PART ONE



Six weeks before the Veilfall Ball, Rosalie Wyn stopped sleeping.

She still lay down. She still closed her eyes. But true, unguarded
sleep had abandoned her somewhere between the fourth and seventh
fracture. And tonight would not be any different.

Rosalie stood alone in the upper observatory of the Palace, the
highest point in all of Everlore. From there, the sky pressed close
enough to feel like something tangible. An ocean of night just beyond
reach.

She could always tell when it was about to happen. The air
tightened. The Veil shimmered with invisible strain. Even the stars
seemed to watch.

There.

A thin silver crack traced across the sky. It spidered outward in
silence, branching like frost over glass. Then, just as suddenly, it sealed
itself, leaving behind only darkness.

But Rosalie knew better. Every fracture left a scar. Every scar
weakened the Veil further. And there were so many now. Some she
would be able to see in the Hall afterwards: a thread dimmed, a
connection flickering. Others left nothing behind.

She pressed her palm against the cold stone railing of the
observatory, grounding herself.

‘Report,’ she said.

Elias stepped forward from the shadows. ‘Minor instability
detected along the eastern border,’ he replied. ‘And some overlap
again.’

‘Overlap where?’

‘The same forest realm as the Second. Unnamed in our archives.’
He hesitated. ‘Creatures have crossed through again.’

Rosalie closed her eyes as the memory of the evening of the Second
came flooding back. The First fracture had sealed itself again within
days. The Second tore the sky open across the entirety of Everlore. It
wasn’t just a crack. It was a wound. Jagged and wrong. Like something
had clawed its way through from the other side.

And something had.

Rosalie arrived minutes after the first bell sounded. The city was in
chaos. Guards moving civilians away, voices rising in fear. And beneath



the tear...a creature. It stood twice the height of a man, its form shifting
in ways that made the eye struggle to follow. Wings flickered into
existence and vanished again. Its skin shimmered like molten glass.

Unstable. Out of place. Alive.

‘Into formation!” Caelan’s voice cut through the panic. The
Veilguards surrounded the creature, blades drawn. Rosalie stepped
forward.

‘Don’t kill it,” she said.

Caelan turned sharply. ‘It’s already attacked two guards.’

‘I said don’t kill it.’

‘It’s dangerous.’

The creature let a sound, something between a scream and a cry.
Rosalie felt it more than she heard it. Displacement. Confusion. Pain.

‘It’s not supposed to be here,’ she said softly.

‘T’ll say...” Caelan mumbled.

For a moment, their gazes locked. Then Rosalie stepped past him.

‘Lower your weapons,’ she ordered the guard.

‘Rosalie-’

She didn’t meet Caelan’s gaze as she spoke.

‘That’s an order.’

Reluctantly, the guards obeyed. Rosalie approached the creature
slowly, hands visible. ‘It’s been torn from its world.’

The creature shifted, its form flickering wildly. Rosalie reached
out, just barely. Her hand brushed against it. And in that instant, she
saw...
A forest burning. A sky splitting. A world unravelling. Another
fraction pulling at her.

She pulled back sharply. ‘It’s not the only one,’ she whispered.

‘What?’ Caelan asked.

‘There was another fracture. This is just the first one we’ve seen.’
The creature let out another broken sound. ‘Send it back.’

Caelan frowned. ‘Send it back? Send it back where? You don’t
even know where it came from.’

‘I know enough.’

‘And what if you're wrong?’

Rosalie met his gaze. ‘I'm not wrong.’

Since then, the reports had changed. They went from ‘potential
risks’ to ‘confirmed incidents’. Elias stopped softening the language.
Master Corvin stopped offering hopeful projections. Even the council
stopped pretending they had time.

Rosalie adapted accordingly. She became sharper. Colder. More
precise. Every decision weighed against one impossible question: how
much was she willing to lose to save what remained?



‘I suppose it’s about time we name it.” Elias’s voice dragged Rosalie
from her memories. He had been keeping the fracture records almost as
long as Rosalie had been making them. Every disturbance was logged:
where it appeared, which thread reacted, how long it remained visible,
what crossed through and whether the Veil closed cleanly afterwards.
Most of his reports ended with more questions than answers.

‘What? Name what?’

‘The forest realm. There are a great many worlds. It seems curious
that we should keep running into this one. What would you like our
next step to be?’

Rosalie looked towards the place where the silver line had
disappeared.

