

“You’re saying that the god’s magic is expanding?” Draviel asked.

“Yes.”

“And you’re tracking it,” Draviel added.

“Charting it,” the Visioneer corrected.  “These banners are vital to our service to the god, do you understand?” The Visioneer said through tensed teeth. 

Draviel nodded. “I do.” But he didn’t really. It wasn’t his job to. That was for Visioneers to make sense of. All he could think of was the blue grains of sand falling in a flowing pyramid under glass. 

“If they fall, not only does the alliance from the LegendHaven hold us accountable, but we risk angering the god.”

“We do?”

“As the god’s reach expands, it is vital we are there to mark and honor it. Or we incur its anger.”

Draviel didn’t like the idea of an angry god underfoot, under the city. He nodded. “Understood. I don’t know that I have anything else to say that’s helpful. Am I free to go?”

The Visioneer turned away, hands on hips. “Yes. I want to see your Visioneer immediately.”

Draviel stiffened and threw a respectful salute, and then hurried out of the tent. He saluted again to Sarovor, checked the hourglass, and yes, he was late. Definitely late. He tried to keep to a dignified jog, but put some speed on it as followed the piers and lines of bridges that connected to the outer wall on the East Watch. 

The wind was already strong tonight. He pulled out the gloves he’d tucked into the small of his back and tugged them on, grabbed a bronze lantern from its stand, and reached his assigned watch on the walltop. 

He checked the hourglass in the niche, and waited a half-minute for the final, blue grains to sift through. Then flipped it over and locked it in place. He was proud of two things; being punctual, and having great timing. And he’d barely made it on time. 

Being on time is late…

He turned toward the lake, and raised the lantern up and down three times, then hid it in behind the wall for a second. Then did it again. His eyes probed the widening darkness, fields of hardwater punctured by a forest of flags, the city edged by quays and ropes. 

Beyond the last banner, he saw only darkness. 

The mountains rose so high and bleak, dappled with moss, their bases thick with forests of larch and melted granite, like pooled cheese. Drifts of snow skidded across the ice, unable to stick or stay.

A light stabbed back from the dark. 

With a flutter of relief, he watched it dip. Then he frowned, because it spun, back and forth, crazily. 

That wasn’t the signal. 

He repeated his up and down motion, hid the light, and did it again. 

Out there, Radomirél was swinging it crazily. 

That only meant one thing. 

A warning. A call for help. Anything but a signal for safety. 

His heart in his throat, he rushed back the way he came, re-latched the lantern, and took the stairs three at a time, almost losing his footing and skidding the last few to the ground. Checked his knife at his hip hadn’t jostled loose, and shoved at it deeper into the leather sheathe for good measure.

He needed an idea, some way to get across. 

At a dead run, he raced through the open corridors between the walls, took the doorways without breaking his stride, and in minutes was down by the docks. Long blackwood docks ringed the city, a hub for sleds and trains that skated across the hardwater. 

Several times he’d thought about ways to get across the mark during a gale. None of them were pretty. All of them were dangerous. 

“What’s going on?” A harbor man shouted, lashing down his sled to the pier. His crew were tying a canvas cloth down over crates and straw-stuffed items. 

“I need to get across,” Draviel heaved, trying to catch his breath, pointing out at the dark.

The man stopped and straightened, his eyes wide in disbelief. He clapped his hands to his cap, tugging it down around his ears. “You’re mad, man! You can’t go out there!” 

Draviel’s boots pounded the boards, the sound already muffled in the hollow wind. The wind was getting stronger. He tried to lick his lips, but they stayed dry. 

“That wind isn’t going to stop! You’ll die!” The man howled. 

Draviel frowned till his eyebrows hurt. Of course the man was right. 

When the wind reached full gale, as it usually did right around now, there was no way to survive the corssing. Smart people lashed everything down, shuttered their homes, and waited for the storm to pass. 

He reached the furthest edge of the boardwalk. Anything loose on the mere out there would be feathers in a stormgale. He would skid down that slick expanse and vanish into the dark distance. His gut lurched.

“You can’t be serious?” The man came up behind and grabbed his arm. “You can’t!” 

Draviel pulled away violently. “There’s nothing for it,” he managed. “My friend is out there, and he needs help. I have to cross.”

