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      The red waste shrieks, lashing me with stinging winds. I raise my hand to try and shield my face, squinting past my fingers at the swirling gloom. Shapes pulse in the depths of the dust storm, blooming and then wilting as I stagger forward, taunting me with the suggestion that somewhere ahead of me looms refuge. A place to find shelter . . . and a moment’s peace so I can bring order to the chaos of my thoughts.

      Where am I? Who am I?

      Eyes watering, unable to keep staring into the teeth of the storm, I look down at my boots. They might once have been black, but now they are caked red, and dust swirls and eddies with each of my faltering steps.

      How long have I been out here? What is this place?

      My mouth is so dry it feels like I have been taking great gulping swallows of dust, and the stuff coats my throat, almost choking me. There’s a stitch jabbing into my side that makes me think I’ve recently been running. I lower my hand, as if I can massage away this pain, and my fingers brush something smooth and hard.

      It’s a pommel of dark wood shaped into a raptor’s head. My touch lingers on the curving beak, tracing the small slits of its eyes. Below the carven bird the grip is pebbled skin, and instinctually my fingers find their accustomed grooves. I’ve drawn this sword many times before, but no matter how I strain I can’t summon forth any memories of doing so. My body remembers, but in my mind there is only blackness.

      I know the sword is valuable, though. Men would kill for it. Men have been killed trying to claim it. Did I kill for it once?

      And yet it is not the most valuable thing I carry. What is in the pouch at my waist is worth a hundred of these swords. A thousand.

      My hand goes to the bag, feeling the heavy object within. It’s hard, with jagged edges, and a coldness seeps through the leather, prickling my fingers. Whatever this burden is, it unsettles me.

      Another shriek, but this time it is not the wind. Fear washes through me. I don’t know what animal it could be, but the nature of that cry is clear – it’s the sound of a hunter tracking its prey.

      Me.

      I quicken my pace, my tired legs moving through the thick dust and pummeling wind like I’m wading across a swift-rushing stream. My arms carve the air around me, as if I can swim through the churning grit. Redness occludes my vision, and tears wet my cheeks as I force myself to stare ahead.

      The piercing cry comes again, closer. It sounds triumphant, like the creature knows it is closing in on me. This time other shrieks answer the first, farther away; a pack is out there, dispersed to cover more ground. Now one has my scent, and the rest will quickly converge. My heart falls further with each echoing shriek; I stop counting at six, trying to keep the dwindling flicker of hope in my chest from going out.

      Enough. Pushing aside this despair, I let my anger rise. My hand slips to the hilt of my sword. Let them come, stalking through the dust – I still have claws. My death may be on this wind, but I’ll make them pay a heavy price for hunting me this day. Whatever they are.

      I’m about to pull my blade free of its black leather sheath when I see something ahead of me bulked within the storm. A mirage? Desperate hope given form by my addled mind? For a moment my pace slackens as I still consider whirling around to meet my pursuers head-on – truly, this is a far more appealing thought than letting them ambush me from behind as I stumble along blindly. But the shape in front of me is only growing more distinct, suggesting it is not an illusion.

      Tamping down my exhaustion – and the fear of flashing talons carving my back – I clench my teeth and plunge ahead.

      I push through a curtain of dust like a diver breaking the surface of the water. Suddenly I can breathe freely, and I swallow gasping lungfuls of air untainted by the red grit. I’m able to see again: the looming shape I’d glimpsed before is a great knob of rust-colored rock rising hundreds of lengths into the sky. There’s a sheltering overhang that I’ve nearly passed beneath, which is creating a pocket of calmness within the raging storm. The spot in front of me where the soaring ledge meets the rock of the wall is lost to darkness, suggesting that there might be caves here leading deeper into this hill.

      The flicker of hope within me flares brighter.

      Wind-scoured stones – some larger than I am – are scattered about in the shadows beneath the overhanging ledge. Places to hide?

      But before I can take cover, the hunters reach me.

      There is no shriek this time – perhaps it is the sudden absence of sound that alerts me. I whirl around, drawing my sword and setting my feet in a defensive stance. The blade of my weapon is a tapering length of green glass or crystal, and it chimes like a bell as it leaves its sheath. A thrill of anticipation shivers through me at the sound.

      One of the creatures emerges from the wastes. At first it is a shadow swelling larger, and then it bursts free of the red dust and charges. It is a thing of nightmares, its body sheathed in black, gnarled chitin covered in curling thorns. Powerful hind legs churn the red dust, but what propels it forward are the long, curving scimitars of bone that extend from just beyond the first joint of its front limbs; the creature furrows the ground with these hooks and then uses them to lunge forward with startling speed. Its face is long and vaguely reptilian, with a distended lower jaw bristling with fangs.

      The distance between us vanishes in a heartbeat. A bone scimitar flashes out, trying to separate my head from my body, but I duck beneath the blow and with my sword knock aside the creature’s other limb as it reaches to disembowel me. My movements are instinctual, drawing from some deep well of training and muscle memory.

      This is not the first time I’ve had this sword in my hand. Or fought monsters.

      I charge towards it and the creature scuttles back, warding away my sword by slashing the air with its hooks. These curving limbs are twice again as long as my green glass sword, and with such an advantage in reach I hesitate before getting too close. The creature’s slavering jaws open wider, viscous yellow fluid dripping from between its jutting fangs, and it shrieks a challenge.

      As if summoned by this cry, more shapes suddenly appear within the depths of the dust storm.

      I howl something unintelligible, rushing at the monster. If I’m to die here, I want to fall bathed in the blood of these things.

      A scimitar tries to block my sword and I shear through the bone, feeling only the slightest resistance. The creature’s shriek becomes a pained keening as I lunge closer and bury the length of green glass in the thing’s abdomen; black blood gouts and I rip my blade free, throwing myself backwards as the flailing limbs slice where I had been but moments before. The creature’s hind legs collapse, and it begins writhing in the dust as more ichor pulses from the hole carved in its chest.

      I turn away just as a dozen more of these horrors stalk from the swirling dust.

      They are not alone. A different kind of creature shambles in their midst – this one more resembles a man, though folds of its corpse-pale flesh hang loosely from its cadaverous body, and its hairless head is bulbous, strangely misshapen and bruised, like a rotten fruit. Its swollen lips glisten redly, and nictating membranes slide rapidly across its huge, fish-like eyes. The hooked monstrosities crouch around it like whipped curs, panting, long forked tongues lolling.

      There’s a buzzing in my head as this new creature steps forward, the sense of a great presence pushing down upon my mind.

      “Pilgrim,” it murmurs hoarsely, the word somehow carrying over the flailing winds. “Tell us, how did you know where to find the key?”

      My feet are stuck fast, like they’ve been encased in stone. I try to raise my sword but my arm merely trembles. Invisible fingers clutch at my throat so tightly that points of light explode and then fade in my darkening vision. The creature shuffles forward, dragging one of its feet in the dust.

      “Speak,” it commands, and the pressure around my neck vanishes. I draw in a shuddering breath.

      “Speak,” it says again, and crushing pain engulfs my legs. My bones feel as if they’re about to buckle and burst asunder.

      “I don’t . . .” I begin, gasping with the pain. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      The thing snarls, its blood-red lips writhing. It raises its arm, and I know when its hand falls so will I, in a boneless heap, and then the monsters will be upon me with their rending hooks.

      A lance of golden light stabs from somewhere behind me and strikes the fish-eyed creature in the middle of its bulging skull. Sickly white flesh curls and blackens at the edges of the hole that has appeared where the lance vanished; the creature’s mouth falls open, as if in shock, and the membranes slide over its eyes and do not retract again. It collapses, raising a cloud of dust.

      For a moment the crouching horrors stare blankly at their fallen master. Then they let loose with a ululation that chills my blood, clashing their bone scimitars together as they raise their faces towards the storm-blotted sky.

      I take this momentary respite to glance over my shoulder. Several robed figures have risen from behind the scattered rocks. One of them is still gesturing in the direction of the slain creature, his hand limned in white-gold light. His cowl is thrown back, revealing a red-haired young man with wild, exultant eyes. The others standing with him hold hewbows, steadying the heavy weapons upon the stones.

      As the unholy bellowing fades away, I turn back to the monsters. In unison their slitted yellow eyes also settle on me, and then suddenly they explode into motion, churning the dust as they charge.

      The hewbows twang and a flight of quarrels thicken the air around me. One passes so close to my head that it stirs my hair. The span-long shafts punch into the approaching monsters, ripping holes the size of my fist in their chitin, splattering black ichor. Only one falls, though, a quarrel embedded in its eye. The rest continue their enraged stampede, raising their bone scimitars as they draw closer.

      “Come on, you ugly fuckers!” I scream, the battle-rage thrumming in me.

      The creatures hesitate, but it’s not my cry that gives them pause. One of the figures has appeared beside me: a woman clad in leather armor, her red hair unbound. In her hand is a sword like mine, slightly curved near its tip, except her blade is crimson glass and the hilt is polished white.

      She does not turn or speak to me, intent on the onrushing horrors. The stance she’s adopted is one I know, somehow, and I mimic her, the weight on the balls of my feet and my legs slightly bent.

      The monsters shriek again, and the ground trembles beneath their pounding claws.

      Chaos.

      I slip beneath a slashing length of bone, twisting away from another of the creatures before it can rip me in half. My sword flickers out, tearing a gash in blackened flesh and splattering my face with bitter drops of dark ichor. I’m reacting purely on instinct, trying to keep away from the maelstrom of razor-sharp hooks, weaving and twisting to avoid getting caught. If one does snag me, I’m almost certainly doomed.

      But there’s simply too many of them.

      A scimitar slices at my neck and I block it with my green glass sword; the blade passes through the bone and I lunge forward, ripping out the thing’s throat. I’ve overextended, though, and burning pain erupts in my back as one of the monsters rakes me from behind. Luckily, it doesn’t seem to be too deep, as I manage to scramble away before the monster can take off my head. The creature still would have slain me, but a length of red glass explodes from its abdomen as it tries to pursue. The sword slides out a moment later and then the warrior woman is gone, spinning away into the middle of the swarming monsters.

      More lances of white-gold light carve the air, burning holes in the chitinous horrors. I can’t hear the thrum of the hewbows over the blood pounding in my ears, but I see the quarrels sprouting in the carapaces of the monsters around me as I hack and thrust. The red-haired woman flashes past me again, her face streaked with black ichor, her mouth set in a feral grin.

      Searing pain. I stop, swaying. A bone scimitar has flashed out and caught me in the belly. My sword slips from my fingers as I fall to my knees. There’s a roaring in my ears and the world tilts sickeningly. The creature looms over me, hooks upraised, but a blast of white-gold light obliterates its head, leaving only a charred stump.

      I press my hands to my belly. I’ve been gutted; blood squirms between my fingers, and I can feel my insides trying to slide out. I topple over.

      The swirling red of the wastes fades to black.
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      I’m not dead. Or if I am, death is a lot stranger than I thought it would be.

      I’m lying on something hard, staring up at a ceiling dripping with luminescent blue moss. Light ripples through it in shimmering, soothing patterns, and here and there fibrous tendrils dangle down, twisting in an invisible breeze.

      My hand drifts weakly to my stomach, expecting to find an eviscerated mess. But the gaping wound I remember is gone – my fingers feel a long curving ridge of scabbed skin, as if I’d been sutured up months ago and my flesh has already knitted back together.

      “I killed a Voice, Mother!”

      I tear my eyes from the hypnotic glow above me and weakly turn my head. I’m in a stone chamber, and three figures are clustered near the lone arched entrance. I recognize two of them: the young man – barely more than a boy, really – who had summoned forth that cutting light, and the red-haired swordswoman. Her arm is in a sling, but she seems otherwise unhurt. The black blood that had stained her face has been wiped away, and the wild frenzy I’d glimpsed in the swirl of battle has been replaced with a focused calm. She’s older than I first thought – I can see a few streaks of gray in her hair, though her body still looks lithe and strong.

      The last of the three is a woman as well, and she appears to be about the same age as the man. Her hair is also red, but slightly muted compared to the other two.

      “I saw,” the older woman says, wincing as she pulls her arm free of the sling. She rolls her shoulder, testing its range of motion. The younger woman steps closer and presses two fingers to the swordswoman’s collarbone, as if checking to see if it is healed.

      “Has anyone slain a Voice before? Am I the first?”

      The older woman shakes her head. “There are stories from long ago. During the Winnowing.”

      The man’s face falls, and the woman quirks a smile. “But this is the only time in living memory.”

      “A Voice and a dozen Scythes,” the younger woman murmurs. Her speech is soft and musical. “Slain on our doorstep.” She shivers, shaking her head.

      “Yes,” the man says harshly, rounding on his mother. “What were you thinking, attacking so many of the Shriven? I couldn’t believe it when you leaped up and charged those demons. You might have killed us all.” His tone is accusing.

      The older woman gestures across the chamber to where I lie upon the slab, though she keeps her eyes on her son. “He carries one of the prism swords. And there hasn’t been a Wanderer emerge from the wastes since I was a little girl.”

      “But you might have exposed us,” the man says sullenly. “You are always the one preaching caution, but then you rushed forward like a hotblooded youngling when this stranger appeared.”

      “I could not ignore . . .” Now the woman looks at me, and she sees my open eyes watching them. “He is awake,” she says, and the other two turn to regard me as well. They all have striking copper eyes, which flash in the pale blue light seeping down from the ceiling.

      The younger woman makes a shooing motion at the others. “Go! He needs his rest. He’ll be ready to answer your questions tomorrow.”

      The man opens his mouth as if he wants to say something to me, but his mother lays her hand on his arm and guides him towards the entrance. He frowns, casting a final, suspicious look across the chamber, and then they are gone.

      The young woman sighs, drawing closed a beaded curtain that separates this room from what lies outside. She shakes her head as she approaches where I lie.

      “How do you feel?” she asks, laying her fingers lightly on my bare chest. A tingling warmth spreads from her touch.

      “I feel . . . good.”

      She smiles, and I’m struck by her beauty. Her face is soft and round, with large, luminous eyes. Her skin has the freshness of youth, and her cheeks are touched by a rosy blush.

      “I’m so glad. You were very nearly gone.”

      “What . . . what did you do?” The heat from her fingers is now pulsing through my body in slow waves.

      “I wove you back together,” she says, and then her brow furrows when she sees my confusion. “You don’t have weavers where you come from?”

      “Weavers?”

      Her mouth makes a small circle of surprise. “I never thought that other tribes wouldn’t be the same as us. None of your people are blessed?”

      I shake my head mutely.

      Her hand drifts lower, tracing the scar on my belly. “Well, I am a weaver. My blessing is to put broken things back together. Mostly I heal others. That boy who was just here is my brother, Valans. He’s a raveler. That means he destroys things, picks the fabric of the world apart with his blessing.”

      “I remember the light. It hurt those monsters.”

      She nods. “Yes. He’s the only raveler left in our tribe, and one of our greatest weapons against the Shriven.”

      She moves her fingers in a slow circle, and I want to gasp with pleasure as her power ripples through me.

      “Oh!” she says, her other hand fluttering to her lips. “I’m sorry, I didn’t say my name. I am Valyra, daughter of the Red Sword, Amara. Who are you?”

      The energy flowing into me from her touch seems to be pooling below my waist. I shift, trying to adjust the folds of my breeches so that my excitement isn’t so obvious.

      “Your name?” she asks again, apparently oblivious.

      “Ah . . . I don’t know. The first thing I remember is stumbling through the wastes being chased by those things.”

      She frowns, leaning over me to place her palm on my brow. Her robes fall open slightly, and I glimpse the swell of her breast. The shapeless garment she’s wearing had hidden her curves well.

      “Does your head hurt? Mychel slipped and fell in the pools once and when he woke up he couldn’t remember anything since the morning before.”

      “My head feels fine,” I say huskily, swallowing away the desire to lift myself from the slab and kiss the hollow of her neck. Her smell is intoxicating.

      She must hear something in my voice because she quickly straightens. Her eyes find the bulge in my breeches, and her blush deepens.