‘Add it to the report.’

‘Already have.’

‘How wide is it?’ Rosalie asked.

‘Not enough to classify as a full rupture yet.’

‘And the thread?’

‘Unstable, but it’s still there.’

She sighed. ‘Assemble the council, please.’

Reality was bleeding.

And what bled through was rarely harmless.
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II

The Veil Hall was never meant to carry this strain. Long before Rosalie
was born, before the collapse began, before Everlore became a failing
guardian instead of a thriving nexus, the Hall had been a place of quiet
precision.

Now it was chaos.

Lines of magic stretched across the chamber like a web woven from
starlight. They pulsed faintly, each one connecting Everlore to another
world. Some glowed steady and bright. Others flickered like failing
lanterns. A few had gone completely dark. Rosalie could feel the
damaged ones before she reached them. A wrongness beneath the skin,
sharpening as she drew nearer. Elias did what Rosalie had never had
the patience for: compare all of it. He tracked changes from day to day,
matched fluctuations against old records and marked every fracture
against the threads that reacted to it.

Between them, they had spent years trying to turn catastrophe into
a pattern.

Rosalie walked through the Hall, her boots echoing against polished
marble. Every step reminded her of something she could not ignore:
there were too many fractures. Too many worlds. Too little time.

‘The western threads are deteriorating faster than projected,’
Master Corvin said, keeping pace beside her. ‘At least three more may
collapse within the month.’

‘What about the stabilization attempts we discussed?’

‘They were unsuccessful.’

‘How many can we save?’

‘How many threads?’ A confused tone lined his question.

‘How many worlds.’

He did not answer immediately. The silence was louder than
anything she’d ever heard.

‘In the best case?’ She tried.

‘...Half.’

The word settled like ash in the air.

Half.

Half the worlds connected to Everlore. Half the lives depending on
a system she was failing to hold together. Rosalie stopped in the center
of the Hall.



‘No,’ she said quietly, more to herself than anyone on the chamber.

Corvin blinked. ‘Miss Wyn-’

‘No,’ she repeated. Sharper. Harder. ‘We are not choosing half.’

‘We may not have a choice.’

‘I refuse that answer.’

For a moment, she let the scholar see it. The edge she kept hidden
from the rest of the council. The part of Rosalie Wyn that would burn
the world down before she would let it die quietly.

Then she regained her composure.

‘We open the gates,’ she said.

Corvin stilled. ‘The Ball?’

‘Yes.’

‘It’s risky. It would expose us. Expose everything.’

‘It’s necessary.’

‘And if they refuse to come?’

Rosalie looked up at the glowing web of worlds above them.

‘Then we find other ways to make them listen.’
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A week later, Rosalie Wyn took her place at the head of the council table
in the Veil Hall. The room fell silent, and one by one, Rosalie’s advisors
began their reports.

‘The guest chambers are being prepared as we speak,” Maribel
said. ‘Assuming the arrivals proceed as expected.’

‘As expected is quite optimistic,” Rosalie replied cynically. Maribel
only nodded.

‘The ballroom renovations are complete. The chandeliers have
been restored and the eastern wing has been reopened. The musicians
have arrived as well. We expect final rehearsals in the week.’

Food. Security. Transportation. Sleeping chambers. Wards. Guest
registrations. A hundred details for a celebration she never wanted to
host. Yet every one of them mattered.

Because this ball was not truly a ball. It was diplomacy disguised as
spectacle. Hope disguised as elegance. A desperate attempt to convince
the worlds that Everlore was worth saving.

‘What of our...special invitations?’ Rosalie finally asked.

The room shifted. Everyone knew which invitations she meant.

Master Corvin looked up. ‘We have received responses.’

Rosalie lifted an eyebrow. ‘Go on.’

‘We have reason to believe Bryce Quinlan is considering the
invitation.’



A few relieved murmurs sounded around the table. Rosalie
understood why. Bryce Quinlan was exactly the type of person Everlore
needed. Someone who understood sacrifice. Someone who had
repeatedly chosen others over herself. Someone capable of seeing value
in broken things.

‘What reason?’

Corvin raised his eyebrow as he read from his scroll. ‘The
invitation was lost beneath what appeared to be an alarming quantity of
paperwork and empty coffee cops. But she retrieved it, and spent-’, he
paused to take a closer look at his notes, ‘approximately sixteen minutes
arguing with someone after opening it.’

