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      The electryc glowsphere dangling above me hisses and flickers, threatening to plunge the inn’s common room into darkness yet again. I pause on my way back to our table, adjusting my tenuous grip on the four bottles I’m carrying. The damn things are dangerously close to squirming out of my hands, and I wait for a moment to make sure that I won’t be stranded blind in the middle of the room when the lights go out. Which would be annoying, because the way forward is treacherous, a maze of ornate velvet couches, ridiculously overwrought chairs carved of ancient wood, and tabletops rough-hewn from some strange red crystal.

      It’s the crystal I’m worrying about – it looks expensive, and it’s everywhere. Apparently, this small town at the foot of Hesset’s Wall is the only place in the world this crystal can be found, and the locals in their pride have bedecked the common room of their inn with the stuff, fashioning the tables and windows and even the bar top out of the gleaming red rock. The market for it must have collapsed, however, given the look of the town outside and the deteriorating state of this inn’s expensive but ancient furniture. The dying glowsphere above me also suggests a dearth of funds, as does the lack of a serving girl to fetch our drinks. We’re the only patrons tonight except for a couple of men in dirty clothes – miners, by the look of them – hunched over their drinks on the far side of the empty room, casting secretive, yearning glances at the three women I arrived here with.

      Bell sees me stop and beckons me on impatiently. Her pale cheeks are flushed from the first bottle of wine, her lips stained purple. Beside her Xela and Deliah are engaged in an animated conversation that involves many hand gestures and snorts of laughter.

      Glancing nervously once more at the cracked glowsphere buzzing overhead I start on the cluttered path back to our table.

      The light holds, thankfully, and I clumsily deposit the bottles I’m carrying among the remnants of our dinner.

      “For you,” I say, sliding a dusty bottle of Velian sap towards Deliah. The lamias glances at me, winks, and pulls the bottle closer.

      “And it turns out they did have a Ysalan azure,” I say to Bell, twisting free the cork in the wine I’d returned with and pouring a splash of vibrant blue into her cup. She regards the meager amount with a frown.

      “Do you think that’s all I want?” she asks, pouting.

      “Perhaps it’s all you need. You’ve already drunk a bottle already.”

      And tomorrow morning we’re starting up the mountains, no matter how fierce the hangovers.

      “Have I?” Bell asks, blinking bleary eyes at the impressive mess scattered upon the table: the remains of a dismembered rock crab, two roast chickens, and a crisped pig’s head that Deliah insisted we order. All three of the ladies have healthy appetites, but it’s Xela who has surprised me. The Zimani shadowdancer is all long legs and arms, not a trace of meat on her lanky frame, but she tore apart one of those chickens all by herself and also claimed both of the rock crab’s huge claws while the rest of us were distracted.

      I reach across the table and hand Xela her fourth Seracan stout of the evening, a beer so black it looks like pitch, the color of the drink blending perfectly with her dark skin and tight leather armor. Without turning from her conversation with Deliah she accepts the bottle and takes a lusty swig, just managing to swallow before bursting out in laughter at something the lamias has said.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, slipping into my chair.

      “Xela was just telling us tales about Enlightened Zim,” Deliah says, holding up her glass of sap to study the cloudy liquid. “The Twilight Empire.”

      “Oh?” I say, taking a sip from my bottle of ale. “Anything interesting?”

      “Perhaps to you. Xela says Zim boasts the finest warriors in the world. Every high noble has a few of near unsurpassed skill at his or her side.”

      I shrug. “Wonderful for Zim. But why would that . . .” My words trail away when I notice Deliah’s smile. “Wait, are you thinking of replacing me?”

      The lamias shrugs. “Competition is good. It keeps one sharp.”

      The ale suddenly tastes a bit more bitter. “You are. You’re excited about seeing if there’s a better choice of mate over the Wall.”

      Deliah flutters her long lashes at me. “And if there is not, I can feel assured you are a very good choice indeed.”

      “Wonderful,” I mutter as I take another gulp of ale.

      “I wouldn’t trade you,” Bell murmurs drunkenly, her fingers drifting along my arm. She’s leaned in closer to me, and her hot breath tickles my neck.

      “Are we retiring?” Deliah pinches my chin lightly with two long red fingers and turns my face towards her. In the light of the glowsphere her amethyst eyes flash a deeper purple, the color almost matching her hair. Her other hand has found its way into my lap and is starting to play with the laces of my breeches.

      Xela is smirking at us from across the table, leaning back in her chair with one spidery arm thrown casually behind her head at such an angle that it looks like it should be dislocated. Despite Bell whispering into my neck and Deliah’s hand in my crotch I can’t help but wonder just how flexible the shadowdancer truly is . . . 

      Enough.

      I give my head a little shake, trying to clear it. Bell whines in annoyance but I rise to my feet, brushing aside Deliah’s questing fingers.

      “We should find our beds,” I say, the words tumbling out too quickly. “We have to start early tomorrow if we want to make the first rest house on the trail before darkness.”

      “Can you find your bed, or do you need some help?” Deliah purrs.

      I cough, trying not to look at the red-skinned warrior. She is certainly aware that by standing up, my view of her has improved.

      “I’ll be fine,” I say, half-stumbling away from the table as my desires and my rational mind engage in a vicious struggle for supremacy.

      We need our rest.

      Rest is always better after lovemaking.

      Bell is drunk.

      Bell is a woman grown, and she wants me.

      And my real concern . . .

      Will Bell and Deliah accept this? The lamias has demonstrated that she is more than willing to share, but I’m fairly certain Bell would recoil at the idea. How can I choose one or the other?

      That’s the thought that stays with me as I climb the stairs to the third-floor landing. I just need some time to sort through the best way to approach this situation. I’ve wanted Bell ever since I first met her, when she laughed at me from across a campfire with a crossbow cradled in her lap. I’ve fantasized about her porcelain skin pressed against me, and her raven-dark hair spread across a pillow . . . but Deliah is a fantasy made flesh. And not one I can even conceive of setting aside willingly.

      I fumble the key into the lock of my door, nearly dropping it. I’ve drunk more than I thought, apparently. Lurching inside, I shut the door and flop down face-down onto the thin mattress. Then I roll over onto my back and stare at the red-crystal lamp hanging from the ceiling as it slowly starts to rotate. I close my eyes and try to force myself asleep.

      But my mind refuses to be quiet, and I find myself thinking about what brought me to this hardscrabble town at the foot of the mountains. The Masquerade at the manse of the Red Trillium Trust now seems like a lifetime ago, but really only a few days have passed since Xela and I rescued Bell’s father and slew the Marquis. Who, it turned out, was Valans – the son of the woman whose children I had sworn to protect as she lay dying, far away in a very different world. Whoops. He had been a boy when I first met him, but twenty years had gone by, some strangeness of the doorways that link the worlds. Valans aspired to demi-godhood by walking into the Cleansing Flame . . . the flame which I, in my wisdom, had doused him with.

      I rub my closed eyes, trying to massage away the first creeping tendrils of a headache.

      Has Valans become a saint? Will he come for me with his newly divine wrath? The thought seems preposterous, since I saw his flesh slough from his bones in a blistering instant. But the saint Bolivan warned me that Valans might actually have ascended. And then there’s the Voice I glimpsed for a moment back at the Last Word . . . what was it doing here? Had it followed me? Or had it already been here, waiting and watching? Were the Shriven preparing to invade this world?

      All of these problems are serious, but the most pressing one is what drove us out of Ysala: the cultists of the Cleansing Flame want us dead. And, apparently, as caretakers for a path to godhood for centuries, they have amassed a tremendous fortune . . . a fortune which now is dedicated to exacting revenge for my accidental extinguishing of the flame. So here we are, about to embark on the journey that will lead us to the Grand and Enlightened Empire of Zim, and hopefully safety. Xela has insisted that the Flame doesn’t have the same reach over the mountains . . . and if the rumors are true, then the weaver Valyra might be there already. Searching for her was what first brought me to Ysala . . . but instead I found her bitter and deranged brother.

      It’s almost too much to hold in my head at once; I do my best to push all these thoughts away and fumble my way towards sleep. Slowly, the sounds of the inn settling and the wind slipping through the trees outside fades, and I’m sinking into the straw-filled oblivion beneath me.

      Cold sharpness presses against my neck, and I lurch back towards wakefulness. My eyes snap open and I find myself staring into a face I’d hoped to never see again: ghostly pale skin, white hair that looks like it was hacked short with a cleaver, eyes like chips of jade.

      Fen Poria, the homicidal lieutenant of the Marquis.

      I swallow, and that reinforces the keenness of the knife pressed to my throat.

      “Stay still and be fucking silent,” she hisses, and I do just that. The drunken fog in my head has evaporated. Why hasn’t she killed me yet? What is this about?

      Fen Poria casts a quick, nervous glance at the door. “We don’t have much time, so listen. You’ve been followed here. Bad motherfuckers are coming. You need to round up all your little kittens and –”

      Whump.

      Something smashes into Fen Poria and she goes tumbling onto my bed, the knife vanishing from my throat. I gasp as an elbow jabs into my stomach, and then she and whoever jumped at her roll right off the mattress and onto the floor with a crash. I leap to my feet, trying to avoid stepping on flailing limbs. My savior is Xela; she’s straddling Fen Poria, her arm a blur as she strikes the smaller woman in the face over and over again, blood splattering from a split lip. Fen Poria suddenly twists, dumping the shadowdancer on the floor, and then in an instant she’s the one on top, her hands around Xela’s neck.

      “Stupid bitch!” snarls Fen Poria, her bloody lips twisting. “I’m trying to save you!”

      What the fuck is going on?

      I wrap my arms around the smaller woman and haul her off of Xela. Fen Poria growls and thrashes, throwing back her head and smashing me in the nose.

      “Hold!” I cry as points of light explode in my vision. “And you too!” I add quickly as Xela climbs to her feet with murder in her eyes and a curving knife in her hand.

      Fen Poria stops squirming, but something sharp pricks my inner thigh. “Let me go or I’ll fucking geld you,” she whispers in a voice so cold and hard I have no doubt she’ll follow through on the threat.

      I release her and she quickly crosses the room to put some distance between us, the three-bladed throwing knife that was a hair from removing my manhood returning to the underside of her bracer. She scowls and spits out a wad of blood, then wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Idiots.”

      “You did have a knife to my neck,” I remind her.

      “Yeah. And I could have killed you before you opened your eyes.”

      That’s true. “So . . . why didn’t you?”

      The anger radiating from Fen Poria seems to wilt a bit. She swallows, her gaze skittering from me to Xela and back again. “Ain’t got a reason to put you in the ground. Before was just part of the job, and I’m out of work right now.”

      “Then why are you here? Why did you follow us?”

      Fen Poria looks even more uncertain, her hands clenching and unclenching. “Heard a rumor you brought something big down on your fat head with what you did back at the manse. Those flaming arseholes opened up the coffers and put the worst of the worst on your trail.”

      Xela steps forward, and Fen Poria tenses, her hand going to the bracer where she keeps her throwing knives. The shadowdancer holds up her own hands to show that they’re empty.

      “Who?”

      “The Widowers.”

      “Fuck me,” whispers Xela.

      I don’t like the look on the shadowdancer’s face. “What the fuck are the Widowers?”

      She turns to me. “Mercenaries. Bounty hunters, the most ruthless around. A few black-hearted men, but most are spider-kin that have been cast out of the webbed ghettoes. You hire them when you don’t care if your enemy comes back alive or in many tiny pieces. They usually work out of Ashengi, down on the coast.”

      “Just so happened a few of them were in town. Staying at the Word, actually, so they know what you all look like. I passed them on the road a half-day back. Had my cowl up so they didn’t recognize me, but they were coming this way.”

      “How did you know how to find us?”

      Fen Poria sniffs the air. “Got your scent now. Kinda coppery, like dried blood.” She jerks a thumb at the shadowdancer. “And this one smells like a dirty Zimani.”

      “Fucking feral,” Xela says, shaking her head. Then a look of understanding comes over her face. “Wait, I know why she’s here.”

      “Why?” I ask carefully, half-dreading the answer, hoping that the fragile peace between these two doesn’t break.

      “She’s lost her pack leader.”

      Fen Poria casts her a withering look.

      “The Marquis,” Xela continues when she sees my confusion. “Wolf ferals need someone to follow. It’s the wild blood in them. She doesn’t know what to do with herself . . . and you were the one who killed her leader. Which means you have a claim over his pack.”

      Fen Poria looks miserable now, like I’ve learned something shameful. “Ain’t like that, exactly, Zimani. And even if it were,” her voice rises, becoming more indignant, “that ain’t much different to what you’re doing, yeah? I thought you were the Contessa’s fucking dog. Now you’re following him around.” She indicates me with her chin, her gaze still locked on Xela. “Even up into his room.”

      I turn to the shadowdancer. “Why did you come here?”

      Xela rolls her eyes. “Really? You want to get into that now?”

      I shrug.

      “I thought . . .” She glances down at her feet. “I thought you were inviting me up when you turned down Bell and Deliah.”

      This evening has had many surprises.

      She points at my open window. “Climbed up. Thought it best if the others didn’t see me. I –”

      Xela’s mouth clicks shut as a sharp whistle comes from outside. It changes pitch, from rising to falling, like calling a dog to heel.

      We all look at each other.

      The whistle comes again, nonchalant. And there’s something else drifting in. Sobbing?

      Together we rush to the window. Night has fallen, but the inn’s courtyard is lit by torches driven into the ground. Within the light several shapes stand . . . or perch, or whatever it is arachnia do when they’re not scuttling about. The spider-kin are a nightmarish jumble of gleaming mandibles and segmented, hairy limbs sprouting from bulging thoraxes. There are also a few hard-looking men in armor. One of them, clad in blood-red mail, holds a woman immobile, one hand on her wrist and the other over her mouth. She’s whimpering, turned away from a long, serrated arachnian leg as it tenderly strokes her face.

      Bell.

      The man restraining her sees us gaping down from the window. He lets go of her wrist and waves at us jauntily.

      “Greetings and well-met, destroyer of the Cleansing Flame! I am Charix of the Webs –”

      “Oh fuck,” Xela hisses beside me.

      “– and I’ve been promised an obscene amount of money to return your heads – attached or not – to Ysala so that justice can be served for your crimes against the blah, blah, blah.” He makes a circular motion with his hand, as if this is all just unimportant drivel. “The hierophant had a whole speech he wanted me to say so that you’d know exactly who had ordered your deaths and the terrible punishment you’ll get in the afterlife for what you’ve done.” He chuckles and shakes his head. “Truthfully, I don’t give a shit. Somebody hired us, so you die. That’s the gist of it.”

      My fingers curl on the window frame, and I suddenly want to be holding my sword. I glance back into the room and find my blade where I left it, lying across a side-table of red crystal. “So what do we do now, Charix of the Webs?” I call down.

      He grins. “You used my full title! How formal, and I appreciate that.” The mercenary captain makes a half bow, surprisingly graceful considering he’s still holding Bell. “You come here, and I’ll see if I have it in my heart to spare this lovely little peach. Terrigoxines” – he nods in the direction of the looming spider-kin whose leg is caressing Bell – “he’s a bit of a pervert, by the standards of his people. Finds his fun with human females, disgusting as he thinks they are. But the hierophant didn’t say anything about her, so I feel like she could walk away from here unhurt and unsullied if you give yourself up.”

      The tapered end of the arachnia’s limb lifts Bell’s skirt, revealing a slice of leg pale as moonlight. She shudders and moans through Charix’s gloved fingers.

      “I’m coming,” I say through gritted teeth. “Don’t hurt her.”

      Xela grabs my arm as I turn away from the window. “What’s the plan?” she hisses.

      I shake free and snatch up my sword from the table, then slip on my hauberk of ring mail. “Go outside and kill a bunch of spiders. You have a better one?”

      Xela dips her hand into the shadows pooled behind an ugly red-crystal carving of a fox and scoops out a clump of glistening darkness. “I’ll see if I can rescue Bell while that smarmy bastard is distracted. Just keep him talking.”

      I nod and move for the door as she starts slathering herself with shadows. Out in the hallway I realize Fen Poria hasn’t followed me; I glance back, and she meets my eyes defiantly, still standing in the room.

      “Not my fight,” she says.

      Fine. Whatever.

      Just me, then.

      I stalk down the hallway, my blood starting to rise. How dare they threaten Bell?

      As I pass Deliah’s door, I strike it with the pommel of my sword. If she isn’t outside, then she must have come upstairs. Sure enough, she swings open the door after a few heartbeats, her indigo hair artfully mussed and a slight smile curving her lips, like she expected to find me at the threshold of her room. Her seductive expression vanishes, though, when she sees me dressed in armor and brandishing my sword.

      “What’s going on?”

      “It’s Bell,” I reply. “Some mercenaries have her and are demanding I come outside. The Widowers.”

      Deliah arches a thin eyebrow. “The Widowers? That’s a dangerous name. I thought I saw a few of those spiders at the Last Word – you insulted one at the bar, I believe.” She glances back at the clothes and bits of armor scattered about her room. We only arrived a few hours ago, and she’s already made a tremendous mess of the place. “I’m right behind you. Let me get ready and I’ll come down – don’t kill them all before I get there.”

      I nod and turn away. Three deadly warriors up here with me, and I have to descend alone into the trap the Widowers have set. Sighing, I start down the stairs, taking them two at a time until I’m standing in the inn’s common room again. No sign of the miners now, and there’s just a tuft of white hair rising up from where the old innkeeper is cowering behind the bar.

      I fling the ornate inn doors wide, smashing them so hard I hear the crystal inlaid in the wood shatter, then step out into the night. I fill the entrance, glowering, trying to look as intimidating as possible.

      The scene outside hasn’t changed much, though Bell has stopped squirming and now hangs limply in the large warrior’s arm. She’s dazed, and a red mark has blossomed on her face – Charix must have struck her. Bell stirs, though, when she sees me, pulling weakly at the arm encircling her.

      “Talin . . .” she slurs, and I try to tamp down my anger. Rushing ahead in rage is probably just what the bastard wants.

      Charix runs his fingers through Bell’s hair, then kisses her lightly on the cheek and tosses her aside. She collapses in a crumpled heap. The milling arachnia make a weird chittering sound that might be laughter. I make a quick count: five of the spider-kin, and two dangerous-looking men bristling with weapons. Long odds.

      “She’s free, my friend, if you hand over your sword,” Charix says with a broad smile.

      I raise my green-glass sword so that the point is aimed at the mercenary’s chest. “How about you try and take it from me?”

      Charix sighs. “Tempting, but I’ve heard how good you are with that blade. As much as I’d love to test myself against you, I think it’s just safer if I let my compatriots hack you into little bloody pieces.”

      I set myself in a defensive stance as the half-circle of spider-kin edges closer, their front legs sheathed in curving metal.

      Fuck. How do you fight giant spiders with swords for legs?

      I feel a presence beside me and I glance over to see Deliah. She’s donned her black-chitin armor and she’s gripping the long handle of her glaive. The spiders pause, as if unsettled by the arrival of the lamias.

      “It’s just like a bug hunt back on Vel,” she says, far too cheerily.

      Another whistle from the Widower captain and the spiders surge forward, their metal-tipped limbs flashing. Deliah’s glaive turns aside one thrust, raising a scattering of blue sparks, then she twists away from another thrusting arm and jabs the pointed butt of her weapon into the assailant’s thorax. More are closing on her but the swarm is around me now as well and I lose sight of Deliah through the tangle of segmented legs and carapaces. My sword meets an arcing leg and passes through the metal like it was cheese; the spider screeches and recoils, yellow ichor spraying. I hack and thrust, lopping off limbs as they flash at me.

      As if of one mind, the spider-kin scuttle back, leaving a scattering of legs behind. I glance over at Deliah – her cheeks are flushed, and yellow blood streaks the curving blade of her glaive.

      “That sword certainly is special,” Charix says from behind the wall of arachnia. “The metal on their arms is supposed to be nearly unbreakable. But I wonder if that pretty green glass can cut through their silk.” He lets out a another higher-pitched whistle and a moment later I sense something above me. I drop and roll in the dirt, just avoiding the edges of a net. Deliah isn’t fast enough, though, and she lets out a cry of frustration as the silvery strands settle over her. She tries to tear through it, but it only clings tighter to her. I glance upwards and see a pair of angular dark shapes perched on the roof, picked out against the stars.

      I scramble to my feet, swaying, and lunge towards where Deliah is struggling with what I see now is a web. The spider-kin give me a wide, wary berth as I position myself between them and the lamias.

      “I can’t get it off,” Deliah says, panic in her voice. I’m tempted to try and cut the strands holding her, but I’m afraid the arachnia will rush me if I lower my sword.

      “Oh, ho, what’s this?”

      My gaze goes from the seething mob of huge spiders to Charix. He’s holding something up, a squirming ball of shimmering darkness; shreds of the inky substance flake away, revealing Xela, her feet off the ground, his hand around her throat. She’s beating frantically at his arm, but it’s like he’s made of iron. He grins viciously, shaking her.

      “Ah, the shadowdancer. I wondered when you’d show up. You’re the other one the hierophant wants.”

      Xela makes a hacking noise, gasping for air. Then there’s a curving dagger in her hand, flashing in the torchlight. Charix catches her wrist casually. He twists and the dagger falls from her fingers.

      “Let her go!” I cry, and he chuckles.

      “Drop your sword and I’ll drop her. But you should hurry.” As if on command, Xela goes limp in his grip.

      If I drop the sword the spider-kin will surge forward and kill Deliah and myself. If I don’t, Charix will choke the life out of Xela. I hesitate, despising the choice in front of me.

      “Very well,” the mercenary snarls, his lip curling. “This one dies and –”

      His face jerks back as a shard of metal appears in his forehead; he releases Xela, who collapses in a heap. Slowly his fingers drift to the two short blades protruding from his brow; the third blade is buried nearly to the hilt, perhaps a finger length of tapering steel embedded in his skull. He topples backwards, dead.

      While the spider-kin are distracted, I slash at the web binding Deliah, opening up a gash so that hopefully she can wriggle free. Then, screaming a battle cry, I charge the arachnia, hewing through their thin legs like I’m a woodsman in a forest full of saplings. Bitter ichor splatters my face and lips and I’m laughing as I lay about, and suddenly the spiders are scuttling back, fleeing before my crazed wrath. My green-glass sword passes through a distended abdomen and it bursts like an overripe fruit, drenching my shirt in foul juices. I cut down the two other human warriors who stood with the Widowers as they’re tripping over themselves trying to escape. Red splashes the pale green glass of my blade, mixing with the streaks of yellow spider blood.

      I glance back for a moment and see that Deliah has extricated herself from the web and has chased one of the arachnia back into the inn, whirling her glaive. Then I plunge ahead again, thrusting and hacking through the remaining spiders.

      They don’t last long, and soon I’m standing in a circle of hacked-off limbs and sliced-open thoraxes. A thump makes me turn around just in time to see a second spider-kin fall from the roof, joining the first, which is on its back with its legs curled up in death. I’d bet there are three-pronged throwing knives embedded in the creatures somewhere. I glance up and see a small shadow perched on the lip of the roof. Then it’s gone, vanishing into the dark.

      Fen Poria. No time to wonder where she’s off to.

      I crouch beside Bell and Xela. The shadowdancer is sitting up, rubbing at her throat. Bell is making sounds into the grass, her legs and arms moving slightly.

      “Are you all right?” I ask Xela, and she nods, then gives a wrenching cough.

      “Fine.” She looks around at the carnage. “Tainted saints, you are a butcher when you’re angry.”

      “I was protecting the three of you,” I say defensively.

      Xela glances around. “Where’s Deliah?” she asks just as a shattering crash comes from inside the inn.

      Leaving the women behind me, I leap to my feet and rush up the steps, skidding to a halt when I see what’s happened to the inn’s common room. The light of the flickering glowsphere plays across a splintered mess of wood that once was antique tables and chairs, and the floor is carpeted in shards of the red crystal. Deliah is breathing hard, the haft of her glaive resting across her shoulders, one boot resting on the ruptured carapace of a very large and very dead arachnia.

      She turns, sees me surveying the mess, and smiles as she slides her weapon into the straps across her back. Just as she opens her mouth, a horrified groan comes from behind the bar. The ancient innkeeper rises from his hiding place, and at the devastation of the common room his face pales.

      “Oh, saints save me. What have you done? I’m ruined.”

      Deliah shrugs, clearly uncaring, so I try and put guilt enough for both of us into my tone. “Ah, we’re sorry.”

      “Ruined,” he continues, ignoring me. “Those sculptures were priceless . . . those tables were from before the Age of Madness . . .”

      “Well, at least all your guests are safe,” I say, trying to comfort him.

      He points a quivering finger at Deliah, who is ignoring him. “Safe? She was the one who smashed it all up! I’ll call the guard! The Trusts!”

      “Hold on,” Xela rasps, pushing past me. She approaches the innkeeper and pulls something from a pocket. “Know what this is?”

      The innkeeper squints at the small dark thing, then he pulls back with a gasp, his eyes blinking. “Y-yes.”

      “Good. You can have it, if in return you do not hold my friends and I responsible for what happened here tonight.”

      He gulps as she holds out the object – I can’t see it too clearly, but it looks like a large black pearl – and then carefully accepts it with a shaking hand. I could be wrong, but I think he might actually sketch an awkward bow as it falls into his palm.

      Xela turns on her heel sharply, clapping her hands together as she faces Deliah and me. “That’s settled, then. But we should leave now, before anyone else shows up chasing the bounty.”

      “Leave now? At night?” Deliah asks dubiously.

      “At night,” the shadowdancer answers her, still rubbing at her neck. “Don’t worry, I see pretty well in the dark.”
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      The skull watches us labor up the rocky path. It’s perched atop a jumbled cairn of stones, gleaming in the harsh midday sun. Every scrap of flesh has been picked away, revealing a wide, shit-eating grin that seems to say, ‘Enjoy the day, travelers – it may be your last.’ Buzzards wheel far overhead, dark specks in an otherwise unblemished wash of blue.

      “Well, that’s cheery,” Bell says when she notices the leering sentinel. As if in reply, a black-winged bird flaps down to perch on the skull, then cocks its head and shrieks a greeting.

      “It’s happy to see us,” Xela observes, squinting up at the circling flock. “Probably thinks we’ll end up as dinner soon enough.”

      “I thought you said the way across the Wall was safe,” I say, my gaze wandering over the mountains rearing around us. It feels to me like we are in the palm of a stone giant, its fingers the peaks thrusting into the cloudless sky, and at any moment it might violently close its fist. The slopes at this elevation are rocky, covered with scree and stunted trees, but higher up it’s all ice and snow. You could hide a thousand bandits behind the rocks just off the trail, and if that wasn’t enough to worry about it certainly looks like avalanches regularly sweep down from above.

      “Safe for caravans,” Xela replies, picking at something caught in her pony’s mane. “Usually a string of wagons, guarded by dozens of swords. Not many travelers try the mountain road on their own.”

      “Great,” I mutter, hunching my shoulders against the freezing wind. “I wonder why?” No one answers me, and once again our little band lapses into silence. It’s been that way for much of the last two days, with everyone consumed with their own thoughts – mostly hatred directed at the weather, as far as I can tell. The comradery forged during the hurried flight from Ysala is already showing cracks . . . and I suppose it’s my duty to try and bring us all back together.

      “How are you?” I venture, turning to Deliah. The lamias looms over me; she insisted on bringing her great black horse on this journey, refusing the hardy little mountain ponies the rest of us had procured. She glances at me, her face almost lost deep within the folds of her cowl. She’s wearing so many layers of furs that it’s nearly impossible to tell that under that mound is a woman. Deliah scowls. She looks miserable.

      “In Vel, we believe in an afterlife like this place. It’s where you go if you are particularly evil, to suffer a constant, inescapable cold.” She blows out her cheeks, her breath curling in the frozen air. “Look at that! My spirit is trying to escape.”

      “Five days,” I remind her with a sigh. “And then we’ll be in Zim. But you should steel yourself, because we’re going much higher before we start to descend.”

      Grumbling, Deliah recedes deeper into her furs.

      All right, well, that didn’t go so well.

      Leaving the lamias to her brooding, I kick my pony forward, coming alongside Bell. She’s handling the cold much better, sitting tall and straight-backed in her saddle, as if in challenge to the cutting wind whirling through the pass. She glances over at me when she hears the clop of my pony’s hooves. For the briefest of moments I see something in her face, a slight tremor as her mouth twitches and her eyes blink, but then that’s smoothed away and she regards me with her usual haughtiness. Several times since we’ve met, her mask has cracked and I’ve glimpsed the woman within – often after a bottle or two of wine – but usually Bell keeps her true self well hidden.

      “And you?” I ask her. “Are you feeling better?”

      “I’m fine now,” she replies, though I do notice her gloved hand drifting to the spot on her arm where Charix grabbed her. That first night-ride as we fled the inn and started on the mountain road was hard on her – she was in no condition to sit a saddle, so Deliah rode double with her until dawn crept across the sky. That was more than two days ago, and now Bell looks to be handling the journey better than anyone else. Perhaps too stoically, in truth. Is she missing her father and her city? But if I try to get her to share any sorrows I’ll be risking getting my head bitten off, so I offer up only a smile and a nod.

      I consider approaching Xela as well, but I’ve already failed twice and the shadowdancer has been withdrawn and moody since we entered the mountains, snapping at each of us over trivial matters. It seems the Zimani isn’t thrilled to be returning to her homeland. Something awaits her there that is casting a long shadow. Perhaps literally – she’s mentioned several times about the Umbra, which, I’ve gathered. is where shadowdancers are trained. Is she an outcast? A renegade? Will she be in danger when she returns?

      I sigh, settling back into my saddle. Hopefully, everyone’s mood will improve once we leave the mountains. I’m not enjoying myself either, particularly, but my spirits have been raised by the knowledge that I am finally on my way to find Valyra. I shade my eyes, staring at the cloud-shrouded peaks ahead. The rumors we heard in Ysala spoke of a young woman, somewhere deep in the Enlightened Empire of Zim, who could heal with a touch. I remember the feel of Valyra’s healing energy as she knitted my body back together.

      It must be her. I will find her, and keep her safe in these strange and deadly lands, as I promised her mother.

      And maybe she can help me in recovering my own lost past. Who was I before I stumbled out of that dust storm? Why had I carried a key that opened doors between the worlds? What were the Shriven, those demons that had spoken to me as if I was known to them? And how had one followed me into this world? Could more be coming?

      I shiver again, and not entirely because of the bracing wind.
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        * * *

      

      “Shelter!” Xela cries, and I raise my head from the burrow I’ve made in the folds of the scarf wound around my neck. The shadowdancer is standing in her stirrups, pointing at a desultory pile of stones sheltering in the lee of a great boulder. For a moment I think she must be mistaken, but then I see there’s a sod roof and a listing entrance that looks about to collapse at any moment.

      We find a place where our mounts will be protected from the cutting wind and hurry inside. No tables or chairs in this way-stop, but there’s enough space for a dozen to sleep comfortably, and a blackened firepit beneath a hole cut from the sod. There’s even a small pile of brush that some blessed traveler has left behind.  Deliah doesn’t hesitate and rushes over to heap the kindling in the pit.

      Bell tosses her travel bag in a corner and turns back to the door. “I’ll find more of that. I saw some outside.”

      “You do that,” Deliah says, striking flint to stone. A spark catches and the lamias lets out a wordless moan of thanks.

      Bell grunts something and vanishes. I’m about to follow her when Xela stomps inside the hut, her face clouded. She shakes the bag she’s holding in Deliah’s direction.

      “Is this all?”

      The lamias doesn’t turn around, apparently focused on the warmth creeping up her numb fingers as she holds her arms out to the growing flame.

      Xela throws the bag down. “I said, is this all?”

      Now Deliah does look. “All what?”

      “All the food! I packed three food bags.”

      Deliah shrugs. “Maybe I only grabbed two. It was dark.”

      Xela spits out a guttural curse and takes a few steps closer to the lamias, her fists clenched. “Well, what are we going to do? Do you see a lot of fruit trees along the road? Have you noticed any game we can catch?”

      “Calm down, Zimani. If we get hungry, we’ll eat the scientist’s daughter.”

      That was a jest, I hope.

      Xela whirls on me. “Talin?”

      I don’t really want to be dragged into this. “It’s only a few more days crossing the Wall, yes? We’ll eat half rations until we come down from the mountains.”

      “Talin eats too much, anyway.” Deliah says distractedly. “He’s getting fat.”

      Xela mutters something about spoiled princesses and stalks outside.

      Now Deliah does glance over her shoulder, watching as the shadowdancer vanishes into the darkness with a slight smile. “Something is bothering her.”

      “She’s been like this for days,” I reply, squatting beside Deliah and extending my frozen hands towards the fire. “I think she’s worried about returning to Zim.”

      Deliah nods. “Shadowdancers do not often leave the Umbra, and when they do it is almost always not on good terms. But it may be something else.”

      “What?”

      “Back in the town, she gave something to the innkeeper. Do you remember?”

      “Yes.”

      “It looked very much like a servali. A token. The richest families in Zim use them as currency – it is a mark of great wealth and standing. Common folk cannot trade them, except back to one of the great houses, but they are compensated very well when they do. I imagine that servali she gave the old man could pay for a whole new inn if he returned it to a magistrate of the empire.”

      “So she’s a noble?”

      Deliah pokes at the fire with a stick, making it flare a bit higher. “She must be. Or she stole that token, but if a Zimani from outside the great families was found to have used one, the punishment would be a swift and brutal death.”

      I settle back on my haunches, mulling this over. Xela doesn’t act like a noble, but how would I even know how a Zimani noble comports herself?

      Bell crashes through the entrance and dumps an armful of brush onto the floor. “Good, you’ve got the fire going. I’m so hungry I could eat an aurochs.”

      Deliah and I share a quick glance, and then I clear my throat. “About that . . .”
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        * * *

      

      We huddle around the flames as night falls, chewing on pitifully small strips of salted beef, each of us lost in our own thoughts. The wind shrieks outside, battering the side of the hut with such ferocity that it sounds at times like there’s a monster trying to get inside. Luckily, the stone walls are well-constructed; only a few thin trickles of cold make it through, and despite my dire imaginings I don’t think it’s going to collapse on top of us.

      Xela is still casting angry glances at Deliah, but the lamias is ignoring her. Bell seems content to watch the flames, her knees drawn up to her chest, the lenses of her spectacles reflecting the glow. I toss the last morsel of dry meat into my mouth and wait for it to soften enough for me to swallow.

      A scraping sound comes from outside, and our heads rise together, glancing at the doorway and then each other.

      “The wind,” Bell says, and I nod, unconvinced.

      Another scrape, closer than before. My hand scrabbles for the hilt of my sword, and I half rise.

      “Go see what it is,” Deliah hisses, and I sigh. The other women are looking at me expectantly.

      Of course. Fine.

      I creep towards the entrance, which has been transformed by the night into a square of seamless black. Suddenly something moves in the darkness, coming closer. I draw my green-glass sword, the blade ringing like a bell as it leaves its sheath.

      “Who’s there?” I call out.

      “Me,” says a voice I know. “Put down the fucking sword.”

      A patch of silvery white swells in the black, like a spirit drifting closer. But it’s no ghost, and a moment later Fen Poria strides from the darkness, stopping just outside the doorway. She runs a hand through her pale hair, scowling.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, relief pushing aside my surprise at seeing her.

      She doesn’t say anything, but I notice that she’s dragging something behind her. With a grunt, she pulls it forward and tosses it in our direction. I tense, but the thing hits the floor with a clatter and lies still. It’s a rock crab as big as a large dog, its carapace cracked where something hard has been driven into it.

      Fen Poria keeps frowning, her green eyes holding mine for a long moment, then she turns on her heels and vanishes back into the darkness.

      Stunned silence in the hut. We look at each other, then the crab. My stomach rumbles, loud enough the others hear.

      “That was the woman who kidnapped my father,” Bell says slowly.

      “Aye,” I say, reaching out tentatively to poke one of the crab’s wrist-thick legs. It doesn’t move.

      “What is she doing here? Doesn’t she work for the Marquis?”

      Xela and I share a glance. There hadn’t yet been a good time yet to tell Bell about what happened that night at the inn.

      “She seems to be helping us,” I say, and Xela snorts.

      “Seems to be. Maybe the crab is poisoned.”

      “I think we can trust her . . . but if you don’t, I’ll eat your portion of crab.”

      “Shut up and help me put it over the fire,” Deliah says, gripping a leg and pulling it closer.
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        * * *

      

      “Praise the saints,” Bell says, shielding her eyes from the sun. Beside her, Xela slumps forward in her saddle, her head nearly resting in her pony’s mane.

      “About time,” the shadowdancer says wearily, and I agree with her.

      We’re perched on a spur of rock that thrusts out from the main trail, and for the first time the Grand and Enlightened Empire of Zim has come into view. Rugged hills sweep down to meet a vast yellow plain that extends to the horizon; blotches of shadow cast by the few clouds in the sky are sprinkled across this expanse, but mostly it’s unblemished, a sheet of beaten gold blazing in the sun.

      “Looks like a welcoming place,” I say, and Xela snorts.

      “There are snakes thirty span long in that grass, and things even more terrifying that prey on them. The grasslands of Tensch are one of the deadliest places in the Twilight Empire. It’s the Red Legion’s job to cut the grass as it encroaches upon the roads, and the mortality rate is the highest for any non-combat duty in the Empire.”

      “Well, then, we stay on the road,” I say, leaning back in my saddle and stretching out my arms. The last few days have been treacherous, over high passes buried in snow and ice, although luckily we avoided any storms. We’ve descended quite a ways already, but the slopes around us are still covered with white, though here and there rocks and barren patches break the drifts. It’s also warmed considerably, and I’m half-tempted to take off my furs. A river that would have been frozen over just this morning flows farther below us, a torrent of rushing silver. The trail with its endless switchbacks descends seemingly forever, vanishing into the scrub and rock below.

      My eyes sweep back along the way we’ve come, looking again for Fen Poria. The feral must still be out there, but she has an almost magical ability to keep hidden. Or maybe she’s ahead of us, already picking her way down the side of the mountain. The last two evenings we arrived at wayfarer’s stops to find dinner already waiting: one night it had been a young goat, the other a gray lizard with skin pebbled like stone.

      Deliah throws back her hood and turns her face to bask in the sun’s warmth. She looks radiant, her indigo hair gleaming. “By the Moon Mother, when we come close to the river I can’t wait to try and catch –”

      “Greetings, travelers!”

      My bones and teeth seem to shiver as these booming words roll through the mountains, echoing among the peaks. I whirl away from the lands spread far below me, searching for the speaker.

      “What is that?” Xela murmurs, and I can’t answer her.

      The creature ambling down the slope towards us is a huge slab of muscled gray flesh. It looks like a man, but its massive head is squashed upon its shoulders, and its arms dangle down almost to its knees. Its mouth is a thin slash, its eyes points of black in its broad and expressionless face. A ragged loin-cloth wrapped around its waist is the creature’s only garb, and some strange growth is emerging from its chest.

      The thing halts a hundred paces from us, spreading its gangly arms wide. “We welcome you to our place of business.”

      Something is strange. “Its mouth didn’t move,” Deliah says.

      She’s right. The words emanated from the creature, but not from its head. I squint, trying to make out the thing squirming on its chest. It almost looks like a monkey clinging to its mother . . . 

      Oh. I can’t hold back a shudder of revulsion when I see just what is addressing us. The thing emerging from the creature’s upper chest resembles a tiny, wasted version of its host, and the actions of the smaller thing are mirrored by the larger. When it drops its wizened little arms, the giant does the same. Unlike the larger creature, though, the thing is clothed in a motley assortment of rags and bits of metal. A pot with a curving handle sits on the smaller creature’s head, partly askew.

      “An etterling,” Bell whispers to me out of the side of her mouth. “The smaller one has the brains, the larger the brawn. They tend to be rather more . . . enterprising . . . than other giant-kin.”

      “Hey!” yells the smaller creature, and I’m surprised the little creature can project so loudly. “No whispering! That’s rude, you know, while we’re talking.”

      Bell clears her throat. “Sorry, sir,” she cries back, and this seems to mollify the giant somewhat. “We were wondering why you’ve stopped us here today.”

      The parasitic little man leers at Bell and removes his helmet, then runs his fingers through his lank and greasy hair. The giant mirrors this motion, but without expression. “Thank you, my lovely. Always a pleasure to converse with civilized folk.” He replaces his pot-helmet, leaving it at a jaunty angle. “And as we are also civilized folk, we have recently set up our own small business in these lands.”

      “Business?” Bell calls out, apparently as confused as I am.

      “Yes,” the creature replies, sounding incredibly pleased with itself. “This is our road, and my brothers and I have established a toll.”

      “And what is the toll?” Deliah yells back impatiently.

      “One of you,” the emaciated creature replies with a leer. “One of you lovelies.” It spreads its arms again, as if this is an eminently reasonable demand. “You have three, my good man.” He seems to be addressing me now. “And we have none. Therefore, to get what you want – down the mountain – you must give us something we want.”

      “I say we give him the lamias,” offers Xela, and Deliah snorts.

      “We’re not giving him anyone,” I say, exasperated. Then I turn back to the creature and call out to it: “And if we don’t?”

      The creature points farther up the slopes, near where the snow gives way to stone. Another etterling, even larger than the first, has emerged from somewhere. The smaller version is growing from its host’s shoulder, the imp sunk waist deep into the monster’s flesh.

      “One lovely, or we make jelly out of you!” the first etterling chortles, and the one higher up the slopes hefts a boulder the size of our ponies.

      I share a nervous glance with my companions. Surely it can’t throw this far . . .

      As if in answer, the etterling rears back and heaves the boulder. It tumbles end over end, crashing down not far from us and skittering over the cliff. If the rock had been a dozen paces to the left it would have crushed us.

      “A demonstration!” screeches the first etterling. “To show the fairness of our offer! One lovely only, and you are free to go!”

      “You two kill the chatty one,” I say to Xela and Deliah as the creature above hefts another huge rock. “I’ll run up there and stop the other from crushing us.”