      “I should have warned you. A side effect of the weaving is that it excites the body.” She tucks a strand of her red hair behind her ear, conspicuously avoiding looking anywhere except my face. “Well, so you have no name. But we need something to call you.” She taps a finger on her cheek, considering. “There’s a story from long ago about a warrior with a green glass sword. He lived during the Winnowing, when the Shriven first appeared and the world started to die. His name was Talin. Will that do for now?”

      I think of the raptor carved into the handle of my sword. “Yes, Talin is a good name.”

      “That’s it, then,” she says, stepping away from where I lie and stooping to gather up my shredded shirt, which must have been tossed aside when they brought me here. I don’t even mean to, but I get one last look at her breasts as she bends over. “Sleep now,” she says, walking briskly to the chamber’s entrance holding my shirt. “You should feel like yourself again tomorrow.” She hesitates before leaving, her slim white hand on the rock wall, and glances back at me. From her expression I can’t tell what she’s thinking, but her rosy cheeks darken again, and then she shakes her head and vanishes through the beaded curtain.

      I let out a long, slow breath as I lie back and examine the glowing ceiling once more. Sleep sounds like a good suggestion. I’m sure my dreams will be enjoyable.
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      “Wake up.”

      I surface groggily, pulled awake by the edge of authority in those words. The first thing I notice is how much darker the chamber is now – the moss above me still gives off a slight radiance, but it’s far dimmer than when I fell asleep. It must be on some kind of cycle that mimics the rise and fall of the sun.

      I push myself up on my elbows, squinting at the shadowed shape standing near me. I’m about to swing my legs over the side of the slab and try to stand when the voice comes again.

      “Don’t get up. Moving too much might keep the last of the healing from taking hold.”

      I sink back onto the slab. “Who are you?”

      The figure moves closer. A spectral glow blossoms in something it holds – the brightness makes it hard to tell, but I think it’s a fist-sized gem.

      “Amara,” I say, remembering the name Valyra had said. “The Red Sword.”

      The warrior nods. Her copper eyes burn as they study me, and her mouth is set in a thin, considering line. “I am. I’m also the chieftain of this tribe, and have been so for nearly twenty years. All that time I’ve kept my people safe – from the storms, the Shriven, the great serpents.” Her copper eyes bore into me, as if she can flense whatever mask I’m wearing and lay bare my true nature. “So I have to know: are you dangerous?”

      “I don’t believe so. But . . . I don’t remember anything about who I was.”

      A humorless smile curves the edges of her lips. “You’re honest, at least.” She draws something from the folds of her robes. It catches the light from the gem in her other hand and flashes. “Here,” she says, holding it out for me to take. “Perhaps this will help your memory return.”

      The object is flat and circular, barely larger than my hand. One side is a sheet of nacreous white, but as I turn it over I suck in my breath. There’s a man staring back at me. He’s maybe thirty years old, handsome, with dark hair and high, angular cheekbones. His eyes are his most striking feature, bright as polished silver. I turn my head slightly and the face turns as well.

      So this is me.

      No cascade of memories, no sudden revelation. It may be me, but I’m a stranger to myself.

      Amara seems to sense this. “Still nothing?”

      I hand back the mirror and give a curt shake of my head.

      She sighs, squinting at me like I’m a puzzle that must be solved. “Where could you have come from? The Shriven have overrun every tribe within a hundred leagues. The last to fall were the indigo-eyed Kelashi, and that was over ten years ago. I was sure we were the last to still draw breath in this dying land. And then you wander right up to our hidden sanctuary, as if out of the entirety of the trackless wastes you knew exactly where to find us. Bearing a prism blade, no less, and fighting like you’ve been trained by a monk of the Accordance.”

      I stare at her helplessly. So much of what she has just said is gibberish.

      “Perhaps our old gods have not yet faded into the long night,” she says, and it sounds like now she is speaking to herself. She withdraws something else from the pocket of her robe. “Perhaps you are their courier, sent to deliver a last chance at salvation.”

      The object in her hand looks like an oblong chunk of dark stone veined by glimmering strands of silver.

      “What is that?”

      She arches an eyebrow. “You don’t know? You were carrying it.”

      I remember the sense of prickling cold I’d gotten when my fingers had brushed the item in the pouch at my waist.

      “I knew it was important, but nothing more.”

      “The monk says it is a key. A way to leave the wastes. He tells me that long ago, before the doom came swirling down, our world was connected to many others. The doorways are still there, waiting. And with this we can go through them.”

      “You will leave this place? When?”

      “Soon, if I get my way. I’ve called a gathering for tomorrow morning, and there I will explain what we must do if we wish to survive.” She slips the object she called a key back into the pocket of her robes. “You’ll be questioned by the others, I’m sure, and they will be suspicious. We have had no strangers come to us for many years. I was hoping you might remember something from your past if you saw your reflection, but it seems you will remain a mystery for now. The burden to convince the others will fall on me, as I suspected it would.”

      “That’s why you woke me? To show me what I looked like?”

      Amara chuckles softly. “It was one reason.” She takes another step closer. “Talin. It is a good name. A hero’s name.”

      She’s so near that I could reach out and touch her. The heat from her body brushes my skin, making my pulse quicken. The weaving may still be healing my flesh, but its other effects haven’t faded either.

      “I was also injured today,” she says, lightly touching my leg. “And the weaving stirs the needs of women as well as men.”

      She shrugs out of her robes, letting them puddle at her feet. The light from the jewel plays over her lean, long body, illuminating a map of faded scars. Her breasts are small and firm, and I want them in my hands. She looks like Valyra, but where the weaver was soft and innocent, Amara is hard and experienced . . . her daughter had smelled of freshness and flowers, but Amara’s scent is blood and sweat. I find both equally heady. She waits, as if giving me the opportunity to refuse what she is offering. I only nod.

      The light from the gem vanishes, plunging the chamber into twilight. Her hands grab my breeches and pull them off; cool air licks my cock, and I shudder. The shudder quickly becomes a groan as she leans over and takes me into her mouth. My fingers tangle in her hair as her tongue plays along my hardening length.

      When I’m fully erect she climbs up my body, until her mouth finds mine. She kisses me hungrily, biting down on my lip. Then she puts her hands on my chest and pushes herself into a sitting position, straddling me. She reaches back and takes my cock and slips it inside herself, moaning as she slowly slides down its length. I put my hands on her hips as she starts to move, and I try to match her motion with my own thrusts. She gasps, leaning back and arching her spine as we quickly find the same rhythm. I grip her fiercely, trying to grind her even more tightly against me. After a frantic while her movements begin to slow, becoming deeper, and I can feel the end starting to build in her. When it comes she throws herself forward, shuddering, wrapping her arms around my neck and burying her face in the curve of my throat. Her hot breath and the graze of her teeth on my skin brings me past where I can control myself, and I finish inside her as she shivers with the last of her own spasms.

      For a moment we lie like that, her face nestled in the hollow of my neck. Then she slides off of me and quickly dresses. I want to reach out and pull her back, but I don’t dare.

      “Rest well,” she says, and then she’s gone, a shadow slipping across the chamber. Her bare feet whisper upon the stone floor, the beads of the curtain stir, and I’m alone again.
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      The next time I wake, the light trickling down from the moss has the kind of fresh brightness I associate with the dawn. I feel incredible – the pain and exhaustion that had overwhelmed me yesterday is nothing but a distant, fading memory. I wonder how much of my recovery is due to Valyra’s healing, and how much can be attributed to Amara’s visit last night. For a moment I consider that our lovemaking had been a dream, some fantasy conjured up by the weaving as it knitted my body back together, but then I realize that I’m still completely naked. I must have fallen asleep again before retrieving my breeches.

      I’m just about to slide from the slab and go searching for my clothes when Valyra comes through the curtain carrying a steaming stone bowl nestled in a dark gray cloth. She gasps when she sees me and hurriedly averts her eyes, turning to stare at the wall.

      “Good morning,” I say brightly, finding my feet.

      “Good morning,” Valyra replies, not as warmly. Her cheeks are once more deeply flushed, and I can’t hold back a chuckle.

      “You seem to have slept well,” she says as I bend to retrieve my breeches from where Amara tossed them the night before.

      “Your weaving did wonders,” I reply as I pull on my breeches and lace them up. “It’s all right, I’m dressed now.”

      She takes a quick peek, as if she doesn’t fully believe I’m telling the truth, and then turns to me and holds out what she’s brought.

      I accept both the bowl and the cloth. Inside the bowl is a rather unappetizing gray mush, but I’m so hungry that its smell makes my stomach rumble. Restraining myself from slurping the breakfast right then and there, I lay it on the stone slab where I’d slept and instead unfold the cloth – it is my shirt, but it’s no longer in tatters. Someone has spent a great deal of time and effort stitching it back together.

      “Did you do this?” I ask as I slip it on. It has been laundered, too, and my blood and the black gore from the hooked horrors have been almost completely scrubbed away. Only a few faint stains and the neat, even stitching suggest that this could even be the same shirt.

      “I did.”

      “Must have taken you all night.” I sniff the collar – it smells like some herb has been rubbed into the fabric.

      “Most of it,” Valyra says breezily, as if it’s nothing worth mentioning.

      I wonder what she would think if she knew what I’d been doing with her mother while she was laboring to repair my shirt. The thought brings a smile to my lips.

      Valyra sees this and frowns. “Don’t you dare read anything into me doing this,” she says crossly, misinterpreting what my smile means. “I did it because you’re a guest of the tribe.”

      “Of course,” I say, returning to my bowl of gruel.

      “You have to eat quickly,” she says. “My mother has called a gathering. We should go soon.”

      In response I inhale the mush, ignoring how hot it is. I’m finished in moments, and then I scrape up the remnants with my finger and suck it clean.

      Valyra watches me in mild surprise, her eyebrows raised.

      “I can’t remember the last time I ate,” I say, handing the empty bowl back to her.

      “You can’t remember anything.”

      “This is also true.”

      She sighs and shakes her head, as if I’m being intentionally difficult, and then turns and strides out of the chamber. I follow her, pushing through the beaded curtain.

      The corridors of this place are rough-hewn from the rock, but the ground has been worn smooth, and I can feel the weight of ages. The moss covers the ceiling here as well, in places reaching with pulsing blue fingers down the walls. We pass more doorways with beaded curtains – most are drawn shut, but a few have been pulled aside, revealing the rooms within. I see a chamber filled mostly with a pool of dark, still water, another with what looks to be some sort of training course, ropes dangling over climbing walls and narrow beams of ancient wood spanning holes in the floor.

      “How long has your tribe lived here?” I ask Valyra.

      The weaver tilts her head, as if considering my question. “I don’t know, to be honest. You’d have to ask Ghervas – he’s a monk of the Accordance, and is the keeper of the old scrolls. But I think . . .” She scrunches up her face. “I think I heard him say once we’ve been here for around three hundred years. Towards the end of the Winnowing, when everyone knew the war was lost, the last remnants of the tribes built refuges against the Shriven. Places to hide. My mother once told me that when she was a little girl we were still in contact with a few of the closest tribes. But one by one they all fell to the demons.”

      “Those things I fought were the Shriven?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where did they come from?”

      She shrugs. “Ghervas might know, but he guards his secrets closely. You can ask him, but don’t be surprised if he answers you with some cryptic nonsense.”

      “You don’t care to know?”

      Valyra stops for a moment and looks at me. Her lips are pursed, her expression evoking some mixture of frustration and contempt. “I don’t. Trying to understand the how or the why of what happened to our world is useless. A luxury we can’t afford. It is what it is, and we must bend our will completely towards only one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      She turns and begins walking again. “Survival,” she says over her shoulder.

      I hurry to catch up. “But you’re a weaver. You told me you fix broken things. Don’t you want to see if this land can be healed?”

      “Part of being a healer,” she says, staring straight ahead, “is knowing when a patient is too far gone to be saved. To end the pain instead of prolonging the suffering. And then to focus all your efforts and resources on the ones who might survive.”

      “And who are they?”

      “Us,” she says fiercely, rounding on me again and grabbing my arm. “You. Me. The tribe. We’re still alive. This world is dead. But we can still be saved, if there’s a way out of the wastes.”

      “Your mother told you about the key.”

      She lets go of my arm, the passion in her face giving way to uncertainty. “Yes. It’s . . . it’s a slim chance, I know. That there’s really some doorway out there to escape this place. But I’m certain that if we stay here we will all die. When my mother was a child there were a hundred people in this tribe. Now there are seventeen. I was the last girl born – no womb has quickened in these halls for nineteen years. Right now we are all just waiting for the end to come.”

      She leads me to a grander doorway than any we’ve yet passed, one with jagged runes incised into the pillars flanking the opening and crossed stone swords carved across its broad lintel. The runes seem to squirm in my mind – for a moment they mean nothing to me, and then as if by sorcery I suddenly understand.

      “Let the strength of the Forged never falter, let the luster of Copper never fade,” I whisper as we approach, and Valyra glances at me curiously.

      “What was that?”

      “The writing,” I say, gesturing at the pillars.

      Her eyes narrow. “You can read?”

      “You can’t?”

      “Only the monk of the Accordance learns the old symbols. For everyone else it is forbidden.”

      An easy way to keep control, I think, but I don’t say this to Valyra as she turns away. Clearly, this place has secrets.

      The space beyond the doorway is vast. The chamber is shaped like a great bowl, and we have entered high up along the lip. Growing from the ceiling is a crystal infused with radiant sparks, and it reminds me of the gem Amara carried into my chamber. Tiered stone benches cut from the rock sweep down to a flat, slightly raised dais. It looks like the room could hold thousands, but only a few of the benches are occupied, down near the central platform. I make a quick count: sixteen men and women, all dressed in robes, most with shades of brown or red hair. Valyra had said the tribe was reduced to seventeen in number – this was it then, the entirety of her people. This huge sanctuary, empty save for these few. And perhaps, as Amara seemed to suspect, they are the last inhabitants of this doomed world. The thought is chilling.

      The muttering conversations fade as we descend a set of stairs to where everyone else is gathered. All eyes are on me – and all are copper-colored, I notice – with some watching in curiosity, some in fear, and a few with naked hostility. Valyra’s brother, Valans, is one whose stare could curdle milk, his copper eyes cold and hard. I see Amara as well, and her expression as we approach is enigmatic. I don’t see any suggestion of what happened between us last night in her face, but that’s to be expected. If she wants to convince her tribe to uproot their lives, it’s best if she doesn’t appear to have any relationship with the stranger whose arrival has precipitated this change.

      There’s one other who stands out among the rest. He’s ancient, so small and hunched that it’s like he’s collapsing in upon himself. While the rest of the tribe wear dark robes, brown or gray or black, he’s wrapped in cloth of purest white. A young man about Valyra’s age sits beside him dressed in matching robes. If I was to guess, I would think that this is Ghervas, the monk of the Accordance whom Amara and Valyra mentioned, and the boy beside him is his apprentice.

      As soon as we settle on the end of one of the benches, Amara leaps up onto the central platform. Her gaze sweeps her tribe, her hand on the white hilt of her crimson sword.

      “Change has come,” she says, her words echoing in the vastness. “A stranger has arrived. He carries a prism sword, and he brings to us a great gift.”

      Most of the tribe is looking at me instead of Amara. I meet their gazes and nod, hoping this serves as an unthreatening greeting.

      “Who is he?” yells a huge man with broad shoulders and a wild red beard. There’s no friendliness in the glare he’s giving me.

      “His memories are lost,” says Amara quickly, as if to keep me from responding to the question. “But many of you saw that he can fight in the style of the Accordance.”

      The large man snorts. “Lost? An unlikely story. What man can survive being chased through the wastes by a pack of Shriven?”

      “What if he is a trap?” says Valans, and this sends more chatter rippling through the gathering. “There was a Voice among the Shriven. We all know how fiendishly clever they are. Perhaps we should cut him open and see what color his blood is.”

      Amara’s lip curls, and she shakes her head. “I saw his blood, as did you, and it was red. It was only because of my daughter’s skill that he survived the attack. And you,” she says, now addressing her son directly, “slew the Voice, did you not? Are the Shriven so clever that they would sacrifice one of their own to infiltrate our refuge?”

