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			Note

			The following is a collaborative, noncanonical Cosmere story written by a group of writers during March 2026 in response to a prompt from Brandon Sanderson. All contributions have been lightly edited for clarity and correctness as well as for consistency and flow between different writers’ contributions. At the end of each writer’s section is a marker pointing to a footnote that includes their name or online handle. All art contributions are likewise credited to the artist by name or online handle.

	

	
			Prompt

			“Hi everyone! Let’s write a Hoid story. I love to put him into terrible and embarrassing situations, so that’s what we’re going to do now. Let your imagination go crazy! Write the first paragraph of a story describing some new pickle Hoid has gotten himself into.”

			—Brandon
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			The thing they never tell you about having your consciousness split in two is that it’s very difficult to discern if the thought you’re currently thinking is one you’ve already thought of, or simply a memory of a thought that you were about to think. If that sounds pedantic to you, it’s probably because you have only one mind with which to judge it so. When you begin referring to yourself in first, second, and third person at the same time, perhaps I’ll consider your opinion on the same level as our own.1

			Having two minds, we have discovered, does not make us twice as clever. It merely ensures that when something goes terribly wrong, we have someone nearby to argue with about whose fault it is. In this case, the debate was complicated by the fact that we were dangling upside down from a rope in a courtyard that had, until moments before, enjoyed a perfectly respectable level of order. Several uniformed individuals had gathered beneath us and were gesturing in that particular way people do when confronted with something they strongly suspect is both illegal and deeply idiotic. We attempted to explain that the current arrangement was temporary, theoretical, and possibly even educational, though the blood rushing to our head made the lecture less persuasive than we would have wanted. We would like to clarify that the rope situation was not our fault. Well, not entirely our fault. In our defense, the sign had said “Do Not Touch the Cognitive Anchor,” which any reasonable person would interpret as a challenge.2
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			One of these single-minded (in every sense) soldiers shoved us with his spear. For now he was, thankfully, using the blunt end. We’re not really sure what he expected to happen, but clearly unhappy with the initial result, he prodded us again. So there we swung gently back and forth, back and forth, having various internal arguments about the most exciting and elaborate escape method, when things became even more…well, let’s go with interesting. Interesting in that way that promises imminent death or exceptional levels of pain. Someone new had entered the courtyard. Someone I had not seen in years. And certainly never on this planet.3

			You’d think it would be horrifying to see Death himself striding toward you, eyeless and spiked, while you dangled helplessly at the end of a rope. If so, you’ve obviously never met Marsh. I have a soft spot for anyone who thinks the Survivor is the most irritating immortal calling himself a god currently running around the cosmere. Anyway, he stalked forward, scattering screaming locals like chaff before the wind, with a distinctly long-suffering expression. I’m not sure how I could tell, given the previously mentioned spikes impeding the normal range of facial expressions. Maybe everyone looks at me that way. He stopped before me, and I tumbled to the ground in an undignified heap. I hadn’t even seen the bit of metal he Pushed at the rope.
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			“If you leave now,” he growled, “I might be able to fix this before my brother shows up.”

			Oh. Oh no.4

			I stood slowly, brushing the dirt from my knees. “Where your brother is involved, both of my minds agree that leaving would be ideal. However…” I leaned in close and spoke low so only Death could hear. “I may have, for purely professional reasons, touched the Cognitive anchor.”

			Death rumbled, “What?”

			“Any chance you have a Cognitive hoist or Cognitive sails? Maybe a Cognitive scythe, you being Death and all. Any Cognitive tools whatsoever, including, say, a plan would be most appreciated.” Both of my minds noted I was recovering at least some of my renowned conversational skills.

			“Speak straight, fool,” said Death.

			“Until I find a way to unanchor my mind from this place, I am trapped here. I have no desire to worldhop and leave half of my brain behind.”

			Death looked like he might kill me, which was, admittedly, rather in character for him. “Come with me,” he said, grabbing a handful of my coat and towing me roughly toward a door across the courtyard.5

			He made it all of three steps before a voice pulled our attention.

			“Where do you think you’re taking him, Marsh?” The Lord of Scars wore that same infuriatingly smug grin he always had as he strode into the courtyard.

			Death released my coat and turned toward his brother. “You have gone too far this time, Kel.”

			While they remained locked in what I would have to call the most boring staring competition I’d ever seen—I mean what do you expect with only one eye between the two of them—I made to leave as inconspicuously as possible. Unfortunately, other me felt the need to chime in. “Sorry to interrupt your little family reunion! I’ll be off now!”

			“You aren’t going anywhere, Drifter,” Kelsier called. “Not with your mind split as it is. I need something from you.”6
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			“From me? What could I have that Thaidakar, leader of the Ghostbloods, Lord of Scars, Survivor of Hathsin, and Supreme Idiot of the Cosmere could want?”

			The Survivor hesitated a moment, then decked me. I fell back in what I hoped was a convincing way, grabbing my jaw for good measure.

			Kelsier squatted down next to me. “Hoid, I’m not here for the anchor. I don’t care about your schemes. But you have information vital to the survival of the cosmere, and I am uniquely qualified to use it. Come with me. We need to chat. Marsh, wait for us here. I may need your help as well. We shouldn’t be long.”

			Marsh didn’t move. He stood immobile, considering his brother’s words. Then he reached for Kelsier’s arm.

			Blast.

			His hand swept through Kelsier, disrupting the image. Kelsier grinned sheepishly, then dissolved in a shower of light. The Inquisitor looked away from the Lightweaving and turned to me. “That was a fair approximation.”
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			“What gave it away?” I asked.

			“I taught Kel how to punch with my own hands,” Death said with a slight grin. “The form was off.”

			“Right. I assume he really is on his way. Why exactly don’t you want to be here when he arrives?”