      Without waiting for a reply, I slide from my pony and take off running. The etterling hurling down rocks is well above us, and after days spent in the saddle my legs are aching after only a short time of churning up the steep slope. Behind me, the other etterling is now bellowing something unintelligible, but I don’t dare steal a glance over my shoulder to see if that’s because the shadowdancer and the lamias have engaged it. The size of the rocks raining down could mash me into a pulp if I’m not careful.

      I duck behind a jagged fan of stone to avoid another of the missiles, and my heart gives a little lurch as the rock shudders under the impact. I sneak a quick glimpse around the edge of the barrier and see that the etterling is temporarily busy with uprooting more boulders from the frozen ground. I take this momentary respite to check on my companions. Xela is now clinging to the other etterling’s back as it lurches about, stabbing it over and over again with her curved dagger, while Deliah is jabbing it in the stomach with the bladed end of her glaive.

      Time to finish this. Taking a deep breath, I break cover and dash towards the etterling as it strains to heft a boulder that looks like it could knock down a castle’s wall. Eighty paces. Sixty. With a grunt of exertion the etterling raises the rock over its lumpy head. My heart sinks. Shit, that’s going to be hard to dodge. I glance around, but there’s nothing to hide behind this time.

      Blinding light flashes higher up, where the slopes are covered with snow. I throw my arm up reflexively, momentarily blinded. Shadows dance in my vision as I struggle to see what has happened. I’m not the only one disoriented; the etterling’s quivering arms give way, the huge boulder dropping on both its larger head and the emaciated creature growing from its flesh. Both disappear, everything above its shoulders reduced to a bloody smear.

      I’m lucky the bouncing rock isn’t coming towards me, because I’m having a hard time looking away from what’s appeared higher up the mountain. It looks like a twisting pillar of flame, with something writhing deep within it, almost like a shadow . . .

      A terrific crack shivers the ground and brings me to my knees. The flame vanishes, as suddenly as it arrived, but whatever it has done has dislodged the snow, and a rolling wave of white is swelling larger.

      Avalanche.

      “Oh, fuck!” I cry, turning and bounding down the slope. My foot skids on a patch of permafrost, but by the grace of the dead gods I keep my balance.

      The rumble behind me is swelling, the ground is shaking, and I know a moment before it happens that I’ll never escape what’s coming.

      Something slams into my back, swallowing me.
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      Darkness rushes over my frozen body.

      I drift in the emptiness, an ember in the endless black. Am I dead? No. I’m trying to return – they need me, the ones who were left behind. Will they remember? Will I remember? Avelia claimed that going back would break even the strongest mind. But I have to try.

      A square of golden light appears, floating in the abyss. Is this the right door? It should be, but the maps are so old, so unreliable. The veil ripples as I approach, as if in greeting. There’s no reason to hesitate. I can’t go back, Ezekal will kill me if I do . . . Are they clustered around the gate even now, drawn swords flashing emerald in the radiance?

      I stretch out my hand, my fingertips brushing the golden veil. It clings to me like silk. Steeling myself, I swim forward, into the world we abandoned.
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        * * *

      

      “Fucker’s alive.”

      I come awake with a shudder, gasping for air.

      The darkness lightens, vague shapes sharpening into things I recognize. There’s a bald black head looming over me, marred by a jagged white scar. Past this man the sky burns orange and yellow, a red sun descending behind the shadowy outline of mountains.

      I’m lying in something cold, and I try to lift my arm but it’s trapped. Mud. I’m half-buried in mud. Icy water flows over my numb legs, seeping into my boots.

      “Hrm,” I manage, struggling to squirm free, helpless as a babe.

      “Well, shove a sword up my bunghole,” another voice says as a second head joins the first. This one is so pale he’s almost translucent, blue veins etched beneath his skin. He presses a finger to his nose and shoots a wad of mucus out of his left nostril. I think it lands somewhere on me, but I can’t be sure.

      “Hrm,” I repeat.

      The pale head glances at the black one. “Looks like I owe you a silver glory,” he says, sighing.

      “We’ll take it out of what he brings in,” replies the scarred head, and then the man moves out of my sight. Moments later I feel the weight pressing on my shoulders start to lighten. Strong fingers curl under my arms.

      “Right. Pull on three. One, two, THREE.”

      The mud does its best to hold on to me, but with a sucking sound my body finally comes free. I try to find my feet but it’s like my legs have been cut from my body.

      “He’s got a sword!” says the pale man excitedly. “It’s like glass, or something.”

      “That’s for the boss,” admonishes the bald man, whose voice is much deeper. “You bring the circlet?”

      “Course, like you said.”

      “Well, put it on.”

      I try to shift my neck slightly so I can see what’s happening. The black man’s arms are encircling my body, keeping me from collapsing. The smaller man crouches beside my dangling legs, fiddling with something that looks like a silver anklet. Finally it snaps open and he fits it around my ankle, then closes it again. I stare at it dumbly. Why are they putting jewelry on me? Everything is very confusing, and I’m finding it very hard to concentrate.

      “Back to camp, then. Ximachus will be angry we’ve been gone so long.”

      The man holding me dismisses this with a snort. “The old buzzard will be giddy as a milk maid when the lord’s son rides into town. Fresh meat for the market, and everything legal.”

      Meat for the market? I stir, trying to struggle free. Where is Bell? Deliah?

      “Careful there, boy,” the man says. His breath is rancid.

      Hands touch my waist, fumbling with my belt. A bell chimes as the green-glass blade slides from its sheath. The pale man slashes the air awkwardly with my sword, his eyes wide. “Tainted saints, Chev! Look at this! You ever seen anything like it?”

      “Can’t say I have,” says the bigger man slowly. There’s a trace of uncertainty in his words now, as if the sight of my sword has unsettled him. “Ximachus will know what to do. Let’s go.”
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      I drift in and out of consciousness as the two men carry me like a sack of meal. Blearily, I watch my sword bounce at the hip of the smaller man, who is holding my legs, his back to me. I want to grip my sword and feel that same healing rush that flooded me after I’d been injured fighting the golems of the Cleansing Flame. But the thought of struggling free and grabbing my sword away from this thief is about as laughably unlikely as me flying back to wherever my companions are.

      What happened? I’d charged up the slope towards one of the monstrous bandits. Then there had been a light . . . a flame above me, rippling in the snow, filled by a twisting shadow. A great crack had sounded, and then a wall of white had surged towards me . . . I’d run, but I’d known it was hopeless. I was going to die. Then I had been lifted, carried, enveloped by rushing darkness. But there had been glimpses. The avalanche had swept me over a cliff, and for a moment I had seen blue sky above and emptiness below. I’d fallen towards a twisting silver thread that had quickly swelled into churning water. Then nothing, until coming awake on the riverbank.

      Had Deliah and Bell and Xela survived the avalanche? Had they also been swept off the cliff? Did they need my help now?

      “Oi!” snarls the smaller man, struggling to hold on to my legs. “Get him to stop writhing!”

      “Settle down, you.” The hands under my arms lower me to the ground. I try to sit up, but something clubs me across the back of the skull, and I return to the blackness.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, he is a pretty thing.”

      “Think he could go to the Lotus Tower?”

      The sound of a throat clearing is followed by an impressive wad of something being hawked. “No. They like their boys young. You see the scars on him? Damaged goods.”

      Again I surface. I’m sitting inside a large tent, my arms bound behind the central pole. I’m dry, feeling has returned to my limbs, and I’m dressed in something loose and scratchy. My pouch with the key to the Gates is gone. There’s an old Zimani crouching in front of me, his dark face creased as he studies me intently. His bushy eyebrows and fringe of hair are stark white, but his eyes are bright and curious, as if they belong in a younger face. The two who brought me here hover in the entrance, watching the old man pensively. Behind them the sky is dark, but torches somewhere are burning, gilding them with a ruddy light.

      “Then where do you think he’ll go, Xim?”

      The old man squints and leans closer. “I’m not sure. But there’s always a buyer for a strong back.” His thumb lifts my eyelid roughly, and I flinch from the brief flash of pain. “Silver. Never seen the like.” Then his fingers grip my chin hard. “And teeth look good.” He flashes a gap-toothed grin in their direction. “Saints, I might keep him for myself.”

      The two in the entrance laugh uncertainly, as if they’re unsure whether that is a jest or not. The old man notices this and scowls, then waves them away.

      “Go on, get. You’ll get the standard cut for a find, don’t you worry.” They turn to go, but then freeze as he continues. “Oh, and report to Yerevus for extra duties.” He smirks as they start to splutter. “You were supposed to bring back firewood, yes? And you did not. Now leave, or I’ll add a lashing to your punishment.”

      The old man’s smile widens as they disappear into the darkness, grumbling. He turns back to me.

      “Laws and rules, my fortunate unfortunate friend. They are the bones of the body of society – rip them away, and the rest would collapse into jelly.” He pauses for a moment, as if imagining this. “Laws and rules – Gelian, get in here!” A moment later a Zimani youth slips between the tent flaps, his hands tucked into the long sleeves of his dark blue robe.

      I finally find my voice. “Who are you?” I whisper, my throat raw.

      The old man presses two fingers to his chest. “I am Ximachus, a merchant of the second rank. Born in the copper creche, raised in the halls of the Lessanius Trading House. And who are you?”

      “Talin. I’m –”

      The man holds up a finger to silence me.

      The boy glides closer, coming to hover beside the old man.

      “This is Gelian, the Witness for this venture.”

      “I’m honored to meet you both,” I rasp, wishing I could rub my neck. “Why am I restrained?”

      “Because you are an ignorant savage,” the man says cheerily, with no hint of rancor. “And you may not know the ways of Enlightened Zim.”

      I strain at my bonds, rattling the post. “I’ve done nothing wrong. Why am I tied up?”

      “Again, we return to the law,” says the old man. “In Zim, if you save a man’s life, it belongs to you for two years. Fair, yes? Now, you certainly would have perished if Qerin and Tak hadn’t found you. And as their employer, anything of value they find while working belongs to me.”

      “You expect me to be your slave for two years?” I say incredulously, shaking the tent’s pole again.

      Ximachus ignores me and holds up his finger, turning to the blue-robed youth. “On the third evening of the seventh month of the Year of the Jade Butterfly, this man’s life was saved by men working for Ximachus of the Lessanius. By the laws of Zim, his body will belong to those who saved him until two years have passed, unless his life-rights are sold to a third party, or he receives manumission by imperial decree. Is this witnessed?”

      “It is witnessed,” intones the youth, staring at me with empty eyes.

      “Good, good,” the old man says, shooing him away. “Then you are dismissed. Make a record for when we sell him.”

      The youth bows his head slightly. “Of course, Master Ximachus,” he murmurs, and then withdraws from the tent.

      I finally find my voice. “You should cut my throat right now. I’ll never be your slave.”

      The old man chortles, clapping his hands. “Fiery! I hope you show such spirit at the auction. Many prefer their meat unbroken.” He stands and shuffles over to a cluttered table, then begins to pick through the mess, looking for something. “But you will obey,” he says as he picks up a silver circlet that looks the same as the one around my ankle and what appears to be a wooden practice sword. As he turns back to me, he slips the circlet around the blade and lets it slide down until it clinks against the hilt.

      “Slaves are expensive,” the old man says, brandishing the sword so that the circlet glitters in the lamplight. “In times past, they had to be constantly watched, lest they run off.” He slashes at the shadows clumsily. “Then one brilliant inventor designed the perfect means to ensure loyalty. Zino was his name, so we call that lovely little bangle around your ankle a Zino Circle.” Ximachus holds up the sword. “Watch.” He reaches inside his tunic and pulls out a necklace of many small spheres. His brow furrows as he examines the spheres carefully, his lips moving silently, as if he’s reading something carved onto their surfaces.

      Finally, his face brightens as he finds the one he’s searching for. “Ah! Here we are. Now pay attention.” He rubs the small sphere, and almost immediately the circlet around the practice sword’s blade begins to vibrate. “A warning,” the old man says. “But if I so chose . . .” Ximachus gives the sphere a flick with his thumb and I can’t help but jump as the circlet suddenly contracts, slicing through the wood. The blade tumbles to the ground, sheared clean.

      The old man finds another sphere on his necklace and the circlet around my ankle begins to vibrate. “Now,” he says smugly, “do you agree that you are my slave?”

      I grit my teeth. Would this bastard actually sever my foot? I hold his cold gaze for a long moment.

      “Yes,” I say, struggling not to choke on the word.
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      I huddle in the corner of the wagon, wrapped in a tattered blanket. Morning light has begun to filter through the iron bars, creeping across the wooden floor towards me, but I ignore it, hoping to return to my uneasy sleep. I’d dreamed of Deliah’s warm body, Bell’s brilliant blue eyes, and Xela’s enigmatic smile. Their loss sends a pang through me, and I roll over on my side to stare at the wall. Are they alive? I would feel it if they were dead, surely. But still, in this moment, I am utterly alone.

      Something hard hits me in the shoulder, and I twist around. A man is silhouetted in the morning light outside the wagon, holding a small bag. As I watch he reaches inside and tosses a small, round object at one of the two other prisoners in here with me. The big bearded fellow who glared at me yesterday when I tried to talk to him comes awake with a snort, then scrabbles for whatever has been thrown at him as it rolls away. I reach down and find what had hit me: some kind of ridged purple fruit. The bearded man gives this fruit a hard twist and the skin comes off, revealing speckled white flesh. Then he falls on it like he’s starving, scooping out chunks with his fingers and shoving them into his mouth. He catches me looking at him and his eyes narrow, as if he thinks I might try to steal his breakfast. I look away, not wanting to deal with this right now.

      The last prisoner, a mound of rags recessed in the shadows, doesn’t do anything when the man outside bounces a fruit near his head. Did he die in the night?

      “Stay away from the bars,” the man outside says gruffly, apparently not caring that one of us isn’t moving. “Entering the grass today.”

      “What’s in the grass?” I ask, and the shadow pauses, as if surprised I’ve spoken.

      “Hungry things,” he replies.

      I glance over at the bearded man to see his reaction, but he doesn’t seem to be listening. His attention is on the fruit lying on the floor of the wagon a few paces from the motionless prisoner. A slow smile creeps across his face, and from what I can see I’m fairly sure his teeth have been filed into points. His bristly beard glistens, coated with juice and flecked with bits of white.

      With surprising stealth he begins to move towards the fruit, sliding silently across the wooden floor of the wagon. I glance at the man who gave us breakfast, but he has vanished. My attention returns to the aspiring thief. His arm stretches out, slowly, slowly, slowly . . . his fingers are almost brushing the purple rind when an olive fist flashes out from the mound and slams down on the man’s hand. With a surprised shriek the man scuttles back, cradling his hand.

      Thick gray-green fingers tipped with yellow nails close around the fruit and pull it into the pile of rags. The bearded man spits a string of harsh sounds in a language I don’t know . . . though there’s one word I do recognize.

      Kvah.
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        * * *

      

      I watch the kvah warily as the light outside deepens, but although I do hear quiet sounds of slurping as it eats the fruit, the pile of rags otherwise doesn’t move. I remember my first encounter with these creatures, when they ambushed Bell and Poz and myself as we were transporting the glitter to the Contessa’s manse in Ysala. Those kvah had been brutish and crude, some unnatural blend of animal and man, and had callously discussed eating us after we’d been taken captive. I’m more than slightly worried about being locked in a wagon with one – I don’t think I’ll be getting much sleep anytime soon.

      The sharp-toothed man watches me sullenly, almost angrily, as if I’m the one who has smashed his hand or brought him to his current predicament. Finally, against my better judgment, I decide to try and speak with him again.

      “My name is Talin,” I say slowly, pointing at my chest.

      He doesn’t reply, but I think from the way his eyes narrow slightly that he understands me.

      “Do you know where we’re going?”

      For a long moment he remains silent, as if weighing whether he should respond. “Zim,” he finally says, and with such loathing it almost sounds like it pains him to speak the city’s name.

      “Zim,” I repeat. I’d guessed as much.

      “Black heart of the world,” he grates, and then spits.

      “So you disagree with the whole ‘Grand and Enlightened’?”

      His mouth twists. “No grand. Only one man free in Zim. Purple Emperor. All others in chains. Like us, but their chains can’t see.”

      I gaze out the bars of our cage at a pair of horsemen riding past the wagon. One of them says something to the other and they both dissolve into laughter. “They certainly look freer than us.”

      The man snorts as if I’m a fool and recedes deeper into his corner. “They not free. Fools. I was free man. No king, no lord. If I want food, I kill. If I want woman, I take.”

      “You sound charming,” I say, and he sneers at me and spits again.

      I decide then that I prefer solitude and turn away from him, staring out the wagon at the landscape as it slides past. All morning and into this early afternoon the wagon has been trundling through ragged hills and scrubland. I come closer to the bars and glance back the way we’ve come: the mountains of Hesset’s Wall still loom over us, but they’ve dwindled since I last looked. Another stab of sorrow hits me as I gaze upon where I lost my friends.

      After a long moment, I tear my gaze away and look ahead. This wagon is the last in the caravan, and in a line in front of us I can see maybe seven or eight more. I think the one directly ahead of us might also have prisoners, but the others look like they are carrying trade goods – these wagons also have large hewbows mounted on their roofs. That unsettles me slightly. Hewbows that large should be used as siege weapons, not carried with caravans. Around the wagons mill men on horseback – some are older, and dressed in richer clothes, while others are clad in bits of armor that flash copper in the sun. I recognize the blue robes of the youth who ‘witnessed’ my enslavement. Of the old man, Ximachus, there’s no sign.

      Gradually the hills recede until we’re traveling through an arid plain. Then, with jarring suddenness, the badlands give way to a field of golden grass. It rises up like a wall, three times the height of a man, and though the caravan is cast into shadow the grass itself seems infused with light. The wheels are clattering over stone now; a road must be laid through this grassland, and for about thirty paces across the stalks have been hacked to knee level, as if ten thousand soldiers waded through this place swinging their swords. Which, given what Xela said about the Red Legion, might be what happened.

      And I can understand why they do it. The grass rises golden and gleaming, thick enough that I can’t see what lurks in its depths. An army could be skulking out there and I wouldn’t know until they attacked. What had that guard said when he brought breakfast? There are things in the grass, and they are hungry? I push away from the bars and lean against the wood, putting a bit more distance between myself and the shimmering, forbidding wall.
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        * * *

      

      Time passes. The light trickling through the grass deepens, changing from gold to amber. Our wagon darkens, until the other prisoners are merely splotches of deeper blackness. Still, infused by the sun, I can’t help but find it beautiful. Sometimes a strong wind gusts, making it seem like something is undulating within the depths.

      Wait. My breath catches in my throat – it truly looked like some great shadow had flickered near the edge of the grass and then retreated. The shape was formless, gone in an instant. I shake my head, wiping away the cold sweat that has broken out across my brow. My imagination, surely. Just late afternoon shadows.

      But there it is again. A darting, twisting shape . . . and gone. I creep to the bars, peering intently at where I have glimpsed this thing.

      “Hey!” I cry, trying to get the attention of a warrior riding past. He blinks, his empty smile fading, as if he’s returning from some pleasant daydream.

      “Quiet, meat,” he snarls, his hand going to the handle of the whip at his side.

      “No, you don’t understand, there’s –”

      In an eyeblink, something slips from the grass and wraps itself around his waist. He doesn’t even have time to cry out before he’s yanked from his saddle and pulled into the grass. For a moment I can only stare stupidly, trying to process what I’ve just seen.

      The man’s horse is the first to recover. Maybe it’s the sudden absence of the weight on its back, or maybe it’s caught the scent of whatever grabbed its master, but the poor beast lets out a terrified bellow and breaks into a gallop.

      It doesn’t get far. Another tendril erupts from the grass and snags one of the horse’s back legs, sending it crashing to the ground. It tries to find its feet, but the thing coiled around its leg pulls hard and the horse is dragged squealing into the grass and vanishes.

      What the fuck?

      Screams now, echoing up and down the caravan. The wall of grass is alive with seething shadows, but I think it’s really just one huge churning shape, the creature sending out tendrils of various sizes questing for prey. One of the things thumps against the side of the wagon we’re in, and I hold myself perfectly still.

      “Graken,” hisses the bearded man as a long tendril retracts into the grass pulling a screaming merchant.

      I flash him a look that hopefully gets him to shut the fuck up; he doesn’t say anything more, though his chest is heaving now like he’s on the verge of panicking. The kvah has emerged from its pile of rags, its bestial face twisted into what I think is concern as it watches the chaos unfold outside our wagon.

      There’s a terrific thrumming and a crossbow bolt the length of a horse vanishes into the churning grass. An absolutely horrific shriek erupts, and I clap my hands to my ears at the sound. Large tendrils thrust from the grass, extending towards something I can’t see, and then there’s the crack of broken wood and the shattered remnants of the huge crossbow are dragged to the ground.

      My focus returns to our wagon when a sharp intake of breath comes from the bearded man. A smaller tendril has squirmed between the iron bars while I was distracted and has begun questing along the floor blindly; the three of us press ourselves against the sides, but as the tendril sweeps back and forth I know it’s going to bump up against one of our legs sooner or later. It looks similar to the arm of an octopus, with mottled umber flesh crisscrossed with many small white scars. It creeps closer to the bearded man, and he pushes himself up on his toes with a whimper.

      Just before the tip of the tendril catches the man’s foot, the kvah lunges forward and grabs it, sinking yellow talons into the meat of the thing. Immediately the tendril starts to thrash, but the kvah manages to hold on as it’s tossed back and forth. With a primal yell the kvah lowers its face and bites down hard on the tendril; goo that seems too thick to be blood pulses from the wound. The kvah lets go and rolls away from the retreating tendril as the arm squirms through the bars and then disappears into the twilit grass. There are the twangs of more of the great hewbows being fired, and two huge bolts follow the tendril. Another monstrous shriek, and then as suddenly as it started the grass stops churning, going eerily still. The great shadow is gone.

      “By the dead gods,” I murmur, sliding to the floor. I glance at the bearded man, who looks like he just soiled himself, and then we both look at the kvah. The olive-skinned creature meets our gazes with something like embarrassed defiance, then spits out a chunk of rubbery umber flesh. The piece of the tendril flops on the wooden floor of the wagon like a fish out of water.

      “Not delicious,” rumbles the kvah, wiping its mouth with the back of its hand. This one looks different than the others of its kind I’ve encountered before – no tusks jut from its lower jaw, and its skin isn’t as pockmarked.

      “Ah, well, thanks,” I offer, but the creature only shrugs and turns back to the wall.

      Outside the wagon the screams of terror have been replaced with bellowed commands and pained moaning. Guards holding broad-bladed swords and merchants in flapping robes rush back and forth, frantically trying to put the damaged caravan back together before the creature returns. No one seems very interested in braving the grass to find out what has happened to those who were dragged away.

      Finally, after an agonizingly long wait, the wagon lurches into motion once more.
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        * * *

      

      We camp that night in a huge clearing hacked from the grasslands, our wagons circled in a defensive bulwark against the vast dark sea and its horrors. In the middle of this ring a massive bonfire climbs towards the stars, and I can feel the prickling heat even inside our prison. Some of the guards and merchants have shed their armor and shirts and now hunker around the flames in exhausted silence. This has apparently been a trying day for everyone.

      My eyes flick to the sound of footsteps approaching. It’s the slaver Ximachus, flanked by a pair of black-skinned warriors carrying long spears. The old Zimani’s frizzy hair is sticking up at odd angles, and he looks to have aged a decade since I saw him last night.

      “So you all survived,” he says, without sounding like he cares too much.

      None of us say anything in response to this, though the bearded prisoner hisses something under his breath that doesn’t sound polite.

      Ximachus ignores him. “You should be happy – your daily rations will be increasing. Seems we have a bit of a surplus now.”

      “What was that thing?” I ask him, and his tired eyes turn to me.

      “A grass-kraken. One of the more dangerous predators of the grasslands. Must have been starving, or chased from the deeper grass by something larger. They rarely venture this close to the road or attack caravans of this size.”

      “Give me my sword back and I’ll help fight the next one off,” I say, but he only shakes his head and chuckles.

      “Selling you three will help offset the losses I’ve just incurred.” He glances at the scowling sharp-toothed man and the hunkered kvah. “Though you’re certainly more likely to get a decent return. Those two I might as well send running into the grass as an offering. A smelly feral and a female kvah will barely be worth the food I’m feeding them.”

      Female? I glance at the huddled kvah. The lack of tusks, smooth skin, and she did seem somehow softer than the beasts that ambushed us outside Soril . . .

      The bearded man snarls and spits in the direction of the bars.

      “I’m at least pleased that none of you soiled your cell. You’ll be let out now to relieve yourselves, but remember” – his hand goes to his necklace of dark gray spheres –“if you try to run off, you’d best be prepared to do it hopping through the grass with only one foot.”

      He motions, and one of the Zimani guards steps forward and unlocks our cage. For a moment I consider lunging at the slaver, but the image of the circlet around my ankle slicing through flesh and bone is powerful.

      I’m the first to emerge from the wagon, stiff-legged, and the two Zimani warriors draw back a pace, lowering their spears. “I just need to take a piss,” I tell them, holding up my hands in an attempt to seem as unthreatening as possible. One of the guards jerks a thumb at the gap between the wagons.

      “Back there,” he says, and I nod wearily.

      I slip behind the wagon. It’s dark here, away from the fire, and cold. The grass is a black, seamless wall looming above me. Higher up, stars glitter like diamonds spread across velvet, arrayed around the curving slivers of this world’s red and white moons. I hear a pair of muffled thumps as my fellow prisoners jump down from our cage, and then a pair of dark shapes join me. I recognize the bearded man as he gives a satisfied groan and unleashes a powerful stream of piss. I edge away to avoid getting wet, and the kvah goes in the opposite direction and then squats.

      So it’s true. For some reason I feel a pang of sympathy for her. The males of her species I’ve met were murderous bastards, but perhaps the females are different. Outside of her lunging at the tendril, I haven’t seen any of the aggression that I’ve come to expect from the kvah.

      By the time I finish my own business the bearded man has stumped back towards the flickering light. The kvah, however, has stood again and is staring silently out at the night.

      “Hey,” I say softly, coming closer.

      She turns, and for a brief moment I think she’s going to strike me. I step hurriedly back, raising my hands.

      “No. I just wanted to say thank you. For what you did when that thing attacked.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, and I can feel the tension in her. Then she lowers her arm. I can’t see her face in the darkness.

      “Don’t need thanks,” she says finally.

      I nod. “It was brave.”

      She doesn’t acknowledge the compliment. “Didn’t have much choice. Wasn’t going to sit there and be food.”

      “Next time, maybe you could wait and let the monster take our bearded friend first, yes?”

      Her shadowed face twists towards me, as if I’ve surprised her. Was that a hint of a smile?

      Then with a snort she shakes her head and turns away, her steps crackling in the dry grass.
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      The following days are mercifully free of whatever other terrors lurk in the long grass. The tension that has gripped the merchants and guards since the ambush by the graken gradually dissipates, until once more I hear laughter drifting on the breeze, and the horsemen who ride past our wagon are not always peering fearfully at the golden grass.

      Food is thrown inside our prison twice a day, and in the evenings we are let out to relieve ourselves and stretch our legs. Alone with my thoughts in these long days I carefully pick through my memories of what transpired on the mountain. The fire that erupted higher up the snowy slopes concerns me the most. Could it have been Valans, manifesting himself as something more than a man? There had been a twisting shadow within the flames, vaguely man-shaped. And the sound had echoed with the apparition’s appearance had been something between a crack of thunder and a rage-filled howl.

      But if it was Valans, and he now possessed some divine power, how had I survived? Surely he must know I lived. Would he come for me again? If he did, I don’t think I’d prove very hard to kill, locked inside a cage without my sword. Alone, for the first time since I woke up among the reeds on this side of the Gate. Although I try to keep my mind occupied with other things, I can’t keep Bell and Deliah and Xela from slipping into my thoughts. The gnawing ache of their loss is only growing bigger, and I know if I don’t distract myself it’s a hole that I’ll eventually tumble into.

      Escape – that must be my focus now. They wouldn’t want me wallowing in sorrow when I should be devising a way out of this prison. I spend some time examining the circlet around my ankle. Whatever clasping mechanism it uses is nearly invisible, and outside of a thin line, the silver metal is otherwise unblemished. I can’t even fit my fingernail in the hair-thin crack, nor does the circlet bend in the slightest no matter how much I strain.

      “Can’t be broken.”

      I glance up from my examination. The kvah is watching me from across the wagon, her knees drawn up to her chest.

      “How do you know?” I ask softly, not wanting to wake the other prisoner, who is snoring loudly. I suspect the kvah’s willingness to speak is reliant on the bearded man staying asleep.

      She regards me with glittering black eyes. I’m disappointed in myself that I didn’t realize she was female until Ximachus told me – her face definitely has a feminine cast, a certain softness to go along with her lack of tusks and smooth skin.

      “I saw the strongest in my tribe try to rip one off. Wouldn’t bend. Then the wisest did their best – coated the leg with pig fat, tried to pull it free. Slipped a little piece of metal into the joints, tried to pry it open. Nothing worked.” She looks away, out through the bars of our cage. “It was Fat Ear. He’d been taken by the black men while on the hunt. We’d thought him lost. Then a year later he came stumbling back into our village, all wild-eyed. He’d been made to work in the blood mines. A place of death, he said. He saw his chance one day and pushed his overseer into a chasm. Then Fat Ear lights out, runs all the way back to the tribe. Desperate to get the circle off, ‘cause if they recover the body they’ll get the slaver’s spheres.”

      “Sure enough, one night we’re all woken by his screaming. The spheres had finally been found out and someone had flicked ‘em and a hundred miles away his foot had been sliced clean off. Lucky we were expecting it, and the wise woman bound his leg to keep him from bleeding out. But I remember those screams.”

      My spirits sink as the kvah lapses into silence again. I’d entertained some idea of slipping out of the wagon when we leave the grass, expecting that whatever link existed between the spheres and circlet could only be maintained for a short distance.

      The kvah must see my expression, because she gives a little snort. “Don’t be sad, pinkling. Your future is not so bleak. You will be a house slave, or trained to be a soldier. Food and warmth will be yours. Me, I will go to the mines. To the pits. They will work me until my back breaks and then push my corpse into the flames. I will not be so lucky as Fat Ear. The Zimani have learned not to trust a kvah slave.”

      I consider her words. Perhaps my best chance of escape is not here in the caravan, but later, after I have been sold. Ximachus may not be merciful, but perhaps I can earn my freedom from whoever comes to own my sphere.

      “What is your name?” I ask the kvah, and she looks surprised at my question. For a long moment she does not reply, as if trying to decide why I would care.

      “Bright Eyes,” she says finally, with a hint of challenge in her voice. “Once of the Firerock Tribe.”

      “I’m Talin.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Talin. You have no tribe? No family?”

      I swallow back the sadness that wells up with this question. “They are gone.”

      Bright Eyes looks away, staring at the wall. I can’t be sure, but I think I see something fall from her face.

      I reach for something to keep her talking. “What happened to Fat Ear?”

      She does not look up. “We ate him. A kvah with one foot is useless.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, when the clattering of our wagon’s wheels jolts me awake, I find that the grass has dwindled to maybe waist-height, and relief washes through me at the sight. Ever since the attack by the grass kraken I’ve been on edge, imagining vast predators lurking just beyond my sight, but now I can see over the top of the rippling sea of gold. Behind us, dwindling into the distance and flashing in the morning light, the taller grass looms like a cresting wave. It is a place I never want to enter again.

      Ximachus arrives while the caravan is stopped for its midday rest, just after the guards throw us our lunch of salted pork and water skins. He watches us eat for a moment, his lip curled in disgust. I don’t blame him – the bearded man eats like a wild animal, tearing at his food like he’s a scavenger in the forest and needs to wolf down his meal before a more dangerous animal catches the scent.

      The old man stands a short distance away from the iron bars of our prison, his hands clasped behind his back. “Today we will reach Venoch Ver,” he says.

      The feral man looks up from his hunk of meat, his beard glistening. “What’s that?”

      Ximachus begins to pace back and forth. “A trading outpost not so far from Zim. Owning slaves is allowed within the holy city, but not the buying and selling. So we must go there to find buyers for our meat.”

      “What kind of men own other men?” I ask, my hands gripping the iron bars of our prison.

      Ximachus lifts his bushy eyebrows. “Rich men,” he says simply. “Perhaps a better question would be: what kind of men are owned by other men?”

      “Unlucky ones,” I respond quickly, and the old man shakes his head.

      “No. Men whose lives no longer belong to them. You, silver eyes, should be dead. I saved you, so it is right that you belong to me. This one” – he points at the bearded man – “murdered a woodsman’s family in their sleep. He was caught by locals, and I bought him from them just before he was to be hanged.” He indicates Bright Eyes. “And she is a kvah. They are vermin that live only to kill and steal.”

      “You murdered my tribe,” Bright Eyes hisses angrily.

      The old man chuckles. “And how many innocents had the warriors of your tribe murdered?”

      “I am not a warrior of my tribe.”

      “The guilt of the parents stains the child. That is Zimani law, and it is just.”

      The kvah hurls the remnants of her bread at the old man, who calmly steps aside. “Piss on your laws.”

      “A lack of laws and order is why your people live in caves in the mountain and mine dwell in resplendent cities.” He turns away from Bright Eyes, as if dismissing her. “But I did not come here to fence words with an animal. I came to deliver a warning – when you are brought before those who will bid on your lives, be respectful. If you are not, if you threaten or denounce them, I will have no qualms about separating you from your foot and leaving you to bleed to death in the dust. A recalcitrant slave is useless to me, and to those who would purchase your lives. You represent the Lessanius merchant guild now, and we stand by the quality of our wares.”

      I catch sight of what the old man is wearing at his hip. “My sword,” I whisper, loud enough that Ximachus hears and grins.

      “Ah, no, my sword.” He pulls the blade free and the chime it makes sends a dagger into my heart. “A fascinating weapon,” he says, examining the tapering length of green glass. “I planned on getting it appraised and selling it, but perhaps I will keep the sword for myself. I think I cut a rather dashing figure with it.”

      I grit my teeth as the old man turns and walks away, a mocking swagger in his step.
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        * * *

      

      Venoch Ver is a scattering of round buildings with peaked roofs clustered around a great wooden platform. Our caravan halts alongside twenty or thirty similar-looking wagons, and under the watchful eye of Ximachus we are released from our prison. Another four men – one old fellow with chalk-white skin, and three nervous-looking Zimani youths who could be brothers – disembark from the wagon I’d suspected was also carrying slaves, all wearing gleaming circlets around their ankles. We mill around on the grass uncertainly as merchants unload goods from the other wagons and carry them towards a distant open-air market.

      “Come,” Ximachus says finally, motioning for us to follow him and a trio of heavily armed guards towards the wooden platform. I see his face fall as we approach, and I think that’s because there are only a handful of buyers waiting to see what he has brought. Most of them are older Zimani men dressed in the same manner as I remember from Ysala – long, colorful robes stitched with geometric designs. They fan themselves with shimmering iridescent feathers as Ximachus leads us up the stairs and arrays us along the platform’s length.

      “Esteemed gentlemen of Zim,” he says loudly, flourishing a bow. “I am Ximachus of the Lessanius, slave trader of the second rank. I bring before you today my wares, their acquisitions all legally witnessed, with documentation that will be provided after the sale.” He clears his throat and indicates the three Zimani youths, who look scared enough to faint. “First, we have these three boys, nearly men, all healthy and strong. They are of good character and sound mind, and have committed no crimes. They were sold to me so that their father could settle his outstanding debts. Their term of indenture is five years, and I shall start the bidding at fifty glories a head.”

      “Sixty,” one of the watching Zimani said, raising his feather high.

      “Sixty-five,” said another, waving his own feather languidly.

      As the auction proceeds, my already smoldering anger flares higher. Who are these men, that they think they can own the life of another? The casual evilness of the whole spectacle makes me want to rip my sword away from Ximachus and leap down among the buyers and show them that I am not a piece of flesh to be bartered.

      I’m lost in this fantasy when I feel something sharp poke my back, and I stumble forward a step.

      “And this one,” Ximachus is saying from his perch at the edge of the platform, “was found on the shores of a river, near drowned. It was witnessed that he would have perished in the cold mud if my men had not rescued him, and so his life belongs to me, and for only a hundred glories it could instead be yours! Look at those exotic silver eyes, set in a face handsome enough for the Lotus Towers. But he is a fighter, mark my words! When a grass kraken attacked our caravan, he helped fight it off with only his strength, and the barbarian ferocity for which the southern people are known!”

      “May we see a demonstration of his prowess?”

      The speaker is a slight man, shorter than most of the other buyers. His burgundy robes lack the angular, multicolored designs that adorn the garments of his fellows, and he wears a pair of thin-framed spectacles that flash in the late afternoon sun.

      Ximachus recognizes the man with a slight bow. “Of course, Exalted Exarch. We would be honored to put on a show for a representative of the Department of Public Services.”

      The old man snaps his fingers and one of the guards steps forward. “Vinicus, spar with the slave,” Ximachus says loudly, and then continues in a whisper that I just barely catch, “and don’t humiliate the fool.”

      The Zimani guard gives a sharp nod and takes a curved wooden sparring sword from a barrel on the platform. He slashes the air a few times and then takes a position across from me. Ximachus catches my eye and gestures impatiently towards the same barrel. “Fight well, or it’s the mines for you,” he says quietly as I step forward to examine the collection of worn hilts.

      Most of the swords are actually curving scimitars, but that’s not what I’m accustomed to using, so I choose the one that reminds me of my straight-bladed sword. I heft it, testing the balance, and can’t help but sigh at the horrible weighting. It’s like swinging a log. My eyes slip to the falcon-hilt of my sword hanging at Ximachus’s hip, and I again imagine the satisfaction wrenching it from him would bring. The old man sees where I’m looking and his fingers go to the necklace of silver spheres around his neck – now diminished since some of the other slaves have been purchased – and the circlet around my ankle begins to vibrate ominously. Gritting my teeth, I turn from him and face the waiting guard.

      He comes at me with a bored expression on his face, lazily swinging his sword like he expects me to throw aside my weapon and beg for mercy. I catch his attack easily, then with a flick of my wrist send his blade spinning off the platform. I’m tempted to follow up with a rattling blow to the side of his head, but I can still feel the lingering touch of the circlet and I don’t want Ximachus to think I’m trying to escape.

      The Zimani warrior steps back, blinking in surprise, as mutters ripples through the small crowd. Someone tosses the practice sword back and he catches it awkwardly, clearly shaken. I raise my sword and gesture for him to come at me again, and he does, but this time he’s much more cautious.

      It doesn’t matter.

      A quick clatter as our blades come together, and then he’s stumbling away, cradling his hand. I kick his sword back towards him, but Ximachus raises a hand to stop the fight.

      “Enough!” he cries, turning to the robed man. “Does this satisfy you, Esteemed Exarch?”

      The Zimani nods slightly, touching his spectacles. “The Department of Public Works will buy his life at your price. And we have need of one more – are there any other fighters among your stock?”

      The slaver smiles broadly. “This one!” he says, gesturing at the bearded man, who glares sullenly back at him. “A feral from deep within the Tangle, as much a bear as a man.”

      “We have had some difficulty in making other ferals obey commands,” says the exarch with a look of slight distaste. “But if that is the best you can offer, then very well.”

      “Take the kvah instead.”

      Everyone turns to me. Ximachus’s bulging eyes look like they’re about to pop out of his head. “Quiet, slave,” the old man hisses, his hand going again to the spheres around his neck. “The kvah is for the mines.”

      But the exarch gives me a measuring stare, ignoring the slaver. “And why should I do that?”

      “The kvah is a fierce fighter,” I explain, dispatching a silent prayer to the dead gods that Ximachus prefers gold to his pride. “It wasn’t me who helped fight off the monster in the grass. It was her.”

      “Her?” the exarch says, adjusting his spectacles again as he peers at Bright Eyes. She stares back at him defiantly.

      “Yes, yes, I see it now . . .” he says slowly. “How interesting.”

      “He . . . she . . . all kvahs go to the mines,” Ximachus says again, giving me a withering look.

      “I would have them fight,” the exarch says. “I will give fifty glories for the victor, which is far more than you can expect for a kvah or a half-mad feral.”

      I can see a vein throbbing in Ximachus’s temple, but he sweeps down into an apologetic bow. “Of course, High One. The winner goes with you, the loser to the mines.”

      The feral snarls as he’s prodded forward, but then he strides confidently towards the barrel of practice swords. He chooses the largest available, one that would be a great-sword for most men, but he lifts it with just one hand. A little trickle of unease goes through me at this.

      “You see?” Ximachus exclaims. “The wild blood gives him great strength.”

      “Strength is also useful for hacking obsidian from tunnel walls,” replies the exarch. “Let us see what skill he has.”

      As Bright Eyes approaches the collection of wooden swords, she glances at me, and though I can’t be sure what her expression means, it almost looks to me like she’s confused. Or perhaps nervous. I swallow, wondering if I’ve doomed her to a thrashing – perhaps female kvahs are forbidden to fight. She hesitates, her hand hovering over the barrel, and then pulls out a short, broad-bladed sword.

      Ximachus seems to sense her uncertainty, as he’s smirking. “Well, get on with it, then,” he barks, and before he’s finished speaking the bearded man howls and lunges at Bright Eyes, swinging his massive sword in a wide arc. I can immediately see that he’s undisciplined, but the savagery of the attack would certainly overwhelm any novice warrior.

      I shouldn’t have worried. Bright Eyes steps back quickly and the blade whistles past a hand span from her throat. Unable to stop his momentum, the feral stumbles forward, off balance, and the kvah steps forward and smashes him in the face with the hilt of her practice sword. There’s a crunch and a flowering of blood and the bearded man collapses.

      A stunned silence follows the sound of the unconscious man’s head smacking against the platform.

      Bright Eyes stands over him, looking almost as surprised as everyone else, and then she drops the red-smeared sword next to the feral’s unmoving body.