      This seems to mollify the crowd somewhat, and I see a few expressions soften. Valans and the red-bearded man are not among them, though. I realize, suddenly, that most of the tribe are women – only a handful are men of about my age. I wonder if that has anything to do with this hostility towards me. Or Amara’s visit last night.

      “What is the gift you spoke of?” asks a stout matron with ash-gray hair bound back in a tight bun.

      Amara reaches into her robes and withdraws the small chunk of stone she showed me last night. From the blankness of the stares I can tell this object is as much a mystery to them as it was to me.

      “Lorekeeper Ghervas told me this is a key long thought lost.” Amara holds out the stone so her tribe can see it better.

      “A key to what?” Valans asks, his eyes narrow.

      “To a Gate,” Amara answers. I see flickers of surprise in a few faces, but confusion in most.

      “The Gates are real?” The skepticism in the old matron’s words is obvious.

      “Do you doubt the lore of the Accord?” asks the white-robed old man in a quavering voice. He rises, his gaze sweeping over the gathering. “The words of Ben-Poli describe this key in minute detail. There can be no doubt.”

      “What are the Gates?” asks the red-bearded man, his frustration evident.

      “Doors,” the old man continues. “Pathways to other worlds. The keys were lost during the early days of the Winnowing, though the lore claims that some from our world managed to escape from the Shriven through them. My master told me that most suspect that these cowards had taken the keys with them so there would be no pursuit. Yet now one has come to us.”

      “And we can use it to escape,” Amara says, iron in her voice. “If we are bold enough to take this chance.”

      “Where are these Gates?” asks Valyra. Her question is directed at her mother, but the monk steps forward to answer.

      “There are many, most lost beneath the dust. But I know of one that may still stand. There is an ancient temple not a dozen leagues from here, and the old scrolls tell that it once contained a Gate.”

      “I know the place, I think,” says a scarred woman. “Shriven lair in the ruins.”

      “They will not be expecting us,” Amara says. “If we fall upon them with the entire fury of our tribe, we can win through to the Gate. But we must leave soon. The wastes are calm, but in a day or two the storms will rise again.”

      “And what happens if nothing is there?” asks the red-bearded man. From his tone he does not agree with this course.

      “Then we return, and wait for the darkness to swallow us with swords in our hands.” Amara meets the man’s gaze, and after a moment he looks away. The hostility is still clear in his face, but he does not say anything further.

      “When do we leave?” Valyra asks. I can hear the worry in her voice. The thought of abandoning this ancient refuge and venturing out into the wastes must be terrifying.

      “Tomorrow,” Amara says. “Spend the day gathering your –”

      “No.”

      Amara pauses, blinking at the interruption. All eyes turn to the old monk, who has risen again. “There is no time. We must go now. Something terrible is coming – I can feel the rock trembling with fear. Either we leave now, or we die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      The wastes have been transformed.

      Yesterday, as I slogged through the dust, the sky and everything more than a dozen paces away from me had been lost within a maelstrom of swirling red. Now, though, the winds have gone utterly still, and the broken landscape unfolds before me in all its unearthly splendor.

      It is beautiful, in its own way.

      The dust has settled, and a rolling plain of red ripples into every horizon unmarred by trees or water. The only blemishes are piles of jagged, rust-colored rocks thrusting up from the wastes, and to my eyes these look indistinguishable from the refuge the copper-eyed tribe has just abandoned. It’s no wonder Amara’s people have managed to remain hidden for so long.

      Though the blood-red waste is breathtaking, my eyes are drawn again and again to the sky. There are no mountains to infringe upon its arching vastness, nor clouds. Not even a sun. But still colors cavort across the heavens – red, orange, blue, purple, green. Some flare with fiery intensity and then fade into glimmering nothingness. Others leak across the sky, spreading out like stains until subsumed by another blossoming hue. As I watch, a crackling bolt of saffron rends the sky, imprinting a vivid afterimage that lingers in my vision. It’s hypnotic, and I find it difficult to tear my eyes away.

      “Stare too long and the sky will eat your soul.”

      Blinking, I return my attention to the ground. The white-robed monk – his clothes now pink after trudging through the wastes for most of the afternoon – has come up alongside me while I paused to marvel at the display unfurling above us. His ward or apprentice or whatever hovers beside him looking concerned, but the old man seems to be handling our march without any trouble. He’s tougher than he looks.

      “They came from up there,” the old monk says, gesturing with a gnarled finger.

      “Who did?”

      “The Shriven,” he says, and spits. “They shattered the sky when they first arrived. Broke it right open as they descended. Scattered the stars and devoured the clouds, or so they say. The old scrolls even claim there used to be a ball of fire that moved across the heavens.”

      I squint at him, wondering if the old man is making some kind of jest at my expense. “You mean the sun?”

      “You know of it?” the monk says, eyeing me shrewdly. “They say it was so brilliant that a man would go blind if he stared at it for too long.”

      These people had never seen the sun? How was that possible? A trickle of unease goes down my spine as I realize something, and I shiver. How do I know about the sun? My gaze sweeps the blasted landscape. If what Valyra said is true, and the Winnowing was centuries ago, then the sky has been this strange bloom of colors for at least that long. And I don’t just know about the sun. Trees. Rivers. Oceans. Where did I come from, that the absence of these things is jarring?

      “Once this world was green and blue,” the old man continues, unaware that I’m barely listening, lost in my own thoughts. “But everything has turned red, rusted, and what’s left will soon be blown away. Just dust in the wind.”

      “Halt!” The cry comes from the front of our little column.

      Amara has stopped, and the look of concentration on her face makes me think she’s listening for something.

      “What did you hear?” says the red-bearded man whose name I’ve come to learn is Kellic.

      “Nothing,” Amara says, her brow furrowing. “Not heard. Felt.”

      And then I feel it too, a slight vibration coming up through the ground. I’m not the only one, as several of the tribespeople cry out in surprise.

      “Earthquake?” I ask as the trembling comes again. I can actually see the dust at my feet shifting slightly.

      “No,” the monk beside me says. He points again, but this time back the way we’ve come.

      I squint into the haze, trying to make out what he’s indicating. We are standing on a rise – the wastes undulate almost like the ocean during a storm – and in the far distance I can see the knob of rust-colored rock that was the refuge of these people.

      “What is it? I can’t –”

      Oh.

      Oh, by all the dead gods.

      Even from this far away I can see that the dust beside the hidden fortress has begun to bulge upward. It looks like there’s something pushing up from below, rising towards the surface . . . but that’s impossible, because of the sheer size of whatever it must be.

      The gabble of surprised voices has given way to cries of alarm. Amara is demanding calm, but no one seems to be listening to her. And that’s understandable.

      Something pushes through the dust. At first it looks like a little gray-green nub – like the tip of a plant emerging from the soil. But given the distance, it must be massive. And it doesn’t stop once it wriggles free of the wastes – it continues to emerge, serpent-like, until it writhes in the air.

      It’s reaching so far into the sky that it could nearly touch the top of the great rocks where the tribe had hidden, easily several hundred lengths in height. Cold fear pools in my stomach. The vastness of this thing cannot be comprehended. Another tendril slips upwards from the dust. Then another and another and another.

      There’s panic building behind me, among the horrified tribespeople, but I barely notice the shrieks and sobbing. I’m mesmerized by what’s happening.

      Several of the tentacles grope for the rocky fortress. They wrap themselves partway around it, pressing flat against the stone. There’s a frozen moment where the creature – or creatures, I suppose – goes perfectly still.

      “What is it doing?” asks the monk’s young acolyte.

      “It’s listening,” the old man says, and I can hear the dread in his voice. “The thing is searching for us.”

      It’s Amara who breaks the trance. “We must reach the temple! There is no going back! If you want to live, follow me!”
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      We flee across the wastes.

      The monk collapses first, unable to keep our pace. His acolyte struggles to try and pull him to his feet, but I can see that the old man’s body has reached its limit.

      “Go on,” he says feebly between hacking coughs. “Leave me.”

      I crouch beside the monk, turning my back to him. “Put your arms around my neck,” I command, and a moment later I rise with him clinging to me. “Hold on,” I say as I start jogging again.

      “Thank you, my boy,” he says in his papery voice. “But if another of the tribe falls, you must help them instead.”

      “They’ll be fine,” I say, and that looks to be true. A few of the others are faltering, but the strong are offering shoulders to lean against, and no one is being left behind. Only the monk cannot run at all, which is understandable, since he looks to be at least twenty years older than the rest of them.

      Now that I have him literally holding on to me for his life, I can ask him a few of the questions that have been gnawing at me.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      There’s a pause, as if the monk is uncertain if he should answer.

      I sigh. We’re about to be swallowed by a giant dust-monster and still he’s reticent to share his secrets. All priests are the same, I think, though I don’t know where this thought comes from. “Surely I’ve earned your trust,” I say, adjusting his weight as he starts to slide down my back.

      “I don’t know you, specifically,” he says slowly. “But I’ve read about the silvers. They were one of the great tribes of man when the Shriven fell from the sky. At first they fought against the demons, and during the Winnowing some of the mightiest heroes and warriors had silver eyes and wielded green glass swords.”

      I can sense there’s something he’s reluctant to tell me. “But?”

      “But,” he says, and I hear the grimace in his voice, “they are known in the scrolls as the great betrayers. When the Shriven had sundered the old empires, poisoning the land, and their victory was assured, the remaining silvers gathered at one of the Gates. They had long been the caretakers of the keys that could open these doors, and so they chose to escape this world, abandoning the rest of us to our fate.”

      “They took the keys with them?”

      “They did . . . until you brought one back.”

      I run in silence for a while, considering what the monk just shared. The question of who I am and how I came to be here is even more maddening now. Am I a renegade? A relic? An attempt at atonement?

      A trap?

      I’m still mulling this over when a ragged cheer goes up around me. I quickly see why: there’s a building of white stone sheltering in the lee of another great pile of tumbled rocks. The remnants of two mighty statues stand guard beside a massive, open entrance. They are some kind of four-legged creatures, though they’ve been so effaced by the scouring wind that I can’t tell if they are lions or dragons or something else entirely. A huge mound of dust has piled three times the height of a man in the doorway, but the entrance soars so high that there’s still enough space to pass inside.

      We approach the ruin cautiously. It looks abandoned, but I remember that the scarred woman in the gathering had claimed that the Shriven were known to dwell inside.

      “Thank you, boy, but I can walk from here,” says the old man, and I crouch to let him down. There’s wonder and fear in his face as he stares up at the temple. My fingers stroke the hilt of my green glass sword – I have a sense it will be needed soon.

      “This is our reckoning!” cries Amara, coming to stand before her tribe. “This is our chance at survival!” For the first time today the wind rises, as if stirred by her words. She rests her hand on the pommel of her crimson sword as her robes ripple and her long red hair dances. She must be feeling the same dread as the rest of her people, but there’s no hint of it in her face. Amara exudes calm strength, and I can see the effect it has on the others – slumped shoulders straighten, lowered eyes rise, clenched fists open. She looks like she might save them through the sheer force of her will.

      And then the ground shivers.

      “With me!” Amara yells as fear spasms through the crowd. She turns and begins running toward the entrance, but at first no one else moves. Then with a scream of defiance Valyra follows, and a moment later I’m beside her. I don’t turn around to see if the rest are coming, but I assume they must be. With their refuge uncovered, this thin hope of the Gate is all they have left.

      My boots sink into the dust as I clamber up the great dune filling the entrance. Above and ahead of me Amara has reached the apex, and she vanishes into the slice of darkness where the mound nearly brushes the top of the stone entrance. About halfway up another shake comes, stronger than the first, and I nearly lose my footing and topple backwards. Valyra is churning the dust next to me, and her hand flashes out to grab my arm. I smile gratefully, and she nods back. There are traces of fear in her face, but mostly I just see grim determination. She’s strong, just like her mother.

      We pass beneath the lintel of cracked stone and are plunged into dimness. There’s a vast space stretching out before us, most of it draped in shadows. The ceiling has been rent open in places, and the only light comes from the amber shafts trickling down through these holes. Each of these slanted pillars of light glimmers with swirling dust. Shapes bulk against the lengths of the walls, and as my eyes adjust I can see that these are towering statues of men and women with the heads of animals. The stone has been worn away, but I think I see the mane of a lion on one, a crocodile’s tapering head on another, and a pair of broken tusks curving up from where a statue has collapsed into a pile. Gods? Guardians?

      Amara is already halfway down the dust-pile, more sliding than running. Valyra and I share another quick glance and then follow her.

      At the bottom we pause, waiting for the others. The soaring hall is silent and seems to be empty, but I can see the tension in Amara. Her eyes scan the shadowed recesses, and her hand never strays from the hilt of her sword. At the very end of the long space there’s an archway carved of some kind of opalescent material, which glows faintly in the semi-darkness.

      “What do you know about this place?” I murmur, unwilling to speak too loudly into this emptiness.

      Amara kneels and begins inspecting the floor for tracks. Wise, and something I should have thought to do. It looks to me like the dust has been undisturbed for a long time. “Not much,” she says, glancing back as the first few members of her tribe start their descent into the temple. “There are a few of these old ruins scattered about. This was one of the closest to our sanctuary, but no one would dare shelter here, even if they were caught outside during a bad storm. Afraid of the Shriven, yes, but also of whatever ghosts still linger in these places.”

      Amara looks like she’s about to say more, but she staggers as the ground suddenly shudders hard enough that one of the statues topples over, raising a plume of dust. Something dislodges from the darkened ceiling, and I brace myself to grab Valyra and Amara and pull them to safety if needed.

      But it’s not stones that are falling.

      Leathery wings flare as the creatures arrest their plummeting dives and begin gliding straight for us. I glimpse huge, faceted eyes, segmented legs, and curving stingers longer than my arm.

      “Shriven!” Valyra cries, fumbling to draw a knife from the folds of her robes. Her clumsy  movements tell me the weaver is going to be useless in this fight, so I prepare myself to defend both of us. Amara has the same idea, as she’s already put herself between Valyra and the hurtling swarm.

      I twist away from a stinger that would have impaled me and slash my sword through the thorax of one of the insects as it buzzes past. Black ichor splatters me, and for a moment I’m blinded. I crouch, hoping to avoid any more of the Shriven that might have been swooping at me, and wipe frantically at my eyes.

      Amara has downed two of the insects in this initial pass, their wings and legs twitching in death. The swarm moves as if of one mind, retreating higher to come together again for another attack. I hurry to stand beside Amara.

      “If a stinger breaks your skin, you’re dead,” the swordswoman says, glancing at where my robes had been torn by the insect. “The poison kills in moments.”

      I look over to where the other members of her tribe have formed a circle at the base of the dust mound. More of these Shriven are swirling in the air above them, and a few of the insects are already scattered upon the floor . . . along with the sprawled body of the gray-haired woman who had spoken earlier at the gathering.

      I grit my teeth and return my attention to the swarm closest to us. They swoop down again, and I dance among the buzzing wings and flashing stingers, my sword flickering. This time I fell two of the creatures, while Amara stands over one. Behind her, a wide-eyed Valyra brandishes her knife awkwardly. It looks like Amara has managed to keep any of the insects from coming anywhere near her daughter.

      The swarm banks above us, coming around for another attack. It looks noticeably thinner – a few more passes and Amara and I will have to compete to see who can kill the last few. I grin in anticipation.

      The world lurches. My feet leave the ground and I’m tumbling through the air. Somehow I manage to hold on to my sword as I land on my side with jarring force, and as I struggle to stand I keep my blade at the ready in case the insects swoop down again.

      What was that?

      Amara is still flat on her back, dazed, her red sword lying a ways away. Valyra is on her hands and knees. I stumble towards them.

      The ground buckles. Dust slides away from a great slab of stone as it is lifted into the air and shoved aside, coming so close it nearly crushes me.

      A wall of gray-green flesh rushes upwards from where the floor has broken. The tendril lashes the air as if in anger, smashing against the already damaged ceiling.

      It’s here. The great monster we’d glimpsed from afar.