‘About the invitation?’ Rosalie asked.

‘Impossible to determine. The argument may have been entirely
unrelated.’

Rosalie let out a laughless chuckle. ‘Alright then.’ She hesitated,
then asked, ‘and Ms. Sorrengail?’

Corvin consulted a scroll and frowned. ‘More complicated...’

Of course it was. Violet Sorrengail belonged to a world built upon
survival. She had little reason to trust a stranger asking her to cross
realities for a realm she had never seen. Still...if anyone understood
fighting for a home on the brink of destruction, it was a dragon rider.
And if Violet chose to come, others would follow.

‘She appears suspicious,’ Corvin continued.

‘Sounds reasonable.’

‘There were multiple participants discussing the invitation.’

‘How many?’

‘Should I include the dragons in that headcount?’

The room fell silent.

‘Ah,’ Rosalie said. ‘Well. Just keep trying.’

Corvin nodded.

‘And Zoya Nazyalensky?’ This time Rosalie leaned forward. ‘Please
tell me we have progress.’

‘We do.” A smile touched the scholar’s face. ‘She’s intrigued.’

Rosalie allowed herself the smallest hint of satisfaction. Zoya
represented strength. Leadership. The ability to command loyalty even
when the odds seemed impossible. Everlore needed people who knew
how to rebuild. Not merely survive.

‘There was also criticism.’

‘On what?’

‘The wording. The seal. The paper quality. The presentation.’

Rosalie rolled her eyes. ‘Just get her here.’

‘As you wish.’



The meeting continued for another hour. When it finally ended,
Rosalie remained seated long after everyone else had gone. The maps
still floated around her.

So many worlds. So many possibilities. So little certainty.

‘You’re carrying too much,’ a voice said from the doorway. Rosalie
didn’t need to look up to know it was Caelan. One of the few people left
in Everlore willing to talk back to her. Unfortunately, he was usually
right.

‘Is this an official military assessment?’

‘Itis.’

He crossed the room. Moonlight caught the silver embroidery on
his uniform. Rosalie hated that she noticed. That she always noticed
him.

‘You should be sleeping.’

‘So should you.’

‘We’ve had this conversation before.’

‘Many times.’

‘And neither of us listens.’

‘Hm.’

The silence felt strangely intimate. Rosalie cleared her throat.

‘The Ball is progressing,” she said, making conversation.

‘It is.’

‘You are unconvinced.’

Caelan studied the map. ‘I think the Ball is brilliant.’

She blinked. That had not been the answer she expected. ‘But?’

‘But I think you are trying to save an entire realm by yourself.’

Rosalie looked away. He wasn’t wrong.

Before she could reply, a knock interrupted. Elias entered carrying
several garment bags. Rosalie closed her eyes.

‘No.’

‘Miss Wyn -’

‘No.’

‘Unfortunately, yes.’

Caelan immediately looked entertained.

Traitor.

Elias approached the table. ‘The dressmakers require a decision.’

‘The realm is collapsing.’

‘Yes.’

‘The Veil is breaking.’

‘Also yes.’

Rosalie gestured dramatically towards the sky beyond the windows.
‘And somehow I am expected to choose between pearl embroidery and
silver embroidery.’

‘Gold embroidery is also available.’



Caelan laughed. Rosalie considered banishing both men from the
Palace.

‘The Ball requires a symbol,’ Elias said gently.

‘It requires allies.’

‘It requires both.” He carefully unfolded one of the gowns. The
silver fabric shimmered like starlight. Even Rosalie had to admit it was
beautiful.

‘You really want me to worry about dresses while Everlore dies?’

‘No.’ Elias voice turned serious. ‘I want the worlds to know what
they’re fighting for.” The room became quiet as he spoke, touching the
silver fabric. ‘Your people have spent years hearing about collapse. And
failure. Show them beauty, Rosalie.’

Surprised at hearing her first name on Elias’ tongue, she looked up
at him, and then at the silver dress he was holding. The intricate
embroidery depicting rivers, forests, and stars of Everlore. A memory of
what the realm once had been.

‘Present yourself as their queen,’ Elias continued.

‘'m not a queen.’

‘I know. But they need one anyway.’

Rosalie swallowed. That was the burden no one ever spoke aloud.
Everlore did not need mere saving. Its people needed something to
believe in.

Finally, she sighed. ‘Fine.’

Elias smiled victoriously.