			Death fixed me with one of those stares he’s universally renowned for. “There are few people in the cosmere I trust less with the power of the anchor than you. My brother is one of them.”7

			“You say you don’t trust Kelsier with this power, but tell us, Marsh, what does the anchor even do? And why, if it is so rusting important, does it only have a sign that says ‘Don’t touch’? You would think a guard or two might be on hand.”

			Marsh let out a long and dreary sigh. He found a sizable stone and took a seat. “The anchor,” he began, “is just that. It fixes this world to the Cognitive as a literal tether.” He began to draw in the dirt. “The people here don’t have any Investiture to speak of. They’re relatively unremarkable and go about their days merrily and simply. However, they do so both here and in the Cognitive Realm. That ‘rusting’ anchor is an overlap point.” He drew two circles around one another with, presumably, the anchor at the center. “What happens here, happens in the Cognitive Realm as a one for one. If grain is grown here, it is grown there. Imagine, then, if a world like Scadrial had the anchor.”

			When we turned our minds to the subject, it didn’t take long to imagine the conquest the Malwish or Ghostbloods could undertake. The storming hardest part of moving within the Cognitive Realm was getting there. If the anchor merged a world across the realms…let’s just say “chaos” might not be a word big enough for the devastation certain parties could bring.

			“All right, I can understand why your brother would want the anchor, but what about this phenomenon of ours? We have multiple personalities existing together at once. How did the anchor do that?”

			Death simply shrugged. “Hoid, you are the strangest being in the cosmere. You have held the Dawnshard and given it away. You’ve lived with more Investiture in your body than most could dream of. Sometimes the unexplained can happen only to you.”8

			I’m normally, or at least occasionally, quite happy to leave the unexplained alone. Given enough time, the unexplained will always be explained, and I generally prefer that it not be me doing the explaining. Unless, of course, the unexplained pertains directly to me, at which point I become much less complacent.

			Or at least, I would prefer that to be the case. Trying to get me, myself, and I on the same page could reasonably be compared to herding cats (which, I can say with absolute certainty, is far more difficult than people would have you believe). In this instance, the other versions of me seemed perfectly content with Marsh’s lack of an answer regarding our current state of coexistence, instead seeming far more concerned with Death’s Cognitive nightmare.

			“Storms, man! If what you’re saying is true, then why did you drag me away from the anchor? We need to…”

			I stopped. In that moment, all versions of me shared a sudden, horrifying thought. With a dexterity I hadn’t felt since before my mind split, I spun on my heel and searched frantically for the anchor. Where was it? If only I could find…there! Hidden in the dirt, right next to where I had been so unceremoniously dumped on the ground only moments ago, lay the rope. We need only follow it to the end in order to find…

			Nothing. The anchor was gone.

			A chill ran down my spine. The anchor couldn’t be gone. Cognitive items don’t just cease to exist, certainly not from something as simple as a touch. They can, however, change forms.

			The form it now took appeared suspiciously, disconcertingly, and unequivocally like me.9

			I stared at me, and me stared right back. Using a very un-me caution that I probably should use more often, I stepped toward the anchor, waving a hand in front of its face. No reaction. Good. For now it only looked like me.

			“I wouldn’t touch that if I were you,” Death said behind me. “It might not have a mind yet, but it would love to steal one of yours. Now, if you’ll come with me we can fix this then secure the anchor for the locals.”

			Right, solutions. “What was it you had in mind? This thing has Connected itself to me. It won’t be easy to fix.” I turned, following Marsh to the door. “It’s like a parasite working its way into the heart of my spiritweb.”

			“Don’t worry.” Death grinned, throwing open the door to reveal a rack of metal spikes. “I’m an expert on spiritwebs.”10

			Not five minutes later we had made our escape. The thought of old Marsh’s face when he turned around to find not only me, but also the anchor gone… Well, it was too hilarious an opportunity to pass up.

			I had other reasons for leaving him behind, of course. One of which concerned the fact that neither of me particularly liked the idea of those spikes prodding us. Hemalurgy had always been a practice I’d avoided. Not good for the skin. Or spiritual DNA, for that matter.

			So I figured it would be best to just deal with the problem of my minds and the anchor on my own. We were more than capable, after all.

			Oh yes, I had the anchor with me. Tied to the end of the rope that had originally held it. I’d tied it carefully, being sure not to brush it with my fingers. I was now towing the mindless me along through the neighboring forest.

			Anchor-me stumbled around in a rather undignified manner, crashing into trees and shrubs. Already his clothes bore rips and stains, and a stupefied, empty expression sat on his face. Really. This copy was casting a terrible look for the three of us.

			“You know,” I said, tugging the anchor to the side to stop it from crashing into a boulder. “I do believe we’ll have to do what old Marsh said. Minus the spikes. We’re going to have to find a new place to secure the anchor for the locals. Hidden, preferably.” Better to throw the cosmere powers off the scent.

			A sharp buzzing came from another boulder. “You’ve multiplied. Why are there three of you?”

			“Nice of you to finally reappear,” I said, passing Design so she had to follow.

			“One in Shadesmar…probably manifested in your brain… Hm. And another entity taking the form of you. What is it?”

			“Opportunity, my good Design. Opportunity.”

			“Mmm. Looks more like you’re messing with the cosmere economy again.”

			I decided not to tell her that this time it was an accident.11

			“You completely blundered into this unawares, didn’t you?”

			“Sometimes,” I said, gritting my teeth in annoyance, “the greatest art begins by happenstance.”

			“From what I’m sensing, that catatonic double has no more a clue what to do than either of you.”

			I grunted. “Merely a masterpiece in the making.”

			Behind, my copy slammed into a tree as though to articulate my useless spren’s point. Storming thing. Whose side was it on?

			“Masterpiece,” I repeated, determinedly plowing through the undergrowth.

			“Hm. Seems as though your Connection to this thing is slowly feeding upon your Investiture… One of your brains… Touching it might speed the process… So probably don’t do that.”

			“Once again, you are the exemplar of stating the blatant obvious.” I yanked on the rope, ripping the anchor forward.