      Huge chunks of stone fall from the ceiling, raising clouds of dust when they strike the ground. I fight to stay standing as the temple convulses. At least the insects are gone; they must have wisely escaped through the shattered ceiling when this thing first emerged. I stagger as a rock bounces off my shoulder.

      Any moment the tendril will bring this ruin collapsing around us. There’s no hope – what can a bug do against a maddened god? The tendril thrashes, ripping loose another piece of the ceiling. Through the billowing dust I can now see the coruscating colors of the unnatural sky.

      Fuck it. This bug can sting.

      I charge the rippling expanse of flesh and pierce it with my green glass sword. The blade slides in far easier than I would have imagined, and I tear as large a hole as I can, my hurt shoulder pulsing with pain. Black blood gushes forth, and I step aside just before being drenched. Some part of my mind that has remained stubbornly detached from this insanity notes that the same ichor seems to have flowed from each of the monsters I’ve fought, despite their radically different forms. I hack again and again, carving glistening chunks from the creature.

      For a moment the tendril appears unhurt by the wounds I’ve opened, but then a shudder passes through it. I pull my sword out just as the monster starts to retract, its serpentine length squirming back down into the hole it emerged from.

      And then it’s gone. The ground continues shaking, and I worry that it’s gathering itself for another attempt to bring the temple down upon us. I stumble over to where Valyra is crouched beside her mother, holding her.

      “If there’s a Gate here, we need to go through it now!” I cry, expecting more tendrils to burst through the ground at any moment.

      And then I see it. A jagged chunk of stone has pierced Amara’s stomach, impaling her to the floor. Her face is ashen and blood is trickling from the corner of her mouth, but her eyes fix on me as I sink down beside her. Valyra is sobbing, stroking her mother’s limp hand tenderly.

      Amara struggles to say something, then grimaces and spits out a wad of blood. She tries again. “Talin,” she manages.

      “Amara,” I say, trying to ignore for a moment that there’s some monstrous beast churning the ground beneath us.

      “Take them through the Gate. Protect my people. Protect my daughter.”

      I reach out and grip her arm. “I will.”

      She coughs, spattering her robes with blood. “Valans . . . he thinks he is strong, but he is not. He will not lead well. That . . . burden . . . should be yours.”

      I don’t know what to say. I doubt the rest of the tribe will accept me as their chieftain.

      Amara manages to sit up slightly and grips my wrist fiercely. “Promise me,” she says, staring into my eyes. “Promise me you will protect Valyra.”

      “I promise,” I reply, and Amara sinks back again, her face slackening in death.

      Valyra wails.

      There’s more people around us, those who have survived the insects and the collapsing temple. Valans rushes forward and throws himself upon his mother’s body. He clutches at her, cradling her head to his chest. Then he whirls on me.

      “You!” he snarls, spitting out the word. “This is your fault! You brought the Shriven to us!”

      Valans moves to lunge at me but the red-bearded man holds him back. He struggles against Kellic for a moment and then subsides, racked by sobs.

      The old monk pushes through the crescent of watchers. How has he survived all this? “The Red Sword is dead,” he says, “and we must not let her sacrifice be in vain. Come quickly, the Gate awaits.” He points a trembling figure towards the opalescent arch.

      This seems to wake Valans. He gently brushes closed his mother’s eyes and stands, not looking at me. He approaches her sword and picks it up, staring into its crimson blade. “The Red Sword is not dead,” he says. “I am the Red Sword now. I am your chieftain, and I will protect you.”

      Valyra’s tear-streaked face turns to me. She heard what her mother said. This might cause a problem later . . . if we survive this.

      Incredibly, the trembling has faded, as if the monster is moving farther and farther away. Could I have hurt it more than I thought? I glance at what little of the ceiling remains, half expecting to see the swarm of insect Shriven descending upon us again.

      But it seems like we have found a moment’s peace.

      The monk is hobbling towards the arch, and the rest of the tribe is following him as if in a daze. Valyra bends over her mother and kisses her on the cheek, then we rise together.

      “She was strong,” I say.

      “Stronger than all of us,” Valyra says, and she leans on me as we make our way over to where the old monk stands beside the curving span of white stone. He’s holding the black silver-threaded stone that I’d carried out of the wastes.

      The dozen survivors take a collective indrawn breath as he slips the key into a small depression in the otherwise smooth surface of the arch.

      Nothing happens.

      “Shriven take you!” Valans screams, rounding on me. His copper eyes flash and his face is contorted with rage. He raises the crimson blade of his tribe and my hand finds the hilt of my own green glass sword.

      “Hold!” cries the monk, and Valans hesitates.

      Light is seeping down from the edges of the archway, like water spreading across a surface. It only takes a few moments for the space within the curving stone to fill completely with a shimmering golden veil.

      The ground shakes.

      “Through the Gate!” the monk cries, motioning for the others to enter.

      No one moves, until another tremor nearly sends Kellic sprawling.

      Muttering something under his breath, the monk turns from the gawping tribespeople and vanishes through the glowing doorway.

      That breaks the spell. Valans is next, holding his mother’s crimson sword. Then Kellic, followed by the scarred hunter I remember from the gathering.

      Valyra clutches at my arm as the tribespeople pass into the portal. “You’ll stay with us?” she says to me. “We will need you, whatever is on the other side.”

      I put my hand on hers. “I made a promise to your mother,” I say, offering her a comforting smile.

      “The door opens.”

      I whirl around. Something is clambering out of the hole the tendril has made in the floor of the temple. White flesh, a distended head. Milky fish eyes. It looks just like the Shriven that Valans had slain – what had he called it? A Voice?

      “The old bargain is fulfilled. We thank you, Pilgrim.”

      I try to raise my sword, but just like yesterday it’s like some invisible force has seized my body.

      “Valyra,” I croak, even as the pressure builds on my throat, “run.”

      But there’s no answer, nor does her hand slip from my arm. She’s also been stilled by this creature’s power.

      The Voice shambles closer, no hint of urgency in its movement. It knows it has us, and its glistening lips writhe into a leer.

      I strain with all my will against whatever is holding me, but it’s like I’m trying to shift a mountain.

      It’s less than a dozen paces from us. There’s something in its clawed hand, a serrated length of what looks like bone.

      A pulse goes through me, originating from where Valyra still touches my arm, a shiver of warmth that I’d felt before as she knitted me back together. The heat from her weaving melts the clammy grip the Voice has on my body, and I can move again. Something that must be surprise twists its monstrous visage, and before it can try to grab hold of me again I lunge towards the portal, yanking Valyra with me and throwing her into the golden doorway. Her eyes widen and then she’s gone and I’m leaping after her, pulling the key free of the arch as I tumble forward.

      The Voice’s power scrabbles against my limbs but I’m being carried away and the light swallows me and I’m falling –
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      The abyss embraces me.

      I’m floating through something cold and black; it rushes over me like water, sliding across my skin, filling my nose and mouth.

      No, I’m wrong – it is water.

      I thrash, nearly dropping my sword, and twist around searching for Valyra. Behind and slightly below me is an archway that looks like the Gate I just leaped through. It glows a spectral white in the watery darkness, but there’s no sign of the golden light of the door. I can’t see anyone else.

      The pressure is building in my chest, and I’m going to have to spit out what I’ve swallowed very soon. I surge upwards, kicking hard with my legs, and after a few moments of burning agony I break the surface of the water. I cough, spluttering, and take a few deep, ragged breaths.

      Above me is a vast, glimmering expanse.  Stars. And there’s a pair of moons, both nearly full. The larger of the pair smolders, red as a dying ember. Its partner looks more like a silver coin that’s been tossed up into the firmament. This smaller moon is much brighter, though, and I think it’s giving off the light that’s gilding the ruins around me. I’m treading water in the middle of a wide, dark pool, and up on dry land loom the bones of dead buildings, mostly broken towers and sundered arches.

      With my one free arm I swim with awkward strokes across the pool. My fingers scrabble among a spray of reeds and I pull myself halfway out of the water, resting my cheek in the cold mud.

      I’ve escaped that dying world. And this place feels more right, more familiar. I came from somewhere like here, with water and stars and grass.

      But what about Valyra? Did she panic and sink when she came through the Gate? Very likely she wouldn’t know how to swim. Fear clutches at my heart. Is she at the bottom of this pool right now, her life slipping away?

      Groaning, I slide my sword and the pouch where I’ve put the stone key among the reeds and push myself back into the water. I swim to where I think I just surfaced, and after taking a deep breath I dive down again into the darkness. There’s the arch, glowing faintly below me. I angle towards it until my hand can touch the unnatural stone. The space around the arch is slightly illuminated: I can see broken tiles encrusted with lichen, along with what might be the remnants of a grimy mosaic, and strands of some thin plant rising up from the bottom. A school of small, silvery fish vanishes into the black as I swim closer.

      There’s no Valyra, or anyone else. Could she have struggled a ways from the Gate and then sank? In frustration I push off from the arch and swim for the surface again.

      I dive several more times, groping through the darkness that sprawls outside of the thin circle of radiance seeping from the arch. My fingers glide over old stone, slime, and even what feels like ancient, splintered bones. But no flesh.

      She’s not here.

      Finally, I swim back to where I’d tossed my sword among the reeds and haul myself out of the water. The air is cool, and I shiver, but my exhaustion is bone-deep and I know that sleep will take me quickly if I let it.

      Should I? What dangers are here? The ruins are silent, and the night is still. I don’t even hear any birds or animals.

      Fuck it. I burrow a nest among the reeds that I hope will hide me from anything that doesn’t pass too close, and I let the darkness rise up to carry me away.
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      Birdsong wakes me.

      I blink against the brightness of the day, my head throbbing. Above me the sky is a wash of blue threaded by wisps of clouds. Some large bird turns gyres far overhead, perhaps hoping I never stir from my slumber. There’s the sun, that mythical celestial body. From where it is in the sky I think it must be late morning.

      Cradling my head in my hands I sit up, fighting through a wave of dizziness. My damp clothes cling to me, but the day is pleasantly warm. I gaze out over the pool I’d passed into when I went through the Gate – it’s a few hundred paces across, the water smooth as glass. Here and there the remnants of ancient structures break the surface. A section of this ancient city must have flooded, as it would have been rather foolish to have the doorway to this world open into the bottom of a lake.

      A metallic jangling alerts me that I’m about to have company. I press myself lower among the reeds, searching for the source of this noise. A few moments later I see movement partway around the pool, and then a man emerges from behind a collapsed building leading a pair of horses. One of the old nags is tossing its head, as if trying to disperse a swarm of biting insects, and the sound I heard was the tinkling of a line of bells attached to its halter. The man strokes the neck of the aggrieved beast and looks to be whispering something as he guides it to drink from the pool. The other horse is already gulping lustily, its tail swishing. When the recalcitrant horse finally bends its head to the water the man crouches as well and sets to filling a pair of large metal canisters.

      He doesn’t look to be much of a threat. For one, he’s old – he’s slightly stooped, and the hair fringing his bald pate is gray. He has a rather impressive mustache of the same color, the ends waxed so that they curl back up towards the strange frame that perches on his nose. This thing seems to be balanced on his face by two bits of metal that reach back to his ears. Light flashes off something – glass? – suspended within this device. It’s like he’s looking through two tiny windows. And the object on his face isn’t the only strangeness: the tips of silvery instruments are poking from the tops of the many pockets sewn into his brown apron, which looks like something a craftsman might wear. They appear to be tools, not weapons.

      For a moment I consider staying hidden and letting this traveler continue on. But then I realize he might have seen Valyra or any of the refugees from the other world. He’s certainly not threatening. And also I have to admit, as a pang of hunger twists my belly, I’m absolutely starving.

      I slide my sword into its sheath and stand. The man doesn’t notice me, though one of the horses raises its head to glare at me from across the pond. Holding my hands out, I begin to circle around the water’s edge, making as much noise as possible so he doesn’t think I’m trying to sneak up on him. He’s remarkably oblivious. I think I could walk up right next to him and cut off his head and he wouldn’t know anyone was there until his face hit the grass.

      “Hello!” I say, and he gasps, nearly toppling backwards. The horses flanking him grumble and shift, eyeing me with some suspicion.

      I smile as warmly as I can. “I’m sorry to startle you. I’m a stranger here, and lost.”

      The old man steadies himself and brings a hand up to the frame holding the windows over his eyes, squinting at me. He lets out a gabble of unintelligible nonsense, but from the intonation it sounds like a question.

      I touch my chest with my hand. “My name is Talin.” Or, at least, that will do for now.

      The man seems more curious than scared. He studies me, his gaze lingering on my muddy clothes and the sword at my side.

      I hold my arms out wide. “I will not harm you,” I say, hoping my meaning is clear.

      Apparently it is. He takes a few tentative steps in my direction, then pauses and strokes his mustache. I can almost hear the debate he’s having in his head. Finally he puts his open palm over his heart and bows slightly.

      “Poziminius del Alate,” he says.

      Is this his name? Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue. I mirror his gesture, broadening my smile slightly. “Talin.”

      “Talin,” he says, his accent making it sound more like “Tayin.” Close enough.

      He peers at me for a moment longer and then turns, gesturing that I should follow. I do, keeping enough distance between us that he won’t get nervous. He takes up the halters of the horses again, whispering something that sounds soothing. One of the horses regards me with placid equanimity. The other one looks like he’ll try and take my ear off if I get too close.

      The man leads the horses away from the water, along a narrow, well-trodden path that wends between the white stone ruins. This must be a popular way-stop for travelers. The town or complex gives off a sense of great age – I’d say centuries, at least, from the weathering of the structures and how in places ancient trees have grown up and through the buildings, their gnarled roots reaching down to devour the stone.

      Beyond the ruins is a large field and a road of gray brick wide enough for a half-dozen men to walk shoulder to shoulder. The avenue is younger than the white stone buildings, certainly, though it’s also suffering from neglect: many of the bricks are missing or have crumbled to pieces, and beside the road the grass is trampled and furrowed. There’s a brightly colored covered wagon in a clearing near the road, a thin trickle of smoke rising from the far side.

      The old man beckons at me again as he approaches the wagon. He calls out something, and a moment later a woman emerges from the wagon, pushing through a green curtain emblazoned with a strange red symbol.

      She sees me and surprise shivers her face. Then she reaches back inside the wagon and pulls out something that looks much like a hewbow, except it’s smaller and more intricate. She points it at me and barks something in her language, and I raise my hands to try and show her that I’m not a threat.

      The older man is saying something in the same soothing tone he used on the horses. The woman’s mouth twists and she replies harshly – I can guess that it’s something about him being a trusting fool. She descends the steps to the grass, keeping the weapon trained on me as she edges closer. The woman says something else, her expression telling me that she expects an answer.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t speak your language,” I say.

      Her eyes narrow as she studies me, much like the man’s had, though there’s less curiosity and more hostility. She’s also wearing the strange metallic frame that suspends two small windows in front of her eyes. Hers are so large and round they remind me a little unsettlingly of the fish-eyed Shriven. The woman is young, maybe only a little older than Valyra, and nearly as tall as I am. I can tell she’s slender, but her dress is shapeless, and like the man’s apron I can see that her garment is sewn with many pockets. She has the kind of long-limbed thinness that could be called willowy on a graceful woman and gawky on an awkward one. From the way she’s holding the weapon I’d say she falls more on the gawky side of the divide.

      The man says something that sounds decisive and begins briskly walking towards the wagon. She glances at him and there’s frustration in her face, but she lets him go. He disappears inside and the woman and I share a few moments of uncomfortable silence. I smile as warmly as I can and she scowls while keeping the weapon pointed at my head. I begin to consider how fast I can close the distance between us and whether I can disarm her before she releases the trigger.

      The man shoves the curtain aside and comes clattering down the steps waving something in his hand. It’s small and brown and twisted, like the root of a plant. He hurries towards us, beaming, and looks about to stride up to me when the woman yells something at him and he freezes. The man sighs and rolls his eyes and breaks the brown object into two pieces, then tosses one of them to me. I catch it – it is indeed a root, although so gnarled and ancient it appears to have been dug up a long time ago. Still smiling, the man makes a motion with the half of the root he’s holding that I should put it in my mouth. My skepticism must be obvious because he takes a nibble from his piece, and then raises his face to the sky and spreads out his arms like he’s just received some divine revelation. The woman rolls her eyes at these theatrics, and I briefly consider whether I would rather put this disgusting thing in my mouth or try and take her weapon away before she can fire.