“Damm soldiers, think you can do whatever you want. It’s slipwind now, we’re minutes from a storm. With snow, we’ll get whitegrim. You’ll never make it back.”

“I’ll figure out a return later. For now, I need to get out there. And I’ve got an idea…” Draviel headed over to one of the shacks where banner repair teams stored their equipment. He kicked at the bolted door till the jamb sagged, and the padlock tore out of the wall. 

Inside, in neat piles, lay coils of rope with hooks. In case a wind started up, repairmen would lash themselves to the poles, like the loggers who raced up trunks with nothing but a line and spiked shoes.

This was his plan. 

His throat clenched up and refused to swallow. He grabbed two hooks and coils, and stuffed them into his belt, and then grabbed two more. They were heavy, solid iron. Perfect for his plan. “If I was in trouble, I know he’d do the same,” he muttered.

“The gods be kind on your soul,” The harbor man yelled, “because the gale won’t!” He hurried back to his sled. 

Remind me not to ask you to be my friend… Draviel growled. Flecks of sleet pricked his cheeks.

Time to go.

Draviel took a flying leap off the edge of the boardwalk, dropping a few feet to the surface of the hardwater. His boots instantly slipped out from under him, padded knees taking the hit and crashing to elbows to protect his head. A jolt of angry air burst through his teeth. 

Then he was up, and skidding, sliding, running across the surface.

The slipwind was still light. Spindrift blew sideways into his face, needles of snow and ice. His heavy boots crashed down, like hammers on royal dinner plates. 

He could still see the lantern in the distance. A few fields away in the dark, swinging in circles. 

He ran through a world of columns, tall pillars braced with braids of steel set in stone plinths, anchored into the hardwater surface. 

Up there, the currents of wind were harsher, and that’s when he heard it. 

The banner poles hummed. Vibrating in their sockets, a chorus of wooden throats straining under the titanic flags that bucked and yanked. One of those banners could cover a whole house. Like a ship’s sail. 

His throat was already red and gasping from running with all this padded armor. Every other step and his foot slipped and he lost time.

Keep running…

He had minutes before that current up there dropped to the surface, and would whip him off his feet. These hooks were heavy in his hand, but a good weight.

The last of the banners were coming up. Beyond that lay the empty expanse of the mere, punctuated by slabs and reefs of stone, and thinned out lines of smaller flags. 

The humming in the poles was rising in pitch. That meant the stormgale over his head was descending, rattling the wood in place faster and faster.

He unwrapped the hook and let the cord fall free, tucking the free end into his belt. Then swung it in a circle. It buzzed in the air, and the rope huffed as he let it slip through his palm, letting the circle grow. Then whipped it out as it came round the curve, straight toward a banner ahead. 

It clanked past, pulled up short, and snagged on the bole.

Just in time. 

He clamped his fingers on the rope and hitched it around his hand. 

The stormgale rammed into him and blew the breath from his mouth. He crushed his eyes shut, feet thrown out and up into the air, slammed to his shoulder and went skidding like a grain of wheat, like a little nothing, a fleck of snow racing across a glass field.

He braced, waiting for the cord to pull taut. And it did, nearly ripping his wrists off. He grunted, felt the shift in the slide, and swung in a wide circle. 

These gales never lasted more than a few seconds. 

And it was suddenly over, lifting back up into the sky. 

He was still sliding. The banner was behind him now. He needed to time it perfectly, because in an instant, the hook would kink and edge loose, then flail free. If he wasn’t hooked on the next banner, he’d be lost.

As best he could, he threw the second hook toward the next pole. It caught, and for a second, he sawed in a semicircle between two lines. Then the first slipped loose like he expected. But he’d bought an extra second now to push up onto his knees.  

The wind buffeted him and he went sliding off again, a long slow half-loop around the banner. The armor on his knees started to warm up. 

Glancing ahead, the light had disappeared.

His heart sank. Was Radomirél dead? Did something kill him?

He focused on the next pole, and the next. It was almost like swinging across a vertical cliff-face, lariats and pins keeping him from falling away forever. Like a tiny spider spooling the end of its line and looping toward the next handhold.

His fingers were burning and sore, and this was the last surge. 

He reached the edge of his swing on the rope and let go, lashing out with his boots, willing himself the extra few feet to scrabble at an outcrop of stone, a cluster of crags that broke the hardwater surface. 