			“Blatant obvious.”

			Both of me froze. We turned slowly, facing anchor-me. That blank, empty look was gone, replaced by a very me-like smirk.

			The words had come from him.

			Design glided up my shirt. “Hm. It’s happening faster than I’d realized.”

			She was right. I could feel me seeping from me. Taken by the anchor.

			“Whatever you’re planning to do to fix this, you should probably do it faster.”12

			A shiver ran through myselves and in a brief moment we had the following epiphany:

			“We could overload the anchor. With enough Investiture it will snap back to its original shape,” said the real Hoid.

			“Not progressing the anchor-Hoid doesn’t solve our Connection to it or how to keep it safe,” said the obviously real Hoid.

			“Connection to the inhabitants of this world is essential. Get over yourself for a minute and give the idea some merit. If we can en masse have everyone think of the anchor, it would essentially push out the bit of us that jumped ship, potentially bridging the gap between ourselves as well,” posited the older-by-one-second Hoid.

			We had a good point. But with no mass communication system (not even prime-time television!), how could we do it?

			“Look, we just need to find the biggest source of Investiture on the planet and sink this anchor into it, which will obliterate my Connection to it and seal it on this planet, not to be used by anyone but its inhabitants! No Malwish army, no Kelsier fan club, no Hoid homunculus!”

			Anchor-Hoid burped loudly and continued to poke the dirt with a stick. Design scooted quickly away, which only made him begin to chase her.

			“There’s no perpendicularity here. We need faith in the people of this planet, who made the anchor in the first place to empower them.”

			“Design, how much Stormlight do we have, and how big of a giant anchor do you think we can make in the sky?”

			We like to think the pattern that was Design grinned widely at this.13

			Hours later we were all moving through the largest city we could find on such short notice. It seemed to be a capital of sorts. The sun was going down, so the bustling people were limited mostly to tavern goers. Well soon enough they’d all be outside again. Night was the best time for a celestial symbol to appear in the sky.

			“Have you ever heard the story of—”

			“Shut up,” I said, wishing not for the first time that I could smack my annoying double in the head. “Now’s not the time for stories, man.”

			We’d need all of the Stormlight I had stored up for our stunt, so we couldn’t risk an illusion to hide his face. The best we could manage was a cloak to shadow it.

			Unfortunately, anchor-Hoid wasn’t being particularly cooperative. An entire day of traveling had led to quite the advancement in his personality. And, of course, the draining away of one of my brains. I could feel that me becoming quieter and more disoriented. All the while the anchor was growing more in his sapience.
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			Or, maybe the better term was “sap-ience.” Since he was sapping me of my own brain.

			I froze. One and two-thirds a brain and already my wit was beginning to fail me.

			This mission had just gone from urgent to dire.

			I picked up my pace. Anchor-Hoid trotted along, humming to himself with head held high despite my wishes. Storming creature had too many gaps in memory and temperament to act accordingly. He seemed to constantly be mocking me. Really. I was growing quite the aversion for him.

			“Will that tower work?” Design hummed from my shoulder.

			I looked in the direction I felt she was indicating to see a large bell tower a couple streets over. If we could just get onto the roof…
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			“Seems suitable,” I replied. “But we’ll have to set this up carefully. I don’t think a large illusion in the sky will go unnoticed by our pursuers. They’ll be looking for the image’s source as soon as it appears.”

			“Decoys, then?”

			I turned, spotting several other tall towers and structures in the distance.

			“Precisely.”14

			One of the problems with looking up is a person can become blind to what’s in front of them. There are many philosophical metaphors associated with looking up. In fact, I recall telling Shallan a story about a girl who looked up, highlighting how at times, it can be a strength. Metaphorically, of course. But this day was not a metaphor. This day had been far too literal for my liking. I always find it unfortunate when that happens. Anyway, the reality of looking up came crashing down when I removed my gaze from the towers. For when I glanced away, my eyes saw Death.

			Two spiked eyes glared at me with contempt. Can spikes do that? A crooked smile tore across one half of his face. Seriously, did the man know what a smile was? In his hand was a third spike. How menacing.

			“Did you really think you could hide from Death himself, Drifter?” Marsh sneered.

			“Well,” I said, “I have spent lifetimes hiding from death itself. So what is it to me to hide from your version of death? And by the way, only Hoid is allowed to refer to himself in third person. It doesn’t look good on you, Marsh.”

			Death shook his bald head. “We’re out of time, and I’m done playing games.”

			Marsh moved with the swift speed of death. All I could do was react. But unfortunately, as if to emphasize the day I was having, I moved in the complete wrong direction. So there was little I could do as he drove the spike right through the center of my chest, pushing the tip all the way through. My breath caught and I found myself frozen in place.
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			Technically the spike went through anchor-me’s chest and anchor-me’s back, so don’t worry too much about the real me. I was not spiked. Not yet anyway.

			Two things happened the moment the spike exited the anchor.

			First, the anchor re-formed into a small purply blue pyramid, illuminating slightly as it rested on the dusty ground.
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			Second, I felt a slight snapping in my chest, as if a cord had been cut. This feeling was followed by a slight warmth radiating within, probably my Investiture returning. More importantly, my mind snapped into cohesion. I could still feel a piece of my mind was missing, but its presence was there. Somewhere. A cord still Connected both of my minds. That was unequivocally good news. I reached out with the mind I still had, following the cord of my missing mind to see where it led. I could feel I was no longer Connected to the anchor, which was more good news, but the Connection was now leading to…

			I opened my eyes and looked at the spike Marsh held. The spike that now contained a piece of my mind. I couldn’t decide if what Marsh did was good, bad, or simply foolish. I settled on foolish with potentially good results.

			Marsh looked at the spike, twirling it in his fingers. “Well that solves one problem,” he said, “now onto the next one. We need to hide this anchor, and fast. Kelsier has arrived.”15

			I wasn’t about to go anywhere without putting my mind back together first. Having my mind split in two for so long seemed to have officially reached the limit of insanity I had settled on for myself back when I had a research stint with Axies on Roshar.