      Sigh. I suppose if he meant to kill me with poison it would simply make more sense to let his companion shoot me. I put the end of the root in my mouth and bite down, ignoring the taste of grit and dirt.

      Tough. Fibrous. I have to chew for a while before it’s soft enough that I can swallow.

      Should I eat more? Will she finally lower that weapon if I do? I examine the yellow flesh of the root that I’ve exposed with my bite, wondering if it would taste any better boiled.

      “Can you understand me now?”

      I nearly drop the root. It’s the man who has spoken, but his words make sense. “Uh, yes,” I say slowly.

      The man claps his hand together. “Excellent! I’d feared there would be some degradation of its potency.”

      I gaze at the gnarled root in my hand with wonderment.

      The woman sighs in exasperation. “Where in the name of all the tainted saints did you come from that you’ve never eaten babbleroot before?”

      “Babbleroot?”

      “That’s just the colloquial name used in these backwater parts,” the man says apologetically, giving the woman a look of reproach. “And we of all people should strive for accuracy. The gray scholars who are its cultivators call it ennocosia.”

      For some absolutely bizarre reason that word actually resonates in the back of my mind. A memory drifts up from somewhere – and this by itself is shocking, as it’s the first thing I’ve remembered from my past. I’m standing in a great field of turned earth . . . but the flowers blooming around me in neat rows are emerging from grinning skulls, the tops of which have been sheared clean off so they can be transformed into planters.

      “I see . . . skulls lined up like crops?”

      The man’s eyes light up in excitement. “Aha! Bellamina, what did I tell you? That Veshian insisted that this ennocosia was from the head of a gray scholar. Oh, I do hope I’m graced with a few of his recollections.”

      The woman finally lowers her weapon. “You really don’t know anything,” she says to me in mild astonishment.

      I hold my arms out helplessly. “I don’t.”

      “Come, come,” the old man says, beckoning for me to follow him again. As I pass the woman she shakes her head and frowns, but she seems to have decided that I’m not an immediate threat. Around the other side of the wagon a kettle is suspended on a copper frame over a small fire, and the man waves for me to take a seat in the grass.

      “Sit. Have some tea. My name is Poziminius del Alate, and this is my daughter, Bellamina. Poz and Bell will do.” Using a cloth to protect his hand, he lifts the kettle from the fire and pours its steaming contents into a ceramic cup. “How exciting to meet a traveler from distant lands.”

      “Why can I understand you now?” I ask as the man passes me the cup. Across from me Bellamina sits cross-legged, the weapon still in her lap.

      The glass in front of his eyes has fogged, and the man wipes it clean with the cloth in his hand. “The gray scholars of the Fastness are some of the world’s greatest botanists, and they keep themselves in silk and jewels by growing the ennocosia weed, which has become absolutely essential to diplomacy and trade.”

      I blow on the tea and take a sip – bitter, but invigorating. “How so?”

      “Well, the gray scholars discovered – and don’t ask me how – that when an ennocosia seed is inserted into the brain of the recently deceased, the plant that issues forth will boast rather remarkable properties. Some of the knowledge of the host is absorbed by the weed, and, when consumed, this is passed along to whoever has eaten it. Proficiency in language is what’s usually imprinted, but sometimes the odd memory or skill transfers as well. From what you’ve remembered, it seems this weed grew out of the skull of a gray scholar, just as the trader who sold it to me claimed. How exciting!” Poz takes a loaf of brown bread that has been warming beside the fire and breaks it into three pieces, handing the largest to me. “Though it is a little surprising,” he muses, watching me with interest, “that you remember the Sepulture Fields of the Fastness. Usually the few memories that are transferred are quickly subsumed within one’s already extensive remembrances.”

      “Actually,” I say around a mouthful of the crusty bread, “I can only remember the last few days. There’s not much else in my head.”

      “Aha!” cries the old man, slapping his leg. “You have amnesia! That would explain why you don’t know about ennocasia . . . I’ve never heard of language being lost because of a blow to the head, but perhaps with a period of observation we will have something new to add to the literature of the condition.”

      “No . . . no. I don’t know your language because I’ve come here from another world.”

      The woman snorts a laugh as the old man’s face falls. “Oh,” he says. “Insanity will complicate things. Less likely for the academies to accept you as a legitimate case study.”

      “I’m not insane! I passed through a glowing doorway and ended up at the bottom of the pond where you just watered your horses.”

      That . . . was not very convincing. I hesitate before providing any more details of where I came from – stories of monstrous creatures and broken skies might not be the best way to demonstrate that I’m of sound mind.

      “Hm. A glowing doorway.”

      “Yes, some strange sorcery brought me here.”

      Poz shakes his head, sighing. “There is no such thing as sorcery, my dear boy. Just science that has not yet been fully explained.”

      I hold up the root I’m still carrying. “What is this, then?”

      “Botany, of course,” the old man says in a tone that suggests I’ve overlooked something incredibly obvious. “Sorcery is a crutch for the ignorant to explain away what they do not understand. But when the layers are peeled away there is always a hard, immutable kernel of science.”

      “You’re telling me that I have the memories of a dead scholar floating around in my head and that’s not magic?”

      “Science.”

      “Impossible. Also, I’ve met a man who could summon cutting light from his hands and a woman who could knit flesh back together by her touch alone.”

      The old man shrugs. “Well, without a firsthand experience with these occurrences, I cannot tell you how they happened. Perhaps the man had some refracting device or crystal concealed in his hands to make it appear like he was conjuring forth this ‘cutting light’. But I assure you, there is a scientific explanation.”

      “Or you’re delusional,” the young woman says, leaning back on her elbows in the grass. She looks like she’s finding this exchange entertaining.

      “Possibly insane,” adds the old man helpfully.

      “I’m not insane.”

      Bell picks out something from between her teeth and flicks it away. “That’s what an insane person would say.”

      I give an exasperated sigh. “And also anyone who was sane.”

      She shrugs. “So we are at an impasse.” I can’t decide if her impish grin is annoying or attractive.

      The old man raises his hand in his daughter’s direction. “Now, now, Bell. Our guest has obviously taken a serious blow to the head, and his mind is no doubt addled.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Please. I had some companions –”

      “Before you went through the glowing door?” asks Bell in what I suspect is mock seriousness.

      “Yes. They also passed into this world with me. They all have red or brown hair, and one man has a sword of red glass.”

      “We haven’t seen them,” says Poz. The unspoken if they exist hangs between us. “But we are only recent travelers in these parts.”

      I rub my face, tamping down my frustration. Travelers? My gaze slides from their strange pocketed clothing to the objects perched on their noses to their colored wagon festooned with bags and iron instruments. “What are you? Merchants?”

      Poz looks mildly affronted. “Merchants? By the saints, no. We are natural philosophers. Itinerant scientists. I was once an associate professor at the Collegium of Varakesh, and I have taught Bellamina so well that if they ever open the exams to the fairer sex she will set a new standard with her score.”

      “What in the name of the dead gods do itinerant scientists do?”

      “The question should be what can’t we do. Crops failing? Our knowledge of botany can help. Disease rampant? Aha! We know the most recent medical advances. Need metals transmuted? Well, we can try, though no promises. Lunar phases and their effect on the liquids of the cerebellum explained so you know when to confine the psychotic? That can be quite useful, by the way. Siege weapons designed for breaking the walls of an impregnable fortress?”

      “This is what you do?” I say quickly, interrupting his speech, which was growing alarmingly impassioned. “Wander around solving problems with your . . . science?”

      Poz and his daughter share a quick glance. “Usually,” says the old man. “But presently we are employed as couriers by the Contessa. We are transporting a rather rare and dangerous substance to her estate in Ysala, the City of Masks.”

      It seems far-fetched that anything of value could be inside their ancient wagon, and I don’t bother trying to hide my skepticism. “And you have no guards? Just a girl with a miniature hewbow?”

      The old man’s watery blue eyes blink in confusion. “Hewbow? Ah, you are referring to Bellamina’s crossbow. She’s a crack shot, I’ll have you know.” A pained expression crosses his face. “But you are correct. Normally we would not venture forth without an armed escort, even in these very civilized lands. Unfortunately, we were forced to part ways yesterday with the sword we hired.”

      Bell snorts again. “He ran away with a serving wench when we were at a tavern eating dinner.”

      “Quite a pretty young lady,” sighs Poz, shaking his head. “But Tervik was no dashing warrior. A bit heavy in the middle and thin on the top, honestly.”

      “The sight of a handsome face and a sword turns the heads of some girls soft,” Bell says, her tone suggesting what she thinks of those women. “As I’m sure you know.” She gives me a withering look, as if to make pointedly clear that this does not describe her.

      The old man clears his throat loudly. “Yes, well. Tervik’s absconsion is yet another reason why our meeting here is so fortuitous. You are suffering from a brain malady, and I am perhaps the best man in a hundred leagues to assist you in overcoming your condition. Furthermore, we could use a stout arm to help deter any would-be bandits. Despite the peacefulness of these lands, robberies are not entirely unheard of.”

      I’m struggling to keep up with what Poz is saying – either the babbleroot hasn’t taken hold fully yet, or the old man has a significantly larger vocabulary than the gray scholar whose brain it grew out of.

      “So what say you, friend? Will you accompany us? If your companions are anywhere in these lands they will find their way to Ysala, I promise you. All roads around here lead to the City of Masks.”
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      We follow alongside the crumbling brick road, the wagon’s wheels finding well-worn furrows in the trampled grass. As the white stone ruins dwindle behind us the forest begins to encroach upon the way, and in the distance I can see the jagged peaks of mountains gnawing at the sky.

      Bell sits in the driver’s seat, a switch in her hand that she never seems to use, while her father retreats inside the wagon to, in his words, ‘reacquaint himself with the accepted literature on memory loss.’ I walk beside the wagon, sometimes on the gray brick road and sometimes in the long grass. Bright yellow butterflies flutter through the air, and the droning hiss of cicadas floats from the trees.

      It seems beyond belief that just a few days ago I was being chased by monsters through a red waste, and now here I am enjoying a stroll in these idyllic lands. Is Valyra somewhere out there, staring up in wonder at the blue sky? Are the tattered remnants of her tribe being led by her brother? Is she still able to weave in a world roamed by itinerant scientists who scoff at sorcery?

      I’ve moved on to daydreaming about Valyra’s beautiful face and substantial curves when Bell clears her throat.

      “That’s a rather ridiculous smile,” she says, and I return to the present. “You look like you’re floating in the clouds. Some pleasant memories coming back?”

      I swipe at a few of the gray and white puffballs sticking up from the grass, scattering seeds to the wind. “Just from the last few days.”

      “In the other world?”

      “Yes.”

      “What was it like?” Surprisingly, the question doesn’t sound patronizing.

      I glance up at her. From her expression, it looks like she’s honestly curious. “It was brutal. The world was dying, with no trees or oceans. Just swirling red dust. There were only a handful of people left alive, and they were constantly threatened by demons that stalked the land.”

      “Sounds terrible.”

      “It was. I don’t know how they survived for so long. When we escaped from that place I promised their dying chieftain that I would take care of her daughter.”

      “And you think she’s alive?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know why only I would make it through the Gate. Maybe there are many such doorways scattered about. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

      She shakes her head. “No. What you just described – a dead land filled with monsters – reminds me of the place a few faiths think the unworthy go when they die. But you don’t look like a ghost to me.”

      Could the wastes have been an afterlife? Some kind of punishment for terrible deeds done while living? We continue on in silence for a while as I consider this.

      Finally, I set these thoughts aside – there’s no use mulling over this while my memories are missing. Perhaps if the old man can return my past I’ll understand more about what’s happened. Which brings me to a question of my own.

      “Why did you and your father invite me to travel with you? It seems excessively trusting.”

      Bell chuckles and lightly flicks one of the horses with her switch. “It’s Magdo, to be honest. The old fellow is an unerring judge of character.”

      I think back to the horse tossing its head as it was being led to the pond to drink, and then the evil stare it had given me when I’d first approached Poz. “He certainly didn’t seem to care for me. I’ve never felt such dislike from a horse.”

      “Oh, that’s Magda. She’s a bitch, but she’s all bluster. Wouldn’t harm a fly.” Bell’s switch brushes one of the horse’s flanks again. “No, it’s her brother you have to be careful of. He’ll give you this sleepy stare and you’ll think he’s not even paying attention to you, and then when you’re walking behind him he’ll plant a hoof in your stomach. The fact that he hasn’t so much as swished his tail in your face tells me we can trust you.”

      I eye her skeptically. “I thought you were a scientist?”

      Bell laughs. “Observation, repeated trial and error. That’s all science is. I’ve known Magdo for over ten years, and he’s never taken a liking to anyone with evil intent. Look, I’ll prove to you how much I trust his judgement.” She moves over to the edge of the seat and pats the space next to her. “You must be tired, being chased by monsters from one world to another. Come sit up here.”

      I hesitate for a moment, then pull myself up to join her. One of the horses – Magdo? – glances back, and for a moment I’m afraid he’ll bray at me or in some other way betray me in front of Bell. But his liquid brown eyes only regard me for a moment, and then he faces forward again.

      “See? He likes you.”

      Magdo looked to me to still be wavering over his final judgement, but I’ll accept that for now. It’s nice to sit for a while.

      “Thank you,” I say, and Bell flashes me a quick smile.

      “To be honest, I just wanted to move a little faster. Hiyah!” She flicks out her switch and the horses pick up their pace.

      Fair enough. I settle back against the wooden planks and study Bell’s profile. She’s not beautiful, in the traditional sense, as her face is long and her lips thin, but her skin is so white and unblemished it almost looks to be ceramic. Like her father, her eyes are a vibrant blue, but while Poz’s hair has turned white, hers is a black so deep it shades to purple, reminding me of a raven’s feathers. She catches me watching her and makes a face.

      “Stop looking at me or I’ll make you run alongside the wagon.”

      “Sorry. I have to know – what’s this thing of glass and metal you and your father wear on your faces?”

      Bell reaches up and touches the round frames. “These? Spectacles. Papa ground them himself.”

      “Spectacles?”

      She takes the object off and hands it to me. “Here. Look through the lenses.”

      I hold the spectacles up to my eyes and the world blurs. “Why would you want to wear something that makes it harder to see?”

      With an amused snort she takes back the spectacles and slips them on again. “You’re not very smart, are you? They help me to see, but the glass is suited only for my eyes.”

      Such strange sorcery. I also notice that in the brief moment when she removed these spectacles she had looked much prettier.

      “Your gaze is a bit unnerving,” she says. “I’ve never seen silver eyes before. Are they common in your homeland?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, right. Well, Papa is investigating your memory loss, and he is tenacious when something catches his interest. If there are any answers in our library, he’ll find them.”

      “Your library?”

      “Have a look,” she says, indicating with her chin the curtain separating us from what is inside the wagon.

      I hesitate, unsure whether I should really disturb the old scientist, and she lets out a sigh and pulls aside the patched cloth.

      The interior of the wagon is both larger and smaller than it looks from the outside. Smaller because there’s only a strip of the wooden flooring visible, so narrow that anyone not as thin as Bell would have to turn sideways to navigate their way, and bigger because I’m shocked at the sheer amount of stuff crammed within. Shelving is built into the walls of the wagon, and it’s filled with strange instruments of glass and metal and all manner of other oddities: the skull of what looks to be a large, three-eyed rodent; a metallic flower emerging from a glass container; a chunk of ancient wood incised with charred runes; and the gnarled, pale fetuses of unknown animals floating in cloudy jars. But these items appear to be inaccessible, as piles of books are stacked so high as to form a barrier. For a moment I wonder why every jounce of the wagon doesn’t make a mess in here, and then I see that nearly translucent threads are stretched across the piles, apparently keeping them in place.

      Poz is there, ensconced in a cushioned chair that looks like it’s being consumed by a wave of dusty grimoires and leather-bound tomes. The old man peers at me through his spectacles, blinking owlishly. A massive book is open on his lap, several long red strips of fabric dangling like tongues from the spots of interest he has already marked.