‘But not this one,’ Rosalie continued, pointing at the silver dress.
‘It’s too much.’

Elias nodded, pulling out the next option. The fabric that emerged
was not silver. It was black. Not dull... but a deep midnight black. It
unfolded in simple but graceful layers. Long lace sleeves cascaded from
the shoulders.

Rosalie rose from her chair despite herself.

Elias’s expression became almost smug.

The wide silver belt embroidered at the waist drew her eye in
immediately.

Fractured lines. Cracks. The Veil itself.

Caelan stepped closed. Now that caught Rosalie’s attention. The
captain...caring about gowns?

‘What?’ She asked.

‘Nothing.’

‘Liar.’

‘It is an excellent dress.’

‘You’re discussing dresses now?’

‘I discuss tactical advantages when I see them.’

Rosalie narrowed her eyes. ‘Tactical advantages.’



‘The silver gown would make you look approachable. This one...’

‘Yes?”’

‘This one suggests anyone foolish enough to threaten Everlore may
regret the decision.’

Rosalie felt her cheeks heat. Elias then revealed the final piece. A
translucent silver veil.

‘In line with the Veilfall motif,” Elias explained.

‘The what?’

‘The theme.’

‘There is a theme?’

‘Miss Wyn, it is called the Veilfall Ball.’

Rosalie pinched the bridge of her nose. ‘Right, of course. The
theme.’

‘Our Veil symbolizes the boundary between worlds.’

‘T understand what the Veil symbolizes, Elias.’

‘Good. When worn, this veil partially obscures the face while
allowed the embroidery to catch the light. It creates the impression of
looking through a fractured reality.

Rosalie blinked. That was admittedly impressive. Annoyingly so.

‘Sounds a bit dramatic.’

‘You’re hosting a magical convergence of worlds during an
existential crisis.’

‘Fair.’

Caelan circled the table. Rosalie watched him suspiciously.

‘What are you doing?’

‘Evaluating.’

‘You are a military commander.’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’ve become involved in this conversation...why exactly?’

Caelan glanced between the two gowns. ‘The silver reminds people
of what Everlore was.’

Elias nodded.

‘And the black reminds them of what it faces now.’

‘Correct.’

Rosalie looked at both dresses. The silver shimmered like memory.
Like hope. Like the Everlore she remembered from her childhood. The
black gown felt different. Not hopeful...determined. It reminded her of
fractured skies and impossible burdens. Of standing watch while the
rest of the realm slept. Of choosing to remain when leaving would have
been easier. There was something honest about it. Something that felt
true.

‘The silver one shows beauty,’ Rosalie said quietly. ‘The black one
shows strength.” She reached out and brushed her fingers across the
dark fabric. The silver embroidery caught the light. For a brief moment



it almost resembled the fractures she had watched spread across the sky
earlier that evening.

Beautiful. Dangerous. Unavoidable.

Very much like the Ball itself.

‘What do you think?’ Elias asked.

As Rosalie’s hand lingered on the black fabric, somewhere above
the Palace, beyond the stained -glass ceiling and the lantern -lit towers,
another invisible fracture spread silently through the Veil. But she did
not notice it. Something else had caught her attention. The possibility
that, when the worlds finally arrived in Everlore, perhaps they should
not meet the woman everyone wished she could be...

But the woman she had become.

The woman who stayed.

The Veil was breaking. Everlore was running out of time. And yet,
for the first time in months, she found herself imagining the ballroom
filled. Strangers crossing impossible distances. People who had never
heard the name Everlore choosing, for one night, to become part of its
story. To see it. To understand why it mattered. To decide whether it
deserved saving.

‘The black one,’ Rosalie finally said.

Elias and Caelan smiled.

‘Shut up,’ she added.

She was finally released and turned back toward the floating maps.
Toward the fractures. The impossible task waiting for her.

Outside, Everlore glowed beneath the night sky. Fragile.

Above it all, invisible to the eye, the Veil trembled. Waiting.

And across distant worlds, invitations continued their journey.

One by one, futures were beginning to shift.

One by one, choices were being made.

The gates of Everlore had not yet opened. The Ball had not yet
begun. But the story had already started. And somewhere between all
the decisions, the realm held its breath. Waiting for the night the worlds
would finally meet again.

Waiting for the Veilfall Ball.
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PART TWO



I11

The invitations had given their recipients seven days in which to make
the crossing. Each evening at sunset, they were instructed to find
somewhere they could not be observed, hold the invitation in both
hands, and read aloud the final line written above Rosalie’s seal.