			I shouted, “Look over there! Is that Kelsier eating chouta!?”

			I was disappointed that Marsh didn’t even bother to check over his shoulder where I had pointed, let alone ask me what a chouta was, but he made no move to stop me from snatching the spike out of his hand.

			“I had no intention of keeping that from you. What are you—” Marsh disgruntledly began, only to cut off in shock as I, in one very smooth and practiced motion, swallowed the spike whole. Having swallowed my fair share of swords, both mundane and Awakened, a spike was much simpler.
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			I burned the spike. I winced as a shooting wave of pain washed over me, which was surprising in its own right, given my incredibly seasoned pain tolerance. This was immediately followed by my memories crashing back into my mind. Oh, how people take being whole in their own bodies for granted!

			“Mmm, copper… I love a good cupric diet,” I eloquently muttered as I staggered back, maintaining an enormous amount of dignity in the given situation by not falling flat on my back.

			“What have you done?” Marsh whispered to himself. His eyes would have widened (if he had had them) as he sensed the sudden coppercloud I created. I was still filtering through the sudden onslaught of memories that were both new and yet familiar. I was definitely going to have to burn some of them off through Investiture at some point. The last thing I needed was a duplicate set of memories for the last couple of hours cluttering my brain.

			“I’m shielding us from Kelsier, of course.” I squinted at Marsh as pieces started to fall into place. Something had been nagging at me ever since I discovered him on this remote planet that I couldn’t figure out with half a brain. Something about his Connection to Harmony way out here in the boonies of the cosmere. I finished burning through the small copper spike and started burning the last of the bronze I had taken when I first came here almost a day ago. As soon as I did, I noticed three things.

			One. Kelsier was way closer than I had anticipated. Colors curse that man.

			Two. The Cognitive anchor gave off such intricate rhythms that it was hard not to be distracted by them. They were so alluring. I promised myself I would look into it further at some later date when I would actually have time to taste the local cuisine.

			Three. It was as I had suspected. “Now what kind of God Metal alloy is that?”16

			“What are you talking about?” Marsh’s voice had grown somehow even colder than it had been a moment before. I stayed where I was as he stepped closer, making sure to not move my gaze away from the flat heads of those spikes. I could only hope Design knew what to do.

			“You see, I knew something was off about this whole adventure,” I mused. “Even with my mind split as it was, I should have noticed it much sooner.” Marsh reached forth and grabbed my arm.

			“Speak now, fool. We don’t have time,” Marsh growled.

			I calmly looked down at where he had my arm in—pardon the pun—a death grip.

			“Harmony is much more likely to send one of his kandra to deal with situations like these” I noted. “And while you may have grown old enough for parts of you to begin to rust, I believe I have only seen that type of red rust on the alloys belonging to Autonomy.” I pointed with my free hand at the spike at the base of Marsh’s neck that was only partially covered by the neckline of his robe.

			Marsh threw me down as he finally realized I had been stalling. “WHERE IS THE ANCHOR?” he roared.

			I could only hope Design had gotten it to Kelsier.17

			Marsh reached for me again, and I quickly created several Lightweavings of myself heading in different directions. I lunged out of the way, running toward an alleyway in the direction I had sensed Kelsier coming. Reaching out with my mind slightly, I could sense Design that way too, so I followed our Connection as I wove through the streets. Eventually, I stumbled into a side street and found myself face-to-face with the Lord of Scars himself and two masked people—Malwish Ghostbloods. A small purple-blue pyramid rested on the ground in front of him, Design’s pattern lacing the stones next to it.

			“You’re too late, Drifter,” Kelsier said, stepping in front of the pyramid. “I have the anchor. I suggest you stay out of the way unless you want to get hurt.”

			Design moved over to me and slid up to my collar. “We don’t have time for that,” I said, stepping up to Thaidakar. “There are more pressing issues at hand.”

			Kelsier snorted. “Like what?” He made some hand gestures, and the two Malwish deposited the anchor in a bag with some large clamps.

			“Your brother is here,” I said. “He’s been contaminated by Autonomy.”

			The Survivor let out a huge laugh, throwing his head back. “Nice try, Drifter,” he said when he could contain himself. “But Marsh would sooner join my Ghostbloods than spike himself with trellium. That’s really the best you could come up with?”

			I grabbed his arm. “I’m serious. Why else would I send Design to bring you the anchor? Until ten minutes ago, I trusted your brother a thousand times more than I trusted you. Now you’re the best option I have at the moment, if only barely.”

			Kelsier looked at me skeptically. He still didn’t believe me. I don’t blame him; I had given him quite a sound thrashing when he was just a Cognitive Shadow.

			“Look, I agree that Marsh wouldn’t have spiked himself,” I said. “But the fact is, he has a trellium spike, and if I guess right, it may not have been his choice to put it in. He might not be in control of what he is doing now, which is ironic, considering Autonomy’s Intent.”

			“So you’re telling me,” Kelsier said, looking grim, “that Autonomy is using Marsh’s spikes to make him do what she wants, like Ruin did?”

			“It’s more likely she’s using his spikes to make him want to do what she wants,” I said. “But yes.”

			Thaidakar gave me a one-spiked, one-eyed stare, and for a moment I thought I’d gotten through to him. Then the Lord of Scars started to smile.

			“You almost had me there,” he said. “Well done. It’s not often someone can—”

			He cut off, glancing over my shoulder at something. I turned to see Death coming down the alley, expression hard. I could barely pick out the trellium spike, and after a moment of searching, Kelsier’s gaze landed on it too. He stiffened.

			“By Myself,” he whispered in shock. Really. How conceited can one get, to swear by oneself? Even I don’t do that, and I’m considered something akin to a deity on multiple planets.