      “Yes?” he asks, sounding slightly peeved at being interrupted.

      “Any promising leads?” Bell calls back to him.

      “Perhaps. This is a medical treatise written by the first-among-equals physicker Chevilinias during the waning years of the Nevarik Collective. He maintains that the best way to cure an amnesic patient is to jar his head with force equal to the blow that first caused the injury. If the severity is unknown, he recommends being kicked in the head by a mule.”

      “Magdo?” Bell asks, with slightly disconcerting enthusiasm.

      “I was thinking the same. But perhaps I’ll keep searching for a less potentially lethal treatment.”

      “Thanks for that,” I say, turning away from the scientist as Bell lets the curtain fall.

      “You see? He’ll come up with a way to bring back your memories.”

      “Hopefully one which doesn’t involve me getting brained by your horse.”

      “We can only hope.”
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        * * *

      

      “How long until we reach this city?”

      Bell stirs beside me, returning from whatever reverie the rhythmic motion of the wagon has induced. She peers into the distance, shading her eyes against the late afternoon light. As the day has aged, the forests hemming the road have darkened and become more ominous, though Bell hadn’t shown any nervousness. Perhaps bandits are not common along these roads.

      “Well, we won’t get there today. Or tomorrow. We’ll have to find lodging in Soril. Nice little town; we’ve stayed there before. Good inns, delicious oranges.”

      “Tell me about the city. What did you call it – the City of Masks?”

      “Ysala,” Bell says, stifling a yawn. “The largest city south of Hesset’s Wall – that’s the range we can see in the distance. The folk around here think the saint Hesset raised the mountains to protect the south from the Grand and Enlightened Empire of Zim, which sprawls on the other side for about a thousand leagues.”

      “Enlightened? Doesn’t sound like such a bad place.”

      “Oh, it’s not. The exarchs of Zim are like gardeners, cultivating a rich and beautiful culture through careful pruning. But not everyone wants to give over their sovereignty to the social engineers of the empire. Ysala is a free city, like most of the south. Though its . . . method of governance is nearly as extreme as the demarchists of the Shattered Isles. To an outsider the city would appear leaderless.”

      “It has no king?”

      “No king. No archon. No senate. Order is maintained by the private armies of the Trusts, which are something like merchant guilds and something like gangs. There are thirteen Trusts, each with a very dramatic name like the Fire Knife Trust or the Red Trillium Trust.”

      “And where do the masks come in?”

      “Well, the citizens of Ysala often wear masks when conducting business. They think it gives them some advantage in negotiations. The heads of the Trusts actually always go masked – it’s said that no one knows what each of the leaders of the Trusts looks like. That way they can live their lives unafraid of an assassin’s dagger. There are stories of citizens only realizing that their quiet, unassuming neighbor was the head of a Trust when they died and their identity was finally revealed. The lady we know as the Contessa is the head of the Gilded Lynx Trust.”

      “Hm. With thirteen private armies roaming the city, there must be all sorts of bloodshed.”

      Bell shakes her head. “No. In fact, it’s one of the safest cities outside of Enlightened Zim. The folks running the Trusts are merchants, first and foremost, and conflict is bad for business. They do their best to keep the peace, both inside the city and out. It’s why we were willing to travel the roads even after our armed escort abandoned us to bury himself in a barmaid’s ample bosom. Every town on the roads to Ysala has a contingent of warriors from the Trusts to ensure that travelers and trade remain unmolested.”

      “Is that one of them?” I ask, gesturing ahead to where a gray-skinned creature has stepped out of the trees holding a curving ax of black iron.

      “Tainted saints!” Bell cries, pulling hard on the reins to stop the horses.

      “That’s a no, then?” I ask as more of the figures slip from the forest to block the road. They are clad in a motley assortment of leather and dented metal that looks to have been scavenged from many different battlefields, and where the armor does not cover their flesh I see swirling blue tattoos. Still, they could pass for human – despite their skin – except for their faces, which are squashed and bestial, with tusks curving up from their jaws. All of them hold crudely fashioned weapons of black iron: swords and axes and spiked maces.

      “Papa, get out here!” Bell yells, and a moment later her father pushes through the curtain.

      His face pales when he sees the creatures arrayed across the road. “Kvah,” he says, and I can hear the distaste in his voice. “Filthy things. But what are they doing down from the Wall? They never raid anywhere near Ysala.”

      One of the tusked monsters saunters forward, his great double bladed ax slung over his shoulder. He’s larger than the others, broad shouldered and barrel chested, and a nasty scar curves across his hairless head. “Fucking ‘ell, boys, look what we caught,” he says loudly, and a few chortles rise from the rest. “That wagon filled with gold, old man?”

      “Books, I’m afraid,” Poz shouts back. “Would you gentlemen happen to be readers?”

      More harsh laughter, and the largest kvah even has to wipe tears from his eyes. “Readers, he says. Old fucker, the only reading the Bloodsnake Tribe does is when the crones back on the mountain poke through the guts of fools like you.”

      “Then I’m afraid we have nothing you’d be interested in. You’re welcome to what coin we’re carrying, but we have little of that.”

      The gray-skinned warrior clears his throat loudly and spits. “I bet we can find something good in your wagon. Maybe some gold or jewels hidden in the floorboards. You boys up for hacking it up?” The kvah behind him bellow and thrust their weapons into the air. “Oh, and we’ll be taking that girl, too. Damn ugly and no meat on her, but she don’t have no face in the dark.” Another rousing cheer from the others.

      “That’s not going to happen,” I mutter to Bell, coming to my feet. The leader of the kvah grins when he sees me rise. He swings the ax off his shoulder and the haft makes a meaty thwack when it strikes his other hand. “Looks like we got ourselves a scrap, boys!” he cries, striding forward.

      I’m just about to hop down from the wagon and draw my sword when I feel something sting my neck. “What –” I say, my hand flying up to find a thin and hard object jutting from just above my collarbone. I pull it out – it looks like a wooden dart, its sharpened tip coated with something viscous and green.

      My knees buckle. “Oh, thit,” I slur as I topple over, and the darkness rushes in to swallow the day.
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        * * *

      

      “Talin, wake up!”

      The words, spoken with a desperate urgency, reach down into the suffocating darkness that envelops me. Feeling slowly creeps back into my body as the world behind my eyelids lightens: soreness in my legs and arms, thirst and hunger. My arms are bound behind my back with something that cuts into my wrists. I’m kneeling on a forest floor: pine needles, rocks and dirt press against my legs.

      “Talin!”

      I open my eyes. Around me soar the thick trunks of ancient trees, their bark scarred with lichen. Late afternoon light, heavy and golden, trickles between the branches and illuminates a large glade that looks to have recently been cleared. The fresh stumps of smaller trees emerge from the forest loam, and piles of brush have been pushed to the edges of the open space. Several crude hide tents decorated with jagged red brush strokes have been erected around a pile of moss-slicked rocks, upon which crouches an obscenely fat kvah dressed only in a loincloth and a necklace of interlocking bones. One of the kvah’s tusks has been broken off, and the other curves back so far it nearly pokes his forehead. Around the stones mill more of the kvah, including the one that had spoken on the road. Poz stands before the looming warlord, looking very small and frail. There’s also an iron-bound chest beside him, something I think I remember having glimpsed earlier inside the wagon.

      “Over here!”

      I glance sideways and see Bell. She’s also kneeling, her arms tied behind her back. Her raven-black hair is matted with leaves and dirt, and her eyes are wild. Somehow her delicate spectacles are intact.

      “Are you all right?” she whispers.

      I nod jerkily. “Yes. What happened?”

      “Poison. There were more hidden in the woods, and one shot you with a dart tipped with something that knocked you out. I was afraid you were dead.”

      I shake my head, trying to clear the last lingering remnants of the oblivion I’d just emerged from. “Not dead, but I feel terrible. What’s going on?”

      “The kvah are asking about the glitter –”

      “The glitter?”

      We both jump as a crack echoes through the clearing. The massive kvah lounging on the rocks has slapped his bulging belly with his hand.

      “You want to go in my stomach, pinkling?” he growls down at Poz. Even from across the clearing I can see that the old man is trembling.

      “No, certainly not!”

      “Then why,” the kvah drawls, leaning forward, “do you not answer my question?” He shakes the bones draped around his fat neck, and the rattling spurs the other kvah into a fit of hooting and hollering.

      “Because the glitter is dangerous! You could kill us all –”

      “Tell me, or I eat the girl right here, right now, in front of you. While she’s still squirming.”

      Poz casts a terrified glance over his shoulder at both of us. He looks like he’s about to collapse from fright.

      “Papa!” Bell cries, and the crowd of kvah roar with laughter.

      “No! I’ll . . . I’ll tell you.” Poz’s shoulders slump as he talks. “The glitter is valuable, from deep within the Chemerik Desert. Just a tiny bit of it touched to flame will cause a great explosion. The black sand pyromancers of the oasis cities can manipulate the glitter so that it burns almost eternally, rather than consuming itself in a violent conflagration.”

      The scarred kvah scowls and glances up at the crouching warlord. “Conflagration, boss?”

      “Big fire,” the bone-draped kvah replies, his slitted black eyes boring down on the shaking scientist.

      “Yes! I’ve learned much about how to control the glitter, but in the hands of the ignorant –”

      The kvah warlord raises his massive gray hand and considers his talons. Then he regards the old man with an arched brow.

      “Not that you are ignorant,” Poz stammers, “just, uh, unfamiliar with schooling in the traditional sense . . . not booksmart, maybe I should say, but certainly wise in the ways of the world –”

      “Open it, pinkling.”

      Poz swallows away any further babbling and crouches beside the chest. “Yes, sir,” he says, and then inserts a key into a lock, gingerly easing open the lid. The kvah clustered about draw back, as if made nervous by the scientist’s stories, and then lean forward when nothing immediately happens.

      “Show me what it can do,” the kvah warlord says.

      “Flame. I need flame.”

      The giant kvah gestures with a clawed finger and one of the warriors steps forward. “Start the night’s fire,” the warlord growls. “If this shit isn’t very impressive we can begin roasting these pinklings early.”

      More laughter from the gathered kvah as the warrior bends to kindle a flame among a pile of sticks. After a few strikes of flint on rock a spark catches and the first tentative tongues of fire taste the air.

      The kvah warlord spreads his arms wide, as if inviting Poz to begin his demonstration.

      The scientist steps closer to the open chest and reaches inside. When he straightens, I can’t see what he’s taken – whatever it is, it’s so small that it’s pinched between his fingers. Slowly and deliberately he approaches the small fire, keeping his other hand beneath the one holding the specks of glitter.

      The kvah warlord watches all this with narrowed eyes, stroking his overlapping chins.

      “Talin,” Bell hisses, and I glance over at her. All of the kvah are rapt while watching Poz creep towards the flame. I have to admit I’m a bit curious what will happen when he tosses the stuff into the fire.

      “Talin, they didn’t search my dress. I have a jugari flenser in one of my pockets.”

      “A what?”

      “Doesn’t matter. It should be sharp enough to cut through these ropes. Grab it while these brutes are distracted.”

      I scoot closer to Bell, my back to her, and stretch out my arms. Bell grunts as she leans forward, and my fingers brush cloth.

      “A little lower,” she manages, apparently uncomfortable from whatever contortion she has to do for me to reach inside her pockets.

      My fingers slip between folds of fabric and she whispers something that sounds triumphant.

      There’s all sorts of stuff in here, a surprising amount. Something soft and squishy, something sticky and prickly, something hard and sharp –

      My fingers close around the handle of this bladed object just as Poz sprinkles whatever he was pinching over the flame and scrambles backwards.

      For a moment, nothing. I think I can see little golden motes drifting down through the early evening light, but that might be my imagination.

      “Quickly,” Bell says through gritted teeth.

      I pull the flenser out of her pocket just as the clearing explodes. A pillar of purple flame erupts from the small fire, far larger than should be possible, swelling into a roiling fireball. The force of the explosion sends several of the closest kvah tumbling to the ground, and the rest give a collective shout of surprise. Luckily there aren’t any branches above, because they certainly would have been enveloped by the blaze.

      As the flames dissipate, the kvahs’ attention turns to one of the younger warriors who had been standing a bit too close to the fire. He’s rolling around on the ground squealing like a pig, beating at the flames that have enveloped his spiky mohawk.

      The awed silence that followed the initial cries of surprise is now broken by raucous laughter as the kvah point to their unfortunate comrade. He’s screeching, flailing helplessly at his burning head.

      I slip the blade between the cords binding my wrists and they part with surprising ease. I’m on my feet a moment later, lunging towards the closest kvah, who is still chuckling and pointing at the spectacle of his burning friend. He’s just starting to turn in my direction when I bury Bell’s flenser – which looks like a tiny, white metal sickle – in his neck and slice it across his vocal cords. He collapses, scrabbling at his ravaged throat and making a horrible gurgling sound. A few of the kvah twist around, their attention drawn by the noise, and then they give cries of alarm as they reach for their weapons. My gaze flickers over them, searching.

      There. My green-glass sword, belted at the waist of one of the warriors. I sprint towards him as the massive kvah perched on his throne of mossy rocks bellows and gesticulates wildly. The warrior’s hand closes around the black falcon hilt of my sword, but before he can draw it from its sheath I slice off several of his fingers with the flenser. He roars in pain as blood spurts from the stumps, and I rip the sword free and take off his head with one smooth stroke.

      I turn to face the rest of the warband, setting my feet in a defensive stance. The shock of what I’ve just done is fading, and the kvah begin to spread out, brandishing their oversized black iron swords and axes. I look for any that seem to be wielding what could have shot me with the poisoned dart, but there’s nothing that resembles a hewbow or blowgun. Lucky me.

      They charge in a disorganized, raging horde. Outside of the intense focus that’s descended on me I know dimly that I should feel panic at this avalanche of gray muscle and black iron rushing closer, but there’s nothing. I’m absolutely calm. Excited, even. I decide to give in to my instincts.

      The leading kvah howls as he swings his ax in a flashing arc; I explode into motion, catching the haft of the ax with the edge of my sword as it descends. The green glass passes through the wood like it’s butter, and as the ax-head goes tumbling through the air my sword continues on its path, tearing through the creature’s head and ripping his jaw clean off. I’m past him before he even knows he’s dead, spinning into the midst of the kvah. Time seems to slow and stretch; I see the shock in their piggish eyes as I twist to avoid a sword, then take an arm off at the elbow, then duck to avoid a mace that instead brains another of the creatures. Their movements seem honey-slow and I’m flashing between them, my sword flickering out, their blades passing through empty air. Blood arcs, limbs are separated, pained shrieks follow me.

      I come face to face with the scarred kvah who confronted us on the road. He snarls and sweeps at my legs with his ax and I leap over the blade and kick his head, smearing his stubby nose across his face. He staggers, dazed, and I grab hold of one of his tusks with my free hand, pulling him towards me as I punch him hard with the hilt of my sword and driving what’s left of his nose up into his brain.

      I whirl around, but the last of the kvah warriors are fleeing into the woods. I watch them vanish into the underbrush and then turn towards the massive kvah crouched on the rocks. His face is slack with surprise, his taloned hand clutching at the bones threading his necklace.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he murmurs numbly as I stalk closer.

      “I don’t know,” I say, then I leap up onto the rocks and thrust my sword through his pile of chins. His eyes bulge and he stares in disbelief at the length of green glass emerging from his neck. I slide the blade out as he topples backwards with a final rasping gurgle.

      A thud, then silence. I turn and survey the clearing – it’s a mess of scattered limbs and blood-splattered gray corpses. Poz is staring up at me in open-mouthed astonishment.

      “Tainted saints,” the old scientist breathes, his eyes drifting over the remains of the kvah. “I’ve never seen anyone move so fast.”

      I jump down from the rocks and stride over to Bell. There is surprise in her face as well . . . and something else. Awe?

      “That was incredible,” she whispers as I crouch down to slice her bonds. She swallows, staring at me as she rubs her chafed wrists. “Did you know you could do that?”