      Polite applause breaks the quiet, and I’m not surprised to see that it’s the Zimani in the burgundy robes, smiling faintly.
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        * * *

      

      Ximachus stares daggers at me as he hands our spheres over to the waiting exarch. The auction has finished, the lives of the other slaves already exchanged for heavy purses, and we are the last transaction to be finalized. Night has fallen, with just a few shreds of indigo sky remaining. He’s saved us for last, I suspect, but if the wait has annoyed the red-robed Zimani who bought us, he doesn’t show it. His expression is calm and untroubled as he accepts our spheres and slides them onto his necklace. There are three other spheres already hanging on the glittering thread, and I wonder if they are for the trio of hulking warriors clad in etched bronze armor that now surround us.

      “A pleasure doing business with you, Ximachus of the Lessanius,” the exarch says smoothly.

      The old slaver scowls. “And you as well, High One. I only ask that if the kvah proves to be untamable, you do not hold me responsible, and remember that I counseled against you choosing this animal.”

      “You will be blameless,” says the Zimani. “Now, if you will excuse us, we must return to the city.”

      Ximachus gives a jerky bow and then whirls away, motioning curtly for his warriors to join him. I watch him hurry away, my eyes on the hilt at his waist. I will recover my sword someday.

      The Zimani who bought us clears his throat, and with some effort I tear my attention from the retreating slaver and turn to him. He adjusts his spectacles, peering at us intently.

      “My name is Velius dep Amash, exarch of the third rank in the Department of Public Works. You both are now cogs in the great machinery of Zim.”

      Bright Eyes stares at the ground and shuffles her feet. She’s looked scared ever since she knocked down the feral. What’s the matter with her?

      I glance at the fierce-looking soldiers flanking Velius. “Will we guard you, like them?”

      Velius smiles slightly. “No, no. These are free men in service to the Purple Emperor and his exarchs. You will work in my department.”

      “What’s that?”

      He takes off his spectacles and rubs at the lenses with the hem of his robes. “We are entrusted with one of the most important duties in the Empire: to make sure the water flows in the great city of Zim. We clean the gutters, lay the pipes, repair the fountains and build the aqueducts.”

      I blink at him, confused. “You made sure we could fight so that we could muck gutters for you?”

      He smiles thinly and settles his spectacles on his nose again. “That would be ridiculous. Oh, no – you two are on sewer duty.”
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      Whatever reaction I was expecting from Bright Eyes, this was not it.

      We sit across from each other on slabs of wood in the back of a jouncing wagon, one of the warriors in bronze armor watching us from under heavy-lidded eyes. A lamp hangs from the ceiling, swinging with the movement of the wagon. The kvah is hunched over, glowering at the floor. She almost looks like she’s in pain.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, and she glances sharply at me.

      “None of your concern, pinkling,” she snaps, her black eyes flashing.

      Anger flares within me. I risked Ximachus severing my foot for what I did for her, so why is she still so angry? Perhaps there truly isn’t any difference between her and the creatures that threatened to eat Bell.

      “You should say thanks. If it wasn’t for me, you’d be on your way to the mines, yes?”

      Bright Eyes snorts. “You are trying to say I am in your blood debt? That I have to grovel on the ground to thank you for your mercy?” She turns and spits. “I know all about the treachery of pinklings. I will not give thanks to you, or to any other of your wicked people.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. “Fine,” I reply. “You’re welcome.”

      The guard chuckles softly. “Don’t bother, salah,” he says, with more of an accent than the other Zimani I’ve met. “That is kvah. Before the gods made the first man, they tried many times and failed. The kvah are the worst of the failures: almost man, but broken both outside and in. One small step above the dogs and the jackals.”

      Bright Eyes glares at him. “You black-skinned devils are the children of those that dwell in shadow. No honor.”

      The soldier shakes his head, amused. “This one talks well, though. Almost like a real woman. Not so ugly, too. In the dark, who knows?” He laughs. “But do not grow so attached to her, salah. The kvah will always be the first down the grates, the overseer will be sure, I promise you. The ones who go down first do not last long.”

      “Go down?”

      “Into the sewers. I heard the exarch say that is your fate. You are muckers now. The sewers, they take all the shit of Grand and Enlightened Zim . . . including you!” He laughs again at his wit.

      “Why must we go down into the sewers?”

      He expression suddenly looks more somber. “The water must flow, salah. The water must flow.”

      “Yes, but –”

      I’m interrupted by a rapping on the wood next to the seated soldier. A moment later a panel slides open, another of the bronze-armored warriors framed in the square of darkness.

      “Midnight,” the newcomer says tersely, stepping inside. The other soldier gives me a final wink and rises, then disappears into the night. As the panel closes, the new warrior settles on the bench, laying his unsheathed sword across his lap. He doesn’t look nearly as friendly as his predecessor, so I lean back with a sigh, resting my head against the wood.

      This world is mad.
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        * * *

      

      I’m awoken by a commotion outside the wagon just as we shudder to a stop – shouted commands, the braying of animals, and beneath it all, crystalline voices raised in song. Bright Eyes and I blink at each other in confusion, and then the panel slides open and the talkative guard from the evening prior motions for us to exit. I stumble down the steps, my legs sore after a half day of sitting on the bench.

      It must have rained last night, as a cool mist coils above the glistening grass. I shiver, and not just from the early morning chill. Soaring above us are walls that remind me of what it was like hiking through the mountains. A thousand span tall, at least, made of great bricks of red stone. Once, this wall must have been decorated with fanciful carvings, and here and there I can make out the head of what might be a dragon or a great blooming flower, but the grinding ages have obliterated whatever scenes had been meant to welcome visitors.

      A line of shaggy four-legged animals with long necks is being driven through a huge gate by a Zimani in a straw hat, and the bleating I’d heard is the sound these things make as he lashes them along with his whip. Marching towards us is a small squad of soldiers in the same bronze armor as our guards, arrayed around a young Zimani in a brown frock. The ethereal singing I heard earlier rises again, floating down from above, and I squint up to where the tops of the great walls scrape the lightening sky. Four women – youthful, by the looks of them – are standing on the edge of the parapets, their arms raised to the distant sun. Each is garbed in a dress that reminds me of colors I associate with the dawn – red, yellow, orange and pink.

      “They’re singing the sun awake,” says the gregarious soldier when he sees me staring up at the singers. “Without the Prophet’s Daughter, there would be endless night.”

      He sees my skepticism. “No, really, salah,” he continues. “This world is old and the sun is tired. Zim is the Twilight Empire, and the only way to keep the darkness at bay is to entice the sun to wake each morning. But one day even that won’t be enough.”

      “Don’t touch me, pinkling!” Bright Eyes snarls, and I turn just as she sends the young Zimani in the brown frock sprawling. The soldiers around him step forward with their hands on the hilts of their swords, but a shouted command stills them. It’s the exarch Velius, and he strides up, a servant behind him holding the hem of his burgundy robes to keep it from trailing in the wet grass. The soldiers hurriedly clap fists to their chests, and then one of them helps the now-sodden Zimani to his feet.

      “Why are you accosting my slave, mendicant?” asks the exarch calmly as the Zimani youth smooths down his wet and rumpled frock.

      “O-orders of the emperor, High One. There have been rumors that the Wilting Plague is abroad. I’ve been commanded to make sure that no one entering the city is infected.”

      “Hm,” the exarch says absently, taking off his spectacles and polishing the lenses. “The Wilting. Very well – slaves, free men, allow the mendicant to check that you are healthy.”

      Bright Eyes crosses her arms defiantly, and the exarch frowns. “Kvah, I do not wish to discipline you. I would much prefer if you followed my commands the first time. I have no patience for a disobedient slave.” He does not touch the spheres hanging around his neck, but I notice Bright Eyes glance at them quickly. Then she swallows hard and nods, her fists clenched.

      “Very good,” says the exarch, and the mendicant steps forward nervously to examine the kvah’s neck, running his fingers lightly over her throat.

      Bright Eyes is absolutely rigid, and her breathing is getting shorter and faster, as if she’s on the verge of panicking.

      The Zimani realizes this as well, as he quickly steps back. “Good, good. There’s no swelling. Assuming the Wilting affects kvah the same as humans, she’s free of it.”

      Next the mendicant approaches me cautiously, but I submit to his examinations without quarrel. When he finishes he looks visibly relieved, though I’m unsure whether that’s because I didn’t accost him or because I’m free of the disease.

      “They are healthy,” he says to the exarch.

      “Very good. Then let us be off.” Velius turns on his heel and begins striding towards the soaring gate. One of the guards gives me a small push to follow him.

      “The first sight of Enlightened Zim always sets a traveler’s soul to soaring,” the exarch says over his shoulder as he enters the massive shadow cast by the gate. “I would not deny even slaves the moment. You should give thanks I am not confining you again to the wagon.”

      We hurry after him into the cool darkness of the gate. Dozens of carts laden with vegetables and eggs the size of watermelons are jostling to make it past a checkpoint where a guard is examining the produce before waving the farmers on. When he sees the exarch approaching, he straightens, bringing his knuckles to his brow, then quickly moves out of the way. The milling farmers bow their heads and step back, arms clasped behind their backs.

      The exarch ignores them all, sweeping past into the city.

      And oh, the city.

      My breath catches in my throat as we pass through the gate, and the splendor of Zim unfolds before us. It is like we have entered a forest of the gods – the buildings here are round, like the houses of the trading town, but they are far larger, scraping the lightening sky with tapering roofs. They are all constructed of brightly colored bricks fitted together so well that the facades look nearly seamless. Some of these bricks are the same deep red of the walls, others are green, purple, umber, and vermilion, a riot of colors like a garden full of exotic flowers. Delicate stone bridges link many of these towers, suspended hundreds of lengths over the cobbled streets, and despite the early hour I can see figures moving on them. Others look down from balconies of wrought copper, facing the dawn.

      I glance over at Bright Eyes and see that her reaction is the same as mine – her mouth is hanging open slightly as she stares up in wonder at the gleaming towers.

      “By the green maw,” she breathes softly. “How can men build such things?”

      The exarch’s hearing must be excellent, as he turns back to her with a smug smile. “Zim is the Twilight Empire, the culmination of man’s learning and glory. We are the last and the greatest.”

      “That’s a bit fatalistic,” I say, and the exarch’s face twists into what I think is contempt.

      “The Prophet has seen the darkness gathering. We must cherish this glory, because it is fleeting.”

      “The Prophet?”

      He shakes his head, apparently at my ignorance. “The messenger of the vanished gods. Two hundred years ago he was sent to shepherd us into the eternal night. We can only hope that when the end comes it is a long and glorious decay, rather than sudden fire and ruin.”

      The wide avenues are mostly empty at this early hour, and the few folk out and about are dressed in simple gray and brown shifts. I suspect they are servants or slaves. There are still a few tall, dark-skinned Zimani on the streets, most of them wearing resplendent robes decorated with colorful designs. Most everyone we pass acknowledges the exarch, the servants bowing low, the other Zimani merely inclining their heads.

      The exarch strides purposefully down the streets, staying to the main thoroughfares, and we follow, flanked by the guards in their flashing bronze armor. After only a short while we arrive at an imposing cluster of squat gray towers bound together by a high wall bristling with spikes. Guards usher us inside, into a wide courtyard where a handful of men and women are drilling with practice swords. A scowling, thick-set man who looks cut from ebony stomps up to us and knuckles his brow in the direction of the exarch.

      “Morning, High One,” he grates. His voice is iron scraped against rock.

      “Cassus,” replies the exarch, slipping his hands inside his long sleeves. “I come bringing recruits for the sewer detail.”

      The craggy man wrinkles his nose as he examines us. “These two? A pretty boy and a kvah are going to be muckers?”

      “They can fight – I saw it myself,” Velius assures him, and then reaches up to unclasp the spheres from around his necklace. They clink together and I feel a little shiver from the circlet around my ankle as he drops the spheres into the overseer’s massive hand. Then he turns to us.

      “And here is where I leave you. Cassus is now your father, your mother, and your god. Your lives are quite literally in his hand.” Without another word he whirls on his heel and begins striding back towards the gate.

      I move to follow him, but Cassus slides in front of me. I try to get around him and the stocky man grabs me roughly by my shirt and tosses me backwards. His strength surprises me, and I barely catch myself before I go sprawling.

      “Where are you going, butterfly?” he growls at me.

      I gesture at the exarch’s retreating back. “He’s just leaving?”

      “And why do you think an exarch of the third rank would stay in these parts? He’s got more important things to do than play nursemaid to you two. That’s my burden, unfortunately.”

      We glare at each other, and I can see in his eyes that he’s hoping I try something rebellious. I’m tempted, but the pressure of the circlet around my ankle is a constant reminder of how easy it would be to cripple me. Still, I edge a bit closer, until we’re only a few hand-spans apart. The clatter of the practice swords has stopped, and I can sense that the sparring men and women are watching.

      The tension between us is swelling, and I’m convinced I’ll have to defend myself soon. Then, with disconcerting suddenness, the old Zimani’s scowl melts away and he claps me hard on the shoulder, staggering me.

      “Ha! You’ve got some hardness in you, salah.”

      Surprised, I step back.

      Cassus clears his throat loudly and spits. “That’s good. It’ll serve you well down below. The depths chew up and swallow the soft ones.”

      “I thought this was the Department of Public Works?” I ask, shaking my head in bafflement as Cassus motions towards those watching.

      “Manticores, over here! Basilisk and Chimera, keep at it!” the Zimani bellows, and then he turns to answer me. “It is, salah.”

      A man and a woman jog up to us, lathered in sweat and still holding their practice swords. Both are garbed in dark-gray uniforms, a black patch emblazoned with a red trident in the center of their chests.

      “Manticores present,” the man drawls. His skin is dusky, and he has a close-cropped black beard threaded with silver. One of his eyes is milky, an old scar running through it, but he’s still rakishly handsome. The squat woman is a Zimani, her head shaven. She eyes me critically.

      “Right,” continues Cassus. “Shalloch, Vesivia, these are the new members of Manticore squad. Fresh muckers.”

      “A kvah?” the man asks dubiously. “Are you sure, Sergeant?”

      “Of course I’m sure!” yells Cassus, spittle flying. “Did you or did you not see the exarch himself deliver them this morning while you two were swanning around like a couple of lovestruck debutantes? Are you questioning the judgment of the bureaucracy?”

      Shalloch absorbs the Zimani’s sudden anger with stoic detachment. It seems he’s accustomed to it. Then he shrugs and holds out his hand towards Bright Eyes. “Well met. I am Shalloch. Once of the Isles, now of Zim.”

      I can see the shock in the kvah’s face as she stares at the proffered hand. Then, slowly, she extends her own. “I am Bright Eyes.”

      Without hesitation, he grips her arm and pumps it vigorously. After, he turns to me and inclines his head. “Well met, stranger. Seems you should be the one called Bright Eyes, eh?”

      “I’m Talin,” I reply as the bald Zimani woman steps forward.

      “And I am Vesivia,” she says softly. “Welcome to the Manticore.”

      “Manticore?”

      “Your squad,” Cassus says. “You’ll eat together, sleep together, shit together. And most importantly, you’ll go into the sewers together. Muckers are brothers and sisters. Best you learn to trust each other, as your lives will depend on how you work as a team.”

      “Just how dangerous is the Department of Public Works?” I ask in exasperation. “We’re supposed to keep the water flowing?”

      Cassus narrows his eyes at me. “Shalloch, what happened to the previous members of Manticore squad?”

      “Which ones?”

      “The most recent.”

      “Killed when clearing out an infestation of vrow.”

      “And the ones before that?”

      “Stepped in a tarshin’s trap.”

      “And the ones before that?”

      Shalloch brow furrows. “Eaten by a cube? No, wait, that was the ugly pair. What did happen to them? The gel-akon cousins from up north?”

      “Dissolved,” Vesivia interjects quietly.

      “Ah, yes,” Shalloch says, nodding. “By the nasty gunk that spewed out of the idol’s mouth.”

      I blink, surprised. “Idol?”

      “Yes, in one of the forgotten temples. They’re all over down there. No place better to worship a dark god than down in the undercity, away from prying eyes. We get word that a cult has started conducting blasphemous rites, it’s up to us to clear them out.”

      I jump as Cassus claps me on the shoulder again. “Welcome to the Department of Public Works, mucker.”
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      “And that’s why the whores of Genivas don’t have crabs!”

      Shalloch pounds his palm on the table and looks around, as if expecting us to burst out laughing. His face falls when the punchline fades into an awkward silence.

      “Wait,” pipes up Mok, the blue-furred qayth. “Is it because of the crab fishermen?”

      “Of course it’s because of the crab fishermen,” grumbles Shalloch, taking another swig of his watery ale. “That’s why I mentioned them in the set-up to the joke.”

      “Oh!” the qayth exclaims, his long ears shivering. “This was a joke! I thought you were just telling us something you’d learned when you were a pirate.”

      Shalloch shakes his head, stabbing at a gray chunk of meat on his plate. “None of you have a sense of humor,” he says, then jabs at Mok with his fork and what’s stuck on the end of it, some sort of tentacle. “And I wasn’t a pirate. I was a swashbuckler.”

      Mok stares back innocently. “What’s the difference?”

      Shalloch opens his mouth, but it’s Vesivia who answers first.

      “A lack of self-awareness.”

      The table dissolves into laughter. For a moment Shalloch looks annoyed, and then he grins sheepishly and leans over to kiss Vesivia on the cheek.

      “I’ll have you know, I was going to say ‘an attention to personal hygiene.’”

      Vesivia raises her eyebrows. “Well, in that case, I’ll certainly never fuck a true pirate. You’re just barely acceptable.”

      Everyone laughs again. Workers from the other tables in the large eating hall glance over, curious about what’s so entertaining. I lean back against the wall, shaking my head. Only a few days in the sewer division of the Department of Public Works and I can already feel bonds being forged. The comradery of the gallows, I suppose, as from everything I’ve been told the mortality rate for those of us who brave Zim’s underbelly is staggering.

      Shalloch and Vesivia have survived for over two years, which makes them old hands. Just a few more months and they’ll be allowed to walk out of here unfettered. Shalloch is in the last few months of a prison sentence that was handed down after he was captured raiding a disguised Zimani navy ship in the eastern sea. By volunteering for this dangerous duty, he had his time in the gaol commuted. And Vesivia is here of her own free will – she initially joined the Manticore on some sort of religious mission, but after falling in love with Shalloch she decided to help keep him alive until his punishment was finished. She’s a skilled warrior – my side still tingles where she rapped it earlier today while training.

      “Talin.”

      Shalloch is leaning close to me, and from this distance I might quibble with his claim about his personal cleanliness.

      “Do you want to invite your friend over?” He jerks his head in the direction of Bright Eyes, who is hunched by herself at the end of a long trestle table.

      “She’s not really my friend,” I reply, but even as this passes my lips, I hear the lie. She might be proud and prickly, but she has earned at least a bit of my affection.

      Shalloch runs his fingers through his greasy hair. “Well, here’s the thing. She’s in Manticore, and if you want to survive longer than a month in this place then we all need to trust each other. I don’t want to go down into the depths knowing nothing about her except that she sulks a lot. And the way she hangs back during the day, refusing to train . . . Cassus is a decent enough bloke, but eventually she’ll have to fight or she’ll get shipped off somewhere even worse. And there are worse places than this, believe me.”

      I set down my fork. That does make sense. Shalloch sees agreement in my face and gives me a smile that flashes gold.

      “There’s a good fellow. I’ve actually sailed with a few kvah in my time – hard skin, but good mates in a fight. Just don’t let them start drinking. Someone usually loses a limb.”

      I push away from the table and wend my way through the crowded hall to where Bright Eyes is eating. She’s shoveling down food mechanically, not paying any attention to anyone else.

      “Hey,” I say, sliding onto the bench across from her. She doesn’t look up.

      “You should come sit with us. Shalloch and Vesivia are good people.”

      Bright Eyes slurps from her ale, and as she sets down her cup, I put my hand on her wrist. She tenses, and for a moment I’m worried that she’s going to throw the cup in my face.

      “We will have to fight together,” I say gently.

      For a moment she’s absolutely still, and then something spasms in her face. “Let go of me, pinkling,” she says in a cold voice.

      The kvah sits there, staring at the congealing gray mess on the plate in front of her. She’s quiet for so long that I consider leaving her alone, but then she starts to speak.

      “They want us to fight together, like we are family,” she says. “But you are not my family. My mate and children are bones now, bleaching in the sun. Murdered by the men who put this on me.” She gestures angrily at the circlet around her ankle. “Now they bring me here and want me to fight? They want me to join a new family, spill blood for them? I see my Ghela twitching with an arrow in her neck every time I close my eyes.”

      She falls quiet again after this outburst, but I can see she’s struggling to control her breathing. What can I say to this? They murdered her children.

      I steel myself, ready to get a fist in the face for what I’m about to say.

      “I lost the only ones I care about as well,” I say softly. “I’m not sure if they’re dead or alive, but I know I’ll likely never see them again. But I can tell you this” – and now my voice hardens, though I’m barely whispering – “I will be free again. I will get out of this circlet, and if you fight with me now, I promise I will help you get revenge.”

      Bright Eyes doesn’t look at me, continuing to stare at her food. More long moments pass, and I can’t tell from her face what she’s thinking. Then she speaks, also in a whisper, but there’s a jagged edge that sends a shiver up my spine.

      “Revenge. That is something worth living for.”
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        * * *

      

      Daily life in the Department of Public Works is what I imagine elite soldiers must endure in the armies of the emperor. We wake early in our large cell, which has been quartered so that each of the four squads inside – sixteen men and women in total – have their own space to sleep and live. Some of us are slaves, others are free but willing to brave the dangers below for money. Others, like Vesivia, are volunteering due to some obligation to their faith. While we’re here, though, we’re all treated like prisoners, locked inside for the night and only let out when our sleeping spaces are spotless.

      When inspection is finished, we have breakfast together in the great eating hall with all the other squads. There must be a hundred men and women all told, along with a scattering of other races. Bright Eyes is the only kvah that I’ve seen, but there’s also the qayth, Mok, who is part of Chimera squad and the only other non-human in our cell. After, we are sent out for morning conditioning, which involves running while wearing armor, climbing over walls, squirming through narrow spaces. These must be meant to prepare us for what waits beneath the city, and my conception of what the ‘sewers’ must be like undergoes a significant evolution. I’d imagined small, narrow tunnels half-filled with the sludge of the city above, but now I’m expecting a trap-filled obstacle course.

      Then a brief rest, and lunch, and we are dispatched to the practice fields to train. Over the first few days of this routine I’ve been impressed with the skill of Shalloch and Vesivia. Both are dangerous with a blade – Shalloch wields a curving scimitar with a large handguard that he calls a cutlass, and Vesivia favors two thin-bladed short swords. After some initial sparring, we practice fighting together, side by side and back to back. At first I was confused as to why we’d prepare to go up against groups of humanoid warriors, but then Shalloch revealed that there’s a surprising amount of thieves, outcasts, and dark cultists running around in the sewers.

      For the first few days we train without Bright Eyes. Then, on the third morning, we arrive at the courtyard to find her waiting.
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        * * *

      

      “Can she even lift that thing?” Shalloch murmurs as we approach where Bright Eyes is crouched beside a bucket, dusting her hands with chalk. A battle-ax of black iron lies beside her on the tiles, its double blades nicked and dented. She rises when she hears our footsteps, gripping the long haft and hefting the great ax as if it weighs nothing.

      “This is the only weapon in the armory that is worthy of a kvah.”

      I share a quick glance with Shalloch and Vesivia. “But are you . . . I mean, can you swing that?” I’m worried because we have to fight as a squad – and a berserker wildly swinging an overweight ax does not seem conducive to small groups and tight spaces. I see the same concern in Shalloch’s face.

      Bright Eyes snorts, her nostrils flaring. She raises the huge ax and brings it slicing down with great force, but instead of stumbling forward she suddenly halts the downward swing. The rest of her body doesn’t move at all, and the ax-head is perfectly still, with no trembling in her wrist or arm. I have to admit I’m a little impressed.

      “I suppose it will do,” Shalloch says with a shrug. “The Manticore are whole once more. It is good to have you here, kvah.” Then he steps forward, loosening the sword in his sheath and taking up a shield.

      We drill for the rest of the afternoon, working on integrating a two-handed ax with our swords and shields. It proves impossible, as the kvah way seems antithetical to ordered, coordinated combat, so in the end we agree that if trouble arises she shall rush ahead and simply start swinging. We will follow in a more disciplined group, and she can fall back if our enemies recover from the initial shock of her charge.

      I haven’t fought with a shield since awakening in the red wastes, but I find that the movements come to me as easily as sword fighting. Block for the one beside you, then strike out with your sword expecting that they’ll protect you as well. In cramped confines I can see this being a very effective strategy.

      Twilight is just creeping into the sky when we finally finish. Breathing hard, I toss my shield and sword onto the piles that the servants will later move back to the armory.

      “What kinds of dangers will we see down there?” I ask Shalloch as he gently places his cutlass beside the other weapons. He seems to have a real fondness for that particular sword, and I wonder if it is the same blade he wielded in his past life as a pirate – no, sorry, a swashbuckler.

      Shalloch turns to me, his face flushed. “All sorts.”

      He’s in a good mood, and I can sense that he’s happy with the way we’re fighting together. He claps me on the shoulder as we start to walk back towards the eating hall. Behind me I hear Vesivia ask Bright Eyes a question, and though the kvah’s response is unintelligible, it doesn’t sound angry or sullen.

      “First, you should realize what the sewers are,” says Shalloch. “They serve an important function. They carry away wastes from dwellings, and provide a place for water to drain during the wet season. Disease would be rampant in the city if the water was not allowed to flow.”

      “But you make it sound like they’re a massive system. They don’t need to be so big, surely.”

      “The sewers were built in the Age of Madness,” Shalloch explains. “Every empire and kingdom reacted to the disappearance of the gods differently. Here in Zim, the Purple Emperor was sure that the sudden silence of the divine meant that a cataclysm would soon smite these lands. That we had been abandoned. So he ordered the rudimentary sewer that already existed to be expanded. He believed the people of the city needed a place to flee for when the end came swirling down. He built an undercity nearly as sprawling as what was above. It’s said he was so obsessed with its creation that eventually he abdicated his throne, passing the scepter to his son, and vanished into the depths.”

      Shalloch points at a spire of red brick stabbing the sky. “See that? That’s the temple of Servinial. She was the first to ascend to sainthood after the gods vanished. Here in Zim, that’s what brought an end to the Age of Madness. The saints gave people hope again. And so the next emperor stopped expanding the undercity – it was a terrific waste of wealth and resources, after all, and most of it lay empty. Such a dark and shadowy place is fertile ground for dangerous things.” Shalloch pushes open the door to the eating hall. “For a long time no one cared very much about what dwelled beneath their feet. Then things started to creep out of the sewers and people began to disappear. Dams made by vrow blocked the flow and the water closets in rich homes stopped working. Sewage flooded the streets. So the Department of Public Works was formed. At first it was staffed by a battalion of elite soldiers. But the attrition rate for those who went below was too high.”

      Shalloch slides onto a bench, and I join him. Moments later a servant places a wooden platter in front of him with a hunk of meat and a wilted pile of greens. Shalloch sighs, shaking his head.

      “So, eventually, the soldiers were replaced with those less valuable. Slaves, prisoners, and the mentally unstable.” He wiggles his eyebrows in the direction of Vesivia, who sits beside him. “They dump us into the dark, and we do our best to keep the water flowing and the streets above safe.”

      I try a hunk of the meat, and then wince as a burned bit stabs the inside of my cheek. “But what’s down there? What are we going to fight?”

      “Vrow are the most common. They walk like us, but their limbs are longer and their skin is all slimy, like a frog’s. They build nests that clog the waterways. They’re not too dangerous, except to the untrained or ill-prepared. Breed like horny rabbits, they do – two can turn into two hundred in an eyeblink.

      “Then there’s the humans. Surprising number of them squatting down there. Some just want to be left alone, like escaped slaves. Others are thieves, murderers, madmen. The Red Mouth gang moves around in the undercity, always one step ahead of us. Robbers and cannibals, they are. Also, after the gods vanished, their faiths were outlawed for a while – something about how if they’re going to leave us behind, well, fuck ‘em – and a few of the faithful moved underground with their relics and ceremonies. Then after the Prophet appeared –”

      “Blessed is his soul,” murmurs Vesivia between bites.

      “The Prophet?” That name is familiar. I remember the women I saw on the walls when I first arrived in Zim, singing the sun awake.

      Shalloch waves his hand. “Later, Talin. Well, after he showed up the old gods were somewhat rehabilitated, so most of them moved out of the depths. But a few of the worshippers of the darker gods stayed down there. If you’re going to sacrifice puppies, or whatever, it’s a good place to do it.”

      “These things – the vrow and the men driven below – they don’t seem too dangerous.”

      “Well, then there’s the monsters,” Shalloch replies with sigh. “Serpents longer than a wagon. Big clumps of living goo. Rats the size of cattle.”

      “You’ve seen all of these?”

      “Some. Others are just legend, I think. Like the Pale Man.”

      “He’s real,” Vesivia interrupts. “I saw him, once. At the edge of our phosphorous lantern, watching from out of the dark.”

      Shalloch squirms uncomfortably. “Maybe you did. The shadows play queer tricks down there.”

      “Who is he?” I realize that several others are listening intently to what the swashbuckler is saying.

      Shalloch shrugs. “A ghost? A demon? A madman? He’s said to prey on the topsiders. Some, like her” – he jerks a thumb at Vesivia – “say they’ve seen him slipping through the murk. Unnaturally thin, glowing faint white in the black. And there’s others that may or may not be real, too. The Vrow King. The Blind Worm. Lots o’ stories, but most are probably just fantasies. What I do know,” he says, pointing at me with his fork, “is that squads disappear down there. Two months ago, the Phoenix just vanished. Poof. Four hard veterans with only six months left on their sentences. We went to look for them, but we found nothing.”

      “Except the scratches on the wall,” Vesivia says quietly.

      Shalloch looks around at his rapt audience. Whatever he’s remembering has left a mark on him. “Aye. We got to where they were supposed to be, and there were just these gouges on the wall like how animals sharpen their claws in the forest. Except this was solid rock.” Shalloch takes a hurried sip of his ale.

      Quiet falls at the table, except for the sounds of chewing and slurping. I wonder if the regular citizens of Zim know about the creatures lurking beneath their feet.

      I recall something from Shalloch’s explanation that piqued my interest. “Who is this Prophet you were speaking of?”

      The swashbuckler nods in the direction of Vesivia. “I’ll let her tell you. She’s the zealot.”

      The Zimani swordswoman jabs her elbow into her lover’s side. “I have faith. I’m no zealot.”

      This is the first time I’ve heard the normally taciturn and soft-spoken Vesivia string two sentences together.

      “The Prophet,” she begins, and I can hear the emotion in her voice, “is our hope.”

      A mutter of assent from several other Zimani at the table.

      “He is the shepherd sent to guide us while the gods are away.” Vesivia must see my confusion. “The Age of Madness was the same in Zim as it was in your own homeland. Without warning, all of the gods fell silent. No more miracles, and the priests lost their healing powers.”

      “I’m from far away,” I say quickly. “I don’t know about this Age of Madness.”

      Vesivia glances at me quizzically. “It was the same everywhere, even across the world’s seas.”

      “Very far away.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. Finally, she shrugs. “Well, with the disappearance of the gods, everyone panicked. There was chaos, riots, war. Zim was one of the few places that stayed whole, under the bronze fist of the Purple Emperor and his imperial legions. Then men and women started turning into saints – not true divine, perhaps, but near enough that it calmed the people. For a few centuries, things stayed this way. And then later, quite unexpectedly, the gods started speaking again. Through the Prophet.”

      “Blessed is his soul,” intones a grizzled old Zimani near us, sketching a circle in the air.

      “He was born a farmer far to the east, they say,” Vesivia says.

      “I heard he was a fisherman,” interjects another, and Vesivia waves him quiet.

      “There are many stories. But they all agree that he arrived in the court of the Purple Emperor two hundred years ago, claiming that the gods had revealed the truth to him. That he was their final messenger in this world.”

      “And what was the message?”

      “That the world was ending, and the gods would return when it did. Their disappearance was a test, but before the darkness swallows everything they will reward those who kept the faith and spirit them away to paradise. That is why Zim is now known as the Twilight Empire. We are fated to be the last and the greatest empire in the waning moments of this world.”

      Vesivia must see the skepticism in my face. “It is the revealed truth, outlander.”

      “I’ve met priests before, and they all claim to have special knowledge. Why did everyone listen to this Prophet?”

      “Because he has powers that were lost with the gods,” Vesivia replies crisply. “And he has other signs of their favor.”

      “Such as?”

      “For one, he looks to be a young man – I’ve seen him, from afar, and his beard and hair are still black. But he came out of the east over two hundred years ago. It is said he will not die until the divine return to this world.”

      Despite the fervor in her voice and the light in her eyes, I’m still not convinced. I only have a shallow well of memories to draw from, but all the priests I’ve met have been more interested in control and keeping secrets than providing true enlightenment. I don’t want to make an enemy of Vesivia, though, so I simply nod and return to the remnants of my disappointing meal.
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        * * *

      

      I’ve managed to choke down most of my charred mystery meat when Shalloch taps the table to get my attention.

      “Cassus is here,” he says, and Vesivia glances up sharply.

      I look around until I find him: the grizzled old sergeant is wending his way between the tables, an ivory scroll case clutched in his hand. I notice the other squads are avoiding making eye-contact with him, burying their faces in their food as he passes. But they needn’t worry – he seems intent on getting to our table.

      Shalloch recognizes this as well, as he puts down his utensils and sighs.

      “What does he want?” I ask.

      Shalloch doesn’t look at me when he answers, instead watching the old soldier as he comes closer. “Means there’s a job to do. I think we’re headed out.”

      Cassus arrives at our table and glowers down at us. Shalloch nods in a manner just a hair removed from insolent. “Sergeant,” he says, and then the others around the table murmur the same.

      “Manticore,” Cassus says, brandishing the scroll case he’s carrying. “You lot have been getting fat and lazy the last few weeks. But I saw you out on the fields today – looked to me like you finally learned how to fight with these two green-ears. Would you agree?”

      Shalloch puts his elbows on the table and shrugs. “Starting to look like a squad, Sergeant.”

      Cassus pops off the end of the scroll case with his thumb and slides out a cream-colored piece of vellum. “Good. This was just delivered to me. Seems the water has stopped flowing somewhere in district thirty-two.”

      “That’s under the Brocade,” Vesivia says softly, and Cassus grunts.

      “Aye. Lots o’ rich twats unable to flush their shits right now, and they’re not too happy about it. Exarch Velius wants us to head out there tonight and get it sorted.”

      “Little late, isn’t it?” Shalloch says languidly, making a show of trying to pick something from between his teeth.

      Cassus’s face purples. “Late? You’re a saints-blasted prisoner here, son! Unclogging drains is going to get your sentence commuted instead of where it should finish, with you twitching at the end of a hangman’s rope!”

      Shalloch sighs and pushes away from the table. “No need to be rude.” He turns to us. “You heard the sergeant, Manticore. Seems we have a job to do.”

      As I stand, I share a quick glance with Bright Eyes. She looks confused and uncertain.

      “Come on,” Vesivia says to us, taking a last bite before tossing the rest of her meat down and rising. “We’re going to the armory.”

      “Late, he says,” I hear Cassus mutter again incredulously as I follow the rest of Manticore squad towards the door.
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      It was the word ‘sewer’ that had confused me. When I first heard it spoken by Exarch Velius, I imagined a narrow, low-ceilinged tunnel, with a river of shit flowing through it. I’m not sure if that idea came from the murky recollections of the mind I’d imbued when Poz first gave me the babbleroot, or if it was some understanding I had from before I lost my memories. In either case, this is not what I thought a sewer was. This is much more of an undercity.

      We are standing in a huge vaulted chamber lit by strings of glowspheres. The ceiling is smeared with grime and lichen, but I can still see the faded remnants of impressive murals. The largest by far is of a crowned Zimani garbed in stately purple robes holding an orb and a scepter. Through the center of this room cuts a wide canal filled with dark water that is fed by three smaller channels emanating from tunnels. This canal then empties out through the gated entrance we passed through, tumbling down the side of the hill in a fetid torrent before merging with the fast-rushing river below. Two dozen bronze-armored soldiers are milling around this antechamber; some are trying to dispel the chill by huddling around a fire, while others are positioned behind barricades of sharpened logs, unsettlingly large ballistae trained on the shadow-choked tunnels.

      A young soldier with a crest of red feathers in his helmet jogs up to us. He recognizes Vesivia and they clasp forearms.

      “Ho, Menechus,” says the Zimani swordswoman. “How goes the watch?”

      The soldier removes his crested helm and holds it in the crook of his arm, then runs a hand through his curly hair. “Ho, Vesivia. Cold and smelly, as always.” He nods curtly in the direction of Shalloch. “You’re still with the pirate, I see. He hasn’t earned his way out of the department yet?”

      “Soon, boy,” Shalloch replies with a smirk. “You can be sure I’ll be enjoying my freedom, dicing in a grog house, long before you are relieved of shit duty.” They also clasp forearms, and despite this exchange I think there’s some affection between them.

      “And these two?” Menechus says, turning towards Bright Eyes and myself. “Fresh meat for the dark?”

      “They can fight,” Vesivia says. “Better than the last two, at least.”

      The young soldier gives us a measuring look. “I hope so. But still, I won’t bother learning their names until they emerge from the tunnels again. It seems like every time I introduce myself to the green-ears they don’t come back.” He winks at me. “So please don’t misunderstand my rudeness, salah – it’s for your own good.”

      “How are the tunnels these days?” Shalloch asks, and the soldier turns his attention from us.

      “Quiet. The water is flowing, or at least it has been. What has brought you here tonight?”

      “Cassus got a scroll that the plumbing in the Brocade is fouled.”

      Menechus chuckles. “Ah, so the rich have to smell their own shit? Poor ducklings.” His brows knit together. “But under the Brocade? That’s as safe a district as there is. Shouldn’t be anything in those tunnels.”

      “Perhaps there’s been a collapse and the flow is blocked. Doesn’t have to be anything dangerous.”

      Menechus shakes his head. “Ever the optimist, eh pirate?”

      “Gets me through the day.”

      “And if we want to get through this night and find our beds,” Vesivia interrupts, “then we need to be off.”

      The soldier steps back and sweeps his arms out to indicate the tunnels. “Of course. The undercity is open to you, fearless warriors of the Public Works.”

      “He seems to know you pretty well,” I whisper to Vesivia as we slip through the makeshift fortifications and approach the looming darkness.

      “Menechus is the son of my mother’s cousin. I remember dandling him on my knee when I was a girl.”

      I glance at her in surprise, thinking back to the young soldier’s aristocratic bearing. “He looks like a noble.”

      “Aye. We’re from different tributaries of the Kalui family. Minor streams of a mighty river, but enough to help him get a commission in the officer corps before he started shaving.”

      “What in the dead gods are you doing here, then?” I ask her, stepping back from the edge of the canal we’re walking beside as something ripples the surface of the water.

      Vesivia gives me a crooked grin. “Well, they wouldn’t let me join the officer corps. Or the army. Or one of the guilds. And, eventually, I’d have been married off, probably to some grasping merchant who wanted his spawn to carry a drop of noble blood.” The Zimani swordswoman bends down and picks up a stone, then hurls it into the canal where I saw movement a few moments before. The stone bounces off whatever is just below the surface and there’s a flailing of fins and the water froths before settling again. “So to avoid being trapped in such a horrid life I joined the Radiant Sisters, a holy order dedicated to the saint Olyvia. Before she ascended, she was famous for her selfless service to the empire. As a Radiant Sister I chose to volunteer in the Department of Public Works.”

      “It’s also why she shaved her head,” Shalloch says, taking a lantern from where it hangs beside the entrance to the tunnel. “I for one can’t wait until her penance is over and she can grow it back.”

      “But when you two leave the department . . . how will that work . . .”

      Vesivia chuckles. “It’s already a terrific scandal. My mother has disowned me. Few of my relatives are as understanding as Menechus.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Shalloch says, twisting a knob on the lantern he’s carrying until something kindles within and a beam of brilliant white light stabs the dark. “If we must leave Zim, there’s always room aboard ships for a skilled swordsman and a lusty wench.”
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        * * *

      

      The sewers are a strange and sprawling labyrinth. Large enough for an elephant to trundle through, though I’m not sure if the beasts could avoid toppling into the murky water flowing through the canals. Several times my breath catches in my throat when I see a shape looming out of the dark, only to realize as we draw closer that it is a shrouded statue or a bizarre sculpture. Faded carvings and the remnants of murals decorate the walls, which surprises me until I remember that this undercity was originally dug for the inhabitants of Zim, and only repurposed as a sewer once it became apparent that the disappearance of the gods was not actually a harbinger of the world’s imminent end.

      Shalloch leads us confidently down many twists and turns, keeping up a running commentary of what we would find if we ventured down different paths.

      “Down there is what would have been the royal complex. There’s an audience chamber a thousand paces wide that’s mostly flooded, and that’s where the Blind Worm is supposed to lair. The beast is a hundred paces long, they say, large enough to swallow a man whole.

      “See that, those stairs leading down? Goes into what we call the lichyard, where they were going to intern the dead. We stay out, unless what’s down there comes up to feed.

      “Watch your step, that’s vrow shit and you’ll never get the smell off your boots . . .”

      In the brief moments when he falls silent, I can hear the constant sound of water, either a gentle susurrus as it slips through the canals or a trickling as the pipes leading down here disgorge their foul contents. Vesivia says nothing; while Shalloch seems like he could be taking a stroll through the market, the Zimani swordswoman is highly alert, her hand on the hilt of her sword and her eyes squinting into the shadows. Bright Eyes is silent as well, and I get the sense that she’s cowed by the extent of the undercity. She’s holding her battle-ax with both hands, tightly enough that the olive skin of her knuckles has whitened.

      “Are you all right?” I ask softly, dropping back beside her as Shalloch drones on.