She had described no road. Marked no gate. Shared no map.
According to the oldest records Elias had found, none of those things
had been necessary.

That was assuming they had understood the records correctly.

Rosalie stood beneath the vaulted ceiling of the Hall of Crossings,
staring at a floor of pale stone that remained frustratingly empty.

The Hall had once welcome entire delegations. Its arched walls
were carved with the crests of worlds Everlore had not heard from in
generations. Some had faded until they were little more than shallow
grooves. Others remained sharp and intricate, preserved by those who
no longer knew who they had belonged to.

Fresh banners now hung between them. The silver rails had been
polished. The great doors stood open. Long tables had been set with
water, bread, fruit, and teas prepared especially by the Coven for
travellers who might arrive disoriented.

Rosalie had spent most of the morning moving objects that did not
need to be moved. Elias had quietly returned each one to its original
place. He now stood beside the arrival ledger near the central aisle,
turning his pen between his fingers. The book was open to the first
blank page. Every recipient’s name had been copied into it by hand,
arranged according to world, region and whatever titles Rosalie had
been able to confirm. Not one had yet been marked as present.

Caelan had placed guards beside every entrance, though Rosalie
had reminded him twice that the guests were invited. He had reminded
her, just as patiently, that an invitation did not guarantee good
intentions.

Master Corvin stood near one of the silver rails, watching the
empty floor.

‘You can still change your mind.’

Rosalie glanced at him. ‘A little late for that.’

‘Not until someone crosses.’

‘You were the one who told me we could only save half.’
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His expression tightened. ‘I told you what the projections showed.’

‘Exactly.’

Corvin looked around the Hall. ‘There was a reason we stopped
doing this, Rosalie.’

‘The crossings stopped working.’

‘Before that.’

She knew what he meant. Everlore had spent generations
retreating from the worlds it once connected. Some still remembered
them, in one form or another. Most did not.

Tonight would change that.

Hundreds of invitations had gone out carrying Everlore’s name and
Rosalie’s seal. If even a fraction of them were answered, people would
leave this Hall knowing that other worlds existed. That Everlore existed.
More troublingly, they would know that Everlore had known about
them.

‘We can’t ask them to help us while remaining a secret,” Rosalie
said.

‘No.’ Corvin looked towards the empty crossing floor. ‘But once
they know the way here, we don’t get to decide what they do with that
knowledge.’

‘T know.’

‘Do you?’

Rosalie met his eyes. The first bell sounded. Its note rolled through
the hall and faded into the carved stone. Nothing happened.

‘I’'m going to keep an eye on the Veil Hall,” he said and left.

Rosalie kept her hands folded behind her back so no one would see
her fingers tightening around one another.

Several members of the Council had come to witness the
experiment. They stood together near the doors, speaking in low voices
enough to be polite and loud enough to be overheard.

‘Perhaps the instructions were unclear.’

‘Perhaps no one received them.’

‘Perhaps they did.’

The last remark was followed by a silence Rosalie felt across the
room. Perhaps the invitations had reached their destinations perfectly.
Perhaps no one had chosen to come.

Elias stood beside Rosalie.

‘You should breathe, Miss Wyn,’ he said.

Rosalie turned her head away. ‘I am breathing.’

‘Not very convincingly.’

She might have smiled if the second bell had not begun to ring.

Still nothing.

Caelan stepped from his place by the door and stopped next to
Rosalie and Elias.
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‘You said sunset, Rose.’

‘It is sunset.’

‘The sun is still visible.’

‘Barely.’

‘Thus we wait.’

Rosalie sighed.

As the last line of sunlight slipped beneath the western windows,
the third bell began to ring. The air changed.

Rosalie felt it then, before she saw anything. A pressure gathered
inside the hall. The silver inlays running through the floor brightened
one after another, thin lines of light spreading across the stone like
frost.

The Council fell silent.

A vertical seam appeared in the air. It was so narrow at first
Rosalie thought it might be a fracture. Her heart lurched.

Then the seam widened.

Silver light folded outward, like a fabric drawn apart by invisible
hands. Beyond it lay a darkened room Rosalie did not recognise. Shelves
crowded the walls. A lamp burned upon a desk. For one impossible
moment, Everlore and another world existed in the same breath.

A figure stood beyond the threshold.