Palms slamming on the surface, shoving and fingers scraping stone, clamping around chips of granite, and hauling himself out of the dark emptiness and into the comfort of a lee, a shoulder that warped around a shallow hollow. 

The instant he collapsed in it to catch his breath, the stormgale picked up again, blew over the mouth of the lee and filled his head and ears and eyes and bones with a howling, humming, screeching song. 

Can’t stop here. 

Hand over hand, he pulled himself out and up, peeking over the edge of the shale. The wind crashed into his face and ripped at his eyelids, and he ducked back, blinking against the salty, red itch on his eyeballs.

And then the gale was gone again. 

One final banner before the edge of the hardwater, and a perimeter of smaller flags that ringed the mere. A glance to his left showed the wild, whirling, white wall of the whitegrim advancing like a cloud that swallowed the world. Perhaps a half minute away.

Atop this crag was another banner. Loosening the final two hooks at his back, he braced for the ludicrous. 

Only one chance at this. 

His friend was out there, perhaps seconds from death. 

He hauled himself up the pole, hand over hand. Easy at first with the braided iron, then the smooth bole that slipped under his fingers. He clung, limpet-tense, like a barnacle high up over the water in a shaved tree. 

Toward his right, he eyed a cluster of poles. And then this was it, the early gale before the whitegrim. The whiteness was seconds away. The gale crushed him against the pole and the world swung sideways again. He felt like lichen on a cliff-face under a crushing cataract of water. 

Here goes. Pushing against the wind, he scraped with his boots, worked up into a crouch, and leapt into the free air toward the final flags.

Instantly buffeted and tossed like a toy in an ocean. 

Needles of snow spiked his skin and clattered off his armor.

The whitegrim enfolded him completely like a cloud. 

Grabbed at the hooks to his back and desperately threw them, praying that whatever gods were on his side could guide them home.

His knees and elbows crashed into the hardwater and juddered his teeth in his head, careening wildly, tugging on the ropes, suddenly felt them go taut and the surge of direction take over his body, sliding toward the shore, red joy in his heart and a happy howl in his jaws.

His feet sloughed into snow. Flailing arms found more rock. He hugged hard, eyes shut so tight he saw stars and clouds of light in the darkness, tucking his face into his elbow. He listened for the solid snapping and yanking of the colored flags overhead, invisible in the white darkness.

Even through closed eyes, light played and blurred under the surface of the hardwater. He squinted, guessing what it was. The auroral lights were flowing out from under Bannermark. Bending and blending, turning the stiff lake into a glowing, green-blue mirror.

And then the whitegrim blew over, the gale softened, and the bright night sky pricked out with stars and sudden silence, the kind that left your ears gasping for sound, like a fish madly mouthing the air.

Tingling, shaking, he got to his feet and shuffled up the icy bank, shook out his stiff muscles, and looked around for his friend. “Radi?” He yelled. “Radomirél?” 

Weird sounds up the bank. Ahead, rock splayed up like starved fingers away from the hardwater. Rising above rose the maroon banner of Ribgate, its sigil of curved dunes under a crescent moon. 

There it was again. Something growled and coughed.

An animal? Wolves? Was Radomirél surrounded by a pack? That might make sense. 

His blood ran cold, and he hurried. One of his hooks and ropes was still snagged around a pole. He grabbed at the flapping rope end, shook the hook free, and rolled the rope around his fist. His boots punched through a thin layer of ice trapping soft snow below.

The deeps of the mere pooled and warped with green-gold light. Everything felt upside down and strange, and he couldn’t shake the taste of soured fish in the pit of his gut. 

He turned the corner and was shocked into slack-jawed silence.

An elk was attacking a banner pole, viciously raging its antlers into the plinth, the wood, the iron, shards and grit of stone and wood flying into the air. 

Only… it was half skeleton, as if a wolf pack had eaten half and abandoned the rest. Several legs were mere bone and tendon, and a bleak skull roared and savaged the wood. 

He staggered to a stop, knocking loose the bits of shale and snow that the wind had packed into piles. 

The elk paused and turned its hollow, blank eyeholes at him. And that’s when Draviel realized it was crystal. The skeleton, the shaggy fur, the tines, all crystal, but living. Not stiff and dead. 