      She glances at me, her eyes more than a little wild. “This is not a good place,” she hisses back. “My people live in the veins of the mountains. I grew up in the dark, with an uncountable weight of stone above my head. But this . . . this is not natural. Man made this, and then abandoned it to darker things.” Her lip curls as bubbles pop on the surface of the rancid water. “All the waste and foulness collects down here and gives birth to nightmares, while those above blithely carry on their lives . . .” She shudders.

      “Merciful shitting saints,” Shalloch says from somewhere ahead of us, and whatever is in his voice makes Bright Eyes and I look at each other in alarm. The swashbuckler is standing beneath an arched entrance, on the threshold of a much larger space, but I can’t see what’s in front of him. Hefting our weapons, the kvah and I creep forward to better see around Shalloch. Then we gasp in unison.

      The chamber is vast and circular, its domed ceiling higher than in the tunnels, large pipes jutting from the frescoed walls. It reminds me of a great wheel, as channels have been carved extending from the edge of the room to meet at the spoke in the center, which is a great drain. These rivulets are overflowing with black water, which laps at the soles of our boots.

      The reason for the flooding is both obvious and stupefying. Wedged into the drain – which looks wide enough for several men to climb into at once – is a creature pulled from nightmares. It resembles a squid, with its gelatinous mantle soaring halfway to the ceiling. A tangle of thick, rubbery tentacles extend from the monstrosity, half-submerged in the fetid soup pooling in the room. One of these arms – as thick around as my waist – reaches almost to where we stand, and I can’t help but stare at the vicious curving hooks on the underside of the tapering tip. The creature’s round eyes, one on either side of its long body, are large as dinner plates and glazed in death.

      “Well, there’s our blockage,” Vesivia says, stepping over a tentacle and into the chamber.

      “What is that thing?” hisses Bright Eyes, drawing back a step.

      Shalloch follows his lover after placing our lantern on the floor, unsheathing his curving sword. “We call ‘em grabbers. Started appearing a few years ago – best theory I heard is that someone dumped a catch of animals or their eggs down a water closet. They grew up down here, and got changed by the alchemical runoff trickling down from the Tinker and science districts. Grew many times too big, ended up as one of the top predators in the undercity.” He steps close to the glistening gray mass and pokes it with the tip of his sword. “This big girl grew a bit too fat and got stuck.” He gestures with his cutlass towards where one of the arms is still hooked into the wall. “And she tried her best to pull herself out. You can tell from the scratches.”

      Now he’s mentioned it, I can see the long marks gouged into the walls. The thing must have scrabbled hard to free itself before finally expiring.

      “Now this is a good job for your ax, kvah,” Shalloch calls out. “We’ll need to hack this thing into chunks to unclog the works.”

      I turn back to Bright Eyes, who has edged farther away. “It’s all right,” I say soothingly. “It’s dead.”

      She bares her teeth at me. “I am not frightened, pinkling.” But her shaking gives lie to these words.

      “We cut up this thing, and we can leave this place.”

      She hesitates for a moment, then nods. Holding her ax higher, she crosses the threshold, and I catch a disgusted mutter as her boots sink into what has collected in the chamber.

      I wince as Shalloch takes a swing and buries his sword in the soft flesh of the creature. Sluggish blue fluid leaks from the cut as he saws away, carving out a chunk of partially translucent flesh.

      I follow Bright Eyes as she slowly approaches the monster’s corpse, and a smell even more powerful than the sewage we’re sloshing through hits me, making me gag. Shalloch covers his nose and mouth with one hand as he hacks away again. “It’s like being in the middle of a fish market when all the catch went rotten days ago,” he mutters.

      “I can see why it got caught,” Vesivia says, her voice floating up from the other side of the creature. “Its egg sack is full to bursting. This grabber was going to be a momma a thousand times over.”

      Bright Eyes brings her ax down where an arm joins to the body of the beast. She slices cleanly through, but the diameter is nearly as wide as a wagon wheel and the limb doesn’t fully separate. She glances back at me as goo leaks from the wound, her face crinkled in what I assume passes for kvah disgust.

      “Well, then in truth we’re lucky,” Shalloch says, the strain sounding in his voice as he swings his cutlass over and over again, like he’s a butcher trying to cut apart a particularly tough cut of meat. “Another few hundred of these things sliding around the undercity would have been disastrous. But what I don’t understand,” he says, panting as he pauses to wipe his brow with a cloth, “is where its mate –”

      An avalanche of flesh erupts from a large tunnel across from where we entered. Long arms whip through the air, and before Shalloch can react one clubs him hard, sending him sprawling. I get a glimpse of a bird-like beak yawning wide before I throw myself to avoid a flickering limb. I catch myself before I splash face-first into the water, avoiding a mouthful of sewage, but losing my sword in the process. Frantically, I search for it – the water is just deep enough that my blade has vanished within the blackness.

      I growl in frustration as my questing fingers find nothing. Vesivia’s shriek of pain makes me glance up – the Zimani swordswoman has also lost her blade, her arms pinned to her sides by one of the arms, which has wrapped itself around her. The other limbs are writhing like a nest of snakes, and within the churning maelstrom is Bright Eyes, swinging her great battle-ax to keep the squid-thing from seizing her as well.

      My scrabbling fingers finally close around the hilt of my sword, and I surge to my feet and charge the monster. Vesivia is now being dragged towards the creature’s clacking maw, but Shalloch has recovered and is hacking desperately at the tentacle grasping her.

      The battle-calm settles over me. Time seems to stretch and slow, becoming more attenuated: droplets glitter in the harsh light of the lantern as the monster thrashes; Shalloch’s mouth is twisted with rage and fear as he brings his cutlass down, splattering Vesivia with blue gore. Bright Eyes stumbles as an arm latches onto her leg.

      I charge. The creature does not see me until I’m only steps away. Its black iris swivels, contracting as it focuses on me as I hurtle closer. A tendril lifts dripping from the water, lashing out to intercept me, but I slash it with my sword; for a moment the blade catches, like I’m trying to tear it free from sucking mud, but then a severed arm tumbles away. The creature lurches now, finally realizing that I’m the greatest threat. But it’s too late.

      I drive my sword point-first into the white jelly of the squid-thing’s great eye. There’s resistance, but I put all my strength and weight behind the blow and shove the blade as deep as I can, angling it towards where I hope the monster’s brain might be. I don’t think I’m successful, as it doesn’t die immediately; instead, it convulses, the great mass of flesh violently shuddering. I’m tossed backwards, my sword still buried in the thing’s eye.

      My head strikes stone and for a moment I’m blinded by a flash of white light. While I’m still dazed, a spasming tentacle smacks into my side and sends me spinning.

      Then the madness stops. I push myself unsteadily to my hands and knees, blinking away the lingering spots in my vision. The monster is finally still, a huge mound of gray flesh. Shalloch is helping Vesivia free from the creature’s coils; her face is pale and pained, and as the arm unwinds I can see that her leather armor is torn in places, showing glistening red marks. Bright Eyes stands among a twisted pile of limp tentacles, some unscarred, some bearing the marks of her ax. Her face is painted blue by the creature’s blood, and with her wild eyes she makes me think this is what a kvah berserker daubed in war colors must look like.

      “Gods above and below,” exclaims Shalloch as he cautiously approaches the dead beast. “That was a bloody mess.” He waggles his sword in the direction of Bright Eyes and me. “You two did well, for a couple of green-ears. Though I had everything completely under control.”

      Something hisses in the gelatinous mound and the swashbuckler jumps back with a little shriek of fear. But it’s just the bulbous mantle of the creature beginning to deflate – I must have punctured an air sac.

      “Right,” Shalloch says, regaining some lost dignity by marching up to the creature’s slack beak. “We’ll need these to show to Cassus.” With that, he jams the point of his cutlass into the flesh around the orifice and begins to cut.

      Rolling my shoulders to try to restore feeling to the arm I landed on, I make my way over to where my sword’s hilt still protrudes from the beast. As I pass Vesivia, she lays her hand on my arm.

      “Thank you,” she says simply, and I can see from the crinkling around her eyes that she’s in some pain. She glances over to Bright Eyes, who has retreated to a corner of the room and is now squatting down, resting her chin on the flat head of her ax, her expression slack. “And thanks to her, as well. She surprised me – I thought she might abandon us if we met something dangerous down here, but she was in the thick of it. If she hadn’t distracted the grabber I might have ended up in its mouth.”

      My sword makes a squelching sound as it slides free. The blade is coated with white eye jelly – I know I should clean it now before sheathing it again, but the very idea makes my stomach turn. “She did well,” I say in reply, and Vesivia nods curtly before moving to help her lover extract the creature’s horny beak.

      I slosh over to Bright Eyes while Vesivia and Shalloch attend to their grisly task. The kvah watches me approach with an empty stare.

      “Are you all right?”

      She blinks slowly, as if considering what I just said. The fingers curled around her ax haft are visibly trembling.

      “All right,” she replies numbly.

      I crouch down beside her and cover her hand with my mine to stop the trembling. “You saved Vesivia,” I tell her softly. “You were very brave.”

      She swallows and looks away. “I’m a coward. I was just swinging wildly. That thing was moments away from dragging me down.”

      “You stayed and fought.”

      “I panicked.” Her olive cheeks darken. “I’m no ax-maiden. My sister was, but I was too weak, too craven. I shamed my family today.”

      I grab her by her chin and turn her face towards me. She tenses, startled.

      “You fought as well as any warrior,” I tell her forcefully. “If your family is watching you from behind the veil, they are proud of you. I am proud of you.”

      Bright Eyes pulls away from my hand. She doesn’t respond, but with a grunt she pushes herself back to her feet. I rise with her. She gives me a long, measuring look, and then she steps towards the corpse of the first great beast we saw when we’d entered the room. She hefts her ax, and it looks to me that her hands are no longer shaking.

      “We still need to unblock the drain, yes?” she says over her shoulder as she advances on the grabber, raising her weapon higher.

      I glance at my own sword and its gore-stained steel, then whisper a small thanks for having the foresight to not already have cleaned my blade.
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        * * *

      

      The sky is spattered with stars, and the city is in the depths of sleep when we finally return to the Department. Despite the late hour, Cassus is waiting for us when we hop down from the wagon; the old Zimani’s craggy face is set in its customary scowl, but his mouth drops open when he sees what Shalloch is carrying. The swashbuckler has one of the giant beaks in the crook of his arm – the other he has somehow affixed to his groin as a codpiece.

      “Mother of saints,” the sergeant breathes, and for a moment his mask of world-weary gruffness fades.

      “They’re growing big down there,” Shalloch says with a lecherous grin, swaggering forward. “Large enough even to contain my monster.”

      “Grabbers?” Cassus says, avoiding looking at what Shalloch is thrusting in his direction.

      “Aye,” Vesivia says, rolling her eyes at her lover’s theatrics. “Mated, one very pregnant. So pregnant that she got stuck in a drain and stopped the plumbing up.”

      “No injuries?” the sergeant asks, real concern in his face.

      Vesivia raises her arms to show her shredded uniform and leather armor. Bandages darkened by blood are affixed to where the beast’s hooks had seized her. “Nothing very serious.”

      “And the greenears? They acquitted themselves well?”

      Vesivia gives a small smile. “They did well. I think they’ll be around longer than the last few Manticores.”
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      “Alesk.”

      Deliah’s strong fingers caress my shoulders, sending little bursts of pleasure rippling through my sore muscles. Her legs are wrapped around my waist, and her hot breath tickles my ear. Before us, on a bed of mounded cushions, Bell kneels, her long hair tumbling over her shoulders in a raven-dark waterfall. She flashes a crooked smile and reaches out to touch my face gently, then leans forward, her lips parting –

      “Alesk.”

      The dream dissolves as I come awake. I lie there on my hard pallet, the realization of their loss a pulsing ache in my chest. Around me, I can hear the snoring and shifting of fifteen others – no light is seeping through the window slits, so the new day must still be a ways off. There is a glow, though, coming from beyond our sleeping cell. Someone has lit the lanterns hanging by the door that leads to the rest of the compound, and these usually stay extinguished after the guards confine us in here for the night.

      “Alesk, is that you?”

      A stranger is outside our cell, almost pressed up against the bars. He’s tall, his features hidden by a cloak and cowl. Evidently he wants to talk to someone in here. Who is Alesk? The name tickles the edges of my memory, but I can’t put a face to it.

      “What are you doing in there?”

      This is spoken so loudly I expect others to come awake, annoyed at having their rest disturbed. I sit up, throwing back my blanket. Enough of the muckers have a violent streak that this fellow should be warned, before he ends up with a shiv in his belly.

      “Good, you can hear me. Now come closer.”

      I glance around in confusion. The rest of the muckers are slumbering like the dead. Vesivia and Shalloch are tangled together beneath a ratty blanket, and Bright Eyes is curled up like a cat, snoring raggedly. I’m the only one who has had any reaction to the visitor. Is he talking to me?

      I roll from my pallet and come to my feet. The shrouded figure outside our cell beckons for me to approach. With a tingling sense of unease, I wend my way around the sleepers, until I’m standing on the other side of the bars from this stranger. He’s as tall as I am, and despite the shapelessness of what he’s wearing, his broad shoulders and powerful build are obvious. I can feel him staring at me from within the depths of his cowl.

      “It really is you, Alesk,” he breathes, reaching through the bars towards me.

      “I’m afraid you’re mistaken. My name is Talin.”

      The stranger jerks his hand away, clearly surprised. For a moment he’s completely still, as if struggling to understand what I just said. Is he a madman? And if so, how has he managed to wander in past the guards?

      “You’re not Talin,” he says slowly, his hands drifting to the hem of his cowl.

      “I am,” I reply, poised to turn away and find my pallet again. Morning will come all too soon, and this fellow is clearly crazed.

      “You’re not. Because I’m Talin.” The stranger pulls back his hood, and a cold shiver goes through me. He’s about my age, with dark hair, high cheekbones and unblemished skin. Surprisingly handsome, for a madman . . . but that’s not why my breath has caught in my throat. My heart thunders in my chest.

      His eyes.

      His eyes are silver.

      “Who . . . who are you?” I stammer, gripping the iron bars fiercely.

      The stranger takes a quick step back. “It’s true, then. You really don’t remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      But he does not explain.

      I swallow hard, wishing beyond words that I was on the other side of these bars. The thought that this man could turn and walk away and leave all my questions unanswered is maddening.

      “The first memory I have is wading through a red wasteland, chased by demons. Not in this world, though. Another one, a dying place. I found my way here through a glowing door, along with others.”

      The stranger’s silver eyes widen. “Others? Who came with you?”

      “The remnants of a tribe. Men and women with copper eyes –”

      “Where are they?”

      “I . . . I don’t know. I was the only one who arrived here. Please, tell me what you know. How did you know I was here?”

      “Your sword,” the stranger who calls himself Talin says. He’s turned away from me, lost in thought.

      “My sword?”

      “We received word that a merchant had come into the possession of a green-glass sword. After an investigation we found that he had taken it from a slave sold to the Department of Public Works.”

      “Who is ‘we’?”

      The man ignores my question. “You have no idea where the others who entered the Gate with you might be?”

      “I’m not sure. But . . . but I was coming to Zim because I’d heard that there was a woman here, in some monastery, who could heal with her touch.”

      His hand flashes out, seizing my arm. He moved so fast that I had no time to pull back – his grip is crushingly strong, and his fingers dig into my flesh.

      “Why do you think this woman is from the old world?” he hisses.

      With some effort I pull my arm free. “Because Valyra was a weaver –”

      “You brought a weaver with you?” he thunders, loud enough that I expect all the other muckers to wake. But a quick glance over my shoulder shows that no one has even stirred.

      He steps back, rubbing at his temple. “Alesk, you fool,” he snaps. “You might have doomed us all. If they find her first . . .”

      “Who? If who finds her first?” I cry, not caring now if I drag everyone else from this apparently unnatural slumber.

      The man who claims my name looks at me with weary disgust. “I came here to see if you were repentant. If you’d realized the error of what you’d done. But now I find that things are incalculably worse than we ever imagined.” He retreats further, drawing up his hood again. “I’m leaving you here, brother.”

      Brother?

      “At least in this place, without your memory, you’ll not cause any more problems. It seems like once again I have to clean up one of your messes.”

      “You say you’re my brother?” I yell, straining at the iron bars.

      But he ignores me as he turns away.

      “Help me!” I cry, flailing at the bars. “Tell me what is going!”

      The stranger does not glance back as he leaves, the lanterns going dark as soon as the door closes behind him.

      I slide to the floor, my back to the bars. A tingling sense of unreality envelops me. Did that really just happen? Am I dreaming? I smack the back of my head against the iron. No, I’m awake.

      A fist of cold fear closes around my heart. Valyra. The man who claimed to be the real Talin had been shocked when he’d heard she’d come through the doorway. No, not just shocked – he had been frightened. Will he try and hurt her? Kill her? My hand drifts to the circlet around my ankle, and for the thousandth time I pull at it, hoping against all reason that this time it will break. I need to get out of here. I need to find Valyra and protect her from whoever that was. I close my eyes, a wave of frustration rising up in me.

      What can I do?
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      “Ergh.”

      I step back, holding my side where Bright Eyes’ wooden ax just thumped me. Tentatively, I explore my ribs, putting pressure on each to see if she’s managed to crack one of them. Bright Eyes watches me do this with a slight smile curving her lips – she looks immensely satisfied with herself.

      “You’re getting better,” I say, saluting her with my own ax.

      Her grin widens, and I think I even see a spot of color darken her olive complexion. Is that even possible? Did I really just make a kvah blush?

      It’s true, though. The kvah fighting style she had been familiar with was mostly just wild, powerful swings while charging straight ahead. This might appease their saints and demonstrate fearlessness to their fellow warriors, but since survival is more important than glory, a more nuanced approach to fighting was necessary. And so I spent the last few days since our foray into the undercity trying to demonstrate good technique. Tight, controlled swings. Improved footwork. Fighting – whether with a sword or an ax – is all about balance. Being able to recover and react faster than your opponent.

      Bright Eyes, to her credit, is a willing pupil. I expected stubbornness, but she is surprisingly open to learning from me. And her improvement is obvious to others – Shalloch pulled me aside last night and thanked me for spending so much time training with her.

      Bright Eyes lifts her ax again, her feet shifting into one of the stances I taught her, but I raise my hand to signal I need more time to catch my breath.

      Her brow crinkles as the satisfaction in her face gives way to concern. “Are you all right, Talin?”

      “I’m fine, I’m fine,” I reply, waving her question away. “But I’m serious – three days ago you would never have made a feint like that.”

      She runs a finger along the edge of her wooden ax-blade. “Perhaps. You are distracted, though, I can feel it. Something is troubling you.”

      My reflex is to brush aside what she’s saying, but I stop myself.

      “Yes,” I admit, nodding as I run a hand through my sweat-damp hair. “The last few weeks have passed in a blur. Found by the slavers, transported through the grass, bought by the exarch and finally brought here. It’s been so hectic . . . so chaotic that I couldn’t spare the time to remember the obligations that I have.”

      Bright Eyes has lowered her ax now, her face serious.

      “Before Ximachus put this damn circlet on me I was going to find someone who I promised to help and take care of. I swore an oath. And now . . . now she might be in trouble, but I’m stuck here, unable to go to her.” In frustration I toss my ax in the dirt, drawing several curious looks from the other muckers training nearby.

      I clench my fists, nails digging into my palms as the anger I’ve been carrying around flares white-hot. The injustice of my situation – abducted and made a slave, forced to fight monsters with the threat of being maimed constantly dangling over my head – is nearly overwhelming.

      I start as Bright Eyes’ hand closes around my arm. The concern in her expression is real now, and she guides me away from the center of the courtyard, towards a few scraggly fruit trees in the shadow of the walls.

      I take a deep breath and exhale slowly. “I’m fine,” I assure her.

      She ignores my words and pulls me deeper into the shade. Then she turns me roughly to face her, and I’m surprised to see that she looks angry as well, her black eyes flashing and her mouth set in a thin line.

      “I see what you’re thinking,” she says harshly. “I see the anger building in you.” Bright Eyes lowers her voice, glancing over at where Cassus and a few others are watching the training muckers. “You are a great warrior. I know warriors – my mate was one. Mighty and strong. When he was about to go to battle he would summon his anger, this battle-rage, and he would not feel any fear. Or pain. He would gladly throw himself at impossible odds to satisfy what this rage demanded.”

      She looks away. When she finally speaks again her voice sounds more distant. “I do not feel the same anger. It does not control me, or drive me. It was why I could never be an ax-maiden – the fear-blotting rage refused to come, and my hands shook and my ax faltered when danger arrived. But I do feel something. Something that would have killed me, if it was not for you.” Her voice cracks, and she swallows. The anger I felt has almost completely dissipated, and I want to grab hold of Bright Eyes and give her what measure of comfort I can. “It was guilt,” she says, blinking back tears. “When the slavers ambushed my tribe, the fear froze me. I should have found an ax and stood with my mate, or thrown myself at the bastards with my teeth and claws. Yes, I would have been struck down, but I would not have seen my children die.”

      She draws in a long, shuddering breath. “I would be wasting away in the mines if it were not for your kindness. Or executed here because I refused to fight. Your words – your actions – showed me a better path. Yes, we have to fight now. But there will be a time when we have the chance to be free.” She grabs my arm fiercely again, and I wince. “When it comes, we must seize it, and find our revenge against those who have wronged us! My children will have vengeance!” She lets go of me, perhaps seeing the pain in my face. “For now, though, we must bury our emotions. We must be patient.”

      “Talin! Brighty!”

      We turn to find Shalloch jogging towards us. The mucker slows when he sees our faces, and it looks for a moment like he might leave us alone, but then he steels himself and continues on.

      “You two look like you’re having a moment,” he says playfully when he arrives in the shadow of the wall, but there’s something in his eyes that makes me think he’s concerned.

      “We’ll be back on the training field soon,” I assure him.

      “Actually,” Shalloch says, leaning closer, “I think it would be best if you came now. You see that fellow there?” The mucker jerks his head towards where Cassus is talking with a tall robed stranger. “I have it on good authority that he’s from the office of the exarch. An investigator of sorts. He’s here to make sure there’s no signs of insubordination, rebellion . . .” Shalloch pauses dramatically. “And running off to whisper with each other doesn’t look good at all.”

      Bright Eyes glances at me. I can feel the question in her eyes, and I simply nod. I’m in control again. I will wait for my chance.
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        * * *

      

      That night, in the dark of our cell, I examine the circlet around my ankle and consider escape. A hundred times I’ve traced the smooth, gleaming metal, searching for any flaw or imperfection. Again, I’m disappointed. It is so light, so insubstantial, that I can’t even notice the weight unless I concentrate – yet I’m always aware of it, as it itches like a recently scarred wound. I’ve slipped bits of metal between the circle and my skin – a fork stolen from the eating hall, even the tip of the iron blade I sometimes train with – but I can’t even blemish the surface of the thing. It cannot be broken, as the others have told me again and again.

      Yet it is only half of the chain that binds me. Without the sphere it is but a harmless hunk of metal. If I can claim the sphere, I control my life again. But the overseers in the department are careful. The exarch handed Cassus the spheres for the circlets of Bright Eyes and myself, and that was the last time I saw them. They could be in his pocket . . . or in the hands of another . . . or in a locked chest in his quarters. Unless I know where they are, I cannot do anything, because if I am wrong I will suffer a horrible, writhing death as my lifeblood flows out from what’s left of my leg.

      But there must be a way. There has to be.
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      With a chorus of aggrieved shrieks, the green birds lift from the sun-splashed stones of the square and spiral into the sky. The urchins who sent them fleeing laugh and clap their hands, then race off to harass another small flock that’s feeding on the detritus left behind by the lunch crowd. As the grimy children vacate the space the hovering birds begin to return, starting the cycle anew.

      I’ve watched this drama play out a dozen times now from where we sit, and it seems neither the birds nor the urchins are going to tire anytime soon. I lift the remnants of my snack – once, it was a hollowed-out crust of bread filled with gravy and chunks of chicken, but I’ve devoured all but the burnt edges of its kiln-fired crust – and take a nibble. I have a feeling that when I finish, Cassus will insist we return to the compound, so I’m taking my time. Sitting here with a pleasantly full belly, enjoying the warm day as the market square swirls and eddies with colorfully dressed shoppers, is the closest I’ve come to feeling peace for quite a while.

      Shalloch seems to be enjoying himself as well. He’s gotten up from our outdoor table, leaving the devastated remnants of a crisped capon behind him, and is angling to join a table where a dice game is underway. Vesivia is leaning back with her eyes closed, her hands laced across her chest. Bright Eyes is the only other Manticore picking at her food, an array of skewered meats and vegetables. She’s watching the laughing children with an intentness that is starting to unnerve me a bit.

      “Hurry up, you louts,” Cassus growls, returning to our table after an extended time spent chatting with the matronly owner of this street food emporium. I make an exaggerated show of biting off an even smaller chunk of my bread. Bright Eyes doesn’t even appear to have heard the old sergeant’s words, continuing to watch the urchins as they flit among the crowd.

      This is the last time he’ll take us anywhere, I suppose, and that makes me sad. But I also don’t want to let go of this moment.

      The morning saw us clear out a vrow dam that was blocking the water flow in this district. We didn’t see any of the industrious little creatures, as the dam had been abandoned some time ago, and it only took a small amount of effort to collapse the thing and unstop the drain. We were surprised that Cassus had wanted to accompany us on such a simple task, but the reason became clear when he stopped at this nearby establishment on the way back. From the closeness with which they conducted their conversation, I have to assume there’s a history between the old soldier and the owner, who is still attractive despite her plumpness and grey-threaded hair.

      Ignoring Cassus’s grumblings, I make no move to get up, allowing my mind to wander as I watch the bustling market. Zimani favor brightly patterned clothes, and the resulting swirl of colors and shapes as the crowd shifts is both beautiful and soothing. A cluster of older women wearing white cloth wrapped around their heads are haggling with a merchant selling a pile of bulbous purple fruit out of the back of a cart. Beside them, an old man with a long forked beard has a half-dozen strings wrapped around his wrist, and above him float kites shaped into fantastical creatures. Some of the urchins from earlier are staring and gesturing at the ingeniously fashioned beasts of sticks and paper, and I can’t hold back a chuckle when I realize that the old kite-seller, busy entertaining the children in front of him, is unaware that one has crept behind him and is about to make off with one of the kites displayed at his booth.

      My attention is drawn to a disturbance. A woman is stumbling through the crowd, utterly distraught. She is dressed in robes of fine make, though they look like servant garb and not something a mistress of her own house would wear. Had she been robbed? Or hurt? The other shoppers are drawing back from her, obviously unsettled. She doesn’t even seem to notice them as she pushes on, frantic, her head jerking back and forth, as if she’s desperately searching for something.

      And then our eyes meet, and hope lights up her tear-streaked face. I’ve never seen her before, I’m sure of it, but now she’s running awkwardly towards us, arms and legs flailing.

      “Cassus,” I say warningly, sitting up straighter as the woman collides with a cloth merchant and sends bolts of fabric tumbling. She doesn’t even acknowledge his outraged cries as she continues on.

      “What?” grunts the old sergeant, and then he sees her. “Oh, what in the tainted saints is this?”

      My hand drifts to the hilt of my sword. Is she crazed? A dozen paces from our table she stumbles, and would have fallen if Shalloch hadn’t suddenly appeared to catch her.

      “Whoa,” says the swashbuckler, holding her up as she struggles for a moment to be free. Then she sees who it is that’s holding her, and she clutches at his shoulders.

      “You’re muckers!” she cries shrilly. “You’re from the department!”

      “Aye,” Cassus says slowly, his fingers spread on the table in front of him as he leans forward. “What’s the matter, salan?”

      The woman swallows, struggling for words. “He took him! Right from my arms! Oh, saints, you have to help me!”

      Cassus holds up his hands. “Calm, calm. Who was taken?”

      “The little master! He’s only three years old! I was holding him and then he just plucked him away!”

      Vesivia and I share a quick glance. “Who took him?” asks the swordswoman.

      “A man . . . no, I don’t know what he was. Oh, please, you have to go save him. He’s a good boy!” Her words dissolve into wrenching sobs.

      Cassus comes around the table and gently takes her by the shoulders. Shalloch lets go of her as she collapses against the old sergeant.

      “I’m just his . . . just his nursemaid . . . please, you have to find him, before . . . before . . .”

      “What did this man look like? And where did he go?” Cassus asks soothingly.

      “We were watching the ships come in, just down by the river. Then these fingers curled around him – saints, they were so long and so white – and he just took him. This . . . this man, this thing, he was so tall and thin and hairless, and white, like a worm that’s never seen the sun . . .”

      I can’t see Cassus from where I’m sitting, but Shalloch and Vesivia look like they’ve just seen a ghost. The blood has drained from their faces, and something unspoken is being passed between them.

      Cassus gently deposits the hysterical woman into an empty chair. Then he turns to us, his face ashen. “You know what this must be?”

      “The Pale Man,” whispers Shalloch.

      Cassus gives a shaky nod. “He hasn’t come out during the day for many years. Must be hungry.”

      The woman, who quieted her sobbing to listen to the old sergeant, lets out a keening wail at his words.

      “What do we do?” I ask. I’ve heard stories of the Pale Man. Most of the muckers treat him as a myth, something to scare the green-ears. A monster that creeps from the undercity to prey on innocents, particularly children.

      Cassus rubs his brow with a gnarled hand. “Saints. The exarch has given strict orders that no single squad should try and pursue the Pale Man. Too dangerous. We’ve lost entire squads chasing him.”

      “So what do we do?” Bright Eyes repeats my question, her jaw clenched.

      Cassus looks around, as if hoping for a better solution. “We return to the Department, gather as many squads as we can. Bring them back here and flood the tunnels, try to catch him before he goes deeper.”

      The woman’s chest is heaving with silent, racking sobs. She looks like she’s going to slip into shock soon.

      “We hurry,” Shalloch agrees. “I know Chimera and Basilisk and Naga are resting today. That’ll give us sixteen muckers –”

      “No.”

      We all turn to Bright Eyes. The kvah is standing now, hands balled into fists.

      “We must follow him now, or the child is lost.”

      The woman reaches out a hand towards Bright Eyes, as if the kvah is a glimpse at salvation. Vesivia and Cassus and Shalloch glance at each other. They’re scared, I realize. Terrified by this legend of the undercity.

      “I’m with you,” I say to Bright Eyes, coming to my feet as well.

      “It’s not your decision,” Cassus grates, but there’s little anger in his voice.

      Vesivia sighs. “No, Cassus, they are right. If we leave, we sacrifice the child. We have to pursue him now.” She looks at Shalloch, and at first the swashbuckler seems immune to what she’s asking of him. Then his shoulders slump.

      “By all the shit-stained saints,” he mutters, putting his hand on the hilt of his cutlass. He looks utterly exhausted in this moment. Then he turns to the woman, who is watching all this with wide, hopeful eyes. “Where did the Pale Man take the child?”
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        * * *

      

      The tunnels here seem older, more dilapidated. Instead of neatly cut canals with stone walkways on either side, the sewer is flooded, and we are forced to slosh through freezing-cold, ankle-deep water. The decorations are more elaborate, but the ornamental stone flourishes framing the entranceways between sections are cracked and broken. The mosaics spread across the walls have been nearly obliterated, entire chunks having sloughed away over the centuries.

      It seems strange to me; we entered the sewers near the river, close to where the child was abducted, and this isn’t so far from where we cleared out the vrow nest this morning. But it feels like an entirely different world here. More oppressive. Darker. I find myself constantly turning to the shadows, my skin crawling, as if there are things recessed in the darkness, watching us go past.

      Finally, after a period of time that might have been a full watch or only a few hundred breaths, Shalloch slows to a stop. We’ve come to a confluence of the ancient tunnels, and he turns slowly, examining each with an expression of helplessness.

      “I don’t know which way to go,” he says uncertainly. “There’s no trail that I can see. I can’t hear anything, either.”

      Vesivia adjusts her grip on her swords. She’s kept them unsheathed since we entered the sewers. She looks more unnerved than I’ve ever seen her. “Then we should go back,” she says. “There’s no use wandering around down here. We could be lost for days if we take a wrong turn. Cassus should have arrived at the compound by now – he’ll be returning to the entrance with a dozen muckers and maps of this part of the system. We should meet them and join up.”

      “Bright Eyes, what are you doing?” I ask when I catch sight of her.

      The kvah is crouched in the muck, her face only a few span above the stagnant black water. Her nostrils flare as she breathes in deeply.

      “That’s disgusting,” Shalloch says, looking like he might be sick.

      Bright Eyes takes a few steps forward, still sniffing.

      “What is it?”

      She straightens, turning to me. “There’s something here; I can smell it.”

      “Yes, a shitload of shit,” Shalloch says, and Bright Eyes shoots him a look.

      “No. Well, there’s that, yes. Rich and rotting and almost overpowering. But something is layered over it. It smells like . . . like the depths of the mountain. The deepest, darkest caves, down by the roots that touch the soul of the world. It’s old, whatever it is, but the spore is fresh. If that makes sense.”

      “It doesn’t,” Shalloch replies quickly, but I can see that what she said has frightened him.

      “Do you think it’s him?” I ask, half dreading the answer. The idea of returning to the sewer entrance and waiting for help is very comforting right now.

      The kvah meets my gaze levelly. “Yes,” she says simply, and I believe her.

      “We’ve gone so far already,” Shalloch exclaims, speaking quickly. “We’re going to get lost. And what if our lanterns go dark? We’ll be alone in these tunnels, in the black . . .” His voice is close to panicking.

      Bright Eyes points down one of the tunnels. “That way. Whatever it is I smell, it went that way.”

      We all look at each other. I can see the conflict in Shalloch and Vesivia’s faces. The abyss yawns in front of us, and somewhere within it waits a monster from legend. The impulse to flee this place is strong for me, as well. These people enslaved me, forced me to hunt dangerous creatures with the ever-present threat of having my foot sliced away prodding me along. I owe them nothing. Certainly not risking my life when our commander himself told us we did not have to go.

      “I am going after this thing.” Bright Eyes speaks calmly, almost without emotion.

      Shame stabs at me. In my mind’s eye I see again the frantic woman desperately clawing at Shalloch. If the child still lives, it is terrified beyond all reason. And if we turn back now, the boy will certainly perish, alone in this horrible place. The shadows clotting the depths of this place seem to roil. Faint – so faint I could dismiss it as my imagination, if I choose – I hear a whispering. What I’m seeing and hearing – this fear I’m feeling – I’ve never experienced anything like it. Is it natural?

      “I’m coming as well,” I say, stepping forward.

      Vesivia says nothing but she moves to follow me, her mouth set in a grim line.

      Shalloch raises his face to the lichen-encrusted ceiling. “Tainted saints, why are my companions suicidal?” But after shaking his head and giving a long-suffering sigh he joins us as we begin to move down the tunnel, following the kvah.

      The sewers here are a tangle of narrow passages, diverging seemingly at random and pocked with small holes that suggest we’ve entered an extensive, rarely traversed warren. Bright Eyes moves with confidence, barely hesitating before choosing her way. The faint whispers that have tickled the edges of my hearing swell louder . . . until I actually stop and listen intently, and then there’s just the drip of water and the sound of splashing boots.

      Something I am certain of is that it has gotten colder. Other parts of the undercity are almost humid, but these tunnels are so cold I half-expect to see a film of ice covering the walls. My skin tingles from the creeping chill, and wisps of my breath are visible in the lantern’s harsh light.

      A sharp hiss from Bright Eyes returns me to the moment. She’s standing up ahead, framed in one of the many archways that litter these tunnels. There’s something dangling from the curve of stone above her, and when I see what they are, my breath catches.

      Dolls, crudely made of cloth and straw, desiccated tufts emerging from where their roughly-sewn-up shapes have burst, spilling forth like viscera. They are held in place by strings wrapped around their waists or necks, motionless. I can’t help but think of a hangman’s gibbet, bodies dangling.

      “What is this?” Shalloch whispers, twisting to avoid touching the dolls as he steps between them.

      No one says anything. Close up, I can see the haphazard stitching of the mouths and eyes. There’s something odd, though.

      “The clothes,” I say, and from Vesivia’s grim nod she notices it as well.

      The clothes are far too fine. The dolls look to have been roughly fashioned, twisted together with little care taken. But the clothes they’re wearing, though faded or ripped, were made with care. Some are simply shirts and trousers and dresses of fabric, like for commoners; others are frilled or sewn with little pearls. Some wear tiny wooden sandals, while other feet are encased in delicate, finely crafted shoes and boots.

      “Where did these come from?” Shalloch asks, his voice hoarse.

      But I think we all know.

      “Faster,” Bright Eyes grates, and to my surprise, I hear no fear – only anger.
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        * * *

      

      My first thought when I hear the child crying is that it must be my imagination. But then Bright Eyes slows, and I know she’s heard it as well.

      “Can you all –”

      Shalloch doesn’t finish his sentence. A wet twang, like a sodden bowstring being snapped, and he’s screaming. I whirl around to see the mucker pinned to the wall by what looks to be some kind of glistening web. One of his arms is free, but the other is lashed to the stone, blood welling around the gleaming filaments pressing into his flesh.

      “Shall!” Vesivia cries, rushing towards him.

      “Wait!” I cry, but she doesn’t listen, immediately slipping the point of one of her swords under a strand and trying to saw through it.

      Luckily, she doesn’t trigger any other traps, and I approach warily where Shalloch is thrashing wildly, trying to free himself. Blood is now streaming down from his arm and shoulder, which are webbed to the wall.

      “It won’t cut!” Vesivia screams, and I grit my teeth in frustration, glancing down the tunnel we’ve been following. So much for taking the Pale Man by surprise.

      “Here, let me try,” I say, taking the hilt from her shaking fingers. Shalloch is moaning, his head turned away from us; he has broken out in a sweat, and his long hair is plastered to his face. Straining as hard as I can, I push the edge of Vesivia’s blade against the deceptively thin strand, but it does not break. I’m actually afraid I’ll snap the sword, given the amount of pressure I’m putting on it, so I step back, slipping the blade free.

      Vesivia turns to me, her face contorted with fear. “What are you doing? We have to get him out!”

      Shalloch has lost consciousness, and only the webbing is keeping him from sliding to the floor. He’s still breathing, though. What’s wrong with him? Is it blood loss? Shock? Some kind of poison coating the filaments?

      Vesivia clutches at her lover, pressing against him. I’m about to warn her to be careful, but she’s aware of the danger as she’s staying clear of the web that has ensnared his left arm and shoulder. He stirs, lifting his head.

      “How long?” he slurs.

      “Moments,” I tell him as Vesivia peppers his cheek with kisses.

      “It feels like I’ve been asleep for days,” he says. He is rambling like the injured after ingesting some numbing drug.

      “Talin.” Bright Eyes is hovering farther up the tunnel, brandishing her ax like she expects to use it very soon. “The crying, it’s louder. And there’s a light up ahead. We’re almost there.”

      I look to Shalloch again, and then back to her.

      “We can’t leave him,” Vesivia says, desperation edging her voice. “Please. Please.”

      I make my decision.

      “Stay here with Shalloch,” I tell her. “Stop the bleeding. Bright Eyes and I will go kill this thing, and then we’ll return.”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “No. Talin, the Pale Man can’t be killed. He’s some kind of demon. He’ll murder you, and then he’ll come for us, and I won’t . . . I won’t . . .” I lay my hand on her arm, trying to calm her rising panic.

      “If Bright Eyes and I went back to find help, we’d still have to leave you here.” I can see in her eyes that she’s following what I’m saying. “We are going to finish the hunt. I’ve killed demons before. And when it’s over we will find Cassus, and he’ll know someone who can free Shalloch. Do you agree?” Vesivia offers a jerky nod, and my fingers give a squeeze before slipping from her arm. “Good. Wish us luck.”

      “Good luck,” she whispers, tears in her eyes.

      I offer her a final nod and then jog towards where Bright Eyes is still waiting. Metal hisses as I rip my sword free of its sheath, and the kvah’s lips curl at the sound.

      “Let’s go,” she says, and before I can respond she is already loping away, making for where fingers of spectral light are creeping around a bend in the tunnel ahead.

      I hurry after her. “Bright Eyes, hold on!” I cry, but she doesn’t turn back.

      She does hesitate, though, just before she turns the corner, and then her jaw clenches and she plunges into whatever awaits. Cursing, I run faster, but I’m quickly brought to a sudden halt as I reach the point where’s she’s vanished.

      I’m standing at the threshold of a huge chamber, far larger than any I’ve seen before in the undercity. It’s dominated by a grotesque stone head emerging from the far wall, its visage twisted into a demonic leer. Pitch-black water is pouring from the face’s eyes and mouth, merging to form a river that cuts through the center of the chamber until it tumbles over the lip of a stone circle cut into the floor. The sickly corpse-pale light comes from a luminescent fungus crawling down the walls; beneath this strange growth I can see the remnants of elaborate carvings. Overlaying the sound of running water is the muffled sobbing of a small child, and in moments I’ve found the boy, curled beside one of several statues arrayed around the hole in the floor. Bright Eyes is already rushing across the chamber towards the child, apparently oblivious to the overwhelming dread saturating the room.

      “Wait!” I call out, afraid of what else could be lurking here, but nothing happens as she crouches down beside the boy. The child’s tear-streaked face turns to her, his arms outstretched, but when he sees the kvah looming over him he jerks back, his sobs sharpening into terrified shrieks. Bright Eyes is murmuring something to him that sounds soothing, though what exactly she’s saying is lost beneath the hiss of the black water slipping from the eyes and mouth and striking the small pool at the base of the stone face. I cross the room carefully, my sword at the ready, peering into the shadows for whatever brought the child to this place. I’m also worrying about traps, like that which snared Shalloch, but I reach Bright Eyes and the boy safely. She’s still crooning something comforting to the child, who has apparently been swayed by her tone. He’s now clutching at her, tiny fingers tangled in her black hair.

      My gaze sweeps the chamber. Nothing – it’s like whatever creature brought the child here has fled, though I still feel an unsettling presence filling the space. The stone face watches us with burning malice.