      “I knew I could fight,” I reply.

      “Kvah are considered vermin . . . pests . . . stronger than men but so undisciplined that trained soldiers usually have no trouble killing them. But that was eight against one, and you’re not even scratched.”

      I shrug. Should I tell her that they were moving so slow they never had a chance? Would she find that frightening, or impressive?

      Poz is next to the iron-bound chest, staring down at its contents with a pained expression. I leave Bell to gather herself and go to stand beside him. For the first time I can see the contents of the chest – it looks like very fine golden sand mixed with tiny flakes of quartz. So this is glitter. It doesn’t seem dangerous, but that explosion had resulted from just a few grains of this stuff sprinkled over a small fire. The chest is nearly full of glitter . . . enough to destroy a city, I’d wager.

      “Can you imagine the harm those cretins could have caused with this?” Poz says, and I can hear the relief in his voice.

      “Are you so sure this Contessa you’re delivering it to won’t do something terrible as well?”

      Poz turns to me, and I can see his uncertainty. “There’s much good that glitter can do, when properly controlled. It can burn nearly forever at a tremendously high heat – perfect for powering the steam pumps that are keeping the new electryc glowspheres radiant. The Contessa told me that’s what she wants it for . . .”

      “But you’re not sure.”

      Poz shrugs helplessly. “How can I be certain? Who knows what darkness dwells in the souls of others?”

      “You could find a stream and dump it out.”

      The old man wrings his hands. “Yes . . . but with the commission we agreed upon I could set up a new laboratory in Ysala, fund my research for a year, give Bell a home . . .”

      “Papa,” his daughter cries, wrapping her arms around him and burying her face in his shoulder.

      “Are you all right?” Poz says, stroking her hair tenderly.

      “Yes,” she says, her voice muffled. “Thanks to Talin.”

      Poz nods, his eyes finding mine. “Thank you for saving my daughter.”

      “It’s nothing,” I reply lightly. “I agreed to come along and guard you. Just doing my job.”

      The old man blows out his mustache, his gaze returning to the strewn bodies of the kvah. “I’ll be honest with you, Talin, that I didn’t believe for a moment you’d have to use your sword on the way to Ysala. These roads are usually very safe – when we get to Soril I’m going to have stern words with the seneschal stationed there. It’s his duty to keep beasts like the kvah from harrying travelers. They never should have gotten within a hundred leagues of the city.”

      It suddenly occurs to me that we’re in the middle of a rather forbidding-looking forest, and night is falling. “How are we going to reach a town now?” I ask.

      “We’re not far from the road,” Bell replies, finally letting go of her father and walking over to one of the kvah corpses. “I was paying attention, since I knew papa wasn’t, and you were unconscious.” She stoops down and extricates the small sickle blade I’d used to cut my bonds from where it was jabbed into the flesh of the creature. After wiping it on the grass she returns it to her pocket.

      “What exactly does it flense?” I ask.

      “A jugari,” she says, as if I should know what that is. Then she sighs. “Oh, right. Something like a cross between a badger and a geode. Valuable organic crystals inside them, but they bite.”

      I can’t even begin to imagine what that would look like. “And your wagon?”

      “Last I saw, before they marched us into the woods, a few of the kvah were rummaging through it looking for valuables,” Bell says. “Not that they’ll find anything.”

      “There are plenty of treasures,” Poz grumbles. “Just not the kind those imbeciles will appreciate.”

      I spare a glance at the darkening sky, barely visible through the lattice of branches. “We should hurry back, then. Before they decide to take their axes and make sure you haven’t hidden anything in the floorboards.”

      “Help me with this, please,” Poz says, lifting one of the chest’s iron handles.

      With some effort the three of us wrestle the chest through the forest, until up ahead I can see the ash-gray brick road through the thinning trees.

      “Wait here,” I say, letting down my side of the chest, and a moment later Bell and Poz drop the other. They’re both breathing hard, and their faces are red from the exertion, but I’m barely winded. I’m starting to suspect that my strength is a little bit unnatural.

      I stride forward, pushing through the branches. The wagon is still there, pulled away from the road so it’s shaded by the edge of the forest, and the two horses have been freed of their halters and have wandered away to graze. Books and Poz’s oddities are scattered about haphazardly, and suddenly one of the cloudy jars is tossed through the curtain to shatter on the ground.

      “Hey!” I cry, setting the point of my sword in the grass and leaning forward on the hilt.

      A moment later a tusked head emerges from the curtain. The kvah sees me and its jaw drops open. “Gungil,” it rasps, and I don’t know if that’s a name or a kvah curse. Then the curtain is flung aside by a second kvah, and they both stand there blinking stupidly at me, their arms laden with books.

      I can imagine pretty well what’s going through their ugly heads. I’m covered in blood, holding a gleaming green sword, and there’s no sign of their comrades who had dragged me unconscious into the woods earlier.

      Slowly, they turn to look at each other, and some unspoken agreement seems to be reached, for at the same time they fling down the books they’re carrying and leap from the wagon, then dash in a panic towards the trees. I let them go, listening to their frenzied crashing flight until it fades into the distance.

      “My books!” Poz stumbles from the forest, his face twisted in horror.

      “If after all this we just have to reorder your library, I’d say we were very lucky,” Bell says, coming to stand beside him.

      Poz sighs, nodding. “Yes, yes. Talin, if you’ll drag the glitter over here and keep watch, Bell and I will put things back in their places. Then we’ll be off – we won’t make Soril tonight, but I know of an inn not too far down the road.”
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      “What in the carious abyss is that?”

      “Hm?” Poz says, squinting at the thing looming ahead of us. “That’s the inn, of course.”

      Night has fallen as we’ve ridden on from the site of the ambush, and the twin moons have once more risen full and gleaming, painting the forest and the gray brick road with a spectral radiance. For a while now as we’ve traveled there’s been a great mound rising beyond the treetops, and I’d just assumed it was a barren hillock. It’s speckled with lights, which I’d thought must be campfires. But now our path has brought us close I can see it’s actually some sort of vast statue sprawled on its arse like it’s been drinking, its shoulders slumped and its head fallen forward. Stairs and walkways cling to the body of this giant, linking platforms upon which small buildings perch, many with lighted windows. From the largest structure, which rests upon the statue’s great belly, music and the smell of grilling meat drifts down.

      “The Warrior’s Rest,” Poz says. “I was hoping we wouldn’t be forced to pay their extortionate rates, but we would have to carry on through the night if we wanted to reach Soril.”

      “Who carved that thing?” I ask as a shadow lurches drunkenly on one of the platforms above us and hurls something out into the night. The tinkle of breaking glass soon follows.

      “Carved? Oh no, my boy. That’s a fallen war golem from the Artifice Wars. Been here for about five hundred years.”

      “That thing could move?”

      “Move? Of course. And fight. But its gears and flywheels ran down long, long ago. Just an interesting relic now.”

      Bell pokes her head through the curtain. She’s been inside the wagon, organizing her father’s collections. At first that had been Poz’s job, but he’d kept finding things he wanted to read, and every time we glanced within he’d been curled up in his chair with an open book in his lap. Bell’s face brightens when she sees the slumped golem.

      “Thank the saints. I would die for a hot bath.”

      “It must be a terrible burden lugging pails of water to the rooms,” I say, imagining some poor servant struggling up the steep stairs bolted to the side of the golem with sloshing buckets slung over his shoulders.

      “Oh, no,” Poz says, dismissing this thought with a wave of his hand. “The golem’s belly is hollow, and inside there’s a furnace and a pump. Water is drawn up from a hole in the floor, and then it is heated and sent off through copper pipes to the rooms above. A very elegant and interesting system.”

      “Getting to examine the plumbing is why we stayed here last time we passed this way,” Bell explains. “Though papa spent his time sweating in the golem’s belly on a tour from the innkeeper, while I was up in my room sampling the temperature of the water while drinking wine in the tub.”

      The image of Bell reclining in a tub – without her spectacles, her gleaming black hair plastered to her porcelain skin, a glass of dark red wine in her hand – is an alluring one. Either she’s embarrassed by what she’s said, or she’s just realized what I might be thinking, as her cheeks suddenly flush and her head vanishes back inside the curtain.

      Poz pulls up on the horses’ reins near a wide set of stairs that ascends to the platform balanced on the golem’s belly. The sound of revelry is now quite loud, many voices raised in song as a fiddle skitters a lively tune. There’s a low, wide structure to our left, basically just a roof under which a dozen other wagons are already sheltering. A boy rushes up to take the reins from Poz, though he freezes for a moment when Magda swivels her head to give him an evil stare.

      “Don’t worry, lad, she’s a kitten,” Poz says, standing up and stretching.

      My gaze travels up the massive golem, lingering on the lights from the rooms clustered around its shoulders and head. This place certainly looks expensive. “I don’t have any money, I’m afraid.”

      Poz claps my shoulder. “Lad, the least we can do in thanks for your heroism earlier is pay for your lodging tonight.”
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        * * *

      

      The common room is a swirl of activity, with dozens of paired dancers stomping in passable rhythm in front of a raised stage where a trio of long-bearded fiddlers are playing. The trestle tables that once filled this space have been pushed towards the back, and soon after we find seats a serving girl flounces up to take our order. She’s pleasantly plump, with a scattering of freckles, her long blond hair tied into braids. Her bodice is rather low-cut, giving an excellent preview of her expansive breasts. I’m starting to understand how Tervik had been convinced to abandon Poz and Bell.

      “Welcome, weary travelers,” she says with a charming smile. “What can I get for you tonight? We have a nice lamb roasting and a few fresh pheasants the boys brought in this afternoon.” She seems to notice me for the first time and flutters her long lashes. “Well, hello there. Aren’t you a dashing –”

      “A bottle of Varakeshian red and three orders of the lamb,” Bell says flatly. There’s not a trace of patience in her face or voice.

      The serving girl spares a glance at Bell, and whatever she sees causes her to swallow and bob her head. “Right away, mistress.”

      “I wanted the pheasant,” says Poz as the girl scurries back to the kitchen.

      “Lamb is your favorite.”

      “Yes, but –”

      “Poziminius?” A large man with a flamboyantly curled mustache is approaching our table. His impressive gut is hidden behind a stained apron like a server might wear, but gold rings flash upon his fingers.

      “Delan!” Poz cries, his face lighting up as he stands to clasp the man’s arm. “How are you?”

      “Very good, professor. Very good. I’m glad to see you survived your journey to the Chemerik. I hope it was a profitable venture.”

      “It’s not finished until we get to Ysala, but my hopes are high.” Poz lightly touches Bell’s shoulder. “Delan, you remember my daughter, Bellamina.”

      She offers her hand, and despite his impressive girth the man takes it gracefully and brushes her knuckles with his lips.

      “Of course I do. It is a pleasure to see you again.”

      Bell’s expression softens somewhat. “And you as well, Delan.” She indicates the boisterous dancers with her chin. “Business looks excellent.”

      The man straightens, stroking his mustache. “Ah. Tonight is the season’s first twinned moons dance. Most of these folk do not have rooms at the Rest – they are farmers with their families from the nearby villages. We actually have plenty of empty beds tonight, and I insist you three stay with us for free.”

      “Truly, Delan? That’s a kind offer.”

      “Professor, the pump you repaired has been working flawlessly. Without your assistance I would have had to bring in a Tinker from Ysala, and that would have cost me a small fortune.”

      “Well, we thank you,” Poz says, ducking his head. Then he gestures in my direction, and I rise to clasp his arm in the same manner as I had watched Poz and Delan do a moment ago. “This is Talin. We met him this morning on the road, and it was a good stroke of fortune, as later we were ambushed by a band of kvah. Talin here fought them off.”

      Delan’s brows raise at this news. “Truly?”

      Poz nods grimly. “Perhaps three leagues west on the old road. Most are dead, but a few fled into the woods.”

      “Tainted saints,” Delan says, sighing. “They are getting bold these days.”

      “Why isn’t Soril’s garrison keeping things safe?”

      Delan’s mouth twists. “One of the Trusts bought out the contract with Soril and replaced the old soldiers with their own. There’s a new commander, as well, and I haven’t seen him but they say he’s an alethian. Ten span tall and muscled like an ox. More interested in holding fighting competitions in the town square than sending out patrols, I’ve heard.”

      “We’ll pass through Soril tomorrow. I plan on telling the town elders that their negligence has let kvah creep too close.”

      Delan lays a hand on Poz’s arm. “Do that. You’re on official Trust business these days, yes? Just let them know how much trouble would have come down on their heads if a shipment bound for the Contessa had been waylaid. That should wake them up.”

      “I have a question for you, sir,” I ask as a momentary silence falls. “I lost my companions yesterday, and I was wondering if you’d heard any news of them. Some have bright red hair, some brown, and they all have copper-colored eyes.”

      Delan strokes his mustache. “We’ve had a few strangers coming through, but none that match that description, I’m sorry.”

      A commotion has started near the stage – two young men are shoving each other while a tall, pretty girl sobs and tries her best to keep them apart. The fiddlers and the other dancers stop, watching the unfolding drama, which looks like it may soon deteriorate into a brawl.

      Delan sighs and rolls his eyes. “I’d best go take care of this. Enjoy your dinner, and I’ll have a boy lead you to your rooms when you’re finished.”
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        * * *

      

      The knock is tentative, the barest graze of knuckles on wood. Still, it draws me back from the edge of sleep, and I sit up straighter in the copper tub, sloshing water over the sides.

      “Hold on,” I call, hoisting myself out of the tepid bath and grabbing the drying cloth from where it hangs. I consider whether I’ll want to return to the tub later, but now that I’m out the filthy water doesn’t look very inviting – mud, dirt, sweat and a fair amount of kvah gore has sloughed off my body while I’ve been soaking, resulting in a rather fetid mixture.

      I glance at the tattered remnants of my clothing piled beside the tub and feel a strong desire not to put my blood-soaked shirt or trousers back on. Instead, I wrap the drying cloth around my waist and make my way to the door.

      Another, louder knock comes as I lift the latch. Who could this be? My sword is on the bed across the room, but I find it hard to believe there’s any danger here.

      “Yes?” I say as I swing the door wide.

      It’s Bell. She looks different than when we parted ways after dinner – she’s also bathed, and her glossy, still-damp hair tumbles over her shoulders. Her shapeless dress has been replaced with a white robe that’s cinched at the waist and is much more flattering to her figure. Scrubbed clean, her white skin has an almost pearly luster. She’s not wearing her spectacles.

      “Oh,” she says, blinking in surprise when she realizes I’m only wearing a drying cloth around my waist.

      “Bell,” I say. “Sorry, I thought you’d be a servant. My clothes are a mess; I didn’t want to put them on right after my bath . . .”

      “Um, actually, I thought . . . I thought you might want to change. I mean, change your clothes. Here.” She holds out what she’s carrying. It’s a pile of folded clothing that looks to be similar in cut to what the men down in the common room had been wearing: a billowy white shirt and black breeches. “I asked Delan if he had any spare clothes – I’m not sure if they’ll fit, but they look about your size.”

      “Thank you,” I say, accepting the pile. “How are you doing, by the way? Today was a little harrowing.”

      Bell lifts her gaze from where it was lingering on my bare stomach and forces a smile. “I’m fine. I’m tougher than you might think.” She hesitates for a moment. “I don’t believe in fate, but if we hadn’t met you this morning we would probably be dead now. Killed and eaten by those horrible things.” She bites down on her lower lip and gives me a glance that looks as if she’s trying to decide something, and then she moves closer and goes up on her toes to kiss me. She tastes delicious.

      “That’s my thank you.”

      I’m just about to drop the clothes she’s handed me and pull her into my room when she steps back.

      “I thought you didn’t like handsome men with swords,” I say lightly.

      There’s a hint of a smile playing at the edges of her lips. “Perhaps I like them when they also have silver eyes.”

      “I bet that would surprise your father.”

      “What Papa doesn’t know about me could fill a book.”

      “Be careful, he might read that book.”

      Bell laughs loudly, and then claps a hand over her mouth, her face reddening.

      “Do you want to come inside?” I ask, moving slightly so she can enter if she wants.