This dead beast was filled with the gods’ breath. The god aura that lit up the hardwater creased and streamed through it’s bent-glass limbs, trailed out the broken tines like vapor. He seen that before.

It dropped its jaws and howled at him, the deep bugle a raw, bell-like blast that broke into different sounds, one voice becoming many. It made his teeth ache to hear it, and terror blanched his throat white.

“Hey, hey!” Yelled a voice. 

Beyond the elk, Radomirél shouted and danced in the snow, a tall Visioneer in blue-brocade robes, clamped together with silver-pressed iron armor. The broad hood lay flat on his neck, his bald, black head bare in the moonlight. 

Draviel could barely see him past the swinging lantern, the talisman of his order. 

The lantern was blaring godlight, streaming trails of light like ribbons in the air. That’s what Visioneers trained to channel, and the lanterns lit up when near it. 

And this elk was ablaze with it. 

The two friends half waved, half shouted at each other in stunned recognition. 

Radomirél looked genuinely shocked to see him. Draviel wondered how he wasn’t frostbitten. He wore nothing heavy to stay warm. 

The stormgale was back again, the sky an open throat warning them to flatten against the earth.

The elk heaved up on its hindlegs, shoved at the banner one final time, and the pole broke like a rotten bone, a slow groan yawning the sky above as it fell toward Draviel. He pounded out of its path, whipping his head back and forth from the snow to the field-sized flag trailing against the sky toward him, and then the pole crashed on rocks, bouncing slowly like a fisherman’s bow, each impact shuddering the ground and fracturing the ice.

The cords binding the flag were sheared loose, and the wind yanked at the cloth, pulling it loose, threatening to strip away Ribgate’s pact and cast it away into the mountains. 

Where the banner fell, a fountain of the auroral light from under the hardwater streamed out, like a pent up dam was loosed. 

The elk turned on Radomirél, as if tired of a pest. Draviel guessed that he’d been trying to stop it from hacking down the flags. His blood ran cold again as he saw the elk duck its head and charge his friend, antlers like a forest of chipped spears and blistered light. 

Radomirél threw himself ungracefully out of the way, but as the elk passed, churning up snow like a heavy pack sled, he swung the lantern into its ribs with such violence it shattered and lodged. The lantern light burst into the bones and tines of the beast, like morning sunlight through stained glass. 

The heft of the hook caught at Draviel’s hand, and he had an idea. The winds were again seconds away. He and Radomirél needed to hide. 

He turned and ran for the banner, pulling the cords loose from around his palm, his frozen fingers fumbling to thread it through the eyelets of the banner. He yanked the rope into a figure-eight knot. Nothing would undo that. Then yanked out his knife and sawed away the rest of the pole cords.

The heavy banner was already lurching up, a vast sheet being sucked into the sky. 

Seconds…

He turned into the wind, holding tight to the hook, saw the elk pacing drunkenly back and forth, puckering the green light that pooled on the ground like mist. He braced his legs, bent his knees.

“Hey!” He yelled at it. “Hey, here! Come on! Come at me!”

He had only seconds…

It turned, bright skull holes staring at him. And charged. 

His stomach dropped. 

The end of the rope suddenly unraveled behind him. Heard the deep snapping of the cloth surging into the sky like a sail. 

The timing… was perfect.

And then Radomirél shrieked through the winds, “No! Stop! What are you doing?” 

Draviel could sense magic-enhanced shouting, and flicked his eyes past the beast’s haunches to see his friend standing in the fountaining light, hands shaking wildly, eyes wide.

And the elk heard those yells. It yanked its head around to look back. 

Draviel swore something nasty, took off running, prayed his gloves would hold, and pulled to the right, the glassy tines slashed open air, and he leapt up against the thing’s throat. With a vicious grunt, he shoved the tip of the iron hook up under the jawline, somewhere near the throat, felt it crack and shudder through his hands, like stabbing stone with a knife, and then curled up into a ball with a crazy, god-blessed hope it wouldn’t trample on him.

Right on time. 

The gale billowed the flag up and into the air, and with a sad, nasally roar, the elk was yanked around itself and straight up, and in a second was completely gone. 

One second there. 

The next gone. Just a snow-streaked sky.

And silence.