      My own eyes are drawn to the statue nearest us, the one the child was cowering beside. It’s a man in a regal pose, his commanding visage surveying the chamber like this is his personal demesne. His mouth is set in a hard line, his eyes squinting into the distance. What’s odd about the statue is that someone has draped an ancient, tattered cloth over its shoulders, and a crown of tarnished silver encircles its brow. The fabric is faded almost beyond recognition, but it looks like it might once have been a deep vermillion, or perhaps purple.

      

      welcome, welcome, the spider says

      creeping along the dew-damp threads

      

      I whirl around as these words slither through the chamber, echoing strangely. The child moans and buries his head into Bright Eyes’s shoulder. The kvah stands, holding the child pressed to her with one hand, brandishing her ax in the other as she looks around wildly.

      

      on this morning oh so bright and fair

      you’ve come and I have sweets to share

      

      The sibilant utterings are louder this time, as if the thing is drawing closer. My sword hilt is slick in my palm. The water pouring from the empty eye sockets seems to have strengthened; it’s almost gushing now, frothing as it hits the pool to be swept towards the drain in the floor.

      The drain.

      

      a maiden’s kiss, a raven’s wing

      the last breath stolen from a king

      

      Long, white fingers slowly curl around the lip of the hole. A head appears, hairless and smooth as an egg. Bulging, pupilless orbs above a strange circular mouth filled with row upon row of tiny teeth. A long tongue flickers out, tasting the air. Was it what was speaking? How can it make words?

      “The Pale Man,” Bright Eyes breathes beside me, still holding the child protectively. I slip in front of them, getting between them and this creature.

      It continues to emerge from the abyss below, glistening with moisture. When it finally stands, the thing is taller than any man, and so thin its muscles and bones are clearly etched beneath its fish-belly-white skin. It wears no clothes, yet it has no sex that I can see, just a smooth white absence.

      The creature cocks its head and regards us, as if intrigued. Nictitating membranes slide across its bulbous eyes and it brings its hands together, black fingertips tapping excitedly.

      

      welcome, welcome the spider says

      it’s been too long since I have fed

      

      The words are coming from the Pale Man, issuing out of its strange mouth like a voice floating up from the bottom of a well.

      “Stay back,” I say as the creature shuffles closer. It moves with mincing little steps, almost awkwardly, seemingly unconcerned by the length of tapering steel extended towards its sunken chest.

      Whatever this thing is, I think I’m supposed to kill it. I lunge forward, thrusting with my sword, but the creature twists away with unnatural quickness and my blade strikes nothing. The shock of my surprise hasn’t even registered before something hard hits me and I’m sent sprawling, lines of fiery agony opening on my side. My head strikes the stone floor with jarring force and I desperately roll.

      But the expected blow never comes, and when my vision clears the Pale Man is crouched where I stood a few moments before, watching me calmly. It raises its spidery hand in front of its face and licks at the blood dripping from its black-tipped fingers. My head is reeling – wait, where’s the hole? I glance behind me and see that I’m only a few span from the edge; if I’d scrambled a little farther I would have sent myself plummeting into the void. My sword’s blade is extended out over the emptiness.

      With the Pale Man’s attention focused on me, Bright Eyes takes this chance to charge the creature, her ax held high. She’s set the child down, and the small boy is pressed against the base of the king’s statue – it must be a king, from its bearing and crown – watching the monster in horror. I can’t hear the kvah’s footsteps over the child’s hitching cries and the sound of water, but the creature moves again with blinding speed as Bright Eyes brings her ax crashing down. The Pale Man slides through space, flickering and appearing a few paces to the left as the ax-blade passes through where he was only an eyeblink before.

      Then Bright Eyes is stumbling back, holding her face as blood wells between her fingers. I snatch up my sword and stagger to my feet, screaming in wordless rage at the creature. But despite appearances, I’m reaching for the cold precision I’ve grasped before in battle, and even though I no longer have my green-glass sword the world seems to slow around me. The Pale Man whirls again at my approach, and though he’s still lightning quick I can at least see his movements now. My sword lashes out, and as he ripples, I change the direction of my thrust, grazing his arm. A line of red blood – very human-looking blood – appears on his flesh as the Pale Man reels away. I follow, but this time my steel finds only air and another blow strikes me in the chest, sending me stumbling backwards again. My back foot comes down on nothing, and then my sword flies from my fingers as I flail helplessly. I’m falling.

      I throw all my weight forward, my arms crashing into stone as I scrabble desperately for purchase on the edge of the hole. But the ancient and slick rocks give way beneath my scrabbling fingers, crumbling away.

      I’m swallowed by the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Something is stabbing into my back.

      I swim back towards consciousness, forcing my eyes open with a groan. Far away from me, at the end of a long black corridor, a pale blotch of spectral light shimmers.

      Everything hurts. My side is matted with blood, and I can’t begin to catalogue how many of my bones ache. There’s a roaring in my ears, and droplets of water spatter my face.

      I’m lying on a rocky ledge, only a few span from where a black waterfall tumbles past me to vanish into the abyss. With some effort I reach beneath me and pull out what has been jabbing into my spine. I can’t be sure because of the darkness, but it feels like a bone.

      I sit up, moaning, trying to order my scattered thoughts. What happened? The huge chamber . . . the crying child . . . Bright Eyes swinging her ax at the Pale Man, who moved like nothing I’ve seen before. Falling backwards into the hole. Striking the walls, clawing at the stone, desperately trying to find purchase. My fingernails hurt – I probe them gingerly, and find that several are missing.

      How long have I been down here? I was unconscious for a while, I think. I gaze up again at the cold white light above. There’s a hollowness in my chest that’s threatening to overwhelm me. The Pale Man, that demon-thing, must still be there. Bright Eyes and the child must be dead. And Shalloch. And Vesivia.

      I failed. I wipe grime away from my brow with a shuddering hand. What should I do?

      To start, climb out of here. I get unsteadily to my feet, fighting back a surge of dizziness. The deeper blackness beside me yawns – the waterfall seems to fall forever, plunging down into whatever hell this undercity is connected to. I run my hands over the wall – uneven, and perhaps I can scale it, but it is also extremely slick and in places covered with slime. If I fall again, there’s a good chance I’ll miss the ledge I’m standing on and plummet to my death.

      I carefully prod my body. Everything pulses with pain, but to my immense relief nothing seems to be broken.

      Taking a deep breath, I find a handhold in the pitted rock and pull myself up a little ways. My boot scrabbles for a moment, and then I’m able to jab my toe into a cleft. I stay like that for a long moment as an intense bout of vertigo swirls through my skull, and then I reach up a little higher and find a new hold.

      I can do this.

      Painfully, slowly, clinging to the stone as the cascading water behind me wets my back, I edge my way up. The corpse-light from the chamber above swells larger, bit by tiny bit. My arms and legs ache, but driving me on is the tiny shred of hope that I can still save my companions from the Pale Man, that somehow they survived.

      But they did not. I can’t hold back a moan of despair as my head finally crests the lip of the hole. Several dozen paces away Bright Eyes lies crumpled at the base of the statue that’s draped in ragged finery. Fighting through my shaking weakness, I haul myself up and flop onto the stone. Tears prickle my eyes as I roll onto my back, staring at the shattered mosaics that once adorned the ceiling, now mostly swallowed by the glowing white moss.

      There’s no sign of the Pale Man, at least – he must have taken the child and crept away to devour him. I half expected to see that demon looming over the hole when I finally crawled out, and I’m certain that would have been my death. Right now I feel as helpless as a babe.

      Grunting, I climb to my feet and stagger towards where Bright Eyes is sprawled. A leaden weight fills my chest as I approach the kvah and I see how she’s been eviscerated. The Pale Man has shredded her, slicing open her chest and stomach. My jaw hardens. I think back to the first time I saw her, huddled in the corner of the slaver’s wagon. How I thought she was just an animal, a brute like the others of her kind. And it wasn’t just me – almost everyone treated her like a piece of offal, barely worthy of being enslaved by the glorious Zimani. And yet she was the first to insist we try and rescue the stolen child. She’d shielded the boy with her body when his parents would have sneered or spat at her on the streets. She protected him in her final moments, I see now as I get closer. The child’s corpse is curled against her.

      A shock of surprise goes through me as the child stirs, wriggling closer against the kvah. His large dark eyes open as he hears my approach, though he says nothing as he watches me solemnly. He reaches up and touches Bright Eyes’ waxy cheek lightly.

      Her eyes flicker open. I gasp, rushing over to crouch beside her. Her chest is rising and falling, though her breathing is shallow.

      “Bright Eyes,” I murmur, taking her limp hand. I look again at her wounds and my hope vanishes.

      Her fingers twitch in my grip as she watches me. With obvious effort she swallows and tries to speak. “The child,” she rasps. “Where is he?”

      “He’s with you,” I reply, glancing around for anything to staunch her bleeding. I could tear my clothes into strips, wrap her up as much as possible, but I already know the cuts are too deep and severe for such measures.

      She turns her head slightly in the direction of the boy, whose tiny fingers are still touching her cheek. “So this is him,” she says, and I can hear the relief in her voice. “I thought . . . I thought he was a dream.”

      “Where is the Pale Man?”

      A pained smile curves the edge of her lips as she lifts a trembling hand and points. I turn, half expecting to see the demon creeping up on me, and it takes me a moment to see what she is indicating.

      Among a few chunks of shattered stone lies a severed white hand, its black-tipped fingers curled like a spider in death. It has been sliced away with great force, in a single cut that had sheared the flesh and bone cleanly. One of the fingers has an ornate silver ring encrusted with purple gemstones. Blood is splashed across the rocks, and now that I’m looking for it I can see a trail leading away from the hand and towards the leering stone face.

      “You did that?” I whisper, turning back to Bright Eyes.

      Her smile deepens, and despite her obvious agony I can sense her satisfaction. “I’m a better ax-maiden than I thought,” she whispers, and then a shiver goes through her and her face spasms. She grunts, her eyes fluttering as she fights to stay conscious.

      “Your clan would be proud,” I tell her, giving her hand a small squeeze.

      “They are coming for me,” she says softly, and it seems like she’s staring at something past my shoulder. “They are here,” she breathes, her voice fading.

      Her eyes close as her hand goes limp.

      “Bright Eyes?” I try, but I know she’s gone. Huddled against her body, the child watches me silently. I fight back my rising grief and slip my hands under the boy’s shoulders, pulling him to me. He’s perhaps three years old, his skin dark even for a Zimani, and though filthy from the undercity I can see his clothes are of exceedingly fine make. He does not cry, and his small face is serious, as if he understands the sacrifice that was made for him to live.

      My own sword has vanished, probably at the bottom of whatever underground lake the water here tumbles into, so I pick up Bright Eyes’ ax from where it has fallen. There’s gore crusting its edge: the blood of the Pale Man. Is he dead? My gaze travels to the demonic face carved of stone and the rivulets flowing from its eyes and mouth. Yes, there would be enough space for the creature to squeeze inside. Is he there, even now, watching me from the darkness as he cradles the stump of his wrist?

      “Mama,” the child murmurs into my neck. “Mama.”

      Noise comes from the entranceway, and I tear my gaze from the grotesque stone head. I tense, preparing myself for whatever other horrors the undercity might throw at us, but soon relax when I hear voices and the tramp of boots.

      Spears of white light from chemical lanterns shred the gloom, and then muckers are streaming into the chamber. I nearly collapse in relief as I see Cassus among them, the burly sergeant bellowing as he gestures at me. Dizzy, I gently lay the child down on the stone, and then sit down heavily, letting the darkness carry me away.
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      “Talin.”

      My name, spoken in a drawl I know, pulls me away from the darkness.

      But is it my name? Or does it belong to another?

      I surface, coming awake on my familiar pallet in the muckers’ cell. Late-afternoon light the color of honey pools in the room, which is empty except for Shalloch and myself. Using my elbows, I push myself into a sitting position, wincing at the shards of pain in my side and arms.

      The swashbuckler is hovering beside my pallet, perched on the edge of a stool. The relief on his face as I turn to him is evident.

      “Saints, Talin, you look like shit.”

      I rub at my face, which is covered by a very tender, very lumpy bruise. I try to speak but my throat is too dry and I can’t manage more than a raspy grunt. Shalloch hurriedly scoops a clay pitcher from a small table beside him and pours water into a cup, then passes that to me. I gulp it down in three swallows. I can’t remember the last time I felt such sweet relief.

      “What happened?” I manage, handing the cup back to him.

      “You collapsed not long after Cassus and the rest of ‘em found you. You’d lost a lot of blood.”

      I prod at my midsection, feeling the bandages beneath my shift. “The child?”

      “Unharmed, incredibly enough. I’d have thought the little bugger would be in shock, but by the time we were topside again he’d started babbling.”

      I sag back on the pallet. So it wasn’t in vain.

      Shalloch must see something in my face, as he quickly adds: “Bright Eyes is dead.”

      “I know. I was there when she died. She was the one who saved the boy and drove away the Pale Man.”

      Shalloch shakes his head slowly. “An unbelievable tale, to be honest. To think a kvah – a kvah! – would sacrifice herself to rescue a Zimani child.”

      “She was less an animal than most I’ve met in this world,” I say defensively, and Shalloch holds up his hands.

      “Agreed, agreed. I came to like her very much – she was a true mucker, and a good companion. But as you’re the only survivor, and they found you with the child in your arms, you’ve been getting much of the glory.”

      “Glory?”

      Shalloch flashes me a crooked smile. “That boy wasn’t just some street urchin or merchant’s git. He’s an Orthanos, a favored spawn of one of the greatest families in Zim. In fact” –  Shalloch glances at the door, and for the first time, I can see his nervousness – “I’ve been told we may get a visit from a representative of the family soon. That’s why I woke you.”

      Glory. That’s something I care absolutely nothing about. But the idea has clearly excited Shalloch.

      “Vesivia?”

      “She’s fine. She’s been dealing with some guilt over what happened to you and Bright Eyes, but that’s to be expected.”

      “And the Pale Man? Is he dead?”

      The swashbuckler shrugs. “We never found a body. The trail of blood vanished into the mouth of that big ugly face – there was a tunnel inside, mostly filled with water, which wiped away the tracks. And although Cassus raged, he wasn’t able to bludgeon anyone into braving the darkness.” A shiver goes through Shalloch at the thought. “And I don’t blame them.”

      “Then he might still be alive.”

      “If he is, he’s a bit less than he used to be.”

      I remember the severed hand, its black-tipped fingers stained with blood.

      Shalloch glances again at the door and leans in closer, as if afraid of being overheard. “There’s some strange rumors swirling about,” he whispers. “The ring that was found on the Pale Man’s finger . . . one of the boys got a good look at it, and he swore up and down it looked like it bore the crest of the emperor’s house. We had a visit from some high muckity-mucks not long after, exarchs who serve in the royal palace. They told us not to mention the ring, or we’d find ourselves slogging through the mines soon after.”

      A ring with the royal seal. Tattered finery draped over a statue of what looked like some ancient ruler. What had Shalloch told me once? That the emperor who oversaw the construction of the undercity disappeared into its depths?

      Shalloch must see the pieces sliding into place in my mind because he lays a finger alongside his nose and raises his eyebrows meaningfully. “We’re not supposed to think so hard about it all, and in the interest of avoiding having to cut obsidian from the walls for the rest of a very abbreviated life, I’m trying not to. But I thought you should know.”

      I nod, my thoughts churning. Shalloch looks like he has more to say, but as he opens his mouth, the door to our sleeping room scrapes wide. Cassus stomps into the space beyond our cell, dressed in a uniform I’ve never seen him wear before. It looks like an officer’s garb, complete with colorful tassels and gold trim.

      “Muckers, prepare yourselves,” he barks, standing outside the cell. “We have visitors coming to see you. I expect flawless behavior, or by all the saints I’ll put you both on latrine duty, heroes or not.”

      Heroes. I’m beginning to understand that what happened in the undercity has caused some ripples outside the Department.

      “Can he stand?” Cassus asks Shalloch, as if I’m not right here.

      “I don’t think so,” answers the swashbuckler, eyeing me uncertainly.

      The sergeant grumbles something under his breath, then sighs. “Well, at the very least – oh, by all the shit-stained saints. They’re here.”

      He stands taller, smoothing down his uniform just as a pair of Zimani warriors in ornate bronze armor wearing cloaks of iridescent feathers troop through the door. Without looking at us they take up position flanking the entrance, angling their long black spears so that the points touch and form an archway for whoever follows. I’m expecting someone impressive, but the first to pass beneath the spears is a short, bald man dressed in the simple robes of a scholar. He’s so short, in fact, that he’s barely half the size of the warriors who preceded him. He looks utterly unremarkable . . . except that his skin is a deep, vibrant blue.

      He pauses, gazing around the mucker barracks in what looks like mild surprise, as if he doesn’t know how he has ended up here. His gaze alights on us and he blinks his watery eyes, then gives a small wave.

      I can see the confusion I’m feeling in Shalloch’s face.

      The blue man peers at us for a moment longer, fingering what looks like a conch shell which dangles on a strap around his neck. Finally, as if satisfied with what he sees, he lifts the shell to his lips and blows an oddly clear note.

      “May I present,” he begins in a loud and high-pitched voice, “the illustrious Auxilia Orthanos, matriarch of the Orthanos family and First Trader of the Seven Suns, glory be to her name.” With that, he throws out his arms with an elaborate flourish and bows low in the direction of the doorway.

      Cassus drops to one knee like we’re about to be graced by royalty. Shalloch hesitates, then does the same. I’m wondering if I should struggle from my pallet and join them when a Zimani woman sweeps into the room, trailed by a gaggle of handmaidens in white robes. I was expecting an older woman from the honorifics the blue herald had heaped on her, but there’s no hint of frailty as she surveys the room with cool poise. Her skin is as smooth as polished teak, and her hair a lustrous black, and even though she’s not much taller than her odd servant she radiates an aura that commands respect. The elaborate dress she’s wearing seems knitted of the same feathers that adorn the cloaks of her guards, and she shimmers with every step she takes. Her gaze travels slowly around the barracks, finally settling on me.

      Her attention is inscrutable, and I’m left wondering how I should react. Finally, after a very long moment in which I’m starting to grow increasingly uncomfortable, she turns to Cassus.

      “Open the door,” she says softly, and Cassus scrambles to his feet. He hurries over to pull the cell door wide, then returns to his groveling.

      Without sparing a glance at the shabby state of our accommodations, she steps into the barracks, her white-robed attendants fanning out behind her. Shalloch makes a strangled sound as she approaches us, and I sit up as straight as I can, unable to push aside the thought that I’m disrespecting her by remaining on my pallet.

      “You are the one who saved my nephew from the undercity?” Her voice is honey poured over steel.

      “Yes, Your . . . Grace?”

      A slight smile cracks her mask. “Mistress.”

      “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Tell me what happened.”

      “Ah. We were . . . we were in a market. A woman rushed up to us sobbing. She said a creature with long pale arms had seized a child and vanished into the sewers. So we pursued. We found the thing called the Pale Man and wounded him, driving him away. The boy seemed unharmed.”

      The matriarch’s face is impassive when I’m finished telling my tale, but I can see a spark of interest in her eyes. “You are sure it was the Pale Man?”

      I shrug. “I am a newcomer in Zim, Mistress. It is what others have told me. Whether it truly was a legend, I do not know.”

      A speculative expression passes over her face. “When I was a small girl my nursemaid told me stories about him. How we would creep into my room and steal me from my bed if I did not fall asleep quickly. I always assumed he was merely a myth to frighten children.” She turns back to Cassus, a ripple of color flashing across her feathery dress. “Is he real?”

      The sergeant looks pained. “He is. He’s been glimpsed many times, but we try to keep word of him quiet. Don’t want to cause panic, you see. And we think some of the muckers we’ve lost were taken by him, though we don’t know that for sure.”

      “Fascinating,” the matriarch murmurs. “You have perhaps killed a myth, warrior, as well as saved my sister’s son. What is your name?”

      “Talin, Mistress. Though it was not I who sliced off his hand. That was my companion – she died from her wounds.” Sadness rises in me as I say these words.

      “Talin,” she repeats. “Not a name I’ve heard before. Where are you from?”

      “Far away, Mistress. These lands are all new to me.”

      Her gaze travels to my leg and the circlet around my ankle. “And how did you become a slave?”

      “I was found by a caravan after tumbling into a river. They . . . claimed they rescued me, and that by the laws of Zim my life belonged to them.”

      She must hear the bitterness in my voice, because she frowns. “But you do not agree?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know whether I would have survived or not, but it is wrong to own another.”

      She nods, silver wires woven into her dark hair flashing. “Yet it is the way of Zim. Even I cannot break the chains that bind you, warrior. Only the emperor has that power. But” – and now she glances over to the blue-skinned man who announced her entrance – “I can still improve your circumstances.”

      Her servant clears his throat hastily and steps forward, unrolling a scroll. This close I can see a tracery of gold veins beneath his skin. “Let it be known that the life debt of the mucker Talin has, by the authority of the Esteemed Exarch Velius, been transferred to Auxilia Orthanos, matriarch of the Orthanos family.”

      An intake of breath from Shalloch.

      “So I’m yours now?” I ask, unable to keep the edge of anger from my voice.

      “Until the end of your life debt,” she replies, ignoring my tone. “But I think you will find my service a bit more comfortable. You will be joining my Swords.”

      A louder gasp from Cassus, which he tries to hide with a sudden coughing fit. From the corner of my eye I see Shalloch jerk his head up in surprise.

      “Swords?” I repeat dumbly.

      “I will leave it to my servant to explain,” she says. “I have other obligations today.”

      She turns to address the small blue man. “Irix. Grant Talin one boon that is within the power of the Orthanos for what he has done. Then return with him to the villa and have him settled there.”

      The little man bobs his head. “Yes, Mistress. It shall be done as you command.”

      Her slight smile has returned, and she gives a last, lingering look at me before turning in a sweep of flashing feathers. Her coterie of handmaidens giggle and steal little glances in my direction as they follow her.

      The blue man remains behind as the matriarch exits the barracks with her servants and guards. Carefully, he rolls up the scroll and beckons for Cassus to come take it. The old sergeant stumbles over to accept the parchment, his surprise at what just transpired evident.

      Then the man looks at me, much more confident than when the matriarch was standing beside him. “I am Irix, the seneschal of our mistress’s household. All the servants and slaves answer to me, though as a new-forged Sword, you are not one I can command. May I approach you?”

      I nod, unnerved by the formality of Irix’s tone.

      “Excellent,” the blue man says, withdrawing a jar from one of his tunic’s pockets. “This is salve, very rare and very effective. It will help with your wounds.”

      He seems to be waiting for permission, so I nod again.

      “Very good, Sword Talin. Take off your clothes.”

      With Shalloch’s help, I struggle out of my shift. Irix makes a tutting sound as he approaches, as if disappointed in the mess of bruises darkening my chest. With practiced efficiency he begins to slather my skin with the goo he has extracted from the jar, and I shiver at the tingling coolness.

      “What is that stuff?”

      Irix remains intent on what he’s doing, not looking at me as he replies. “Salve is a great botanical marvel, created from plants that can only be harvested deep in the Tangle. Our mistress must be feeling generous to use so much on you. But of course,” he pauses to look me meaningfully in the eyes, “you did save her favorite nephew.”

      “And now I’m her Sword?”

      “Yes, one of them.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Irix draws back, examining my glistening chest and arms for any wounds he has missed. “You are now one of her champions, and you will protect and serve her and the Orthanos family, and fight when you are called upon.” He sees my puzzlement. “I see you are truly ignorant of the ways of Zim. You see, every one of the great families is headed by either a patriarch or a matriarch.” His speech has slowed, as if he’s explaining things to a simpleton. “For many centuries, the empire was torn by great conflicts between the houses. Assassinations and even open conflict between mercenary armies were common.” He screws the lid back on the jar and deposits it in his pocket once more. “Then the realization was made that a better way to settle grievances was controlled conflict between representatives. Thus the great heads of the households began to collect the fiercest warriors. But times have changed again, and now the Swords and Shields are largely ceremonial.” He gives me a sly smile. “Kept around as housecats, lapping cream and lounging on pillows when they should be tigers stalking through the jungle. But I’ve heard few of them complain. It is a life of luxury and ease, mostly, and even if you are called upon to represent the matriarch in battle, it is rarely to the death.”

      “The Swords and Shields are famous in Zim,” Shalloch adds, helping me to slip again into my shift. “Some are better known than the patriarchs or matriarchs they protect. I doubt there’s a fighter in Zim who doesn’t dream of being offered what you’ve just been given.”

      Irix nods at Shalloch’s words. “Indeed. Your new life will have many . . . advantages over your current condition.” He gaze drifts around our barracks.

      Shalloch lightly touches my shoulder. “You’re not a mucker anymore.”

      I hold out my arm. He grasps it, then helps me stand. The salve seems to have worked incredibly quickly; my pain has already dwindled into the distance. When Shalloch moves to let go, of me I grip him in turn and squeeze.

      “Thank you,” I say earnestly.

      The swashbuckler gives me a wide smile, gold teeth flashing. “Usually, if a mucker in Manticore squad vanishes after a few weeks it means something nasty ate him. It feels good to be able to say goodbye. And you never know, we may see each other again. I’ve got less than a month on my life debt, and if Vesivia agrees, maybe I’ll try and find my way into being a Sword of some matriarch.”

      “I doubt she’ll say yes to that,” grumbles Cassus.

      “Why’s that?” I ask, and the sergeant throws a cautious glance in the direction of Irix before answering.

      “Swords . . . ain’t just for fighting,” he says slowly.

      “What do they do?”

      Cassus gives me a meaningful glance. Irix pretends not to see it.

      “Oh. Oh.”

      “So,” the small blue servant says, clapping his hands together briskly, as if to change the subject, “Mistress Auxilia said she will give you a boon. Is there something you wish? Perhaps it is in my powers.”

      “Take this off?” I quickly say, pointing at the gleaming metal encircling my ankle.

      Irix shakes his head, looking mournful. “Alas, I cannot. As my mistress said, only the emperor may end a life debt early. Is there another boon you crave?”

      “Actually, there is . . .”
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      “Are you sure this is what you want?”

      From the tone of Irix’s voice it sounds like the very idea of what I’m about to do pains him. I smile out the window of the carriage at the unraveling city as we rush down the wide avenues of Zim. The sky is gray and overcast, and everything glistens from a recent rain, but this does little to dampen the colors of the soaring towers or the garb of the locals as they slosh through puddles.

      “I’m sure.”

      “Perhaps I could tempt you with a night in one of the Silk Houses? Usually only the nobility can afford such pleasures, but our mistress’s name will open doors anywhere. Or a trip to the Street of Swords. Finest weapons in all of Zim! We could find a blade suitable for your new position, something of impeccable balance and encrusted with jewels. A boon from a matriarch should be given very careful consideration!”

      I don’t bother to reply, and the blue servant slumps deeper into his cushioned seat.

      “It’s just that this will ruffle some feathers, and I will have to smooth them down. The merchants and the nobles enjoy a somewhat fraught relationship.”

      I don’t plan on ruffling any feathers, I think to myself. I’d rather pluck them out.

      Despite the recent rain, the streets are still bustling. Mostly black-skinned Zimani wrapped in their brilliant robes, but also men and women of every other color. Here and there stranger races speckle the crowds, scaled or furred or covered in chitin. They seem so unworried, haggling and laughing, and yet under their feet tunnels seethe with dangers, and brave warriors risk their lives so that the horrors below do not infringe upon the city above. That strand of thought makes me think of Bright Eyes, and sadness rises again. Well, if she’s watching me now from beyond the veil then she’ll soon be smiling.

      Our carriage slows to a stop, and Irix lets out a long-suffering sigh. “Last chance to enjoy the Silk Houses?” he pleads.

      I shake my head as I push open the door and leap down onto the cobbles. A massive edifice of gray stone squats among the graceful, colorful towers, like a toad crouched in a flower garden. Stone gargoyles peer down at us from the eaves, gleaming from the earlier shower, spitting or urinating water on the streets below. The building radiates age and permanence – which, I suppose, is what merchant houses should do, if they are to be trusted.

      The bronze-armored warriors who rode alongside our carriage slide from their horses. One of them assists Irix in getting down from the carriage, lifting him like he’s a child and depositing the little blue servant beside me. He spends a moment smoothing his tunic, then marches up to the building’s great door. The doorman – a fresh-faced youth in overlapping plates of armor far too large for him – goggles at us as we approach. He opens his mouth to say something, but Irix pulls an amulet from under his shirt and flashes it at the lad.

      “Orthanos family business,” the servant says, and I can hear the guard’s teeth click together as he decides against challenging us. Instead, he pushes on the huge door and it swings open smoothly to reveal a gleaming expanse of marble.

      As soon as we cross the threshold a tonsured clerk comes around from behind a desk of gleaming hardwood, his long robes flapping.

      “Gentlemen! Sirs! Welcome to the house of Lessanius! Do you have an appointment?”

      Irix draws himself up, and despite his stature still seems to be looking down on the alarmed clerk.

      “No appointment. We are here to see Ximachus, merchant of the second rank. His offices are above, I assume?”

      The clerk casts a worried glance at the wide set of marble stairs ascending to the second floor. A few other clerks are leaning over the balcony above, papers and books clutched to their chests, murmuring as they watch us. I suppose it’s not every day that a troop of heavily armed warriors barge in here brandishing the crest of a powerful noble.

      “Ximachus?” the clerk who greeted us splutters. “Yes, I mean, his offices are indeed upstairs, but I must insist on sending a message up so he has time to receive you in the manner you –”

      “No need,” I say, starting on the stairs. The clerk gives a squeak behind me, and the titters from the clerks above me swell. I must be a very unusual sight – I’m wearing a mucker uniform with the crest of Manticore squad, which were the only clothes I had back at the compound.

      “I’m looking for Ximachus,” I say to the staring clerks when I reach the second floor. After sharing a few uncertain glances one of them points down a hallway.

      “Sixth door on the left,” says the young man, his eyes round.

      The clomp of heavy boots are on the stairs behind me, but I’d prefer a few moments alone with the slave trader. I hurry in the direction the clerk indicated.

      I make sure I push open the door with enough force that it bangs into the wall.

      “How dare you –” a familiar voice begins as I stroll into the office. The old merchant is rising from behind an imposing desk, his face twisted in anger.

      “Very nice,” I say, my thumbs hooked into my belt. And it is. Bookshelves are built into the walls, crammed with tomes bound in dark leather. A plush, colorfully patterned carpet covers the floor, and a few small tables and chairs are scattered about, all beautifully carved of red wood. Crystal statues and jade carvings are in abundance, as well as a few other items I recognize.

      Ximachus sneers when he sees me, though I do think I detect a hint of fear in his eyes.

      “How did you get in here, slave?” he snarls, his gaze flicking down to my leg, as if to make sure I’m still shackled.

      I ignore him and pace across the office, my sandals sinking into the carpet, intent on the display of treasures. Most prominent – its green-glass blade resting upon a pair of golden pegs driven into the wall – is my sword. I reach up, my hand closing around the leather-wrapped hilt, and pull it from where it’s hanging.

      Ximachus makes a strangled sound behind me. “How dare you! I’ll have you flayed!”

      I turn back to him holding the sword. A tingling puissance is seeping from the warm metal into my hand, traveling up my arm. I shudder with pleasure as the residual pain that the salve hadn’t alleviated vanishes completely. I feel like I’m whole again for the first time in a long while.

      The slave trader is stomping towards me, his fists clenched. He’s carrying a lash of some kind, as if he’s going to start whipping me right here in his office.

      I bash him in the face with the hilt of my sword.

      He was in the process of opening his mouth to scream something else at me, and I catch him right in his spittle-flecked lips. A fair number of his teeth go flying as he staggers backwards, dropping his lash as he clutches at his bloodied mouth. I step after him, smiling, and strike him again, this time in the side of his head. Ximachus almost leaves his feet as he bounces off his desk and collapses on the carpet.

      “Oh, this is not good,” Irix says, stepping into the room with a sigh. “Not good at all.”

      Ximachus has struggled to his knees, blood drooling from his shattered mouth. Surprisingly, he still looks more angry than afraid.

      “You’re dead,” he hisses, then points a finger accusingly at Irix. “And you too, maggot.”

      Irix frowns, his gaze hardening. “Unlikely. When Charilia Lessanius hears what happened here today, she’ll most likely start groveling before my mistress, asking for forgiveness.”

      Ximachus spits out another tooth, his brow crinkling in confusion. From the way he keeps looking at the door I think he must be wondering why the commotion hasn’t brought anyone running. “Your mistress?” he says, the new gaps in his mouth resulting in a bit of a lisp.

      “Auxilia Orthanos,” Irix says lightly, picking up a panther intricately carved of black crystal. “Quite expensive,” he muses to himself. “This fellow has done well for himself.”

      The shock in Ximachus’s face at the name is priceless. “Expensive, eh?” I say, and casually knock the statue from Irix’s hand. It breaks into several pieces when it hits the floor and Ximachus makes a strangled sound. With an impressive effort, he manages to compose himself as he finds his feet, steadying himself with a bloodied hand on his desk.

      “Why does the Orthanos family care about this slave?” he hisses, glaring at me balefully.

      “This fellow is my mistress’s new Sword,” Irix says, lacing his fingers. “And he wanted his old sword.”

      “A Sword?” Ximachus says incredulously.

      “You stole something else from me,” I say, my voice hardening. “A chunk of stone laced with silver. Where is it?”

      For a moment I think Ximachus might refuse to answer, but then he stumbles around his desk and slides open a drawer.

      “Thank you,” I say as he lays the Gate key on the desk. “I’ll consider you punished for what you did to me.”

      Ximachus has also taken a square of white cloth from the drawer, and he’s holding it to his bloody mouth as he stares at me sullenly.

      Irix claps his hands. “Well, then, I suppose that’s settled. You have your property, so let us leave before we break anything else, yes?”

      “But you haven’t suffered yet for what you did to Bright Eyes,” I finish, my hand flashing out to grab hold of the slave trader’s shirt.

      “Oh, saints,” Irix sighs as I haul Ximachus over his desk and throw him against the wall. Several rows of shelves buckle and collapse as the merchant sags to the floor, books and various artifacts scattering.

      “Please don’t kill him,” Irix admonishes me. “That might actually cause our mistress some consternation. A slave killing a free man would almost certainly bring down the emperor’s justice.”

      My rage is thrumming hot, and I would like nothing better than to cut Ximachus’s head from his shoulders. Bright Eyes never said exactly how she came to be enslaved, but she told me several times that the ones who took her killed her family. And now she’s dead, and this creature still lives. I lift my sword, my chest heaving. Ximachus raises his arms weakly, his face a mask of blood.

      “Talin,” Irix says softly. “His life is not worth your own.”

      I turn and with a wordless scream bring my sword down on the desk. It shears through the wood, and the desk topples into two pieces. The key to the doorways between the worlds slides off as the desk collapses, and I leap forward to catch it before it hits the ground. Then I turn back to Irix, ignoring the moans of Ximachus.

      “I’m ready to go.”

      “Excellent,” says the blue servant, turning back to the door. “You know, I think you’ll get along quite well with the other Swords.”
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      As we pass through the gilded gates of House Orthanos, we leave behind the clamor of Zim and enter an unexpected paradise. Our carriage trundles down a road of gleaming red tiles, lush gardens unfurling around us. The colors are riotous: purple blossoms droop from vines climbing a copper trellis; flowers red as blood speckle a sweeping expanse of vibrant green grass; bushes studded with orange and yellow are sculpted into fantastical monsters frozen in the act of lunging towards us. Birds with iridescent feathers pick carefully through the garden hunting for bugs, the eyes set in their fanned tails watching us as we pass. The only people I can see are a few old gardeners, tending to the plants or on their hands and knees digging up weeds. It is jarring, going from the crowded streets of Zim, with its towers of colorful brick soaring around us, to the serenity of these grounds.

      Our carriage halts outside of a great building of golden stone that exudes age and wealth. The gardens lap at the walls here like the ocean surging against a cliff-face, and emerald creepers vein the sides, even disappearing over the edge of the roof many floors above us.

      “Welcome to the House of the Orthanos,” Irix says as one of the warriors helps him disembark from the carriage. From his tone I can tell he sees my awed expression.

      “It’s beautiful,” I murmur as a flock of bright orange birds swoop down from the distant eaves and flutter around Irix. The blue man pulls a handful of seed from his pocket and tosses it casually behind him, which results in chaos and excited chirping as the birds descend.

      “Smart little creatures,” Irix says, straightening his surcoat. “They recognize me.”

      “This place . . .” I say, still awed by the sprawling wonder of it.

      “Yes, it is quite marvelous,” Irix replies. “The Orthanos are one of the oldest and richest families in Zim. It is said that even the gardens of the Purple Emperor pale in comparison to these grounds.” Irix begins walking towards the pillared entrance to the golden manse and I fall in behind him. “You will have complete freedom of the house and gardens, but if you wish to enter the city you must tell me or another of the senior servants. I hope we never have to activate the Zino Circle you are wearing, but if it does appear that you have abandoned the life debt we now hold, we will be forced with a heavy heart to do so.” He gives me a somber look. “I appreciate that the idea of slavery does not sit well with some – in my people, for example, the idea is considered monstrous – but I can assure you that the life of a Sword is not arduous, and after a few years your life will be your own again.”

      “Explain to me what being a Sword is like,” I ask as we slip between the pillars and enter an airy foyer. Dust motes glitter like specks of gold in the shafts of light falling from the great windows above.

      Irix paces across the gleaming floor, the ringing of his boots echoing in the vast space. “As I said, the Swords are vestiges of an earlier age. Back then, conflicts between the great houses were settled by proxy – champion against champion. If a matriarch headed a house, then their champions were referred to as Swords. If the house had a patriarch, his champion was called a Shield. Over time, the positions transitioned into something more ceremonial, and the . . . physical appearance of the Swords and Shields became as important as their fighting prowess.”

      “So Auxilia chose me –”

      “Because you’re handsome,” Irix finishes. “Though please call her ‘Mistress’. Only her daughters call her Auxilia.”

      “Are all the Swords men?”

      “And all the Shields are women.”

      “Then are we really just –”

      Irix turns to me with a sigh. “Yes, you are the newest member of the Orthanos harem.” He hurriedly continues when he sees my expression. “Believe me, there are worse ways to fulfill your life debt. The mistress is quite attractive.” His blue cheeks darken as he says this. “Unlike some of the other matriarchs and patriarchs. You are extremely lucky, to be honest.”

      A harem. In the span of a day I’ve gone from slogging through sewers hunting monsters to the harem of one of the empire’s richest women. I can’t decide how I feel about this.

      Irix continues to natter away as he leads me through great rooms and galleries stuffed with works of art and expensive furniture. Most of his explanations and advice wash over me in a wave, ignored and unremembered, as I struggle with the massive change in my situation. What is the same is the feeling of the metal circlet around my ankle – I need to remember that I’m still a slave. My cage may be gilded now, but it’s still a cage.

      “And this wing of the manse is reserved for the mistress’s Swords,” Irix says, throwing out his arms at the entrance to yet another opulent room. This one looks more lived-in than most of the others: silver platters holding the remnants of lunches are scattered about on some of the low tables. A massive man with long black hair is sprawled on one of the velvet couches, his face deep in a book. Several other tomes are scattered around him on the cushions. When he notices us, he tosses down the book he’s reading and bounces to his feet, grinning. The furs he’s garbed in remind me of something I’ve seen before . . . particularly the vest of white hair that reveals the muscles etched into his chest and stomach.

      “Irix!” he bellows, striding over to us. “Hast thou acquired what I asked of thee?”

      Irix holds up his empty hands. “I have not, Romen. My apologies. I thought I would be able to stop by the Scriptorium today, but the mistress asked me to accompany her elsewhere.”

      A cloud of disappointment passes over the huge man’s handsome face. “Truly, a pity. I have been excited to read the poems of Gustavia ever since I saw them referenced in The Dawning Light.” Then his face brightens. “But you return with a stranger! Well met, friend. I am Romen of the gel-akon, fiercest of the Northmen.”

      “Sometimes called ‘The Librarian’,” adds Irix. “Romen, this is Talin, the newest of the Swords.”

      “Truly?” Romen says as we clasp arms. His grip is crushing. “Then I am truly honored to meet thee, Talin. Though I’m afraid your name is unknown to me – are you a new fighter from the pits? Or from another city, perhaps?”

      “Talin was a mucker,” Irix says, and the Northman’s eyebrows rise. “He was the one who saved young master Lupinus after he was kidnapped.”

      Now the Librarian’s other massive hand claps my shoulder hard, staggering me and nearly sending me crashing into one of the tables. “God’s blood, truly you are a hero! We were all worried for that wee lad when we heard what had happened. Welcome to the Swords of Orthanos, Talin of the Muckers!”

      “Talin of the Muckers.”

      We turn to look at the man who has appeared in an entrance across the huge room from us. He’s nearly as tall as Romen, but much leaner, his skin pale as milk. His yellow hair has been teased into spikes, and a spidery red tattoo covers half his face. Despite this, he’s still strikingly handsome. He leans against the doorframe, lathered in sweat, holding a pair of thin-bladed swords with ornate crossguards.

      “Jalent! We have a new Sword!” Romen says, loud enough to make my ears ring.

      “I heard, Librarian” the blond swordsman says, pushing himself from the doorway. “Talin of the Muckers. A new Sword for the mistress’s sheath.”

      “Ha!” Romen laughs, though I think I hear a note of unease.

      Jalent points one of his thin swords at me. “Can you fight, mucker? Supposedly that’s why we’re here, but some of us seem to have forgotten that.”

      “The mind must be sharpened, just like the body! Irix knows this, doesn’t he?”

      Romen steps closer to the little blue servant, bringing his arm around like he’s going to clap him on the shoulder. Irix cowers, raising his hands, and the Northman hesitates.

      “Quite, Sword Romen,” Irix agrees, peeking around his fingers when the expected blow does not come. “And Sword Jalent, I’m told that Talin here was the finest warrior the old soldier in charge of the muckers had seen in years.”