Nobody moved.

Rosalie realized the traveller was waiting.

Of course.

Invited to a realm they perhaps believed no longer existed, only to
find themselves facing armed guards, half the Everlorian Council and a
room full of people staring at them.

Rosalie stepped forward.

‘Welcome,’ she said.

Her voice carried further than she intended.

The traveller looked at her, then down at the invitation still
clutched in one hand.

‘Is this Everlore?’

The question struck somewhere beneath Rosalie’s ribs. Not where
am I? Not what is this place?

He meant to be here.

‘Yes,” she said. ‘It is.’

‘T'm..I'm Tym.’

‘Welcome, Tym. Please, step through.’

As soon as the man crossed the threshold and his feet touched
Everlorian stone, the silver doorway shivered behind them and
disappeared. For a moment, nothing happened. Then another line of
light formed several paces away. And another. The hall awakened
around her. Doorways opened upon moonlit courtyards, candlelit
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chambers, forests washed in blue evening and one windswept cliff
beneath a sky crowded with stars. Some travellers stepped through
immediately, others hesitated.

Elias jumped into action and returned to the ledger. He started
asking travellers for their names with the calm of someone receiving an
expected guest rather than witnessing a border between worlds unfold
before him. They answered. He marked them in the ledger. Present.

None of the new arrivals were the three names she had returned to
again and again while sealing the invitations.

No Bryce Quinlan.

No Zoya Nazyalensky.

No Violet Sorrengail.

Rosalie told herself it did not matter. The Hall of Crossings was
filling. She made her way to where Elias was taking traveller’s names.

‘It worked,’ Rosalie she said.

Elias’s expression revealed nothing beyond quiet satisfaction.

‘You seem unsurprised.’

‘T hoped the old records were correct,’ Elias said.

By the time the bells fell silent, nineteen people stood within the
hall.

Nineteen.

Rosalie had sent hundreds of invitations. The number should have
felt small. Instead, it felt like a victory.

Across the Hall, Corvin returned. He looked around with
amazement.

Rosalie caught his eye and walked towards him. ‘Well?’

He looked down at his notes, then back at the silver seam
disappearing into the floor. ‘I was wrong about one thing.’

‘Yes?’

‘T expected this many crossings to destabilise the nearest threads.’

Rosalie’s smile faded. ‘And?’

‘So far, they haven’t.’

Servants were moving among the arrivals, offering cups and
directing them towards the waiting tables. The guards slowly relaxed.
Even the Council had stopped their whispering. Elias worked
methodically through the growing crowd.

The idea in Rosalie’s mind had become a plan, and the plan had
become an argument, and the argument had become a risk large
enough to terrify her.

Now it had become people.

People from other worlds that had not spoken to Everlore in
centuries. People who had chosen to come.

Caelan joined her near the center of the hall.

‘How many?’ he asked.
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‘Twenty-three.’

Another doorway appeared.

‘Twenty-four,’ she corrected.

He looked around at the growing crowd. ‘It seems they heard you.’

Rosalie watched a child reach through a fading crossing to wave
goodbye to the arrival on the other side. She watched two strangers
compare invitations. She watched an Everlorian servant laugh when a
traveller asked whether every hall in the city was this cold.

In the end, thirty-one visitors had arrived. It was not enough to fill
the ballroom. It was not enough to silence every doubt.

Rosalie walked to Elias. He had filled almost half the first page of
the ledger.

‘I thought there would be more,’ she admitted.

He placed the tip of his pen beside the latest name. ‘Perhaps there
will be.’

‘And if there are not?’ Rosalie glanced towards the travellers.
‘Thirty -one people aren’t going to save Everlore.’

‘No.’ His pen returned to the ledger.

Rosalie stayed where she was. ‘You think this was a mistake.’

That made him look at her again.

‘No. You opened Everlore for the first time in years. You sent
invitations into worlds that had every reason to ignore them. Thirty -
one people came anyway. That must be worth something.’

Rosalie looked towards the hall.

The realm would not wake because of thirty-one people.
Tomorrow, there would still be empty houses and dark windows. The
Veil would still be failing.

But thirty-one people who had not known Everlore existed had
chosen to come.

For tonight, Rosalie decided that could be enough.
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IV

By morning, Everlore had acquired noise.

Not much. Not yet. But enough that Rosalie noticed it on her way to
the Veil Hall.