			The Survivor made a few hand signals to his men, without taking his eye off Marsh. “Take the anchor to our rendezvous point,” he said. “If I’m not back by sunrise, call for reinforcements.” He squared his shoulders, taking a step toward his brother. “Drifter and I have something to take care of.”18

			Marsh charged, Pushing a coin directly at Kelsier, who dodged the side, coming in close to fling his own coin.

			“You know what to do,” I whispered to Design.

			She zipped after the retreating Ghostblood goons.

			Kelsier dodged another projectile, leaping over Marsh and rushing toward him. But Marsh Pushed himself away, keeping his distance. He was avoiding a close fight, I noticed, not wanting Kelsier to get near that trellium spike.

			Well, we couldn’t have that.

			I bolted forward, noisily approaching Marsh from behind to get his attention. He turned, a sneer on his face as he leaped into the air, landing on a nearby rooftop. Kelsier just missed grabbing him, instead brushing the heel of his boot. Kelsier had propelled himself close within those few precious-bought seconds, but not near enough.

			Kelsier growled, then took off after Marsh. I burned steel, following. Coins flew at me as I soared onto the rooftop, and I twisted about, dodging. One grazed my shoulder, ripping my cloak. Storm that man. I’d liked that one.

			Kelsier was stalking Marsh, ducking and weaving between his coins with pewter-enhanced dexterity. But always Marsh backed away, never letting his brother get too close.

			I breathed in Stormlight, and immediately a dozen look-alikes shot from me, dashing different directions. Some even took to the air. On Marsh’s other side the same shadows erupted from Kelsier.

			Marsh stumbled, disoriented. For a single second, a look of pure astonishment covered his face.

			Atium may have passed into legend, but my illusions brought its memory to life.

			Marsh’s features hardened, then he slammed a fist into a Kelsier that had come in close, causing the Stormlight to swirl before reforming. He spun, flinging an arm out. A spray of metal bits spiraled outward, colliding into illusions that couldn’t duck away in time and revealing their falsehood.

			Marsh leaped to another rooftop, trying, but failing, to escape the illusions. We all followed, surrounding him again just as quickly.

			I met the real Kelsier’s gaze, and he nodded at me.

			Now.

			We charged, all of us. Illusions swirled into puffs of Stormlight to envelop Marsh. Kelsier stuck a hand out through the light, reaching for Marsh’s chest.

			But Marsh roared, then launched into the sky. Again Kelsier missed his spike, and we had to skid to a stop to avoid colliding.

			Immediately Kelsier violently took off after Marsh, slamming into him mid-flight.

			That’s when I looked to the rooftop floor, noticing a large mallet sitting there, probably left from construction.

			Kelsier was grappling with Marsh, the two of them falling toward the rooftop.

			“Are you not enemies?” Marsh bellowed. “Why do you defy your autonomy?”

			“You’ll never understand this…” came Kelsier’s reply as they continued struggling.

			I gauged their trajectory, hefting the mallet.

			“But when us cosmere interveners are equally threatened by something…”
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			Kelsier twisted, making to grab Marsh’s trellium spike.

			“...We tend to align…”

			He shoved away from Marsh suddenly. And I Pushed the mallet with as much force as I could.

			“...In seeing that thing…”

			They landed on the ground, and Kelsier spun, Pulling on the mallet soaring past him.

			“Destroyed.”

			The mallet slingshotted around him as he followed through with the spin. He let go, and the mallet soared right toward Marsh’s chest.

			There was a resounding THUNK as the mallet slammed into the trellium spike, which popped right out his back, ripping through his cloak.

			Hah!

			Marsh stumbled to his knees, gasping.

			I caught Kelsier’s triumphant smirk and cocked my brow. “Well that was dramatic.”19

			The moment the spike left Marsh’s body, something else answered. The anchor, still sitting in its geometrically inoffensive little pyramid, flared. Not with light, but with presence.

			I felt it in my teeth, in my bones, in parts that Lopen would joke about at the most inappropriate moments. I felt it thrum through every Connection to every source of Investiture I possessed…which was many more than most had, so it meant something.

			“Oh,” I said softly. “That’s not ideal.”

			Kelsier, to his credit, did not ask what I meant. He felt it too.

			The pyramid rose. Not quickly or dramatically—it simply decided that gravity was no longer a particularly compelling argument. It hovered there, spinning ever so slightly, its soft purplish-blue glow deepening into something richer and more saturated.
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			Marsh slumped behind us, groaning, momentarily forgotten as we watched the anchor.

			“Tell me,” Kelsier said, very calmly, “that this is part of your plan.”

			“I would love to,” I replied. “Truly. It would be a refreshing change of pace.”

			The air rippled and, around us, the city flickered…for a moment, but that was enough.

			Buildings seemed to blur at the edges, as though unsure which version of themselves they preferred. Shadows stretched in the wrong direction and somewhere, faintly, I could hear it—the distant echo of thoughts that were not being thought here.

			“The overlap,” I said. “It’s accelerating.”

			Kelsier’s head snapped toward me. “I thought the anchor just tied the realms together.”

			“Yes,” I said. “That was a gentle lie to believe during the polite decorum of a well-behaved existential crisis.”

			The pyramid pulsed, and this time, something answered from the other side.

			Figures, faint and translucent, began to appear along the edges of the rooftop. Not quite people, not quite spren. They were impressions…reflections. Cognitive Shadows of a world that had never been meant to fully touch this one.

			One of the Cognitive Shadows turned its head toward us. Then another.

			Kelsier swore under his breath.

			“Well,” I said, clasping my hands behind my back as the situation continued to deteriorate in a manner I found both fascinating and deeply inconvenient, “on the bright side, we no longer need to worry about hiding the anchor.”

			Kelsier glanced at me. “Why not?”

			I smiled. “Because in approximately thirty seconds, it’s going to make itself everyone’s problem.”20

			Let me back up.