      “The finest of the muckers,” Jalent says slowly with a smirk. “It takes impressive skills to keep the shit flowing in Zim, this is true. I look forward to testing my blade against yours, mucker.”

      With that, the blond warrior saunters away, slipping through a silken curtain. The challenge of his final words lingers in the air for a moment, and then the huge Northman guffaws, breaking the tension.

      “Ha! That Jalent, always craving the drama! But do not worry, friend Talin, he is not as fierce as he appears.”

      “No,” Irix says, straightening his tunic, “he is quite a bit worse. He has been the mistress’s favorite for a few years now, and he brooks no competition. If you submit, he will leave you alone quickly enough. But if you present a challenge to him . . .”

      “I don’t care about being favored by her,” I say.

      “That might only interest her more,” Irix replies with a sigh. “We shall see. Now, let me show you to your quarters.”

      I bid farewell to the Northman and follow Irix as he leads me down a passage decorated with vibrant wall hangings. We pass several closed doors – the rooms of the other Swords, he remarks – until we reach the end of the hall.

      “And this is yours,” he says, unlocking the door and pushing it wide.

      From the opulence of the rest of the manse I was expecting something nice, but still my expectations are exceeded. The furniture is intricately carved of gleaming red wood, golden sheets of shimmering silk cover a wide bed, and a silver-framed mirror covers much of the wall. Fresh flowers in vases patterned with swimming fish spice the air, and through doors of slatted wood I can see a balcony overlooking the gardens.

      The last few weeks I’ve slept on a thin pallet under a threadbare blanket in a cell with fifteen other muckers. I surreptitiously pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming.

      Irix is talking again, but I’m not listening. I have to force myself to concentrate on what the little blue man is droning on about.

      “ . . . and you are expected to make yourself look as presentable as possible,” he says, gesturing at the floor-to-ceiling mirror. “In the closets you will find an assortment of clothes that should fit you. I have a good eye and will prepare something more tailored.” His tone turns lecturing as he wags a finger at me. “Remember, you represent the Orthanos now. If you are called before the mistress and she has guests, and you do not adequately impress with your appearance – or are, saints forbid, a slovenly mess – she will be angry. And what she gives,” – the little man indicates the contents of my room with a sweep of his hand – “she can also take away.”

      “She’d send me back to the Department of Public Works?”

      “Possibly. Or perhaps a worse fate. She is not usually fickle – but then again, few dare to disappoint her.”

      “I understand,” I say, tossing my sheathed sword onto the silken sheets. The gentle breeze wafting in from outside stirs the flowers in their vases, and the weight of my exhaustion suddenly comes crashing down on me. I’m apparently not fully recovered from my ordeal in the undercity.

      Irix seems to sense what I want. “Take a good rest, Sword Talin. You’ll be called upon soon enough.”
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      I wake with the dawn, the slatted screen leading to my balcony infused with pink. I feel reborn; the bone-deep weariness has vanished, along with the aches and pains I’ve accumulated over the last few days. I bury my head in a pillow, hoping to return to the dreamlands, but a songbird just outside my window has decided to serenade the rising sun, and after a short while spent tossing and turning I throw back the sheets and slide from the bed.

      The slight chill in the morning air licks my skin, but before I can reach for the tattered mucker uniform I wore to the Orthanos manse I catch myself in the mirror and pause. I haven’t seen myself since the Red Sword handed me a mirror when I awoke in her hidden fortress. At the time, the face staring back at me seemed to belong to someone else. Now, the high cheekbones and gleaming silver eyes are familiar, and the freshest of the scars lacing my body tell me stories I can remember. There is where the hooked horror of the red waste sliced me open, now a thin red blemish thanks to Valyra’s healing magic. And that cut is from when Valens in his guise as the Marquis scored my side, just before I dumped the Cleansing Flame atop him. And those inflamed crimson streaks are where the talons of the Pale Man nearly disemboweled me. The story of what has happened to me since I came to myself, written into my skin.

      I take up my sword and toss its scabbard aside, examining the gleaming blade in the mirror. It looks the same as when I first drew it, as the howls of the Shriven were rising up from the wastes around me. Pale green glass, in places webbed by darker emerald strands. A silver hilt carved to resemble a bird with wings outspread. I cut the air with the sword, reveling in the lightness and perfect balance. The weapons I was given as a mucker had been ill-hewn lumps of iron compared to the grace and beauty of my green-glass sword.

      The only thing I remember from my past life is how to fight, and I slip into one of the stances, my weight on the balls of my feet. My sword flickers out, carving a pattern in the air. I lunge, block, twist away, slash again, my body tingling with pleasure as I work my way through a few basic routines.

      A gasp comes from behind me, and I whirl around, my sword upraised. A girl stands in the doorway, her face drained of color, a silver tray laden with food in her arms.

      “Oh,” she murmurs, her wide dark eyes traveling from the sword I’m holding above my head, then down my body, pausing below my waist.

      Then she whirls away, nearly spilling what she’s carrying. With jerky movements she slides the tray onto a nearby dresser and flees the room, leaving the door open behind her.

      With a chuckle, I pace over to where the girl abandoned the tray and pluck a glazed pastry from the breakfast, an assortment of sliced fruits and baked delicacies. Sweet jam floods my mouth as I bite down, and it’s so good I can’t hold back a little moan of contentment. Far superior to the lukewarm porridge we ate every morning in the mucker eating hall.

      There’s a steaming cup of black liquid as well, and I take a tentative sip. It’s intensely bitter, but something within me seems to awaken at the taste.

      Coffee. This is coffee.

      Despite the unpleasant taste I feel a deep affinity for the drink – I’ve drunk this before, and my body remembers even if my mind does not.

      I clean the tray with fastidious care, finishing every crumb and seed. My head is buzzing pleasantly after downing the strong dark coffee.

      I am ready to attack the day.

      My bare feet pad across the cool stone as I make my way over to the screen and slide it open, then step out on to the balcony. The sun here is warmer, and I lean against the wrought copper balustrade, basking in the beauty of the unfolding day. The gardens are spread before me, splashed by the morning light. Beds of brilliantly colored flowers hem the wending paths, and here and there tiny ponds sparkle and flash. I breathe deep of the crisp air, savoring the moment.

      For a while I stand there, in a state of blissful contentment, as the light deepens and the creatures in the gardens below begin to stir. The waddling birds with iridescent feathers emerge from wherever they’ve been sleeping and start hunting for their own breakfasts. Elsewhere, a small furry animal scampers down the trunk of a gnarled tree and dashes across the grass. In the distance, the rosy light slides along the bricks of Zim’s towers and flashes upon the peaked copper roofs.

      I don’t know how long I’ve been standing there when I hear a throat clear behind me. I turn to find Irix in the middle of my room, a set of clothes neatly folded across his arms.

      “Good morning,” he says brightly as I step back inside. “You are looking much improved.”

      “I feel better than I have in weeks,” I tell him as he sets the clothes down on my rumpled golden sheets.

      “That is good. The salve does work wonders, though even I’m impressed with its apparent efficacy.”

      I’d ascribe most of my miraculous recovery to having my sword returned to me, but I don’t bother trying to explain the properties of the blade.

      “Those are for me?” I ask him, indicating the folded tunic and breeches.

      “Indeed.”

      I step closer to the bed and pick up the tunic, studying it critically. It’s a blend of garishly bright colors – the arms are a deep azure, while the body is a striped pattern of orange and red.

      “Am I being dressed in motley?” I ask him, and Irix covers what I think might be a laugh with a quick cough.

      “Ahem. No. Bright colors are the style in Zim.”

      “Hm,” I grunt, eyeing the emerald green trousers critically.

      “You’ll have to wear something, at least,” he says, regarding my nakedness with a frown. “I hear you’ve already traumatized one of the maids.”

      “Well, she shouldn’t come barging into rooms without knocking,” I reply.

      “Quite. I’ll have a word with her. But while you’re welcome to revel in the glory of your body in here, I do need you to get dressed before you leave this chamber. And not in those mucker rags you were wearing yesterday.”

      “You make it sound like I have to go somewhere.”

      “Which you do. Our mistress is hosting the patriarch of House Juventa and the matriarch of the Yeshil for lunch. She has informed me that she wants you present.”

      “Why?”

      “To show you off, I assume. You are the newest addition to her collection. Don’t worry, you don’t have to do much except look intimidating and handsome. So wear what I’ve brought you, glower, and keep your hand on the hilt of that remarkable sword. That one,” he says, pointing at my green-glass blade, as if he needs to clarify.

      Then the head servant turns on his heels and departs, closing the door gently. With a sigh I flop back down on the bed, sinking into its luxurious softness. Handsome and intimidating? Am I pet or a protector?

      I try to push this thought out of my mind before it can taint my excellent mood. Instead, I burrow back beneath the sheets, hoping for a few more watches of sleep before I’m summoned. That might be difficult with the coffee coursing through my veins, but I’ve certainly strained myself enough over the last few days and the bed is so soft and the sheets so cool . . .
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      A tentative knock on the door awakens me.

      “Sword, it is time.” The voice trembles nervously, and I have a fair idea of who has been sent to fetch me.

      “I’m coming,” I reply loudly, throwing aside the sheets and quickly dressing in the ridiculous outfit Irix has left for me. There really should be a pointed cap with bells on it to complete the whole ensemble.

      I strap my sheathed sword to my belt and cross the room, this time careful to avoid seeing myself in the mirror. The slight knock comes again just as I pull open the door – it is indeed the same maid, a girl with pale skin and red curls. Her cheeks flush deeply, and she seems to be staring at some point beyond me.

      “Let’s go,” I tell her, and she gives a quick nod before hurriedly turning away.

      She leads me through a dizzying series of galleries and chambers, and I have little confidence that I’ll manage to find my back to my room without help. The ‘manse’ is actually several buildings of golden stone linked by passages entirely constructed from interlocking panes of glass. Creepers and vines spotted with flowers wrap the outside of these walkways, in places so thick that we are cast into shadow.

      At last she pauses at the entrance to a vast chamber, larger than any I’ve seen before, and motions for me to continue on alone. Tentatively, I step inside, awed by the grandeur of what’s before me. An artificial lake fills most of the space, dotted by lotus blossoms and lily pads. An arching silver bridge extends to an island in the center, where I can see several figures, some sprawling on divans and others standing stiffly at attention. There’s a low table as well, mounded with food and glinting dishes. The whole scene is bathed in a panoply of colors, as the high ceiling is inset with a great mosaic arranged from stained glass.

      “Go to them,” I hear a voice hiss from behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see the maid’s face peeking around the corner. “Quickly! Or I’ll be beaten later!”

      She makes a shooing motion and I turn back to the bridge with a sigh. There’s no railing, but it’s broad enough that I don’t have to watch my feet as I cross. The water doesn’t seem too deep, anyway, as beneath the swarms of patterned fish I can see a bottom of brightly colored stones.

      My boots ring upon the metallic bridge as I approach the island. The matriarch Auxilia is there, lounging upon one of the plush divans, the elaborate feathered dress she’s wearing flashing in the colored light falling from the ceiling. She gives me a brief, enigmatic smile, but then returns her attention to the man and woman occupying the two other divans. They both radiate the casual arrogance of nobility – the man is light-skinned for a Zimani, somewhere in his middle years, with a sharp nose and receding hair. His outfit is even more ostentatious than Auxilia’s feather-dress – it looks like someone has sewn shards of obsidian onto a red sleeping robe. Multiple gold rings encircle each of his fingers, his arms, and even hang from his ears. He glances at me with casual indifference and then looks away. The other woman is so fat I’m surprised the divan hasn’t buckled under her weight. She’s wearing enough glistening silk that I can’t help but think her dress could be swapped for my bedsheets and I wouldn’t know the difference. She doesn’t even bother looking at me, intent on the fruit tart that a kneeling servant is guiding into her open mouth.

      A shiver of surprise goes through me when I realize that the thing looming behind the fat woman’s divan is not some strangely crafted piece of furniture. It reminds me of an overgrown mantis, with glittering balls of segmented eyes perched upon a triangular head, its scythe-like arms crossed across its narrow chest. The creature’s carapace is a greenish-black, but here and there it has been daubed with swirling red paint. It is utterly still, but I feel its attention on me as I step from the bridge and onto the island.

      In fact, each of the nobles has a dangerous-looking individual hovering behind their divan, though the others at least are human. The sneering Sword who challenged me yesterday – what was his name? Jalent? – stands perfectly still behind the matriarch of the Orthanos, staring straight ahead, his hands on the hilts of the swords at his side. His blond hair has been teased up into an even more impressive series of spikes, and somehow the tattoos webbing one side of his face have changed color from red to blue. The last of the champions the nobles have brought is pacing like a caged animal behind the couch where the patriarch is reclining. She’s savagely beautiful, her skin a light shade of green that is complemented well by her tumble of dark green hair and eyes that flash like polished emeralds. She looks like she has been pulled straight from the wilds – the armor she’s wearing appears to be scavenged from the corpses of all sorts of strange monsters: the vambraces on her forearms look like the hollowed legs of great insects, the cuirass strapped to her chest resembles the shell of a crab, and poking up over her shoulders are what seem to be the translucent wings of monstrous dragonflies. Or, I suppose, they could be hers. She catches me watching her and scowls, which does nothing to diminish her ethereal beauty.

      The Orthanos matriarch finally recognizes my presence and gestures languidly for me to approach. I step forward hesitatingly as all eyes turn towards me, unsure whether I should join Jalent in standing behind her divan.

      “And who is this, Auxilia?” says the fat woman around a mouthful of tart.

      “My newest Sword,” replies the Orthanos matriarch, and I feel the attention of everyone on the island sharpen.

      “Truly?” says the obsidian-bedecked patriarch, sitting up and peering at me intently. “I had heard no rumors that a worthy warrior had arrived in Zim.”

      “He was already here, Belav,” Auxilia says with a slight smile. With another gesture she summons forth one of the handmaidens waiting meekly on the edge of the island. The girl hurriedly approaches and begins fanning her mistress with a feather nearly as long as her arm. “This is the warrior who rescued my nephew from the undercity.”

      The fat woman lurches forward, coughing out crumbs. The mantis-man behind her makes no move to help, so another of the handmaidens scurries over, only to be waved away by the matriarch.

      “A mucker?” she says incredulously when she’s finally recovered. “You’ve added a mucker to your Swords?”

      “And not only a mucker,” the patriarch drawls, indicating the circlet on my leg with a look of revulsion, “but a slave as well.”

      The fat woman’s painted eyebrows rise. “You truly are slumming, Auxilia. A mucker slave? Scandalous.” From her tone, though, the matriarch is actually warming to the idea, and I think she’s looking at me now with a bit more interest.

      “Disgusting, is more like it,” says the patriarch Belav. “I realize he did you a great service, what with saving little Lupinus, but he was down in the sewers, Auxilia.” He shudders, and then sniffs the air. “Saints, I can smell him.”

      Auxilia is watching this exchange with amusement. “That might be your own Shield, dear Belav. I don’t think she’s ever seen the inside of the baths.”

      The face of the green-haired woman remains carefully blank, but I think I see her eyes briefly flash.

      Auxilia gestures again in my direction. “But I want you both to examine my new Sword carefully. Tell me what you see.”

      “Oh, there’s something more to this!” exclaims the fat matriarch, clapping her hands together. She squints at me, trying to see what the mistress of the Orthanos is referring to. Belav does the same, though with an affected boredom that I guess is supposed to suggest his indifference.

      The fat matriarch sees it first, whatever it is. Her eyes widen as she gasps, her fat fingers fluttering to her lips. “Oh, saints,” she breathes. Belav glances at her crossly, now clearly annoyed that he’s the only one who hasn’t seen it.

      “What is it, Livia?”

      “His eyes,” breathes the fat matriarch. “Look at his eyes.”

      The patriarch meets my gaze, and a shiver of surprise passes over his face. “Is it . . . is it possible they are related?”

      Auxilia shrugs, her feathered dress rustling. “I do not know.”

      “Related?” I ask, my curiosity overcoming my better judgment. “Related to whom?”

      The surprise in the patriarch’s face dissolves into anger. “The dog speaks?”

      Everyone on the island except for the handmaiden fanning Auxilia and the Orthanos mistress herself seems outraged. Even the mantis-thing looming behind the fat matriarch clacks its mandibles and rubs its serrated arms together menacingly. Jalent’s face has purpled, even if his mistress does not seem overly concerned with my apparent transgression.

      “As you can see,” Auxilia says lightly, “my new Sword does not understand his place yet in my household. My apologies for his rudeness.”

      I tamp down my strong desire to offer a scathing rebuke to these Zimani nobles – but there is the small matter of the circlet around my ankle, and despite Auxilia’s obvious indulgences I don’t want to see how far I can push her. So instead I duck my head in what I hope looks like contrition.

      “You never need to apologize to me, beautiful Auxilia,” the patriarch says. “Though I would recommend a thorough lashing later to curb this one’s tongue.”

      “I will take your advice under consideration, dear Belav,” Auxilia says, a bit too seriously for my liking.

      The fat matriarch doesn’t seem nearly as offended, as she’s now staring at me with an acquisitive intensity that is in truth making me slightly uncomfortable.

      “What a remarkable find, Auxilia,” she purrs, running her pudgy fingers through her glistening black hair. “This handsome fellow could be the key to unlocking the mystery of where he truly came from.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Auxilia responds as she sinks back on the divan with a satisfied smile.

      “You’ll have to tell me if you learn anything interesting,” the matriarch continues. “Anything scandalous. What if he came from across the Bloated Sea? Or the Lost Lands? Or the Tangle? Can you imagine?”

      “I will let you know what I learn after I have a chance to question him,” Auxilia replies solemnly as she leans forward to pluck a grape from the table in front of her. “But I expect you all to keep the secret of my silver-eyed Sword until I have a chance to parade him in front of the court.”

      “If you’re planning on bringing him before the Purple Emperor, I should hope you’ll work on improving his manners,” Belav grumbles. “Or one of the heads of the more . . . conservative families will demand him flayed on the spot for speaking out of turn.”

      “I will impress upon him the dangers of violating the laws of the court,” Auxilia assures him soothingly.

      The patriarch gives me one more venomous look and then sniffs loudly, turning his head as if dismissing me from this gathering.

      “You may leave us,” Auxilia says in a voice that demands obedience. “Go back to your quarters and reflect on the insult you have given these esteemed nobles.”

      Clenching my jaw so that I can’t offer up any final commentary, I bow and retreat from the island. Above the harsh ringing of my boots on the bridge an excited babbling rises up from behind me. I can’t hear exactly what’s being discussed, but I would hazard a guess that I’m the topic. Clearly someone they know shares my unusual eye color. The man who visited me in the mucker’s barracks, perhaps? It sounds like whoever it is carries some weight in the Twilight Empire, given their reactions.

      It seems I may have stumbled upon clues to unraveling the mysteries of my past. Now I just have to find a way of getting Auxilia to confide in me.
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      “Are you sure?”

      The handmaiden standing at the entrance to the bath chamber only nods at my question. The steam escaping from within plasters her black curls to her neck and causes her white robes to cling to her ample curves.

      “But our . . . mistress is inside, yes?”

      “She has asked for you,” replies the girl, and I glance again into the eddying mist. It’s hard to see very far, but I think I can make out a few dark shapes. The muffled sound of splashing and laughter drifts to where I’m hesitating, and a shadow of a smile curves the edges of the handmaiden’s lips.

      “You must go inside. It is her will.”

      “She must be bathing, though . . .”

      “Our mistress is aware that she is bathing.”

      Fair point, that. With a sigh, I square my shoulders and plunge ahead into the roiling steam. The warmth is like a slap to the face, and instantly my skin slickens. I can see now that the stone heads of dragons are arrayed along the walls, and water is tumbling from their mouths to fall hissing on piles of what must be extremely hot black rocks. The heated water then flows into a channel that in turn feeds a series of small pools. All are empty save one, and the indistinct shapes I noticed earlier begin to resolve as I approach this pool.

      Auxilia is submerged in the steaming water up to her neck, a goblet of dark wine beside her. Two of her handmaidens are seated on the edge of the pool, naked, their long legs dangling into the water. One is dark even for a Zimani, with heavy breasts and ink-black hair. The other is white as cream and slender as a sword, her hair a nest of tight blond curls. They seem unembarrassed by my entering the baths, though they do giggle into their hands as I avert my eyes to watch the mist rising towards the tiled ceiling.

      “Talin,” Auxilia says in her rich voice, and I force myself to look at her. She’s drifting across the pool towards the side where I’m standing, holding her wine goblet above the water, her mouth crooked into a half smile.

      “Mistress,” I reply, focusing on her and not the two brazenly naked handmaidens lounging on the lip of the pool.

      She seems to notice my discomfort. “Fessa. Virin. Leave me for now.”

      More titters from the girls, and then they climb to their feet. I can’t help but sneak a glance at them as they pass – I haven’t seen a woman unclothed for weeks now, since the last night I spent in Ysala with Deliah.

      Their soft footsteps fade away, submerging beneath the sounds of water trickling into the pools and hissing upon the hot rocks. Auxilia has come to the edge of the pool nearest to me, resting her folded arms on the stone lip. She appears utterly at ease, even though she must know that from my vantage above her I’m looking down on the tops of her breasts.

      “You had questions this morning,” the matriarch of the Orthanos says as I concentrate on staring into her curving almond eyes. I’m surprised again at the smoothness of her skin – she must be older than I am, but there’s not the slightest crease or wrinkle or gray hair that I can see.

      “Yes, Mistress. I am sorry if I insulted your friends by speaking out of turn.”

      Auxilia makes a dismissive gesture, flicking water from her fingers. “They are friends in the loosest sense. Rivals, really, though because we are the youngest heads of the great houses we find ourselves allied in many matters. Belav is a fool, and Livia a glutton. I actually enjoyed seeing Belav so outraged. But I want to return to the question you asked. What was it?”

      “You mentioned another with eyes like mine. I was curious who that is.”

      “Because you do not know who you are, yes?”

      I can’t hide my surprise, and she gives a throaty chuckle.

      “Come, Talin. Do you truly think I would invite you into my house without learning all I could about you? When I heard my nephew had been rescued from the Pale Man I was overjoyed, yes. A hefty reward, or perhaps a request for manumission from the emperor would have been most likely . . . except that Irix mentioned something unusual about you. Your beautiful silver eyes. And so I decided to purchase your life debt and make you a Sword of the Orthanos.”

      “If you know so much about me you’ll also know that I can’t remember my past. I certainly have no memory of my homeland or my people.”

      Auxilia tilts her head to one side. “Take off your clothes.”

      “What?”

      She ignores the rudeness of my surprised reply. “Take off your clothes. That is a command, Sword Talin.”

      Slowly, I unbutton my damask shirt, the one Irix left for me earlier; it’s completely soaked from the steam, and it clings to me as I peel it off.

      Auxilia studies me with a critical eye. “The story of a man is written in his skin,” she says, and it sounds to me like she’s quoting someone. “And your story looks to have been quite exciting.”

      I shrug, tracing the red mark in my side that Valyra woven close with her healing magic. “I keep finding myself in fights.”

      “But it’s not just the fresh scars,” Auxilia muses. “Your body is a patchwork of old wounds. You have been in many battles – yours has been a violent life.”

      I examine the faded white lines marring my flesh. I somehow know which ones came from blades or arrows, and which were inflicted by talons or teeth. “I was trained to fight. This I know. It is the only thing I remember from my past.”

      “Perhaps we need to look for more clues.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Auxilia raises her eyebrows meaningfully.

      “You mean . . .”

      “Yes.”

      I can’t help but glance around the baths, even though I already know we are alone. Then I unlace my breeches and let them fall.

      The matriarch of the Orthanos takes a sip of her wine, and I can’t help but think that she’s trying to hide her smile. She clears her throat and sets down her goblet with a clink.

      “Well, we’ve just learned something. You came into my household in possession of two impressive swords.”

      Now that I wasn’t expecting. A hot flush rises in my face, and Auxilia bursts into surprisingly youthful laughter. “Your embarrassment is charming,” she says, moving away from the edge of the pool. “Now join me in here.”

      There’s no way I can refuse her . . . and, to be truthful, I don’t want to. Gingerly, I ease myself into the water. It’s shallower than I expected, barely rising up to my chest, and also warmer. The wounds I received in the undercity prickle as they are submerged in the heated water.

      Auxilia slides towards me. “Does it hurt?” she asks, with what sounds like genuine concern.

      “No,” I reply, a little hoarsely. She’s very near, and I can feel myself stirring. “It feels good.”

      Auxilia drifts even closer, until her soft breasts are just touching my chest. She’s staring up into my face, and I’m having trouble looking away from her. “That’s good,” she whispers, slipping her slim brown arms around my neck. Then she pulls herself slightly out of the water, bringing her lips up to meet mine.

      I taste the sweetness of the wine first, and then her tongue is in my mouth. I return the kiss, unable to stop my hunger for her from rising. She seems to sense this and presses herself harder against me, her fingers tangling in my hair. I place my hands on her waist and lift her up, then pull her down onto me, guiding my cock inside her. She gasps as I enter her, pulling back from our kiss as she puts her hands on my chest. With her eyes closed, she begins to find a rhythm, rocking back and forth, her head tipped back so that her long black hair fans across the surface of the water. With my hands still on her hips, I match her motion with my own thrusts. Auxilia’s breathing quickens, and I lean forward to kiss the swell of her breasts.

      “Oh!” she cries, her movements quickening. She throws herself forward, her wet hair lashing me as her mouth finds mine again. She bites down on my lip as her nails rake my back. “Oh!” she cries again as a shudder goes through her. I feel myself building towards climax as well, and my hands slide around her body to grip her buttocks and pull her hard against me, crying out her name as I finish inside her.

      For a long while after we linger there, floating in the pool, her head on my shoulder. Her hot breath is on my neck and her fingertips idly trace the marks her long nails have made in my back. She makes no apologies, and I don’t expect her to.

      “Mistress,” I finally venture, “who is it that I remind you of?”

      She stirs against me, pulling away slightly as she studies my eyes. “The Prophet,” she murmurs. “His eyes are also silver.”
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      “To go to court so soon,” Irix muses as he watches me slip on the shimmering red doublet he’s brought to my room, “it is highly unusual.”

      I shrug as I fumble with the slippery pearl buttons, and with a sigh he steps forward to help me.

      “Our mistress has traditionally taken her favorite when called before the jeweled throne. For you to assume that position after only a few days is unprecedented.” He steps back, eyeing me critically.

      “And who would typically accompany her?” I ask as he reaches into his pocket and draws forth a small white flower.

      “These last few months? Jalent.”

      This does not surprise me. I’ve felt the venom radiating from the blond-haired Sword every time we’ve seen each other in the manse. He actually sent a servant to request a duel on the practice grounds, but I haven’t bothered to respond. I have more important things on my mind than engaging in such a ridiculous rivalry.

      Irix approaches me again and pins the flower to my left breast. “There. That completes it.” He sounds satisfied with himself.

      “What do you know about the Prophet?” I ask the blue servant as he starts to mull over which belt I should wear from the many options laid out on my bed. He glances at me in surprise just as he picks up a braided cord of fine white fabric.

      “The Prophet? I know very little. For many in Zim he is the last link to their vanished gods. He claims to speak for them, and also claims he is the herald of the end times. Not everyone follows his teachings – including many of the nobility, like our mistress – but he does have great support among the common people. For that reason, the powerful in Zim tread lightly around him.” Irix leans in closer, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Even the emperor, it is said.”

      “Have you seen the Prophet before?”

      “Me?” Irix looks amused. “Of course not. He very rarely makes appearances outside of the great temple he dwells inside. I’ve lived in Zim for nearly a decade, and I can’t remember when I’ve ever heard of him emerging to mingle with the people.”

      “The handmaiden who delivered Auxilia’s message –” I pause as Irix clears his throat. “Fine, our mistress’s message, said the Prophet would be in attendance in court today. That the heads of the great families are being called to witness the resolution of some dispute he is involved in.”

      Irix shrugs. “I know nothing of this. Though there have been rumblings of conflict among the great powers of the empire, I have paid it little attention. My responsibility is merely the efficient running of the Orthanos household.”

      “And you do that remarkably well,” I say, checking myself in the mirror. I do look rather striking, I must admit.

      “Your words honor me,” Irix says, puffing out his chest slightly. “Now, let’s go find you some suitable footwear.”
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        * * *

      

      ‘Suitable footwear’ ended up being embroidered silken slippers festooned with little green gemstones. The kind of shoes that would be comfortable while lounging around one of the manse’s many salons or drawing rooms . . . but not slogging through the streets of Zim.

      I sigh, carefully stepping over a large pile of fly-encrusted shit that looks to have been dropped by an animal larger than a horse. There are all sorts of dangers pockmarking the cobblestones, even on this major thoroughfare cutting through the capital: the remnants of smashed fruit, night soil tossed from windows and doorways, and even the occasional dead rat, bloated by the rich feast presented by the city.

      Luckily, we don’t have to worry about navigating through the crowds that usually fill these streets, as a regiment of Orthanos warriors have formed a wide circle around Auxilia’s palanquin and the Swords that pace alongside it. All seven of us are accompanying our mistress on this journey to the palace, but I’ve been told that only I will enter with her, as each family head is allowed but a single guard. Jalent is clearly infuriated by this; he’s scowling at me from the other side of the heavily muscled bearers who carry the palanquin on their broad shoulders. The rest of the Swords seem unmoved by my apparent designation as their mistress’s current favorite: Romen the Northman is his normal cheerful self, whistling happily as if he’s enjoying a pleasurable stroll. Gawkers are peering through the circle of steel, trying to catch a glimpse of the noblewoman and her Swords.

      They won’t see anything of her, though, as she’s recessed within her golden palanquin behind heavy drapes sewn with iridescent feathers, the symbol of the Orthanos family. Several handmaidens are inside with her, and every once in a while, a high-pitched laugh tumbles forth.

      “Listen to them,” the huge gel-akon remarks, coming up beside me. “Like a bunch of gossiping maids, eh? I wonder what they are tittering about.”

      “I have no idea,” I reply, and Romen nudges me hard in the side, sending me stumbling a few steps.

      “I hear you do, friend Talin,” he chortles. “Whispers tell me that the mistress has taken quite a liking to you. That you’ve been called to her chambers twice already.” He grins at me, and I’m annoyed to feel a slight blush creeping into my face.

      The Northman is right, though. Ever since our encounter in the baths, Auxilia has requested my presence in her bedchamber in the evenings. I haven’t slept in my own bed in several days. If this is the primary duty of being a Sword, I could see why Jalent is so territorial. Auxilia is a skilled lover, and a lively conversationalist. I have come to look forward to our pillow talk almost as much as the lovemaking before, though she always skirts the topics which are of the most interest to me. She refuses to discuss the Prophet, or any of her speculations about the possible connections between him and me. Why, I cannot guess, though my suspicions are that she fears that there might be spies in her household – or even that I am compromised – and that she does not wish her words to return to the ears of her enemies. So instead we’ve talked about Zim, and her family, and my recollections of my brief wanderings south of the mountains. She laughed at the antics of Poz and Bell, gasped at our adventures, and was suitably impressed that a lamias had chosen me as a worthy mate. When I described the Contessa and her shadowdancer, I saw a shadow cross her face, but by the time I told her of our escape from the temple of the Cleansing Flame she was smiling again.

      The pealing of trumpets draws me from my thoughts. We are approaching a massive archway draped in banners of Zimani purple. Heralds dressed in bright colors perch along the parapets, the sunlight glinting on their curving silver horns. Zimani soldiers in flashing golden armor line our approach, motionless save for the wind playing in the crest of red horsehair falling from their helmets.

      “Ah, the Imperial Way,” Romen says, waving at the legions. “The Zimani do so love their pomp and grandeur.”
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        * * *

      

      The emperor’s audience hall is easily the biggest room I’ve ever entered. A forest of vast pillars as thick around as elephants line the length of the chamber, supporting a peaked roof that is so high I can see dark specks that must be birds fluttering among its highest reaches. The floor is gleaming marble thickly veined with blue, though a carpet of glistening purple unfurls the length of the room, eventually ascending the six tiers to where the imperial throne looms. I expect the seat of the empire to be something gilded, but the emperor sits instead upon what looks to be a barely hewn lump of jagged black rock inset with blazing fire opals.

      The emperor, however, looks more the part, an older Zimani with a close-trimmed beard of purest white. He’s wrapped in the imperial purple robes of state, and a spotted cat the size of a small pony is curled at his feet, watching the milling crowd of courtiers and sycophants with slitted amber eyes. I can’t help but compare the regal figure of the emperor with the wasted creature I encountered in the undercity. Could the Pale Man have been some distant, twisted ancestor of the current Purple Emperor? Or had that creature killed the emperor long ago and stolen his ring and robes?

      “You’ve brought your new dog to court.”

      The words of patriarch Belav bring me back from that chamber of horrors beneath the city. He could be a painting of an arrogant noble, his hand casually resting on the fist-sized ruby on his sword’s pommel, his lips twisted into sneering disdain. The patriarch has traded his obsidian-sewn red robes for an elaborately wrought suit of plate armor fashioned from the same flashing black rock, all sharp edges and jagged spikes. Only his head is exposed, comically small atop his bulky outfit.

      He looks ridiculous.

      “He followed me here – he’s quite loyal,” says Auxilia lightly, plucking a long-stemmed glass filled with a dark liquid from a servant’s tray.

      “So loyal you’ve kept him shackled,” Belav replies, gesturing at the circlet around my ankle. The green-haired wild woman at his side gives a hissing chuckle, as if her master has scored a point in some inscrutable game.

      Auxilia laughs lightly and takes a small sip of her glass. “Well, not all of my pets are housebroken.”

      The jaw of Belav’s Shield hardens, her bile-green eyes flashing. The patriarch smiles thinly, shaking his head. “You always know where to thrust the knife, beautiful Auxilia.” He takes his own glass from the hovering servant and raises it in her direction. “May your sharp wit never dull.”

      Auxilia returns the toast, then turns to survey the crowd of jostling Zimani nobles. Belav joins her, standing so close that – to my surprise – I feel a little flash of jealousy. We are standing on the third broad tier with the other heads of the great houses. The two tiers below us and the ground floor of the great audience chamber are filled with what I assume are those of lesser rank, though how they’ve been divided is unknown to me. One difference I do notice is that no one but the patriarchs and matriarchs on our level are allowed a Sword or Shield.

      The emperor is the only inhabitant of the sixth, highest tier, and the one directly below him is empty, but there are a few figures milling on the fourth tier: an old man in lush vestments inscribed with strange golden runes, a huge bald Zimani in gold armor that appears to be a more elaborate version of what the imperial soldiers are wearing, and a small, thin woman in simple black robes, her hands tucked into her long dagged sleeves.

      “Do you know anything about this summons?” Belav asks in a voice barely above a whisper, leaning in even closer to Auxilia.

      The matriarch shrugs, her dress of iridescent feathers rustling. “As much as you, I’m sure. There are rumors that he’s coming today to settle some matter with her.”

      I catch Belav’s quick glance at the silent, robed woman standing on the tier above us. She has an ageless, unlined face and hair cut so short it barely reaches her ears. I want to ask who she is, but I also remember the anger I stirred up last time I dared to speak in the patriarch’s presence.

      “That would be interesting,” Belav mutters, returning his gaze to the court.

      Something is happening down there. A moment ago it was a raucous tumult of loud conversations and laughter, but now, starting from the back, it seems to be falling quiet.

      “He’s here,” Auxilia murmurs, so softly I think she’s speaking to herself.

      My eyes scan the crowd, and soon I find what has drawn everyone’s attention. Four beautiful Zimani women are walking in lockstep towards the tiered dais where the emperor waits, two in front and two behind. Each is dressed in a color I’d associate with the dawn: red and yellow and orange and the pale pink that gilds the clouds just when the sun begins to wake. I’ve seen them before – these are the women who stood on the walls of Zim when our caravan first approached the gates. The Daughters of the Prophet, one of the guards that day had named them.

      And standing in their midst must be the Prophet himself. Ever since Auxilia told me that he shared my silver eyes I’ve entertained the thought that perhaps he is the one who visited me that night in the mucker’s barracks. But this is not the case. That man – the one who claimed to be my brother – looked very much like me. The Prophet does not. He’s broad and barrel chested, and beneath his unremarkable brown robes I can see the hint of a belly. He has curly dark hair and a wild bristly beard marked with fingers of gray. He looks, to be honest, like a wandering mendicant who has taken a vow of poverty.

      As the four solemn-faced women and the Prophet approach the throne I try and get a look at his eyes. By the time he’s close enough that I can make out any details, he’s nearly to the first great step, and behind him the entire audience hall has fallen silent. It’s so quiet that I can hear only a faint hum, rising and falling. It sounds like it’s coming from the Daughters. It’s distracting, like an insect buzzing just out of sight.

      His eyes. They are nearly lost beneath his heavy brows and the bags that make it look like he has not slept in many days. But yes – they are like mine, though not as bright. A tarnished silver, almost gray, like the sky before a storm.

      I realize after a moment that there’s another member of the Prophet’s entourage, trailing a few steps behind him, and I suck in my breath. It’s an alethian, like the lizard man I fought in Chale, towering head and shoulders over everyone else in the audience chamber. The one I killed in the ring had been sheathed in green scales, but this one is as black as pitch, save for its slitted yellow eyes. There are other differences, as well – several of the curving head-spines of this alethian end in jagged stumps, and the long tail trailing behind it on the marble floor is oddly bent, as if it has been badly broken. The same sense of menace radiates from this one as well, though, and from the way the courtiers are drawing back it seems they feel this also.

      The four Daughters stop at the edge of the first tier, spreading out in a line. The Prophet walks between them and then starts upon the steps. It’s so quiet now that I can hear the scuff of his shoes upon the carpet. The alethian also halts at the base of the dais, crossing its massive arms across its scaled chest, watching as the Prophet ascends towards where the emperor waits.

      I study the man carefully as he passes the tier upon which the matriarchs and patriarchs stand. I’m hoping for some lightning bolt of recognition that will bring my memories flooding back, but nothing happens. He looks just like a tired old man, save for his intense, storm-gray eyes.

      He stops upon the fourth tier. The humming below finally fades away, as if the Daughters are also interested in what transpires next. With the pained stiffness of an old man, the Prophet goes to his knees and bows his head before the throne.

      “Rise,” says the Purple Emperor, and the Prophet pushes himself to his feet.

      “Ezekal. You come before us today with a matter of some importance. A grievance, we have heard. Something that you believe the court should witness.”

      Auxilia shifts beside me, and I can sense her interest. Whatever is happening, it is not a common occurrence.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” replies the Prophet, and his deep voice sends a shiver down my spine. Just like the emperor, this is a man who expects to be obeyed. “I come with great and terrible news.”

      Mutterings ripple through the court at this. No, not common at all.

      “And what is it?” asks the emperor. His voice is calm, but he’s perched on the edge of the throne, his fingers curled tight around the armrests.

      “Night comes!” the Prophet booms, and the watching nobles gasp. “The twilight of the world fades away. Darkness gathers!”

      “The gods have spoken to you again?” I can hear the cracks of strain in the emperor’s question.

      “They have. They say they have sent a favored daughter into this world, and that she is the only one who can convince them to hold back the end.”

      “A daughter,” the emperor repeats uncertainly, peering down at the four women arrayed before his dais. “Does she stand here today?”

      “Nay, Your Grace. She was stolen away when she first arrived.”

      “By whom?”

      “By me.”

      Another gasp, as all eyes turn to the small robed woman who shares the same tier as the Prophet. She steps forward, keeping her hands inside her long sleeves.

      The Prophet’s lip curls, but she ignores him, watching the emperor above them both.

      “Abbess Zaria. Explain to us what you mean.”

      “The one the false prophet refers to appeared in our midst some months ago, stepping out of an archway of rock set far beneath the monastery, among the ruins upon which the Umbra is built. She is our ward now, under our protection.”

      “She is the emissary of the gods,” spits the Prophet angrily, his hands balled into fists.

      The woman’s face is unreadable, and she is quiet for a long moment. “The gods are gone, and care no longer for us,” she finally says, which brings shouts of outrage from below.

      “They test us!” rejoins the Prophet fiercely, talking as much to the crowd as to the woman or the emperor. “And if we fail, we will be consigned to oblivion!”

      More mutterings, and I can feel the mood of the court sharpening.

      The emperor apparently feels it as well. “Silence,” he commands loudly, startling the great cat curled at his feet.

      In the quiet that follows, I edge closer to Auxilia. “Who is that woman?” I whisper, careful to keep my voice low enough that Belav does not hear.

      “She is the abbess of the Umbra,” the matriarch replies quietly. “The home of the xerin-tal - the shadowdancers of Zim.”

      Shadowdancers. I remember Xela drawing clotted darkness from the shadows and molding it around herself. She’d spoken of the Umbra. And this woman was the leader of that order?

      The emperor regains some measure of control. He turns to the Prophet again. “Ezekal. Are you certain?”

      The old man nods. “I was told to wait for one such as her – a girl who can knit flesh and bone back together like the clerics of old.”

      Valyra! Cold surprise floods me. They are speaking about Valyra!

      “A healer?” the emperor asks, interest pushing aside his anger.

      “As the blessed of the gods once were,” the Prophet says, sketching a quick circle in the air.

      “The girl knows nothing of our gods,” the abbess interjects. “She does have strange powers, this I can attest to, but if she was chosen by the divine they forgot to impart their message. She believes her . . . abilities . . . come from something else.”

      “I must counsel her,” the Prophet entreats the emperor. “I must make her understand. I have waited two hundred years for her, and I cannot let her languish in the care of this . . . creature and her foul disciples.”

      “She belongs to the Umbra,” the abbess states calmly.

      “She belongs to all Zim!” roars the Prophet in reply, spittle spraying from his lips.

      “Enough!” cries the emperor, coming to his feet. The cat rises as well, its hackles up, and for the first time I see that there’s a golden chain connecting the beast to the throne.

      The Prophet is quivering with rage, and I half expect him to rush at the abbess.