The Council had already gathered when she arrived. Corvin
occupied his usual seat with several reports spread before him. Elias sat
two places to his left, reading one of them. Caelan stood beside the
windows, arms folded across his chest.

Rosalie stopped just inside the doorway.

‘Am I late?’

‘No,’ Elias said.

‘A little,” Caelan said.

Rosalie took her seat.

Corvin pushed a report towards her. ‘Yesterday’s crossings were
stable, but inconsistent. Some closed almost immediately after the
traveller crossed. Others remained open considerably longer. One
remained visible for almost four minutes.’

Rosalie looked up. ‘After they had crossed?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was anyone else able to pass through?’

‘Not that we saw. There were guards present at every active
crossing.’

Caelan interjected. ‘Nonsense. There were thirty-one active
crossings in a Hall that hasn’t handled more than a handful in years.
There were not thirty-one guards in the Hall.’

‘Twenty-nine,’ Elias said.

Caelan looked at him. “What?’

‘Twenty-nine crossings. Thirty-one arrivals.’

Caelan’s attention sharpened. ‘That wasn’t in the report I received.’

‘Corvin confirmed it this morning.’

‘And nobody thought to mention it before this meeting?’

Rosalie put a hand flat against the table and cleared her throat.

The men silenced.

She looked at Corvin. ‘The two who came through the same
crossing. Were they both invited?’

‘Yes.’

‘From the same world?’
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‘Yes.’

‘Did they know each other?’

Corvin checked the page. ‘I don’t know.’

Rosalie looked at Elias. He turned a second sheet towards her.
‘They registered separately.’

Corvin turned to Rosalie again. ‘Until yesterday, we had very little
recent evidence of how an invitation crossing behaves once it has
opened. We assumed one invitation would result in one crossing, one
traveller and closure. Now we know that isn’t always true.’

Rosalie looked at the figures again. Yet another thing they could not
predict. Another thing they did not know.

‘Was there any instability in the Veil afterwards?’

‘None that I measured.’

‘At the crossings themselves?’

‘No.’

This time Caelan spoke. ‘A door remained open after the person it
was meant for had already walked through. For four minutes. That’s a
long time when you don’t know who else can use it.’

‘Then the immediate problem is security,” Elias said.

‘The immediate problem is that we don’t know how this is
happening. Can we still stop the crossings?’

Elias put down his pen. ‘And how exactly do you suggest we
determine what these crossings can do if every unexpected behaviour
becomes a reason to stop using them?’

‘By not discovering the answer when something walks through that
we can’t send back.’

The room quieted. Rosalie looked between them. ‘Nobody is
suggesting we stop,’ she said.

Caelan looked at her. ‘I'm suggesting we control what we can.’

‘How?’

‘Fewer people in the Hall. More guards. Once a crossing opens,
nobody approaches it unless someone is coming through. If it remains
open afterwards, we keep the space around it clear until it closes.’

Rosalie nodded once. ‘That’s reasonable.’

Elias interjected. ‘I want Corvin recording every one of them.’

‘He already is.’

‘Not only when they open and close. I want to know what happens
immediately before. Which thread responds. Whether anything else in
the Hall changes with it. If two people use the same crossing, I want to
know whether that changes how long it remains open.’

Corvin had already begun writing.

Caelan looked at Elias. ‘From a safe distance.’

‘Yes, Captain.’

Rosalie looked Corvin. ‘Can you do that?’
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‘Yes.’

‘Good. Then we continue.’

Rosalie rubbed her forehead. The remaining business took
considerably less time. By the time she dismissed them, the clock above
the doors informed her that she was late.

She stood. ‘Damn.’

Caelan glanced over. ‘What?’

‘Katheryn.’ Rosalie gathered her papers. Caelan and Elias remained
close by her side as she exited the Hall.

&

The square below the Palace District had become bhusier since the
previous morning. Everlorians crossed between buildings carrying
boxes, fabric and baskets of food. Several visitors stood around the old
fountain comparing maps.

Rosalie made her way down when a metallic clatter sounded
somewhere ahead.

Then a muttered curse.

Then something that sounded suspiciously like a small explosion.

Rosalie stopped. Caelan, who had been walking several paces
behind, quickened his step to find his spot next to Rosalie, closed his
eyes and sighed.

‘No...” he said.

‘Oh yes,” Rosalie replied.

A man stumbled backwards from an open archway, clutching a
leather journal to his chest while smoke cur