			Obviously, Kelsier would never really let the anchor out of his sight, trusted Ghostbloods or no. (Let’s be honest. For all his talk about trust, Kelsier doesn’t trust anybody but himself to do a job properly.) My memories were almost completely fixed from the whole triple-me incident. The last few pieces were sliding into place, and I could actually remember the plan: Kelsier and I would arrive on the planet pretending to be enemies, retrieve the anchor from whomever Bavadin sent to steal it, and possibly destroy Bavadin’s minion (well, Kel would do the destroying), depending on who it happened to be.

			Obviously, the destroying part was off the table now. The minion lay groaning in a heap behind us, about to wake and find himself in the middle of the end of the world. Poor man.

			Minus some catastrophic memory loss and mangling of my spiritweb, the first stage of the plan had gone spectacularly well. I’d retrieved the anchor before Bavadin’s representative showed up and gotten it to Kelsier. He had sent a decoy with his Ghostbloods, and I had used Lightweaving to hide the real anchor in plain sight, in a place where both Kel and I could keep an eye on it while we dealt with our plan’s second-biggest flaw: Bavadin sending someone whose freedom might actually be more important to Kelsier than the fate of the cosmere.

			You might be asking what our plan’s biggest flaw was: letting that trellium spike go flying off in a random direction and get sucked straight to the Cognitive anchor—remember how much it loves absorbing highly Invested personalities and imitating them?—and turn that little pyramid into a world-conquering monster.

			“So!” Kelsier said cheerfully. “New plan. I’ll fight those shimmery things. You…fix this.”

			“I can’t fix this!” I snapped. People were starting to notice the realms merging now. Screams and yells came from inside blurring homes and shops. A woman staggered onto the street, stumbled right into one of the translucent figures—it looked vaguely like her, but with a twisted face, eyes void of emotion—and dissolved into mist. “I don’t always know how to stop the apocalypse!”

			Shards. Please, no. Not again.

			A middle-aged man ran out of his house, clutching a toddler in his arms. Suddenly Kelsier was gone, across the street faster than the unaided eye could follow, putting himself between the man and another translucent figure.

			Mirrors, Design said across our mental link. She was with the Malwish, enhancing the now-useless illusion around the fake anchor. Mirrors of the worst parts of mortals…hmm, so interesting. Summon me.

			I knew there were things I could do besides fight and kill. The things I always do in these situations: meddle, trick, entertain, comfort, steal, lie, or flatter. I wasn’t helpless. I could do something to try to stop this.

			But I was seeing a thousand long-dead planets burning in my mind, and I couldn’t move. The city stretched and changed in an impossible combination of the Physical and Cognitive Realms. People collapsed into their mirror demons and dissolved, shouting for help. Shadows wavered, then slipped around to point the wrong direction. Kelsier shouted something about hope and staying with him, but after killing only one mirror demon and seeing its human fall as a corpse, he no longer dared touch the creatures.

			All these people were going to die. Because of me. Again.

			Again. (Ashyn.) Again. (Threnody.) Again. (Roshar.)

			Summon me! Design demanded. So I can get there faster. And please try not to get vaporized and teleport again. It would be very inconvenient.

			“The most important step,” I whispered, “is the next one.” I held out a trembling hand, and a beautiful metal flute appeared, wet with condensation.

			I raised it to my lips and began to play.21

			The notes came so softly at first. Each little note hurt. They pattered and sputtered and didn’t wish to start. I tried to play, but the shadows would not hear my attempt. People evaporated around me. Chaos reigned. I could not think. My mind was full of screaming and pain. My past failures haunted me like specters slashing at the fabric of my being.

			I looked before me, and there I saw it. A shadow of my size and shape stood before me. I stopped playing, the music dying on my lips. I could see its eyes. Those haunted eyes. And with it, its soul. Dead with no real life. I knew that the mirrors were the worst parts of us. Mine was hateful and uncaring. It knew it was a failure. It gave up. It no longer cared. It would not take the next step.

			I knew what I had to do. I looked deep into the place some would call a heart. And softly it began. The music, ephemeral and light upon the air. The melody was simple and the notes clear. They came from the breath of my lips in reality, but they truly formed from my soul. I paused after a measure and then I began again, meeting the mirror’s gaze.

			I held out a single note, a tone that was echoed by the world and by everything that is. I held the purest tone I have ever known for sixteen heartbeats. The shadows froze. Kelsier went quiet. The world stilled. I closed my eyes. And after the sixteen beats, I broke it up with four distinct notes. They shattered the tone, and from the pieces came melodies. Sixteen unique rhythms could be heard in that beautiful cacophony. It was chaos, but it was order. It reflected all my weary soul had seen. It showed the worlds on which I have walked. Memories of pain and memories of joy. The beauty of art. The love of creation. The pain of growth. The lesson in the story. The journey and its end. The horror of burning worlds. The simple joy of having each other near. The sorrow of broken men. The pain of loss. The will of those who still stand. The fury of gods. The compassion of one.
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			The shadows shifted from their darkness to something of light.

			The rhythms showed pain, yes. They showed hate and anger, death and chaos, pain and suffering. It showed the things we all wish to be without. The things we hide within ourselves. But it also showed those who pushed on, those who fought still. It showed those who still cared. Those who loved. It showed hope. Hope that I still wished to cling to.

			And from the distance came a call. A unifying melody that took the sixteen rhythms and twisted them together in a braid of many cords. They merged together and the melody formed them back into one note: the true tone.

			I opened my eyes to see life in the eyes of my shadow. It was glowing with a golden light. A light that was warm. And all the other shadows were similar.

			My shadow smiled at me and faded like a breeze, leaving a trail of golden dust. The others did the same.

			Even after the note finished on my lips, the world rang with the tone. The anchor fell to the ground and what fell next to it was a spike of something new. Of something very old. Its tone and composition was no longer of one but of all.

			For sixteen heartbeats, the world stayed still.

			Then the broken tones carried on softer and softer, inaudible to all, but I heard them. If only that pure tone could stay.