      “Ezekal,” the emperor begins in a commanding tone. “You know that the Umbra has the same sway in this court as you do. I will not order Abbess Zaria to give up this girl now” – he turns to the shadowdancer, his eyes flashing – “but that does not mean I will not in the future. I need time to reflect on these matters.”

      “Your Grace, there is little time.” The Prophet has controlled himself with impressive will, all traces of his anger vanished.

      “You heard me,” the emperor snaps back. “I will not rush to a decision. My father put far more trust in the Umbra than he ever did with you, Ezekal. You claim your long life shows you have the favor of the gods, but the shadowdancers say the same about their abilities, and they have done more great services for the throne than you ever have. All I receive from you are premonitions of doom and destruction. One month. If the world has not ended by then, I will have an answer to what this girl’s fate will be.” Finished, the emperor sinks back onto his throne, his back straight and his head high.

      The Prophet bows low, then, without a glance at the abbess, he whirls on his heel and starts to descend the tiered dais. When he reaches the bottom, his Daughters close around him and the nobles draw back as he makes his way back towards the arched entrance to the great hall.

      My head is tingling, and I feel almost dizzy. Is it the surprise at learning that Valyra is being argued over by two of the most powerful factions in Zim? I put my hand out to keep from falling over, lightly touching Auxilia’s arm. She glances at me in shock, but that quickly turns to concern.

      “Are you all right?” she murmurs.

      “Yes,” I manage, but my voice is barely a whisper. What is going on?

      I glance towards the abbess of the Umbra, but she has vanished. I cast my gaze around. Where had she gone?

      My eyes are drawn to the great black alethian striding in the wake of the Prophet and his Daughters. There’s someone beside the lizard man, wrapped in layers of gray clothes. No, there isn’t. Pain spikes in my head. Yes, there is, a figure so swaddled in cloth that no flesh is showing, and with a broad-brimmed hat that shadows its face. But my eyes want to slide over this man without stopping, as if he isn’t truly present.

      Another wash of cold surprise when I suddenly realize when I’ve felt like this before – in the Last Word, when I glimpsed the Shriven lurking in the corner of the common room.

      A Voice walks with the Prophet of Zim.
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      “Who is the Prophet?”

      Auxilia regards me from over the lip of a silver wine glass. She’s comfortably ensconced in a nest of satin pillows and tangled silken sheets, and I’m pacing back and forth across her chambers, my body thrumming with restless energy. My thoughts are swirling with what I saw in the emperor’s audience chamber.

      “I had hoped you could tell me,” she replies.

      I pause, putting my hands on one of the twisting gold bedposts. “You said he simply appeared?”

      Auxilia takes a quick sip. Her lips are already stained blue from the wine she’s drinking. What happened in the palace unsettled her, and after arriving again at the Orthanos estate she retreated to her chamber with a decanter of Ysalan azure . . . and me. “He did. Centuries ago. Some believe he is replaced by another when he grows too old. Others truly think he’s the same man, and it is the blessing of the lost gods that keep him from aging.”

      “And what do you believe?”

      She shifts uncomfortably. “I was raised by my mother, the old matriarch, with the belief that he is an elaborate fraud. Many of the most powerful houses believe the same. We put our faith in the emperor and the Umbra. But now . . . I don’t know. I have seen things I cannot explain. He seems to have powers greater than any man.”

      For a brief moment I consider telling her everything: about the Shriven, the dying world, and the man who claimed to be my brother. Something holds my tongue. Perhaps she’ll think me mad, or offer me up to the Prophet in an attempt to curry favor. But I have to know about the Voice.

      “I saw something,” I venture slowly. “A . . . man. He was wrapped in robes, and moved with the Prophet’s followers. There was something strange about him. My eyes wanted to slide over him, and he made my skin prickle.”

      Auxilia is staring at me intently now. “The Stranger. They say he walks invisibly at the Prophet’s side, his guardian and confidant. Some have said to glimpse him out of the corner of their eyes, and when they turn to see him clearly, nothing is there. If he is real, he has strange powers.”

      “Like causing paralysis. Holding others against their will with his mind alone.”

      The matriarch’s eyes widen. “How do you know this?”

      “I have encountered another like this creature. I watched it die.”

      Auxilia sets her wine glass down carefully. She looks shaken. “Then you claim the Stranger was not sent by the gods to watch over the Prophet?”

      “No. Something else.”

      “Something evil? Something that would harm Zim?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you are insinuating the Prophet himself is a threat to the Twilight Empire.”

      “I suppose I am.”

      Auxilia blinks quickly, as if trying to order her churning thoughts. “Such an idea . . . many would kill you for voicing it. A large part of the empire believes he is our only hope at salvation.”

      “But not the Umbra.”

      Auxilia’s face twists when I name the home of the shadowdancers. There’s anger there, and something else as well. “The Umbra has never accepted the Prophet. And as the only believers who retained their powers after the gods left, they have their own support in the empire. But their true motives are as opaque as the Prophet’s.”

      “Why do you dislike them?”

      The matriarch’s eyes flash. “That is none of your concern, slave.” Her voice is hard now. Cold. “But believe me when I say I would rather throw in my lot with the Prophet and his zealots than those spiders that lurk in the shadows, spinning their webs.”

      “But I –”

      “Enough,” Auxilia snaps, picking up her wine again. “You have disturbed my mood. Leave me, Talin. But when next I call upon you, I will get what answers you have about the Prophet, and you will never bring up the Umbra again without my permission. Do you understand?”

      I give a quick nod, my mind roiling. Clearly ancient enmities run deep in Zim, and the Orthanos and the Umbra have been at odds in the past.

      “Now leave.”

      I manage a shallow bow and then retreat from Auxilia’s chambers. My last glimpse of the matriarch is of her staring into the distance, her mouth set in a thin line, and then the door of carved black wood thuds shut. I stand there, staring at the fanciful scenes carved into the grain, until one of the Zimani warriors flanking the door clears his throat meaningfully.

      Apparently, when Swords are thrown out of the mistress’s bedchambers, they aren’t supposed to linger.

      “All right, all right,” I murmur, turning away. The golden stone of the corridors is cool beneath my feet, and I realize that I’ve left my ridiculous slippers inside Auxilia’s room. Ah well. With a sigh, I start back towards my own chambers. There’s no handmaiden or Irix to guide me this time, and I fully expect to get lost within this labyrinth of a manse, but I truly do not care. Perhaps a bit of aimless wandering will help me work through this cascade of strange revelations.

      The Prophet is accompanied by one of the same creatures that consumed the world in which I first awoke in. Valyra is alive and is under the protection of the abbess of the Umbra. The Prophet wants to claim her – does this mean the Shriven are seeking Valyra as well? And do the Prophet’s silver eyes mean he and I come from the same tribe? The one the priest of the copper-eyed people said had betrayed their world and abandoned it to the Shriven? If the Prophet had seen me standing beside Auxilia, would he have recognized me? I half wish I’d somehow drawn the man’s attention, just to see his reaction.

      “Talin?”

      I stop as suddenly as if the Shriven’s unnatural power had seized my limbs. Surprise washes through me in a cold wave. That voice . . . but it’s impossible.

      I turn around slowly. At the other end of the corridor, a lanky Zimani woman has appeared. She’s dressed in robes of pale pink, and her hair is bound up in a silver weave inset with glimmering amethysts. She takes a tentative step forward, peering at me like she can’t believe her eyes.

      And neither can I.

      “Xela?”

      “Oh, by the dark!” she cries, and then she’s running toward me. I have just a bewildered moment to try and order my whirling thoughts before her long arms wrap around me.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispers fiercely, and I feel a hot tear trickle onto my shoulder.

      “What are you doing here?” I reply, still in shock.

      She pulls away, rubbing at her face, and looks me up and down. “You’re dressed like a fop,” she says critically. “You’re dressed like . . .” Her eyes widen. “A Sword.”

      “I am a Sword,” I say quickly. “How did you find me?”

      “I wasn’t . . .” Xela sees something, and I turn to find one of Auxilia’s handmaidens hovering at the end of the corridor watching us.

      “Oh, Saints,” the shadowdancer hisses through gritted teeth. Then she draws herself up. “I see you lurking. Run away, and if you tell the matriarch I’m back I’ll have you flayed.”

      The girl blanches and scurries off.

      “You know her?”

      Xela grimaces. “I grew up with her. She’s a gossipy little twit, and once my threat wears off she’ll go running right to Mother.”

      “Mother?”

      Xela sighs. “I am the daughter of Auxilia Orthanos, though she may have disavowed me by now.”

      I can’t help but goggle at her. “What?”

      The shadowdancer grabs me roughly by the arm and starts to lead me down a side passage. “I feel like I’m dreaming,” she mutters. “Or having a night terror.”

      “Where is Deliah? And Bell?”

      “They are fine,” Xela replies, glancing around a corner. “Or as fine as a crazy red warrior and a maudlin drunk can expect to be.”

      “Why didn’t you come after me?”

      Xela gives me a look that makes me wish I could bite back what I just said. “Why didn’t you come find us? We thought you were dead at first. And then Fen caught your scent in the grasslands –”

      “Wait, Fen Poria?”

      “Yes, she’s with us now. She tracked you to Zim, but then lost your trail in the city . . . we’ve been tearing the place apart but it’s like you’d vanished without a ripple. And you were here the whole time?” She throws out her arms in exasperation to indicate the manse.

      “Not the whole time. I was a mucker -”

      “A mucker? The ones who go into the sewers?” Her beautiful almond eyes – so much like her mother’s, I now realize – widen again. “Wait, were you the one who saved my cousin’s life?”

      “Ah, yes.”

      Xela has to put an arm out to steady herself, nearly knocking over a porcelain vase. “I just heard . . . it’s why I came back here. I’d been steeling myself for a fight to shake this old place to its foundations, and then I saw you . . .” She passes a shaking hand across her face. Then she shoves me hard in the chest. “But how could you abandon us like that?”

      I point to my ankle, and she gasps. “You’re wearing a circle? You’re a slave?”

      “I was found by slavers after I tumbled off the cliff. They said by the laws of Zim I owed a life debt to them.”

      She looks stricken for a moment, and then her surprise and horror melt away, replaced by anger. “How dare they?” she mutters. “How dare my mother?” She glances murderously back in the direction that leads to Auxilia’s chambers.

      “She’s treated me well –”

      Xela cuts me off with a slash of her hand. “She knew what she was doing. You saved her nephew and she could easily have asked for the emperor to intercede and end your life debt. But you had something she wanted” – she gives me a long, measuring look – “so instead she kept you in shackles.”

      She jabs a finger into my chest. “Go back to your chambers. You’re in the Sword quarters, yes? I’ll join you shortly.”

      “I –”

      She’s already turning away. With practiced ease she scoops a clump of darkness from behind an ornate candelabra and begin slathering it across her arm, which is soon sheathed in rippling darkness.

      “Go,” she says again. “And gather your things.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve worn a furrow in the carpet of my bedchamber when the door finally opens and a shadow slips through it. A hazy pink is just visible beneath the black, like something submerged beneath dark water. With a shake, bits of shadow drift away, revealing Xela’s sharp features, and she quickly rubs at her limbs to remove the rest of the clumped darkness.

      “Did you speak with her?” I ask her, and she stares at me for a moment like I’m an idiot.

      “Of course not. We’ve been estranged for five years – I’m not about to have you be the first thing we talk about.”

      “Then what –”

      I gasp as Xela withdraws a small silver sphere from a pocket of her robes. There’s an answering thrum in the circlet around my ankle, as if my shackles also recognize this thing.

      “You found it?”

      Xela nods, looking satisfied. “It’s the only one she bothered to keep in her vault of most precious treasures. Well, I assume it’s yours.” She crouches down beside me, holding the sphere pinched between thumb and forefinger.

      “What if it’s the wrong one?”

      She shrugs. “I suppose the circle might snap shut. I’m not sure, to be honest.”

      “Then perhaps we should wait . . .”

      But she’s already pressing the sphere to the silver anklet; it quivers violently, and for a brief, terrifying moment I’m sure I’m going to lose my foot, but then the circlet snaps open and falls away.

      By all the dead gods, I’m free. I jerk my leg away from the inert circle like it’s a venomous snake. A tingling sense of unreality passes through me, and I can’t keep myself from shuddering. After all this time, my life is my own again. The horrible helplessness I’ve felt since that night in the slaver’s tent is finally gone.

      I want to find my friends.

      “Thank you,” I say to Xela, my voice cracking slightly.

      She gives me a lopsided smile and runs a hand through her silky black hair. “Let’s get moving. I know some people who will be excited to see you again.”
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        * * *

      

      We slip from the Orthanos manse cloaked in shadow, climbing over the low walls that seem more decorative than practical, and move through the city as the late afternoon light gilds the great towers rising around us. Xela peppers me with questions as we push through the jostling crowds and dodge trundling carts. What happened in the grasslands? Who bought my life debt from the Zimani slavers? What was the undercity like, and what happened the day I rescued her cousin from the depths?

      She gasps when I tell her about the attack on the caravan by the grass kraken – apparently, the ladies had stumbled across the detritus from the ambush, smears of blood and great ballista bolts buried in the earth. But they had only been sure I was alive when Fen Poria sniffed my scent at one of the campsites hacked from the grass – I remember Ximachus letting us out to attend to our needs, and I wonder how I would have felt at the time if I knew that was what would let my friends know I was still alive. Thinking of that night reminds me of Bright Eyes, and I feel a stab of sadness. I tell Xela of the kvah, and the pirate mucker Shalloch and Vesivia, and the strange things we encountered under the teeming streets of Zim.

      Xela glances at me skeptically when I speak of Bright Eyes, but she does not interrupt. I want to make her understand the depths of the kvah’s honor – sacrificing herself to save a child of the people who had murdered her family and enslaved her – but I can’t seem to put my feelings into the proper words. At least she does not scoff when I tell her of the friendship that had grown between us.

      I want to ask the shadowdancer all sorts of questions – about her noble past, her reasons for joining the Umbra, and what led to this rift between her and her mother, let alone why she traveled south to serve the Contessa – but before I can begin my interrogation she announces that we’ve arrived. It’s a ramshackle structure in an insalubrious part of the city; the towers that bristle in the richer districts have become sparser, the roads here are pocked and broken, and the listing buildings sag against each other like exhausted drunkards.

      An inn, I think, though there’s no sign above the doorway, which is recessed within the bony jaws of some long-death behemoth. A few yellowing teeth the length of my forearm curve down from the top of the doorway, though the remnants of the thing’s mouth is large enough that they still wouldn’t come close to touching my hair if I passed inside.

      The strange entrance draws my attention, but there’s something happening in the road outside the establishment. A crowd has gathered around a pair of circling warriors – one is a Zimani clad in the rich vestments of a noble or fop, a silver rapier in his hand, and the other is a pale man with dark hair and darker eyes, his clothing little more than sewn furs. In his hands he twirls a pair of double-edged battle-axes, flourishing them as he shuffles his feet in the dirt.

      “Oh, more idiots,” Xela sighs. “How tiresome.”

      The hooting crowd is showering the duelists with demands for blood, and for a moment I think this must be some Zimani tradition I haven’t encountered yet. An accepted way of settling grievances, perhaps.

      Then I see her. Seated at a small table on a balcony hanging over the roaring bones, a bottle of pale green liquid in front of her. Deliah’s not paying attention to the circling warriors, but every once in a while, one of them steals a quick glance over to see if she’s watching yet.

      Oh, gods. Of course this is what would happen.

      The women of Vel must cause chaos wherever they go – preternaturally beautiful, known as insatiable companion lovers to the greatest of men . . . what talented warrior would not try and impress a lamias?

      These two aspirants suddenly come together in a clash of steel – whirling axes push back the overdressed Zimani, but his slim silver blade flickers out, scoring the pale man’s side. They separate again, the Zimani smirking as a thin trickle of blood seeps from a tear in his opponent’s armor of spotted hide, but the wound doesn’t seem to slow the warrior at all as he comes in again, axes flashing. A chorus of gasps goes up from the onlookers as the Zimani is pressed back, his rapier a blur as he turns aside the crashing ax-blades.

      Fools.

      I’m pushing my way through the crowd when Deliah spots me. She leaps to her feet, upsetting the bottle of sap in front of her, long red fingers fluttering to her purple lips.

      Her reaction doesn’t go unnoticed. My eyes are on the warrior goddess, but from the sudden absence of grunts and shrieking metal I can tell the duel has stopped.

      “Talin!” she cries, rushing to the edge of the balcony and leaning over. Her red hair tumbles over her shoulders, framing her perfect, shocked face.

      Silence. I can feel the gaze of everyone slide from Deliah to me in mild astonishment.

      Slowly, I turn back to the crowd, already knowing what I’ll see.

      The pale warrior and the Zimani fop are striding towards me, nearly shoulder to shoulder, their enmity forgotten. From the looks on their faces, they are not pleased with Deliah’s reaction.

      Sighing, I draw my green-glass sword, and uncertainty flickers in their expressions as my blade slips from its sheath accompanied by a crystalline chime. The crowd is scrambling back now, realizing that the somewhat civilized boundaries that were in place for the duel have now been breached. I set myself in a defensive stance, reaching for the core of calm in my soul.

      A thump from behind me, and surprise shows in the faces of the warriors. Then I’m being grabbed roughly, whirled around so hard I nearly drop my sword, soft lips pressing to my mouth. Gods, she tastes so good. Despite knowing that I’m now open to being skewered from behind, I can’t seem to extricate myself from Deliah’s embrace. Her kiss is hungry, and I can feel every curve of her body.

      Finally, she pulls away, and I’m immediately lost in her amethyst eyes as she studies me.

      “You look older,” she says finally. “And you smell different.”

      “I was in the sewers.”

      A loud throat-clearing makes us turn. The two hapless duelists are standing there, weapons in their hands. In a few brief moments their faces have gone from determined to angry to surprised . . . and now I just see a look of uncertain confusion. Blood is trickling from the cut on the ax-man’s side, making a small puddle in the dusty road. He’s swaying slightly, and I don’t think he has very much fight left in him. The Zimani appears to be more ready to continue, his silver rapier raised.

      Deliah glances at them dismissively. “Go away,” she says, and it’s like two bladders of air have been pricked. All the bravado and bluster of this pair leaks away, and Deliah turns back to me, ignoring them. I give them a final shrug just before they slink back into the crowd. How humiliating.

      All thoughts of those two vanish as Deliah enfolds me in another embrace. Her mouth finds my cheek and my neck, and she asks me excited questions between quick little kisses.

      “Where have you been? What happened? Did Xela find you? Why were you in the sewers?”

      From over her shoulder I can see the crowd gawking at us. Xela is standing in front of them with her arms crossed, wearing a look of bemusement.

      “Let’s go inside,” I tell the lamias, and without another word she turns and starts dragging me towards the looming jaws. I stumble through the entrance, and am immediately plunged into a hazy gloom. I get a brief glimpse of many surprised faces clustered around a few low tables in a common room, and then we’re clattering up a rickety set of stairs and hurrying down a hallway.

      When she bangs open one of the doors lining this corridor I’m half expecting to be flung down upon a waiting bed, but though there is a rumpled pile of tattered blankets on a sleeping pallet, that’s not why she’s dragged me up here. Bell is seated at an ancient desk facing an open window, her back to us. Books and papers are strewn across it, and she doesn’t turn around at the commotion we’ve made.

      Instead, she raises her arm in a gesture that looks like she’s shooing us away. “I’m busy,” she says, not glancing from the open tome in front of her. “This translation is like trying to get a cat to –”

      “Bell.”

      At the sound of my voice she leaps immediately from her chair and flings herself into my arms from across the room. I’m staggered, and only Deliah’s hand on my back keeps me from falling over.

      “Talin!” she cries, and there’s wetness where her face is pressed into the hollow of my shoulder. Then her small fists are beating against my chest. “Where have you been, you fool?” she snarls, and I catch her wrist just as her open palm is about to slap me across the face.

      “I can explain,” I tell her. She glares at me angrily, then tries to hit me with her other hand. I catch that one, too.

      “I think we all want to hear that tale.” Xela has slipped into the room and is leaning against the wall, her arms across her chest.

      Still holding the scientist’s daughter’s wrists, my gaze travels from Xela to Deliah to Bell. They’re all watching me expectantly. I let go of Bell, and she finally lets her arms drop.

      “So, a lot has happened . . .”
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        * * *

      

      The women listen raptly as I describe everything since being swept off the cliff and into the river below the mountains. Bell returns to her chair, sitting on it backwards with her head resting on her arms. Deliah settles herself cross-legged on the sleeping pallet, staring up at me with wide eyes. Xela stays where she is, smirking as she leans against the wall in the shadowed recesses of the room. I tell them of being discovered half-dead by the slavers, about the circlet that Ximachus had fitted on my leg and which kept me from trying to escape, the terrors of the grasslands and our entrance into Zim. Bell asks a few questions about the muckers and the undercity – apparently, those who delve beneath Zim have something of a legendary reputation outside the Twilight Empire. I tell them of Bright Eyes and the other muckers, the rescue of the Orthanos scion from the Pale Man, and my initiation into the Swords. Xela seems intensely interested in the Pale Man – questions are clearly on her lips, but she lets me finish my tale. She does snort, however, when I gloss quickly over my time as a Sword in the Orthanos household. Clearly, she’s well aware of all the duties Shields and Swords perform for the matriarchs and patriarchs of Zim. I can see interest kindle again in Bell’s eyes when I describe what happened in the court of the Purple Emperor, and the revelation that Valyra was now a ward of the Umbra.

      When I finally finish, Deliah’s face crinkles in confusion. “I don’t understand – did Xela find you in the Orthanos manse?”

      I glance at the shadowdancer. “Yes.”

      Deliah turns to her. “What were you doing there?” She pauses for a moment, as if seeing her for the first time. “And what are you wearing?”

      “You look like one of the Prophet’s Daughters,” Bell says.

      A hint of embarrassment flickers across Xela’s face. Her fingers clutch at her pink robes. “If my mother saw me in my shadowdancer garb that would have been like putting my hand in the lion’s mouth.”

      “Mother?” Bell asks, staring at her blankly.

      Xela sighs. “Auxilia Orthanos, matriarch of the Orthanos family.”

      A moment of stunned silence, then Deliah slaps her thigh hard. “I knew it! When you gave that innkeeper on the other side of the wall that token, I was certain you had to be of noble blood!”

      “You’re the daughter of Auxilia Orthanos?” Bell’s voice is heavy with shock.

      “Estranged daughter,” Xela adds quietly. “We haven’t spoken in years.”

      Deliah makes a show of looking around the dilapidated room. “Wait, why are we staying here if you’re a noble?”

      Xela shifts, frowning. “When my mother found that I was blessed by the Darkness she refused to let me join the Umbra. I was young and rebellious and ran away to the monastery. She traveled there, actually, and we had a terrible fight, with dozens of my fellow disciples watching. She demanded I return to Zim, and it was only the intervention of the abbess that kept her from dragging me back home. She disowned me after that.”

      “Then why . . .”

      Xela cuts off Bell’s question. “Because I was desperate. We had been in the city for nearly a month looking for any trace of him.” She jerks her chin in my direction. “We’d asked questions in every inn and hostel and tavern and gambling den, but it was like the trail had just vanished. But my mother has powerful connections. I had finally worked up the courage to ask her for help.”

      “And there you found him,” Deliah says in mild astonishment. “How fortuitous.”

      “Until the Orthanos discover he’s gone missing,” says Bell. “I take it you didn’t ask your mother for his freedom.”

      “She is no doubt raging right now,” Xela says. “In fact, I would suggest we leave the city as quickly as possible.”

      “The sooner the better,” I interject.

      “Well, we’ll have to wait till Fen returns.”

      “She’s returned.” We all turn in surprise at this new voice. Fen Poria is crouched in the open window, her features shadowed. Her white hair has grown out since last I saw her; it nearly touches her shoulders, long enough that she almost looks like a young woman rather than an urchin boy. “So you’re back,” she says flatly.

      “I am.”

      She sniffs loudly. “You smell terrible.”

      “I was in the sewers.”

      Her large green eyes blink in surprise. “I guess that’s why I couldn’t find you.” She uncoils from the window frame and slips into the room.

      I glance uncertainly from the murderous feral to my companions. They seem unperturbed by her presence. “So . . . she’s been helping you?”

      “Fen tracked you,” Deliah replies brightly. “After you went off the cliff, we didn’t know what to do. We thought you were dead. But we had the Cleansing Flame behind us and no one really wanted to go back over the mountains. Bell thought we should try and find the girl you were looking for, the healer we’d heard rumors of in Ysala. So we decided to go to Zim. We’d just entered the grasslands when Fen here showed up at our campfire. At first there were a few grudges that had to be settled.” She glances meaningfully at Xela and Fen Poria. “But after that, she explained why she’d come to us. She said she’d smelled you on a river bank, but given that your body wasn’t there she thought you must still be alive. Fen found other little traces as we traversed the grasslands, but when we arrived at the gates of Zim it was like you’d vanished.”

      I squint suspiciously at the feral, once again wondering why she’d taken such an interest in us. Fen keeps her green eyes lowered and scuffs at the floor with her boot. “Why did you do all this?”

      She shrugs, looking uncomfortable.

      Bell rises from her chair. “Fen has proven herself, at least to me. She’s loyal and has tried her best to find you. We might not have made it to Zim without her help navigating the grasslands.” A vigorous nod from Deliah, and even Xela inclines her head at this.

      Apparently, Bell has forgiven Fen for abducting her father for the Marquis. Well, if she can move past that, I suppose I should also put behind me getting knifed by the feral in the manse of the Red Trillium Trust.

      “Thank you,” I say to Fen, holding out my hand. She hesitates for a moment, and then clasps my arm briefly. “For everything.”

      I’m sure I see a touch of red in her alabaster cheeks. “Never mind it,” she mutters, then shoves her hands in her pockets and recedes into one of the corners of the room.

      Silence falls. I realize that everyone is looking at me expectantly.

      “So . . . what do we do now?” asks Xela.

      I’m quiet for another moment, trying to put into order all the things I’ve learned. “You said Auxilia will be angry?”

      “Enraged,” Xela affirms. “Mother is proud and vengeful, and when she feels like something has been stolen from her she’ll use all her considerable resources to get it back.”

      “Wonderful,” I reply with a sigh. “We seem to make friends wherever we go.”

      “We have to leave the city, then,” Bell says. “Go north.”

      “And what’s there?”

      Bell gestures at the pile of books and papers covering her desk. “The Umbra, the monastery of the shadowdancers. And apparently the girl you’ve been searching for ever since you came to our lands.”

      “The abbess won’t just give her up, if this stranger truly has powers,” Xela says slowly. “You said the Prophet was also interested in her? There’s no way she’ll be allowed to leave if she could fall into his hands.”

      “Then we steal her.”

      We all turn to Fen Poria, who still has her hands in her pockets, her shoulders hunched. She seems to hunker down a bit more under our attention.

      “The Umbra is not a place you can simply stroll into,” Xela says. “The shadowdancers have abilities that can barely be comprehended. My powers are only a tiny sliver of what the abbess and the senior nuns are capable of doing.”

      Fen Poria shrugs. “Seems like our pack has some talent, too. We go in fast and hard and snatch this girl away before they know what’s happened.”

      “I like her thinking,” Deliah agrees, reaching among the tangled blankets she’s sitting on and pulling out a piece of her carapace armor, a long greave of gleaming black chitin.

      I meet each of the women’s eyes in turn. To my surprise, there’s not a hint of doubt that I can see. They are all willing to throw themselves against the Umbra, one of the great powers of Zim, to rescue a girl they’ve never met before. A wash of emotion goes through me. Weeks of being alone, sleeping on the wooden floor of the wagons, eating gruel, fighting monsters . . . and now I finally feel whole again, surrounded by these women.

      “We should get ready, then. We leave on the morrow.”
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      I’d hoped to depart Zim before the daughters of the Prophet raised their voices in supplication to the dawn, but despite my best intentions, the sun has nearly crested in the sky by the time I finally stumble down the stairs to the inn’s common room. I slept well, when I’d slept, though Deliah saw that I got little enough of that. The lamias had been sharing a room with our other companions during their stay at the Mouth, but she’d demanded we secure our own space when it was finally time to turn in for the night. Our lovemaking had been of a different flavor than I remembered – slower and more tender, as if in our time apart she’d come to realize something about the bond we shared.

      I’m turning this over in my thoughts when I reach the bottom of the stairs and find myself confronted by a Zimani in ornate bronze armor. I blink stupidly at him, unable to understand in my befuddled early-morning haze why a fully-clad warrior is standing stiffly at attention holding a spear of black wood. Without meeting my eyes, he jerks his head towards the doorway to the common room.

      Oh no.

      Tentatively, I step inside the darkened eating hall; the few windows are so begrimed that the day’s light barely suffuses the glass, and the room is draped in shadows. Almost all of the long trestle tables are empty, but dozens of Zimani soldiers line the walls, the tapering points of their spears nearly brushing the low ceiling. Seated at one of the tables is Auxilia Orthanos, resplendent in a dress of sleek black feathers that shimmers in the gloaming. Behind her loom her collection of Swords. Jalent sneers at me in unabashed contempt, while the Northman Romen looks pained, as if he’s embarrassed at having to be a part of what is coming. The other Swords – powerfully built Zimani bristling with weapons – have all adopted various menacing expressions.

      I wish I hadn’t left my sword upstairs.

      “Talin,” Auxilia calls out, gesturing towards the bench across from her. “Sit down.”

      I consider dashing up the stairs to find my blade, but I feel several large presences moving behind me to block my way.

      Grimacing, I step into the common room. “I’m not your slave any more. You can’t command me.”

      The matriarch sighs, and I think she may have even rolled her eyes. “You’ve lost your circlet, but by the laws of Zim you’re still a slave. Actually, an escaped slave now, which means you’ve abrogated the terms of your life debt. I will be expected to have you put to a slow and painful death.”

      I hesitate halfway to her table, and Auxilia makes a little noise of frustration.

      “But that’s not why I’m here. If I wanted you dead, I would have had my warriors kick down the door to your room and stab you in bed.” She pauses for a moment. “Though that thought did cross my mind. I don’t particularly like being betrayed, Talin.”

      “I didn’t much care for having my life constantly threatened if I dared to disobey a request,” I reply, but still I slide onto the bench across from her.

      Auxilia regards me with a slight frown. “I tried to make you comfortable. And I don’t think our time together was . . . unpleasant.”

      “It wasn’t,” I concede, remembering her body pressed against mine. “But the simple fact is that I was your prisoner.”

      “Hm. Any warrior in Zim would have cut a bloody swath to my door if I offered them the life I gave you.” She taps her lacquered nails on the table. “But I understand. Some beasts wither when they are yoked.” Auxilia glances around the room, as if distracted by something. “Show yourself,” she suddenly calls out loudly. “I thought I taught you that it’s rude to eavesdrop.”

      A long silence follows this pronouncement, and then a dark leg steps from where shadows have clotted behind a post. Xela emerges from the darkness, peeling away the few tenacious wisps of blackness that still cling to her. The soldiers arrayed around the room mutter and shift, and I can see from the expressions on the faces of the Swords that they recognize the shadowdancer.

      “Mother.”

      “Auxela.”

      The shadowdancer edges closer to the table where we sit. I can see the emotions warring in her face, though she’s doing an admirable job keeping the tremors from her voice.

      “How did you know I had returned?”

      Auxilia swallows, and for a moment I see the strain she’s under as well. “My handmaiden recognized you in the hall.”

      “I thought she might have.”

      “You should have come to see me.” There’s an edge of anger to the matriarch’s words.

      “To be truthful, that was why I came to the house. But then I found him.” She nods in my direction, her eyes still on her mother.

      “You stole him from me.”

      “You stole him from me first.”

      For a long moment the tension in the room is palpable as Auxilia and her daughter try to stare each other down. Then Auxilia throws back her head and laughs.

      “Oh, Auxela. How I’ve missed this. There are so few people around me who dare to be so infuriating.”

      “What are you doing here, Mother?” Xela asks after the last echo of Auxilia’s laughter fades away.

      “Why do you think I’m here?” The matriarch’s voice is serious again.

      “I expect you came to drag him back,” Xela says, her hands clenched.

      Auxilia studies her daughter for a long moment, her lips pursed. When she speaks again, she almost sounds sad.

      “You think too little of me, Auxela.”

      “I know how angry you become when you feel like someone that belongs to you escapes.”

      To my surprise, the matriarch flinches at that barb. I expect her to lash back angrily, but instead she only nods slightly.

      “I have learned something of myself since you left, Auxela. And while I still believe you share some of the blame for what happened” – the matriarch swallows before continuing – “I have come to understand that most of the fault lies with me.”

      Now Xela is the one who looks shocked. She has the face of a true believer who discovers the high priest doesn’t believe in the gods.

      “I came here to see you, Auxela,” the matriarch continues, “and also to relinquish my claims to Talin.” With a rustle she draws a piece of paper from the folds of her feathered robes. “Your life debt, signed and witnessed.” Without ceremony she rips the paper into several small pieces and lets them flutter to the table. “And now you are free.”

      “But I was told only the emperor –” I begin in confusion, but Auxilia interrupts me.

      “I saw him when we visited the palace and requested your manumission.”

      “Why would you do this?” Xela asks, and I can hear her suspicion.

      Auxilia smiles thinly. “Because I have to come to realize that I am caught up in a much larger drama. And that Talin has a very important part to play.”

      The matriarch holds up her hand and snaps her fingers. As one, the warriors lining the room turn and clomp towards the exit in a jangle of metal. Auxilia waits until they have all vanished before speaking again.

      “A long-simmering rivalry is about to erupt in open conflict,” she says, the cold steel returning to her voice. “Ever since the Prophet came out of the east he has been opposed by the Umbra – he claims that the gods are testing us, while the shadowdancers maintain that the gods have fled our world in fear of something that is coming.”

      “Except for the Lady of the Shadows,” Xela adds.

      “Yes,” Auxilia agrees with a nod. “Except for their goddess, who stayed behind and still grants them the blessing of her gifts. But they scorn the rest of the gods, whom they believe abandoned us.”

      “And the Prophet disagrees,” I interject.

      “Vehemently. And so they have been at odds for a very long time, both trying to usurp the other for the favor of the emperor. The shadowdancers have their strange powers, and the Prophet has his evident immortality. Who is correct? The people of Zim and the royal house have often been conflicted over who speaks the truth.”

      “Who do you side with?” I ask, honestly curious.

      Auxilia waves my question away, her long fingers fluttering. “The Orthanos have always preferred balance. Personally, I have my reasons for despising the Umbra” – she glances meaningfully at Xela – “but I also have little love for the zealots who follow the Prophet, and I’ve always feared that if the scales tilt too far in his favor that he might use his popularity to destroy the order that undergirds the empire.”

      “You just mentioned something about open conflict.”

      Auxilia gives a curt nod. “Yes. You remember that tense affair in the throne room? About some girl that the Umbra is sheltering? Well, it seems that this matter will finally push the abbess and the Prophet into war.”

      Coldness creeps down my spine as the matriarch speaks. Could Valyra be in even more danger than I feared?

      “I had an emissary from the Prophet arrive at my manse last night. He carried a request . . . though it came off more as a demand, to be sure. The absolute gall of that man.” Her face twists in disgust. “He said that the end times are upon us, and that if Zim is to survive what is coming then this girl must be here in the city, where the Prophet can teach and guide her. And since the Umbra refused to give her up then she must be rescued.”

      I shift uncomfortably on the bench. Xela’s brow is also creased with concern.

      “The Prophet’s servant said that the Umbra is a fortress impregnable to assault by any army . . . but that it could be penetrated by a small, elite force. He asked that I give over my most skilled Sword to join this band, and said that many of the great houses had already done the same. He promised that in the new age that will dawn, the Orthanos family will retain its power and prestige. That all the nobles who participated in this great endeavor would be lauded as the saviors of Zim and all mankind. But that if I refused, my name would go down in the histories as a great betrayer.”

      “And what did you say?” I ask, though considering she has her full complement of Swords standing behind her I suppose I already know her answer.

      “I told him my sharpest Sword had already run off. And then I told him I would take my chances in the next age.”

      “Do you think what he said is true?” Xela asks, concern in her voice. “That the other houses have given their Swords to him?”

      Auxilia shrugs, her feathered robes rustling. “Once, the nobles were united in their disdain for the Prophet. Now, a good number of them either believe in what he preaches, or wish to curry favor with him. Yes, I believe the emissary spoke true. And that this band of Swords and Shields has already left the city.”

      Xela gasps. “Then we have no time to waste! We have to leave now if we’re going to beat them to the Umbra!”

      “And what would you do then?”

      A hard resolve fills Xela’s eyes when she hears her mother’s question. “Tell the abbess. If she is aware that they are coming then there is no way they will get inside the Umbra.”

      Auxilia rests her chin on laced fingers, watching her daughter carefully. “I thought you might say that. Suffice to say, I could not allow you and your band of misfits to chase after the finest warriors in all of Zim.”

      “You would try and stop us?” Xela says, her eyes flashing.

      Auxilia smiles slightly. “Oh, I very much doubt I can convince you to do anything. In fact, I know from experience that you’ll likely go against my wishes, whatever they are. So I shall bequeath you a little help.”

      I glance in surprise at the Swords standing behind the matriarch. “Them?”

      Auxilia chuckles. “No, no. If I sent along my own warriors then the Prophet would bend his will towards the destruction of my house. I’m afraid I am not bold enough to confront him directly.” With that, she withdraws a small silver bell and rings it loudly.

      Moments later there’s a commotion at the door as someone stomps inside cursing.

      “I heard it, I heard it, you troglodytes. Get yer paws off me, we’re going inside.”

      I know that voice. “Shalloch?” I cry out, rising from the bench as the mucker and Vesivia enter the common room.

      “Lad,” the mucker says warmly, striding over to wrap me in a quick hug.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask in mild astonishment.

      “I had the emperor sign his letter of manumission at the same time as yours,” Auxilia says.

      Vesivia clasps my arm, crooking a smile at my obvious surprise. “She freed Shalloch.”

      “But I thought you only had a few more months?” I ask him.

      “Aye, I did. But that’s fewer trips down below, and the last few have been fairly dicey.” He punches me lightly in the shoulder. “And you weren’t around anymore to watch our backs.”

      “I also offered them a substantial amount to join you, if you do decide to race the Prophet’s force to the Umbra.”

      “Truly?”

      Shalloch winks his good eye at me. “Aye, lad. Enough money to buy a sweet little ship . . .” He trails away when he notices Vesivia’s frown. “For fishing, of course.”

      Xela clears her throat, and I quickly make the introductions between them. Shalloch gives her an unctuous grin and sweeps her hand up for a quick kiss. Vesivia’s frown deepens, but Xela seems mildly amused.

      “We must leave quickly,” I say, already considering how fast we’ll need to ride to try and overtake the Swords and Shields if they have a few hours’ head start. “And we need to rouse Bell and Fen Poria.”

      “They should be back soon,” Xela says. “They went to find supplies while you and Deliah were . . . sleeping in.”

      “Deliah?” asks Auxilia. She says her name innocently, but I know her well enough to hear the edge of danger.

      A quick patter of footsteps coming down the stairs announces the lamias. She strides into the common room, her hair in an artful state of sleep-mussed disarray, and then looks around blinking at the scene before her.

      “What in the seven hells is going on in here?”
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      We ride north, passing unchallenged through soaring gates wrought of twisting copper, their mighty stanchions inset with innumerable colorful stones: garnets and carnelians and chunks of rough-hewn topaz. The road wends through fields of purple blossoms, bent-back old women in broad hats harvesting the flowers, long-furred animals draped around their necks like scarves. Each time a flower is plucked, the crones hold the blossom to the snout of the creature, and then depending on some reaction I cannot see they either toss it aside or carefully place it in a wicker basket slung over their shoulder. Bell wants to stop and inquire about what they are collecting, but Xela keeps a harsh pace, and our horses kick up clouds of white dust as we thunder down the road.

      I can see in the faces of my companions that they have many questions, but those will have to wait as we hurry north, towards the jagged dark mountains piercing the cloudless sky. The Blackspears, Xela named them, younger and more rugged than Hesset’s Wall. A few even have faint wisps of smoke uncoiling from their peaks into the wash of blue, and Xela even claims she has seen fire flowing like a river down these blackened slopes. Somewhere in that range is the Umbra, the sanctuary of the shadowdancers of Zim. And Valyra, daughter of the Red Sword and child of a dead world.

      After a grueling ride, we enter a forest aflame with crimson leaves. The way becomes more arduous, plains giving way to the first foothills of the rapidly swelling mountains. The horses are lathered with sweat and breathing hard, so Xela calls for a slower pace. I take this chance to ride up beside her and broach the questions that have been gnawing at me since we left the inn.

      “So did you leave the Umbra on the same terms as you left your family? Will the abbess be glad to see you again?”

      Xela’s hands tighten on her reins. She’s dressed again in the tight black leather garb of a shadowdancer, which is in stark contrast to the day’s brightness and the red leaves fluttering from the trees.

      “She will be surprised to see me, certainly. And in other circumstances perhaps she’d try and punish me for leaving the Umbra. But considering we are going to warn them of an attack, I imagine the abbess will find some shred of forgiveness for me.”

      “Then you left the order.”

      Xela nods slightly. “I was rebellious when I was younger. I thought by extricating myself from my mother’s suffocating presence I would be happy. It turns out after time I chafe under all authority.”

      “You ran away from Zim?”

      “Yes. I discovered when I was young that I had been blessed by the Lady of Shadows. I could see in the darkness like it was clearest day, even shape the shadows to my whims. This is a rare gift, but if it is bestowed upon a high noble it is considered a curse, something to be hidden. I found out later that my mother has the same abilities, but had long suppressed them.”

      “How did you join the shadowdancers?”

      “It was the abbess. She recognized my talent one day at court, and told me I should come learn from her in the Umbra. My mother heard of her suggestion and forbade me from leaving – of course, such a proclamation only emboldened me. So ten years ago I fled Zim and my mother and galloped down this very road, afraid that she would send her Swords to drag me back.”