Draviel let himself stay stiff for a full second, staring into the empty sky, and then every muscle melted and he collapsed. Snow and smoke-like green light blustered around his face and covered his eyes, and he didn’t care. 

His friend was safe. 

He felt Radomirél’s footsteps thumping up to his right, the impact of dropping to his knees, and hands under his shoulders pulling him up. 

“You god-addled idiot!” Radomirél grinned. “What in the hells were you thinking?”

“I still got it,” Draviel said, giving a thumbs up. “Couldn’t let you die out here. Not alone, anyway.”







EPILOGUE

“I can’t believe you made it across. Come on, get out of the wind.” Radomirél half-pulled, half-yanked him up and into the lee of some boulders. It was still cold there, but blessedly quieter.

“What was that?” Draviel asked.

Radomirél pursed his lips. “No easy answer there.”

“I saw a piece of that elk in a pole in Bannermark,” Draviel muttered, blowing into the ends of his gloves to dry and send warmth into his fingertips. “Is it crystal?”

Radomirél dropped his head. “Worse. It’s aural.”

“What?”

“It’s from the god.” And Radi held up his hand.

Draviel felt his stomach turn and his thoughts curdle at the same time. 

Radomirél’s palm was slashed open. But instead of bleeding, it was turning into brilliant crystal. “It got me,” he said. 

Draviel worked his tongue against his jaw to speak. He grabbed at the hand, stared at it, then stared into his friend’s face. “What happened? Will you die?”

“I think I’ll become like that elk. Undead.” 

Draviel’s heart sank again. All that friendship, all their years together… lost? “Undead? How bad is it?”

“Not so bad. I don’t feel the cold any more.” Radomirél pointed at the green light flowing across the ground, leaking out of the earth like beautiful blood from a holy wound. “I think there’s something else going on here. More to this mystery than we expected.”

“We have to get you back,” Draviel gritted his teeth. “They’ll find a way to heal you. To get this out of you.” There had to be a way. There had to. “We still have time. It’s not gone past your elbow. They could cut—”

“I’m not going back, Drav,” Radomirél cut him off. “I think we’ve all made a mistake.”

“Not going back?” Draviel murmured dumbly.

Radomirél stood and walked out into the field of snow, trailing his hands through the green vapor. “What if the banners aren’t marks? What if they’re wards, to hold back the god’s power? To contain it?” He grimaced. “To control it?”

Draviel felt dizzy. “That’s impossible. We all upkeep the pact. We’ll never dabble in the old magics again.”

Radomirél’s pointed to the gorgeous, glowing auroral light. “I think that elk is a servant. No, a savant.” 

“What?” He always did like fancier words. Draviel growled. “You’ve been out here too long.”

“I have too many questions,” Radomirél murmured absentmindedly. “I need to know why godlight turns things crystal,” he traced his palm with his other finger. “If I’m right, the elk is serving the god, and freeing its power. And if I’m right… then everything I’ve known is wrong. And Bannermark is a confusion to my mind.”

“Bannermark is home!” Draviel snapped. “The Haven will convene soon. All the flags will be refitted and repainted. The lake will glow, and the city will cheer and sing for a week, and the temple won’t stop ringing its damm bells the whole night. You have to come back, and we have to report all this. The other Visioneers will need to know this.”

“You do it. You go back and tell them,” Radomirél stretched his shoulders. “I’m going to hunt for more elk. Maybe the legends are wrong. Maybe they’re not our enemy after all. ”

Draviel went cold and hard. “You can’t be serious.”

Radomirél clamped a crystalline hand on Draviel’s shoulder. “You’re a good man, Drav. Always were. I’ll get you a message if I find anything. Be careful back in there, friend.” And then Radomirél was gone, like a ghost in the snow. 

Friend… 

He realized his hand was hanging in the air, reaching for the empty place where his friend had stood. It was slightly pathetic. 

He dropped it to his side, and sank to his knees. His head was racing. He couldn’t make sense of it all. Or maybe… he didn’t want to. Radomirél was always smarter than him. Who knows what turning into an undead would do to you.

Draviel suddenly felt again the icy wind biting into his cheeks. His limbs were utterly exhausted. His eyes were gritty with sleep. He curled up, covered his face with his palms, and prepared to outwait the storm.

And for the first time, he had no idea what time it was.
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