			Now I had to deal with the anchor.22

			Marsh was the first to break the stillness. He moved to the newly formed spike and picked it up. He held it to his face, rolling it in his fingers. Once he’d thoroughly inspected it, he put it in a pouch at his side.

			Kelsier was the second one to break the stillness. He moved toward Marsh and the anchor.

			Marsh put a hand on Kelsier’s chest before he could retrieve the anchor. “Leave it, Kel,” he said.

			Kelsier swatted his brother’s hand from his chest. “Out of my way, Marsh. That anchor is coming with me.”

			“No. It stays here.”

			The two brothers stood, locked in a one-eyed stare down. Neither one budging. Neither one happy. What a delightful family reunion.

			I found a nice bench to park my bottom and sat down to relax. All things considered, it felt like a well-deserved respite.

			“It’s okay, Marsh,” I said. “He can’t take the anchor. I have combined the tones of the anchor and this planet into one. Which means the anchor and this planet are now intrinsically linked. They can no longer be separated. That metaphorical link has just become literal. Wouldn’t you say?”

			They both turned to me as I stretched my legs. I saw confusion in Marsh’s expression and anger in Kelsier’s.

			I waggled my Shardflute in front of them. “Don’t be so angry, Kelsier. It was never the plan to let you take the anchor for yourself. That’s why Harmony sent me here with you. Sazed had faith you would stop Autonomy from taking the anchor, but he also knew you would try to take it for yourself.”

			Judging by the look in Kelsier’s eye, he was not happy with me. “We are here to stop Autonomy from taking the anchor. End of story,” he said.

			“No, Kelsier. Don’t you understand? I’m not here to stop Autonomy from getting the anchor; that was your job. I’m here to make sure you didn’t take the anchor for yourself. I’m Harmony’s insurance policy. So to speak.”

			Kelsier moved toward me. Puffs of dust formed around his feet with each step, as if to emphasize his anger. Marsh moved between us, preventing Kelsier from doing anything rash. Which the Lord of Scars was fond of doing.

			“Let it go, Kel,” Marsh gently said. “Is it not enough to get your brother back?”

			Kelsier glanced at Marsh, conflicted. I could see the war in his mind play out on his face. Saving his brother. Losing the anchor. Being fooled by Harmony. The day’s events collided in his mind. And from the looks of it, his day had been as literal as my own. I could only hope he would choose to end it on a figurative high.

			Keslier let out a held breath. “It’s good to see you, brother,” he said, choosing to take the metaphorical high road for once. “Me and Sazed were worried about you. I think Sazed was more worried than I was. But I suppose it would be hard to lose your only friend. He will be glad to see you. To know you’re okay.”

			Marsh grabbed Kelsier’s shoulder and attempted to smile. Nope. He really didn’t know how to smile. “It’s good to be back, brother,” he said. Then he turned his spiked gaze toward me. “Why you, Drifter? Why did Sazed choose you? It seems very unlike him.”

			“Desperation perhaps? I’m sure he would have asked you, Marsh, but you were missing. There was no one else he could turn to. Not that he could trust. I understood the consequences of the anchor being taken, the destruction it would have caused this planet, and the potential threat to the cosmere. He knew I would do everything in my power to ensure the anchor remained on this planet.” I twirled the Shardflute in my fingers before letting it vanish into a cloud of mist. “And on this planet it shall stay.”

			“Regardless,” Death said, “thank you for helping free me from Autonomy.” He turned his spikes to Kelsier. “Me and my brother have some catching up to do.”

			With that, they turned and left me alone with the anchor.

			As I sat alone, I thought about the day’s events, why I was there, and my conversation with Harmony. “I know you, Hoid,” he had said to me. “You will do everything in your power to help protect the cosmere. It is what you do… It is who you are.”23

			For a time, I did not move.

			This was not, I should clarify, due to any newfound sense of restraint or wisdom. Those who know me—and more importantly, those who have survived knowing me—will attest that such qualities tend to visit only briefly, like distant relatives who overstay their welcome and leave crumbs in the Investiture. No, I remained seated because for once, the world had stopped demanding something of me. I was, very briefly, taking in the scenery. I was also humming to myself, trying—unsuccessfully—to remember the song I had played so eloquently a short time ago. It seemed, perhaps, that the little ditty belonged to the cosmere, not me.

			Design buzzed softly at my shoulder, her pattern rippling idle geometries on the fabric. “You are thinking very loudly,” she said. “It is unpleasant.”

			“I just saved an entire planet,” I replied. “I am entitled to a moment of noisy introspection.”

			“You also nearly destroyed it,” she countered. “Which statistically evens things out.”

			“Ah,” I said. “Balance. Harmony would approve.”

			She made a noise that suggested she very much did not.

			It was then that I noticed the people. At first, they lingered at the edges of the square—those same edges that, not long ago, had been unraveling into something far less comfortable than existence. They stood in small clusters, whispering, pointing…watching. Their fear had not vanished, but it had shifted. Fear, when given no immediate threat, has a tendency to evolve into something else.

			In this case: awe.

			One stepped forward. Then another. A woman clasped her hands tightly at her chest, eyes wide not with terror, but with something dangerously close to reverence. A man bowed his head as he approached, as though uncertain whether I might strike him down for insufficient enthusiasm.

			I resisted the urge to discourage that line of thinking.

			“Well,” I murmured, rising slowly to my feet, “this is new.”

			“It absolutely is not,” Design said, incredulous. “You are often mistaken for something important.”

			“I am something important,” I said. “Occasionally.”

			The anchor sat where it had fallen, quiet now. Subdued. Its purplish-blue glow had softened further, settling into a serene shimmer. Where before it had hummed with hunger and possibility, now it was at peace.

			I studied it for a long moment.

			“You’re thinking about touching it again,” Design said flatly.

			“I am thinking,” I corrected, “that I have already made every possible mistake involving that object today. Statistically speaking, I am due for a correct decision.”