      A gust of wind stirs the boughs of the trees arching over us, and a moment later we are enveloped by a red blizzard of falling leaves.

      Xela flicks away a few leaves that have become tangled in her horse’s mane. “The abbess initiated me into the Umbra and helped coax out my gift. Those were . . . hard years. The Umbra is not like any other place. It is interstitial, seeming to exist between the border of what is real and what is not. Between the waking and the dream. I found myself . . . slipping away. Years passed like they were days. You know, shadowdancers who reside in the Umbra never die. Just one day they submerge themselves in the darkness and are never seen again. I . . . did not want that for myself.”

      Xela’s face is strained, as if she’s struggling hard to put her experience into words.

      “When I was fully trained, the abbess sent me south. She owed a favor to the Contessa of Ysala, and I was the payment. I was to serve her for a year and a day. But the longer I was away from the Umbra, the more my thoughts cleared, and the clotting spiderwebs that kept me from considering what was happening to me were pulled loose. I went to the Contessa and asked her to assist me in finally being free. She agreed, and with her help I faked my own death. In return, I continued to work for her in secret, a life debt of my own, of sorts. I had been her loyal servant for nearly three years, and then you arrived in Ysala.”

      “This . . . dream-state you say exists in the Umbra . . . do you think it will affect Valyra?”

      Xela nods. “Most definitely. The mind becomes untethered if it spends too long in its halls. If your friend has been there for months, then she no longer knows what is real and what is not.”

      I mull this over as Xela lapses into silence. The horror of seeing her mother killed, the fight against the monstrous Shriven in that ancient temple as it collapsed around us, the sense of violation as the Voice clambered from the ground and held us fast with its terrible power . . . and then stumbling through the doorway to another world, emerging into a place like the Umbra. Had Valyra managed to keep hold of her sanity?

      I twist around to see how my companions are faring. Shalloch is the only one talking, regaling the silent women riding around him with some tale of adventure on the high seas. They look unimpressed, particularly Vesivia. Bell has caught one of the crimson leaves and is examining it closely. A crossbow is slung across her back, which makes me think of the first time I met her. I smile, remembering her threatening to put a quarrel in me as Poz desperately tried to calm her down. Deliah has donned her carapace armor, and the curving blade of her glaive rises up over her shoulder. Somehow through all this she’s managed to keep the same impressive horse that she rode from Chale. Fen Poria is there as well, though she is a few lengths behind us, hunched down in her saddle and clinging to her reins. Her horse was skittish when she first mounted, and it still looks like it’s not certain of the smell of the feral on its back.

      Six companions. Most are skilled warriors – all except Bell I would trust to handle themselves in a fight. But how will they fare against the Swords and Shields of Zim? Are some of them riding to their deaths? A coldness goes through me at the thought. None of them know Valyra – they are each doing this out of friendship with me. Well, all except Shalloch. He’s doing it for the matriarch’s gold, like any good pirate.

      “Look!” Xela cries, and my gaze follows where she’s pointing. Through a gap in the trees a mountain rears black and foreboding, and clinging high up on a cliff is a building that seems hewn from the dark rock itself.

      “The Umbra,” she says, and I can hear the awe and dread in her voice.
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      We ride through the night, Xela leading the way. Even with her shadowdancer ability to see in deepest blackness I’m worried that one of our horses will turn a hoof on a rock, or someone will brain themselves on a low-hanging branch. But fortune smiles on us. By the time pink dawn light creeps into the sky we are all tired and saddle-sore, but nothing more terrible has happened than Shalloch falling from his horse in fright when something large and winged swooped from the trees and vanished into the dark.

      I’ve been expecting to stumble across the campsite of the Prophet’s Swords, maybe even catch them sleeping, but they must have pushed through without stopping as well. This gives me a little tingle of unease. Did they know they’re being followed? What would drive them on with such urgency otherwise?

      The mountain has grown during the night. It drinks the morning light, a great black thorn unsullied by trees or water. The structure that Xela claimed was the Umbra dangles out over a sheer drop of many thousands of spans – it looks like some strange organic growth emerging from the side of the mountain. Now that we are closer I can see crooked towers and distended, bulging buildings stippled with windows. It seems entirely carved from obsidian, and as the morning light slides across its exterior it gleams as if covered with oil.

      “Still no sign of the Swords?” I ask Xela as she pauses, squinting up at the Umbra.

      “No,” she says slowly. “There’s something, though.”

      For a moment I see nothing, and then I realize what she’s looking at.

      “The smoke?” Several thin trickles of darkness are emerging from the largest of the buildings . . . but they seem to be escaping from the windows, rather than any sort of chimney.

      “There are no flames allowed in the Umbra’s great hall. Shadowdancers do not need light to see, and the fires deep within the mountain keep the monastery warm. Something has happened.”
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      Xela leads us away from the main road, until we come to the base of a narrow switchback trail that ascends the mountain.

      “This is a secret way known only to the acolytes of the Lady,” she explains as she ties her horse to the trunk of a stunted tree. “The main road will lead to the front door of the Umbra, but it is also too dangerous for horses and takes several hours longer.”

      “We are going up that?” Shalloch says, his face pale as his eyes follow the many twists of the trail, which looks to be little more than a thin ledge hacked from the cliff face.

      “Scared?” Fen Poria sneers, hopping over the shards of black rock littering the entrance to the path.

      “This is why I never wanted to leave the sea,” the pirate mutters. “And I always put someone else up in the crow’s nest.”

      “Stay away from the edge,” Xela says as she follows Fen Poria onto the path, her boots crunching on the fine black sand. “Hug the mountain. Errant gusts of wind have sent many acolytes tumbling into the void.”

      Shalloch looks like he’s about to be sick. As Vesivia passes him she claps him on the shoulder.

      “Don’t be a coward, my love.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The way is treacherous, and several times I feel like the sand on the path is slithering beneath my feet, but our ascent is surprisingly quick, and well before noon we emerge onto the same ledge as the Umbra. It squats like a black demon, all bristling spines and strange curves, much of it hanging off the side of the mountain. The section we’ve arrived at has a door incised into the black stone, firmly shut. I’m wondering what we’ll do if no one answers our knock, but Xela strides forward while the rest of us are catching our breath from the climb and places her open palm on the door. She leans forward until her head is almost brushing the stone, and I can see her mouth forming words. Moments later there’s a shuddering crack and the sound of grinding as the door slowly swings open.

      “Thank the saints they haven’t changed the password,” she says, then motions for us to follow her into the darkness.

      Trickles of wan light filter down from slit windows set high up in the walls of the narrow passages, but are quickly swallowed by the coiling shadows. There’s just enough illumination to see Xela’s indistinct shape ahead of me as we rush down the corridors, entranceways into larger chambers – all equally black and still – flashing past. I can hear the hurrying footsteps of the others behind me, but they seem strangely muted, like I’m listening through a thick oaken door. There’s a strange warmth here, too, that seems to radiate from the walls themselves, as if something hot is flowing just beneath the surface of the stone.

      An irrational panic is building in me, both a sense of being watched and a feeling like the walls are constricting tighter and tighter. My breath is coming in ragged pants now, and my skin is slick from this unnatural heat. I want to tell Xela to wait, to let me just rest for a moment and calm my racing heart, but my tongue is thick in my mouth. I reach out to steady myself on the walls and my fingers come away wet and sticky. My head whirls . . . darkness is creeping across my vision and I know I’m going to fall soon . . .

      I stumble out of the corridor and into a vast hall, gasping in relief as the sense of being suffocated by the encroaching blackness abruptly vanishes. A pall of acrid smoke is draped here like a funeral shroud, and I struggle to keep my stinging eyes open. It seems to be coming from the smoldering remnants of a great altar, above which hovers a dark jewel nearly as large as a man, its depths veined with pulsing purple light. Bodies are scattered everywhere. Shrouded figures are moving among the devastation, and they pause as we spill from the passage, long curving knives appearing in their hands.

      “Saints,” Bell murmurs as she fumbles for her crossbow. I can hear the scrape of Shalloch’s saber leaving its sheath.

      “Wait!” Xela commands, holding out her hand to stop us from doing anything rash.

      The robed figures seem unmoved by her actions and begin to approach, raising their daggers.

      “Where is Abbess Zaria?” she asks them, and I can see from her twitching hand that she’s tempted to draw her own blade.

      No reply as the shrouded ones glide closer. My hand finds the hilt of my green-glass sword.

      “Abbess Zaria!” Xela barks again, her words laced with desperation. “I know you’re not all so far gone that you’ve forgotten her name. Where is she?”

      “Here, child.” The voice is weary. At first I can’t see where it has come from, but then a small figure detaches from the shadows.

      The encroaching figures hesitate.

      “Enough,” the abbess says. “Tend to the fallen. I will deal with the new intruders.”

      As she steps closer to us, the shrouded shadowdancers recede, some seeming to vanish altogether.

      “Xela,” the abbess says softly. “You have returned to us.”

      “I have, Mistress.”

      “But not from across the veil. It seems the Contessa lied to me.”

      “I begged her to do so. But please, Mistress – what has happened here?”

      The abbess turns slightly to survey the sprawled dead and the ruins of the once-grand altar. “We were attacked in the waning watches of the night. Warriors from Zim burst into the Umbra without warning. Somehow none of our wards were tripped.”

      “Did the Shadow protect you?”

      The abbess’s mouth thins. “We tried to draw upon the Lady’s favor, but something terrible accompanied these raiders. I have never felt its like before. When we tried to wrap ourselves in darkness it pulled us from the shadows and left us helpless before their blades. I tried to cloud their minds and fill their thoughts with fear, but it was as if my strength was but a puff of wind before a tempest. Instead we found our limbs frozen, our illusions pierced.”

      “The Voice,” I say softly, and the abbess’s penetrating gaze settles on me. Her eyes are simply white, without pupils, but I know she sees me.

      “Who was it?” she asks.

      “You . . . you know him as the Stranger. A servant of the Prophet. But I’ve met his kind before. He is a demon from another world, with terrible powers.”

      The abbess is silent for a moment. “Yes,” she finally says slowly, “I know of what you speak. I have seen him, this demon, hovering at the side of the Prophet. One moment he is there, and then he is gone.”

      “Who ambushed you? How many were there?”

      The abbess returns her attention to Xela. “Less than a dozen, but they were all exemplary warriors. Deprived of our abilities to walk through shadow, we could not stand before them. We slew three of their number, and their corpses have already been thrown from the mountain so that their spirits cannot sully this holy place. There was one, a great alethian with ebony scales that usually guards the Prophet.”

      “And did they get what they came for?” I ask, dreading her answer.

      The abbess dips her head. “They took the refugee with them, the one who came through the doorway beneath the mountain.”

      “Oh, no. Valyra,” I murmur, and the abbess looks at me sharply.

      “You know her.”

      “I have to save her,” I reply. “Please, how long ago did the attack happen? Where did they go?”

      The abbess closes her unsettling eyes. “It is strange, but they did not flee back down the mountain after they seized the girl.”

      “No?” Xela asks in confusion. “Where did they go?”

      “They descended into the mountain, through the tunnels that connect the Umbra with the depths below. I believe they must be going to the doorway.”
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      “What is the doorway?” I ask Xela as she leads us once more on a mad dash through the warren-like nest of passages which fill the Umbra.

      “A legend,” the shadowdancer replies as she clatters down a steep flight of stairs that corkscrews deeper into the mountain. I can tell we are descending into the bowels of the monastery, as no longer are there window slits that let in outside light. I’m carrying a glass globe filled with a ghostly radiance, which the abbess produced after Xela told her we would pursue those who kidnapped Valyra.

      “Apparently it’s real,” I reply, turning sidewise slightly to avoid scraping my shoulders on the walls. Everything has grown more constricted the deeper we’ve gone.

      “Well, yes. I always thought it real. Just not that the legends swirling around it were true.”

      “And what are those?”

      “That the doorway was a bridge between realities. The nuns at the Umbra teach that it was through these doorways that the gods fled this world and sought refuge elsewhere. I’ve been down there, once – it just looked like a great stone archway to me.”

      “Is that all there is? The archway?”

      “You’ll see. There’s an ancient ruin buried among the mountain’s roots, inside a great cavern. The shadowdancers believe this is where the Lady of Darkness now dwells since she decided not to join her divine siblings in their exodus. What I want to know is where the Swords think they’re going. Why would this Stranger lead them down there when there’s no way out?”

      The Voice thinks it can open the door. The thought chills me. If it only meant to return itself and Valyra to the red wastes of the dying world, that would be a tragedy, but at least what harm was done would be contained. But what if it could keep the door open, and invite the rest of the Shriven through? The stone key weighs heavily in my belt pouch – am I bringing the means of unlocking the doorway to the Stranger? Was it possible this was all some elaborate plot? But that kind of machination seems impossibly complex. Doesn’t it?

      Lower and lower we go, until the smoothly hewn passages of the monastery give way to tunnels gouged from the mountain’s flesh. There are ancient runes incised into the walls here, and elaborate scenes of armies clashing with hordes of monstrous creatures. I can’t stop to examine these carvings, as Xela keeps pushing us faster, but I think some of these twisted beasts resemble the Shriven I encountered in the other world. Monsters with curving hooks for arms, great worms bursting through the ground to swallow entire legions whole.

      The air keeps getting warmer as well, until it is almost uncomfortably hot. I glance behind me at the rest of my companions, and it is clear that they are also struggling with the heat. Deliah’s long violet hair is plastered to her skin, and her skin gleams in the light of the glow globe I carry. Shalloch is breathing heavily, and has already shed the heavy fur cloak and gloves that he was wearing when we left Zim. Only Fen Poria seems to be enjoying herself – the feral is baring her teeth in a wolf-like grin that reminds me of a predator stalking closer to prey it knows to be trapped.

      “How much farther?” Bell asks between gasping breaths.

      “We’re here,” Xela calls back as she follows the curve of the passage we’re rushing down. I nearly collide with her as I turn the corner . . . and then I also stop, awed by what is before me.

      We stand on a high ledge overlooking a vast cavern. It’s so big that an entire district of Ysala could fit inside, I think, even the tallest of the city’s towers. Shattered ruins fill much of the space, and mushrooms that range from half the height of a man to the size of mighty trees sprout everywhere. High above the floor of the cavern an enormous twin of the jewel in the great hall of the Umbra slowly rotates. The light veining the gem is much brighter here, and as it slowly rotates it bathes the entirety of the cavern in a purple radiance.

      “By the saints,” whispers Bell, her fingers lacing with my own as we stare awestruck at this buried city. “What is this place?”

      “The home of the Lady, or so the nuns claim,” Xela says. She points at one of the few structures that looks to still be intact, a many-tiered pyramid. “The doorway is atop the ziggurat. That’s where they’ll be.”

      I squint, but the distance is so great I can make out few details. There does seem to be a curving ribbon of stone atop the pyramid, but I can’t see any figures moving.

      “Why are we fucking waiting?” says Fen Poria. Then she starts on the incredibly tall set of stairs that go down to the floor of the cavern.

      “Oh, by all the tainted saints,” groans Shalloch. “More stairs.”

      “We must be careful,” Deliah commands as she follows Fen Poria, drawing her glaive from her back. “This is the perfect place for an ambush.”

      With this in mind, I keep my eyes on the ruins as we descend, but nothing moves among the tumbled buildings and stalagmites. We regroup when we reach the bottom, in the shadow cast by the broad brown cap of a soaring mushroom.

      “We need a plan,” I say as the others turn to me. “Xela,” I say to the shadowdancer, “I want you to cloak yourself in shadow and scout ahead for us. I’ll be next, and if you encounter any trouble I want you to return immediately and tell me. If you can’t for some reason, make a sound so I’ll know you need help.”

      Xela’s brow knits in confusion. “What kind of sound?”

      “I don’t know. The sound of something that lives in these caves.”

      She frowns. “Mushrooms are pretty quiet.”

      I sigh. “Just yell ‘help,’ then. Now, you and you,” I continue, pointing at Shalloch and Deliah, “follow about twenty paces behind me. Bell, you have the middle. Vesivia and Fen, take up the rear.”

      “I want to go ahead and scout, too,” mutters Fen Poria. “I can smell the ones we’re chasing – there’s men, women, an alethian, a brek’nato . . . and something I’ve never smelled before.” She sniffs the air, wrinkling her nose. “Real sharp and bitter, like where someone pissed in the snow.”

      “You’re not invisible. Xela is. Stay in the back, and make sure no one sneaks up on us.”

      Fen Poria’s mouth twists in disagreement, but she doesn’t say anything further.

      “All right,” I say, holding each of their gazes in turn. “We go towards that pyramid, quickly and quietly. Our luck holds, maybe we can catch them unawares. Remember, these are all great warriors and trained killers.”

      I wait for nods from everyone, then I motion towards Xela. She scoops some of the shadows that have accreted at the base of the mushroom’s great stalk and quickly slathers herself in darkness. When she’s nothing more than a patch of blackness, she slips with uncanny grace into the ruins and is gone.

      I follow behind her, leaping over the tumbled remnants of a statue with the head of a falcon. Something familiar tugs at my memory, and a moment later it comes to me: this statue reminds me of the animal-headed statues that lined the walls of the ancient temple in the red wastes. Could this place have been built by the same people? I shake my head, trying to keep my concentration on my surroundings. The ruins I’m moving through are draped with shadows, both from the teetering piles of stone that still stand, and the great mushrooms that strain towards the distant purple jewel. A clatter of falling rocks and a shiver of movement bring my sword from its sheath, but it’s just some six-legged lizard no bigger than a dog scurrying from us. I slide my sword away.

      The pyramid swells larger as we traverse the cavern, its peak rising over the tops of the tallest mushrooms. While most of the shattered buildings we’re moving through are made of the mountain’s ubiquitous black rock, the ziggurat has a pale luster that glows slightly in the perpetual twilight of the cavern. It reminds me of the nacreous white stone that the other portals I’ve encountered have been fashioned from, both the one I passed through and also the one I discovered in the poelthari’s barrow-lair. The key in my pouch seems to be growing heavier as we approach the ziggurat, but that might be my imagination.

      “There! Right fucking there!” Fen Poria cries suddenly, and I whirl around to try and see what she’s screaming about. Listing ruins, the twisted remains of some great metal device, a colony of mushrooms rising to our left . . . Fen Poria is rushing towards me from her position at the rear of our party, pointing a dagger at one of the mushrooms . . .

      And then I see her, pressed against the stalk just below the lip of the mushroom’s cap, lost mostly in the shadows. Pale green skin and hair, translucent dragonfly wings spreading from her back. The patriarch Belav’s Shield, the woman who seemed to have been pulled from the deepest wilds. She’s holding a bow, a nocked arrow pointed at me.

      “Talin, look out!” cries Bell as she sees the woman. Then she’s beside me, fumbling for the crossbow slung across her back. The green woman adjusts her aim slightly and looses the shaft, and at the same time I throw myself to the ground behind a chunk of tumbled masonry.

      But she wasn’t firing at me.

      “Bell!” I cry in horror as the arrow pierces her chest. She stumbles back a step, then catches herself, swaying. The crossbow falls from her slack fingers as she stares in wonder at the shaft protruding from below her collarbone.

      “No!” I cry as she topples over, and from somewhere nearby Deliah screams as well. Fen Poria dashes past me, whipping her three-pointed throwing daggers at the Shield. A moment later the green woman gives a pained cry, and I see her clutch at her shoulder as she drops her own bow and leaps from her perch. A moment later she has vanished among the mushroom stalks, Fen Poria in close pursuit.

      “Bell, oh Bell,” I moan, rushing over to her and cradling her head. Her breathing is shallow, her eyes glazed in shock. My hands frantically slip beneath her shirt and run along her back, and a wave of relief goes through me as I feel the tip of the arrowhead. The shaft has gone through her completely – terrible, but better than having to dig the head out of her body. “Can you hear me?” I ask, but she doesn’t answer, grimacing.

      Deliah crouches beside me, her face a mask of concern. With practiced efficiency she grabs Bell’s shirt and rips it wide open, exposing where the arrow has punched into her body. Blood is leaking out around the edges of the wound, slower than I would have expected.

      “Should we push it through?” I ask, though I suspect I know the answer.

      Deliah shakes her head. “No. The arrow is keeping her from bleeding out. If we are unsuccessful in staunching the wound, she’ll die.”

      “She’s dying now!” I cry frantically. In the periphery of my vision I sense that Shalloch and Vesivia have come to hover beside us.

      Deliah looks at me and I can see her frustration. “If I was in a surgeon’s tent, I might be able to save her . . . but down here, with no bandages or thread or arrow-puller . . .” She returns her gaze to Bell.

      “Maybe someone can carry her back to the Umbra,” Shalloch offers, but again Deliah shakes her head.

      “She’d be dead before you got halfway there.”

      “Talin.”

      Bell has turned her head towards me. She blinks, struggling to focus. “Talin, I’m sorry.” She lifts a shaking hand, and I squeeze it fiercely.

      “Bell, you shouldn’t have been here. This is my fault.”

      Her thin lips twist into a pained smile. “My choice,” she says simply.

      “Is she dead?”

      I shoot an angry glance at Fen Poria, who has emerged again from the copse of mushrooms. She ignores me.

      “Yeah, that doesn’t look good,” she says as she approaches, and lets out a low whistle.

      “Oh, by the Shadow! Bell!” Xela cries, the darkness flaking away from her as she bursts from the mushrooms and rushes over.

      “You were supposed to be paying fucking attention, shadowdancer,” Fen Poria snarls as Xela goes to her knees beside Bell.

      “I didn’t see anyone . . . I must have passed right below them . . .” She reaches a shaking hand towards the arrow’s shaft, then draws back. “What . . . what can we do?”

      “Get revenge,” Fen Poria says simply, staring in the direction the green woman vanished. “They know we’re coming now, though. Going to be bloody.”

      “Valyra,” I say suddenly, hope filling me. “Valyra is a healer . . . she has the power to save Bell.”

      “We have to hurry, then,” Deliah says, watching Bell in concern as her eyes flutter closed. “She already fading.” I nod, gently moving Bell’s head from my arms and standing.

      But I’m still torn, watching her ragged breathing and the rise and fall of the arrow protruding from her chest. “Someone has to stay with her,” I say, looking at the others. “The arrow could shift, the bleeding might get worse . . .”

      Fen Poria snorts as my eyes meet hers. “Not me. I want that feral’s blood.”

      “I could stay,” Deliah says, also rising to her feet. “But you need me.”

      She’s right – without her glaive I doubt we’d stand any chance against the Swords and Shields. My gaze settles on Shalloch and Vesivia.

      “You have to say,” the pirate says, turning to his lover. “You know more about battlefield medicine than I do.” He reaches out for her, but she jerks away from him.

      “I’m not going to let you fight without me,” she says angrily.

      “Vesivia,” I say softly. “Please.”

      The Zimani swordswoman stares up at the distant stalactites dripping from the ceiling and curses in a language I don’t know. But when she looks down again, I can see the resignation in her eyes.

      “Very well. I’ll keep her alive as best I can. But you have to hurry.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They are waiting for us.

      We watch from deep within a mushroom grove, recessed among the shadows. Eight warriors, arrayed around the base of the pyramid, guarding the incredibly steep stairs that climb to its peak. I recognize several of them: the green-skinned girl is there, a strip of cloth wrapped around the wound on her shoulder. Something more like sap than blood oozes from beneath the bandage and trickles down her arm. In her other hand she holds a black-metal trident. There’s also the mantis-man – I assume it’s the same one – who had been standing behind the fat matriarch when Auxilia summoned me to show off for her friends. It carries no weapons, but the serrated scythes that serve as its front limbs look like they could cut a man in half. Finally, the ebony-scaled alethian with the broken head spines prowls in front of the stairs, his tail lashing. The rest of the Swords and Shields are Zimani, each dressed in the flamboyant style favored by that people, their clothes of bright glistening silk sewn with feathers and colorful gems.

      “We need to bring Valyra to Bell as quickly as possible,” I whisper, my eyes traveling up the thousand steps to the top of the pyramid. “She must be at the top already.”

      “What’s the plan?” Shalloch asks, all trace of his usual good humor gone.

      “I’ll take the stairs while the rest of you hold off the Swords and Shields. Rescue Bell before they can do whatever they’re planning.”

      The pirate grimaces. “You’ll have to go through that lizard.”

      “I plan on it.”

      Shalloch turns and spits. “Saints give you strength, mate. I’ve spent my life trying to avoid pissing off an alethian.”

      A moment’s silence settles over us. “Thank you all,” I finally say as I look at these companions – these friends – who would give their lives here. “This is greater than just one woman’s life, I feel it. It’s all part of something terrible, and if we save her, I think we can help hold off what’s coming.”

      “Shut up and stop stalling,” Fen Poria says, and then she’s up and running, screaming a primal war cry. Deliah follows her a moment later, whooping and brandishing her glaive. Shalloch and I share a brief, surprised glance, and then we’re on our feet, exploding from the mushroom grove as the Swords and Shields turn to face us. My green-glass sword sings as I rip it from its sheath, its crackling power singing in my veins.

      Fen Poria draws first blood, sending one of her throwing daggers spinning into the neck of the closest Zimani. The warrior goes to his knees clutching at the spike embedded in his throat, blood squirting from around his fingers. Fen sends another dagger whirling towards the green-skinned woman, but she knocks it from the air with a swipe of her trident.

      Deliah ducks beneath a slash from the mantis-man, then thrusts out with her glaive. The insect Sword is surprisingly fast, though, leaping backwards on its segmented legs like a grasshopper. It clashes its scythe arms together, its mandibles making a harsh clacking sound that I interpret as some kind of war cry.

      A Zimani woman wielding a pair of swords – one a shorter, broad blade for parrying, the other much longer for thrusting – slides in front of me as I try to make for the stairway. She’s fast, and I barely get my sword up in time to deflect a quick jab. Then I’m lunging forward, and she catches my blade with her short parrying sword . . . her eyes widen in shock, though, as the length of green-glass passes through her sword’s metal, shearing it off at the crossguard. I continue the strike, separating her head from her shoulders.

      Now it’s just the alethian standing before me and the stairs. He holds back as I approach, and there’s wariness in his slitted yellow eyes. The lizard man hisses a challenge, working his scimitar through a series of flourishes, the massive sword light as a feather in his taloned hand. It has a strange yellow tint, like ancient bone. I approach cautiously, shuffling forward in a fighting stance, well aware of how fast these creatures can move. They may look as sluggish as crocodiles drifting in a river, but in truth they strike as fast as a serpent.

      “Alesssk,” the alethian hisses, tossing the scimitar to his other hand and catching it smoothly. “What are you doing here?”

      Alesk. That was what the silver-eyed stranger had called me in the mucker barracks. Did this thing know me?

      “My name is Talin,” I reply, my gaze flicking to the stairs behind him. As much as I want to know what the alethian is talking about, I need to rescue Valyra if Bell is going to live.

      The creature’s long tongue flickers from its fanged mouth. “No! You are trying to confussse me. You are the Pilgrim and your brother Talin is the Heretic, he who left the right hand of the Prophet to preach his foul gospel of redemption. Your liesss have no power here, traitor!”

      I’m expecting the attack, but still it comes with devastating quickness. The scimitar arcs closer and I turn it aside; metal shrieks and yellow dust flakes away but the blade holds, and I’m pressed back as the huge lizard man surges forward. If I tried to catch each of his hammering blows I think my arm would break, so I’m forced to let the scimitar slide off my own sword, which keeps me unbalanced and unable to press him back.

      “Your demon blade cannot shatter mine,” he gloats. “For it was fashioned from the bones of the Old Mother.”

      His tail whips out and I dance backwards, its tip coming within a span of smashing into my legs and sending me sprawling.

      “Sssstill fast, Pilgrim,” the alethian growls, stalking after me.

      Pilgrim. That was what the Voice called me in my first memories, when the Shriven ambushed me in the red wastes. My yearning to know what this thing knows about me is almost overwhelming . . . but I cannot afford this delay.

      “How do the spirits feel about you following this Prophet?” I goad him, remembering the other alethian’s obsession with his old gods. “Must be pretty disappointed that you’ve turned your back on your own kind.”

      The alethian roars and charges, and our swords come together again and again, dragonbone on green glass. I duck beneath a wild swing and slash the lizard man’s side, opening a cut among his obsidian scales. He draws back a pace, hissing in pain and rage.

      Above his cracked spines looms the top of the tiered pyramid; there’s now a golden glow creeping from something I can’t see . . . but I know that light. One of the doorways has been opened.

      There is no time, and I rush the lizard man. His lips curl away from curving fangs, and he also lunges to meet me, the curving length of yellow dragonbone slicing the air. At the last moment I duck beneath his blow and drive the point of my sword into his stomach – it slides between his scales smoothly, almost to the hilt. Before his hurtling bulk can smash into me I leap to the side, ripping my blade loose as he crashes to the ground.

      Our gazes lock as death steals into his eyes. Beyond the alethian the fight is still raging: Xela and Deliah are circling the tall insect man, trying to get inside the reach of his long curving scythes; Shalloch is holding off a pair of Zimani warriors, and the green-skinned girl has lost her trident in the melee and is now dueling Fen Poria and her daggers with a pair of flickering short swords. I turn and start bounding up the stairs, sending a silent prayer that my companions do not need my help.

      The glow intensifies as I approach the summit, and when I arrive at the top I’m blinded for a brief moment. Then my vision clears, and I scream in defiance of what’s before me.

      There’s an archway of the same opalescent white stone that I’ve seen before, but much larger, easily big enough for an elephant to pass beneath. A rippling golden veil fills the portal, and standing before it is Valyra, her arms thrust up to her elbows in the swirling radiance. She’s facing away from me, staring into the doorway, but that red hair has haunted my dreams for months.

      “Valyra!” I cry, rushing across the cracked and ancient stone. But she does not turn around, even when I put my arm on her shoulder. Now I can see that her mouth is slightly parted, and she’s staring glassy eyed into the undulating portal. Ripples are emanating from where her arms vanish into the light, as if she has thrust herself into golden water.

      “Pilgrim.”

      The word explodes in my mind, sweeping away all conscious thought.

      I whirl away from Valyra, facing the thing as it steps out from between the folds of reality. The Voice is draped in the same shapeless robes I glimpsed in the Last Word and the emperor’s audience chamber, but it has discarded the broad-brimmed hat that had concealed its true nature. Wide fish-like eyes stare at me from its misshapen head, and its red lips writhe into a monstrous leer as it shuffles closer.

      I bring my sword up to skewer this thing that has haunted my dreams since I encountered its brethren in the red wastes, but before I can lunge forward a cold power settles over my limbs, holding me in place.

      I strain, thrashing on the inside to free myself of this thing’s power, but it is useless. I’m helpless as the Voice’s monstrous face comes within a handspan of my own. My heart is beating wildly, and I want to retch at the disgusting smell wafting from the creature.

      It regards me for a long moment, its nictitating eyelids closing and then opening again.

      “You please us.”

      The words flash in my brain, lightning strikes on a dark night.

      “You have done what you promised, returning with a sorceress. We are pleased. Why do you come here and murder our disciples?”

      The crushing grip on my throat slackens, and I can speak again. I take in a shuddering breath before trying to reply.

      “You . . . want to hurt her.”

      The Voice’s eyelids slide closed and then open again. Wrinkles appear on the corpse-flesh of its forehead.

      “We do not wish to hurt her. She must open the gate, and heal what was sundered. When the paths are reforged she will no longer be needed.” The Voice raises a long pale finger and tenderly strokes Valyra’s cheek. She continues to stare sightlessly into the rippling veil. “But you know this, Pilgrim. The voyage may repress your memories, but it cannot destroy them. Eventually you will remember, and you will stand with Ezekal again as he leads your people to a new world. You have proven your value to us. We do not wish to discard you. Come, she is almost finished. Soon the rest of me will begin the journey to this world. Watch, and revel in what you have wrought.”

      An evil, oily residue coats this thing’s mind-speech, and it is making my head pulse. My hand trembles as I fight against the power binding me. The creature sees this and its lip curls in contempt.

      “You know you cannot stand against us, Pilgrim. You tried and failed once, but you found wisdom in the depths of your defeat.”

      “Fuck you,” I snarl through gritted teeth. The Voice stares at me impassively.

      “Look. We are coming.”

      Suddenly, I can move my head slightly. In the depths of the golden radiance a darkness is swelling. Something is approaching, and in my lost memories I must know what it is, because a wave of cold dread washes over me.

      A flicker of movement from elsewhere. A shadow swells beside the Voice, but it is not Xela. This is but a wisp of darkness, its limbs too long and attenuated to be human. A mane of glistening black tumbles from its head, and its eyes are twin points of cold light. There’s something feminine about this thing, though its ill-defined shape is featureless. A hand of long spidery fingers slashes the air, passing through the Voice and Valyra and myself, and as the shadow touches me I feel a shock of cold and I can move again. My sword thrusts forward . . . only to be stopped again a whisper from the folds of the Voice’s throat. With an angry hiss, the Shriven gestures at the shadow and it dissipates like smoke caught in a strong wind.

      “Foolish, faded relic. An echo of an echo, but still it tries to protect this world. She should have fled long ago.”

      The shadow in the golden pool is bigger now, nearly filling the soaring archway. The malice leaking from the portal is palpable.

      It is here. In only another moment this emissary of the Shriven will push into this world.

      Then the light abruptly vanishes as Valyra pulls her arms from the doorway and whirls towards me.

      The Voice gurgles in anger and the weaver stiffens like she’s suddenly been turned to stone . . . but her fingers still brush my hand.

      A crackling bolt of energy shoots up my arm, melting the Shriven’s clammy grip. With all my strength I shove my sword forward, the green-glass tip piercing the Voice’s neck. Black ichor spurts from the wound, and as I open its throat wider this quickly turns into a waterfall. The eyelids slide closed, and the Voice collapses.

      I can move again, just like when Valyra broke the Voice’s power before in the ruined temple. With one stroke, I separate this thing’s head from its shoulders – I’m not taking any chances. Then I turn back to Valyra just as she swoons and starts to fall. I drop my sword and catch her, holding her to my chest. She moans, her eyes fluttering open.

      “Talin?” she whispers hoarsely. “Am I dreaming?” She reaches up a hand to weakly touch my face, as if making sure I’m real.

      “No,” I reply, relief flooding me. “This is happening.”

      She swallows slowly, and I can see that her lips are dry and cracked. “I’ve been . . . lost. Drifting. But then this woman touched me – she had midnight hair speckled with falling stars, and her skin was smooth as velvet. And I knew where I was, and what I should do. I had to touch you.”

      “You did good,” I murmur. “The Voice is dead.”

      “The Voice?” she says, her brow knitting in confusion. “There was a Voice here?”

      “Yes,” I say, helping her to stand shakily on her own. “There’s been a fight . . . my friends need help. I will come back soon. Rest here for a moment.”

      “Talin!” she cries. “In my dreams . . . I spoke with my brother. Valans came to me. He said . . . he said he was dead. Well, half-dead and half something else. He said you killed him. But he forgives you – he said he understands more now, and he wanted to apologize for doing something to you . . . something that hurt you . . .”

      I remember the writhing pillar of flame I glimpsed before the avalanche swept me off the cliff. Was Valyra talking about that?

      She passes a shuddering hand across her face. “I feel so strange,” she whispers, and she sounds scared, but I need to go help Deliah and Xela . . .

      I force myself to turn from her, but before I can take more than a few strides towards the edge of the summit a head of purple hair appears, coming up from the stairs.

      Deliah. She looks strained, like she has just run up the pyramid, but her face is a mask of determination. In her arms is the limp body of Bell, the arrow shaft still jutting from her chest. The lamias stumbles, nearly falling, and I rush forward to help her.

      “Bell . . . ” she gasps between heavy breaths. “She’s dying. Almost . . . gone. Vesivia brought her when she knew . . . she wouldn’t last.” She swallows, her eyes falling on Valyra, who is looking at her in shock. “Heal her!” she shouts.

      Valyra lunges forward. Even though she doesn’t know what’s going on, her instincts as a healer are still there. She runs her hand lightly over Bell’s body, pressing her palm to her pale throat. “Put her down,” she commands, and Deliah struggles to her knees to gently lay Bell down, though she keeps her propped slightly because the arrow’s tip is protruding from her back.

      With practiced efficiency Valyra snaps the shaft of the arrow, tossing it aside. “Roll her over,” she says, and between Deliah and myself we manage to turn Bell. The arrowhead is a black point emerging from her back, which is streaked with blood. Valyra touches the metal, frowning as she looks around. She needs something to pull it out, but there’s nothing here . . .

      Then with a grimace her hand closes around the arrowhead. I feel a pulsing warmth emanate from Valyra, making my skin tingle, and she grimaces as she pulls hard. The metal is cutting into her hand but she ignores it, and before my shocked eyes she draws the arrow from Bell’s body, crying with pain. She throws that away as well, then lays her bloody palm on the wound, and before my eyes the pulsing blood that has begun to freely flow dries up, and the flesh begins to knit.

      Deliah looks at her with wide eyes, her jaw hanging open. “You are blessed,” she whispers softly.

      Valyra doesn’t respond, sweat trickling down her face. Finally, she lurches backwards with a wrenching cry, and I leap up to grab her before she can fall.

      I hold Valyra to my chest as she shivers, staring down in wonder at Bell. Her back is rising and falling, and where the arrow was sticking from her back is only a knotted white scar. With a groan she rolls over, and then to my astonishment she actually sits up, her long hair obscuring her face. Her hand touches where the arrow pierced her chest, and then she seems to realize that she’s not wearing a shirt and gives a startled gasp.

      “What happened?” she murmurs. I let go of Valyra – as she seems to have found her feet again – and kneel down to embrace Bell. “There was a woman with a bow . . .” she murmurs into my ear.

      “You’re safe now,” I assure her, holding her tighter. From over her shoulder I see Xela and Fen Poria ascending the stairs. The feral is lashed with gray-green blood, and the shadowdancer has a cut on her cheek. She looks grim.

      “Shalloch?” I ask, and Xela shakes her head.

      “Dead. He died well, though. Saved my life. Vesivia is with him . . . she’s mourning.”

      Grief hits me, a hollowness opening in my chest. Valyra safe, Bell alive, the Stranger dead . . . everything had been too perfect. Tears prickle my eyes. Whatever he had done that had brought him to the muckers, Shalloch had been a good man. He had been the first to welcome Bright Eyes, and he had cheered me when I’d felt hopeless and alone in Zim.

      “This place,” Xela says, looking around in wonder. “This is the Lady’s temple. When we become shadowdancers we are brought here to pledge our souls to her and the Umbra.”

      “She was here,” I say to Xela.

      “Who was?”

      “Your . . . Lady. The goddess of the shadows. She freed us from the power of that creature.” I jerk my head in the direction of the Voice’s corpse.

      “What in the abyss is that thing?” Deliah asks, her mouth twisted in revulsion.

      Xela does not even look at the dead Stranger, holding my gaze fiercely. “The Lady? Are you sure? She’s . . . just a legend, really. I . . . I’m not even sure if I believe in her . . .”

      I shrug. “Well, something helped us.”

      “We need to tell the abbess,” Xela says.

      I nod into Bell’s shoulder. Her hands are still clutching at my back like she fears I’ll vanish if she lets go of me.

      “Fen, what are you doing?” Xela asks, and with some effort I twist my neck to see what’s going on.

      Fen Poria has guided Valyra back to the arch, and she turns at Xela’s voice. Then she reaches into her pocket and takes out two objects. One is a silver sphere, and she tosses it towards Deliah, who catches it. The other thing is . . .

      “Where did you get that?” I cry as Fen Poria fits a chunk of stone veined with glimmering silver into an indentation set in the archway. She only smiles at me.

      I struggle to free myself from Bell, but it’s like I’m wading in deep water, and before I can pull away, the rippling golden veil has returned. Valyra’s head snaps around in shock, and our eyes meet just before Fen Poria gives her a shove that sends her stumbling through the portal.

      She’s gone.

      “Valyra!” I cry, lunging towards the gate.

      But I’m too far. Fen Poria gives a languid wave, then slips the key free of the archway and follows Valyra into the shimmering radiance.

      The portal vanishes.

      I turn to stare at the others, who are all looking at me in shock. For a long moment no one moves.

      “What . . . Why . . .” I manage.

      Like she’s moving in a dream, Deliah holds up the silver sphere and gives it a twist. Two halves separate, and she pulls a folded paper bird covered in squirming writing from within.

      I leap to my feet and rush to her, the spell broken, and snatch the bird away from her. With trembling hands, I unfold it and begin to read.

      

      My dearest Alesk (or Talin, if you prefer),

      

      You are reading this, so either Fen Poria is dead, or she has left this note behind for you to find. I can only hope it is the latter, for if she has died, this must mean she has failed. And the world will likely follow her soon into oblivion.

      

      If you remembered anything of me – which you clearly don’t – you would know that I rarely interfere. But I was once a Mistress of the Keys, and I have the knowledge of how to fashion pathways that lead from one Gate to another. Do not try to follow – the key you hold will take you to a very different place.

      

      By now, dead gods willing, my servant Fen and the weaver should have joined me in my estate in the City of Masks.

      

      I am sorry, though, in the end, this whole imbroglio is truly your fault. But perhaps you are not completely beyond redemption. Perhaps none of us are, which is a thought I haven’t dared consider for centuries.

      

      Come to Ysala and I will tell you more. I could not risk the weaver falling into the Prophet Ezekal’s hands, or the creatures he consorts with. I refused to take a stand with you once, in the waning days of our world, but perhaps I can make an attempt at righting that past wrong. I will wait for you.

      

      In affection,

      

      Avelia shen-Anoth, Contessa of the Gilded Lynx Trust.

      

      I let the letter drop from my hand, numbness creeping over me.

      “What does it say?” Deliah asks, desperation in her voice. Xela dashes closer and scoops it from the ground, her lips moving as she starts to read.

      “Fen Poria was working for the Contessa this whole time,” I manage, still trying to dig myself out from under the avalanche of what just happened. I swallow, my gaze traveling from Deliah to Bell to Xela. They are waiting for me to say something.

      “We have to return to Ysala.”
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