			“That is not how statistics work.”

			“Then it is about time they learned.”

			I stepped forward.

			The crowd inhaled as one, a soft collective gasp that rippled outward like a wave. I could feel their eyes on me—on my hand—as I extended a single finger toward the anchor.

			There are moments, in a life as long as mine, when time stretches. Not in the dramatic, world-shattering sense, but in the quiet way that makes every choice feel weighted. This was one of those moments.

			I touched it.

			Nothing happened.

			No splitting minds. No unraveling spiritwebs. No sudden existential crises demanding immediate resolution. Just the faintest warmth, like sunlight on skin that had forgotten what warmth felt like.

			“Well,” I said. “That’s encouraging.”

			I bent, picked it up, and turned it over in my hand.

			The gasp this time was far less restrained.

			There were murmurs now. Words and tones I have heard whispered in a thousand languages, on a thousand worlds.

			Deliverer. Savior. God.

			They rippled through the crowd in hushed voices—expansive concepts of deity condensing into more relatable titles for one who saved the world.

			Musician. Virtuoso (I personally voted for this one). Drifter.

			“Oh dear,” I muttered. “I appear to be ingratiating myself with their local mythology. I should probably do something about that.”

			I straightened, turning toward the gathering crowd with what I will generously describe as my most reassuring smile.

			“Now,” I began in my very best storyteller voice, lifting the anchor slightly, “have you ever heard the story of a man who very nearly destroyed reality because he couldn’t follow a sign…”

			“Stop!”

			Ah. About time someone responsible showed up.

			The crowd parted with remarkable efficiency, as though driven by a force more potent than curiosity. Which, in this case, was accurate. Through the newly formed corridor strode a man who could only be described as…committed.

			He was short, though he carried himself as though he were at least twice his height. His robes were a riot of color: purples and blues that clashed in a way that suggested either divine inspiration or a complete absence of taste. Embroidered across his chest was a familiar geometric design: a stylized pyramid, unmistakable in its intent.

			His hat—his truly magnificent, profoundly unnecessary hat—rose to a height that defied both reason and structural integrity. He was followed by guards, of course. One does not achieve such a hat without acquiring guards.

			The man stopped before me, drew himself up to his full and unimpressive height, and spoke in a voice that he had clearly been practicing his entire life.

			“I,” he declared, “am The Doug: the Most Exalted Guardian-Sage of the Cognitive Anchor, Voice of the Holy Pyramid, Keeper of the Ingress of Realities.”

			“Of course you are,” I said. “I’m so glad you’re here, Doug.”

			He blinked, momentarily thrown off by the lack of resistance. Then his expression hardened into something appropriately scandalized.

			“You,” he sputtered, pointing an accusatory finger at me, “have violated sacred protocol! The signage was clear. The anchor is not to be touched under any circumstances without proper authorization and ceremonial preparation. There were guards posted!”

			“I did wonder about that,” I said thoughtfully. “They seemed…absent.”

			“They were repositioned!” he snapped. “For security reasons.”

			“Ah,” I said. “Naturally. Well. You’ll be pleased to know that your anchor remains entirely intact. Slightly improved, even.”

			He did not look pleased.

			I sighed, rolled my eyes only slightly, then reluctantly extended the anchor toward him.

			“My deepest apologies,” I said, which, for the record, I meant in at least a vague and theoretical sense. “It won’t happen again, my dear Doug.”

			He hesitated, then took the pyramid with both hands, cradling it like something fragile and holy.

			The crowd shifted, their attention flowing with the anchor as the Guardian-Sage turned, already launching into a lecture that I was certain would be both lengthy and deeply self-congratulatory. Slowly, the people began to follow him, drawn along in his wake.

			Reverence redirected.

			“Efficient,” Design observed.

			“People do love a good title,” I said. “The longer the better. It saves them the trouble of thinking.”

			We watched them go in silence for a moment.

			“It will be safe now,” she said eventually.

			“Yes,” I agreed. “It will.”

			I lifted a hand, Investiture coiling softly around my fingers as I began to draw in the air. Lines of light traced themselves into being, precise and deliberate. Ancient shapes, recently acquired.

			Design shifted slightly, watching. “You are leaving.”

			“I am always leaving,” I said. “It’s one of my defining characteristics.”

			She hummed, then without warning, began reciting a string of numbers. Coordinates. Complex, layered, and entirely unnecessary given that I already knew where I was going.

			“Thank you,” I said dryly. “That is profoundly unhelpful.”

			“I like to contribute.”

			The lines of light completed themselves, forming a glowing Aon—intricate, elegant, and humming with power.

			I paused, glancing upward.

			In the distance, just visible against the darkening sky, a streak of light cut upward. A vessel, Scadrian in design, climbing toward the stars.

			“Do you trust them?” Design asked softly, her pattern dimming as she watched the streak of light vanish into the sky.

			I tilted my head. “‘Trust’ is such a final word. I prefer ‘expectation.’ Kelsier will do what he always does: break the world just enough to save it.”

			“And Marsh?”

			“He will try to keep the pieces from cutting too deeply,” I said. “He has always been better at carrying consequences than his brother.”

			Design pulsed. “And Autonomy?”

			I smiled faintly, though there was little humor in it. “Ah. Autonomy doesn’t break worlds. She teaches them to break themselves. It’s much more efficient. I suspect she won’t try for this one again.”

			There was a pause, filled only by the growing thrum of the Aon Tia.

			“And the others?” she pressed. “The ones watching. Waiting.”

			I stepped toward the light. “Let them wait. The cosmere is a stage, Design. Some are sharpening knives. Others are writing speeches. As they always have.”

			I glanced back once, toward the distant stars.

			“And a few of us,” I added softly, “are still deciding which role we’re meant to play. As we always have.”

			The Aon flashed. Light swallowed us, sharp and sudden, and the world folded neatly away.

			For once, I left without breaking anything.

			A small victory.24


			THE END
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