      She goes back to chewing on her lower lip, and I can see that she’s considering. Finally, though, she shakes her head slightly. “I’ve known you for less than a day. That would be dangerous, I think.” She darts in again and her lips brush mine. Then without another glance at me she turns in a swirl of her white robe and hurries towards the stairs that lead down to her room. I wait until her footsteps fade away – hoping, perhaps, that I’ll hear her suddenly returning – and then I shut the door.

      I’m halfway back to the tub and considering draining it and filling it once more with hot water when another knock comes, more confident than before.

      I rush back to the door and fling it open.

      A freckled face stares up at me, smiling demurely. “May I come in?” the serving girl asks, twisting a strand of golden hair around her finger. Then, not waiting for my reply, she steps inside.
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      The war golem is somehow both more impressive and more pathetic in the light of day. Last night it had been merely a vast shadow, its black iron skin drinking the moonlight. Now, though, I can see everything – its splayed fingers spidering into the earth, its legs like canyon walls tapering to the wide stairs built over its groin, its jaw hanging open to reveal a cavernous maw, the accretion of buildings clinging to its body – and I can’t help but marvel at how fearsome this thing must have looked as it strode the landscape. However, in ruin – or is it death? – the golem resembles nothing more than a massive drunk sleeping off the night’s excesses, sprawled insensate while the world awakens around it.

      “Sleep well last night?”

      I tear my eyes from the golem receding behind us. I think I can hear an edge to Bell’s voice, but perhaps that’s just my imagination. Her face looks innocent enough.

      “Well enough.”

      She smirks. Or is that a smile? “I’m sure you did.”

      Does she know? The serving girl – Kina – had been . . . enthusiastic. In our brief snatches of rest between sessions I’d sympathized with our neighbors, but I’d thought that Bell, whose room was on an entirely different platform, surely couldn’t hear us. But had she? What if she’d reconsidered in the end and returned to my door? I imagine her standing outside, her ear pressed to the wood. Well, at least she would probably be impressed by my stamina. And she had walked away first.

      “Look, Bell –”

      “Ah, what a beautiful day!” says Poz, thrusting his head through the curtain. “Remarkable what a good night’s sleep and a hearty breakfast will do.” He breathes in deeply. “I feel invigorated. In a few days our long journey will be over and a new chapter in our lives will begin, Bellamina. Are you excited?”

      “Somewhat. I’ll be happy when we’re not carrying around enough glitter to blow apart a mountain.”

      Poz makes a sound that suggests he wasn’t listening to his daughter. He’s staring into the distance like his thoughts are somewhere else completely. “Hm. Quite. Yes, glitter is fascinating. And I’m sure the Contessa will ask my help in utilizing it as a fuel. The future has many possibilities, and we must be bold to seize them!”

      Bell catches me looking at her and rolls her eyes. Poz doesn’t notice, unsurprisingly.

      “Oh! My boy, I actually tore myself from my research because I simply can’t stop thinking about your sword. Stayed up for a full watch in bed trying to figure out what it could be made of. May I see it again?”

      I unbuckle my scabbard and lay it across my lap, then pull the sword out until a hand-span of the green glass blade is revealed. A musical chime sounds softly as the glass slides against the black leather of its sheath.

      “Remarkable,” Poz breathes, coming in for a closer look. A circular glass device has appeared in his hand, and he’s looking through it as he examines the material.

      “Not any substance I’m familiar with. It appears that it would shatter if it struck something hard, yet it passed through the armor and flesh of those kvah like they were made of butter.” He turns to me, still holding the device. His eye looks huge through the glass. “Do you know anything about its provenance?”

      I shrug. “I was carrying it when I came to myself a few days ago. I sense that I’ve wielded it many times before, but I don’t have any distinct memories of doing so.”

      The old man strokes his mustache. “Well, you certainly are deadly with it. I imagine the Trusts will enter into a bidding war for your services when we reach Ysala.”

      I resheathe the sword. “I don’t plan on staying if the people I’m looking for are not in the city. They must have come through somewhere. Or perhaps I’ll remain long enough to research these doorways to other worlds – a record of them surely exists somewhere.”

      Poz bobs his head. “There are several famous libraries in Ysala. The servants of the knowledge-saint Lahgokep maintain a vast collection, the archives of the Seminarium are legendary, the poelthari’s codex-hoard is impressive, if inaccessible to most, and you have to watch out for the ghasts if you do manage to sneak inside, and then, of course, many of the Trusts and scholar-gangs also keep collections, most notably . . .”

      I raise my hand to forestall Poz, as it sounds like he’s just getting started. “I’m still hoping they’ve found their way to the city.”

      Poz claps me on the shoulder. “And I as well, lad. I as well. But remember you’ve also found new friends. If we can help, we will.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And speaking of help, I should go back to researching a cure for your condition. Let me know when we reach Soril, won’t you? I think we’ll arrive a bit after noon. I know an eating hall that serves the most delicious spiced crayfish.” With that, Poz vanishes back inside the wagon.

      Bell grins wryly. “He likes you.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe because you’re a mystery. Excites the scientist in him.”

      “Do you like me?”

      Her smile twists into something more sardonic. “I’m not sure.”

      I sigh, turning to face the road again.

      She definitely heard.
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        * * *

      

      The sun has crested by the time we can see the peaked red roofs of Soril rising over the tops of the trees. Long, serpentine blue and white banners snap in the breeze, affixed to the tallest points of the highest buildings. One soaring steeple is topped by a golden disc that burns like a second sun.

      “Papa! We’re there.”

      Poz clambers out of the wagon, squeezing uncomfortably between Bell and me. “Excellent. And we have the rest of the afternoon to refresh ourselves – then a good dinner, a soft bed, and we’ll depart for Ysala at first light. Oh, I have to remember to visit the seneschal’s office and berate him for letting the kvah creep so close to the roads.”

      As we continue on, the trees begin to thin around us until finally the forest gives way to rolling meadows bounded by fences. Aurochs with twisting black horns and striped hides watch us pass, chewing on clumps of the long grass. Here and there I see birds taller than men picking their way carefully across the fields, searching the ground intently for their prey. Most are covered in drab, dun-colored feathers, but one large fellow flashes a more audacious red and yellow outfit, and the comb of this giant cockerel shimmers an iridescent orange.

      There are other signs that we are approaching a prosperous township. A gentle river meanders across the road, and a large water wheel is visible someway upstream, attached to a sprawling wood-and-stone building. The ancient and pockmarked road of gray brick we’ve been following ends at a pair of crumbling stone pillars, and it looks like something has collapsed into the water here, but an elegant bridge of red wood has been built to replace it. Our wagon’s wheels clatter upon the planks as we cross, and I see a few dark shapes slip from where they’ve been sunning themselves and slide back into the river.

      We pass fields of golden wheat and rows of waist-high green stalks, the crops radiating outward from tidy timbered farmhouses. I can see men and women in the fields, swinging sickles or walking beside plows pulled by plodding cattle. Young children chase each other around covered porches, shrieking and laughing. A few of the farmers in the fields wave at us as we trundle past, and Poz returns the greeting warmly.

      It certainly doesn’t look like these people are remotely concerned with raiders like the kvah, and that sense is reinforced when we finally reach Soril. The town’s walls seem more ornamental than practical, a white stucco lacking any sort of fortification, and I think with a running start I could probably leap up and grab the top and pull myself over. There are a pair of guards flanking the entrance, but they wave us past languidly as we approach. The white tabards of their uniforms are stained, though the halberds they’re leaning against look of fine enough make. Still, I can’t imagine these are the soldiers that are keeping the kvah far away from the town and the outlying farms. I do notice a man in dark leather armor leaning against one of the buildings close to the entrance – he’s chewing on something and watching us. Our eyes meet, and he tips his cap and spits out what’s in his mouth, then turns and saunters away.

      We follow the main avenue, a wide road of packed dirt lined by well-kept houses of two or three stories. Most are white stucco, like the town walls, and the slanting roofs are covered in vibrant red tiles. Vines and creepers vein the sides of the buildings, spotted with yellow and blue flowers. There are a few townsfolk out and about, but fewer than I would have guessed for such a beautiful day. Up ahead I can see more activity, though, as a crowd is gathered where the street empties into a large square.

      “Things look different than last time we were here,” Bell says. She sounds a little uneasy.

      I would guess this part of the town usually serves as a market square, as there are stalls piled with vegetables and fabric fringing the edges of the open space. But they look like they’ve been pushed to the sides to make space for something else: a large circle of rocks about twenty-five paces across, empty except for two figures. One is a man clad only in dark breeches, his muscled upper body glistening with sweat. His left arm is hanging limp, and his face is contorted with pain. The other figure is a kvah, also naked from the waist up. He’s been wounded as well, as he’s dragging one of his legs behind him. Both look like they’re about to collapse, but they’re still circling each other warily, their bodies tensed to attack.

      Around this ring of rocks a crowd has gathered – many look to be townsfolk, and their expressions are a mixture of excitement, dread and revulsion. There are also a large number of warriors, some wearing the white tabards of the gate-guards, and others dressed in the dark leather armor of the man who had watched us enter the town. My eyes are drawn to a trio of watchers standing close together at the edge of the circle, and my breath catches.

      “What the fuck is that?” I whisper.

      The largest of these three figures towers head and shoulders over everyone else in the square. He’s bulging with muscle, and his green body has a sheen that makes it look like he’s covered in scales rather than skin. His face certainly isn’t human. He has a lizard’s snout and mouth, and a crest of spines makes him look even taller. A ridged tail lashes the ground behind him.

      Bell whistles softly. “That’s an alethian. They’re very rare in these lands.”

      “And that explains the ring,” Poz murmurs.

      “What?”

      “Alethians are obsessed with fighting competitions,” says the scientist. “In their homeland nearly every dispute is settled by a match in a fighting ring. Insulted? Issue a challenge. Think you’ve been cheated? Issue a challenge. Bored? Issue a challenge. Even their lords are chosen by combat, and only hold on to their authority so long as they can defend it.”

      “And what about her?” I ask, gesturing to the tall woman standing beside the lizard man. She looks like a sculptor’s vision of a warrior-goddess, though she’s not wearing any armor. From across the square I can see the muscles etched into her reddish skin, and her simple cream-colored shirt struggles to contain her broad shoulders and large breasts. She’s beautiful, and her long wavy hair is purple – not the raven’s wing purple of Bell’s hair, but a deep violet that strikingly complements her russet skin.

      “She’s a lamias. Even rarer than an alethian this far north.”

      The last of the three is much smaller. She’s barely larger than a child, in fact, though from her face I can tell that she’s a woman grown. Her skin is milk-pale and her hair a stark white, and it’s been hacked so short and ragged she almost resembles a boy. She’s clad in dark leather armor that has some similarity with what other warriors in the crowd are wearing, though it has been modified to fit her slight build. As I watch, the man from the gate appears beside her and leans down to whisper in her ear. Immediately she starts scanning the crowd – in moments she’s found us, and then she turns to the alethian beside her and says something, gesturing fiercely in our direction. The lizard man tears his own gaze from the circling combatants with what looks to be some effort, and his reptilian eyes settle on us as well. He holds up a clawed hand, as if to tell her to wait, and I can see the spasm of anger that passes across the pale woman’s face.

      “They’re talking about us,” I say to Poz and Bell, an uneasiness spreading through me.

      “Perhaps they’ve been dispatched by the Contessa to meet us,” Poz says, though he doesn’t sound very certain of this.

      A gasp suddenly goes up from the crowd as the man in the ring lunges towards the kvah and catches him flush in the face with his fist. The kvah stumbles backwards, hunched over with blood drooling from his mouth, and the man drives his knee into the creature’s temple. The kvah sprawls in the trampled grass and the man quickly gets on top of him, punching him again and again.

      The alethian steps forward to the very edge of the ring, and it appears that he’s about to put a stop to this, when the kvah – who had looked on the verge of losing consciousness – suddenly twists violently and dumps the man beside him. With a bestial roar the kvah finds some reserve of strength and then suddenly he’s the one straddling his stunned opponent, his hands around the man’s throat. I can see the man’s face is rapidly darkening, and after a few weak slaps at the kvah on top of him the man raises a trembling hand.

      “Finished!” screeches the alethian in a harsh voice that reminds me of a raptor’s cry, but the kvah doesn’t hear him or understand because he continues choking the life out of his opponent. A snarl twists the lizard man’s mouth and with frightening speed he enters the ring and tosses the kvah away. Below him the man takes in a gasping breath, rolling onto his side, and the alethian spares him a disgusted glance. The kvah finds his feet, swaying, and he raises his clawed hands as if he expects the massive lizard man to rush at him. Instead the alethian crosses his hands over his chest and bows slightly in the direction of the victor.

      “Kansala, kvah,” the alethian proclaims loudly, and the crowd instantly quiets to listen. “Your strength pleases the spirits. Kansala. Your desire is deemed righteous. You have won your freedom.”

      The kvah blinks at him stupidly, still dazed. The creature looks like it’s about to collapse.

      “Wait!” interrupts a quavering voice. All eyes turn to a man in rich red robes trimmed with gold who has shouldered his way to the front of the crowd. Jewels flash about his fingers and neck, and his face is twisted into a look of absolute incredulity. Some kind of town leader or elder. “You can’t let him go! He’s a kvah!”

      Muttered agreement ripples through the crowd. The alethian stalks closer to the man who has spoken, and the townspeople shrink back in fear at the lizard man’s towering bulk. The man swallows hard as the alethian’s shadow envelops him, but he doesn’t retreat.

      “He fought for his freedom. He won the fight. To deny him angers the spirits.” The alethian turns back to the kvah and gestures with a clawed hand for him to leave. “Go, kvah. Back to your mountains and your tribe.”

      “You can’t –” the richly-dressed man begins again, but the alethian snarls, baring row upon row of pointed teeth. The town leader blanches, blood draining from his face.

      The kvah turns slowly, taking in the silent, waiting crowd and the looming alethian, and then he reaches some decision and starts hobbling towards the main avenue that leads back to the city gates. The crowd draws back as he approaches the edge of the ring. Our wagon is in his path, and Bell takes up the switch to encourage the horses out of the way of the desperate creature. The kvah is close enough now that I can hear his labored, panicked breathing.

      As the creature is stepping over the rocks marking the edge of the ring he suddenly stiffens and topples forward. He twitches and then lies still, his body only a few dozen paces from us. Glinting metal is embedded in the base of his skull.

      Gasps of surprise go up through the crowd, and the enraged alethian throws his head back and roars. When the reverberations of his anger finally fade, it’s so quiet you can hear the panicked bleating of terrified sheep in the distance. The small, pale woman is striding across the ring, and the alethian whirls to face her.

      “You dare!” the lizard man screeches, and his talons scrabble for the massive hilt of the broad-bladed scimitar at his waist. Then he seems to thinks better of it and lets his hand fall. “You risk the wrath of the spirits!”

      The woman sneers. “Fuck your spirits. We’re not mucking around in whatever malarial shitswamp you slithered out of. This town is under the guardianship of Ysala, and if word got around that the Red Trillium Trust let a captured kvah wander off back into the woods the Marquis would have me fucking flayed. I’ve indulged your primitive antics for too long.”

      The alethian is breathing heavily, his clawed hands clenching and unclenching, but he says nothing in reply to this. Absolute silence has descended upon the crowd as they watch this drama playing out.

      The woman crouches beside the dead kvah and casually rips from its head the metal object, which resembles three short blades radiating from a central point. She wipes it on the grass and then slides it through a loop on the bracer covering her left forearm. I glimpse three more of the strange weapons studding her arm.

      Then she stands and looks straight at us. Her eyes are a pale green, chips of jade set in her alabaster face.

      “Professor Poziminius del Alate,” she says, staring at the old man without emotion. “You and your cargo are coming with me.”

      “Are you from the Contessa? If you are not, I’m afraid –”

      A thunk and suddenly one of the three-bladed throwing knives is quivering in the wood of the wagon a hand-span from Bell’s head. She gasps, much too late. A tingling sense of the danger we’re in starts to spread through me – the woman threw with blinding speed. I’d barely seen her move.

      “This is not a discussion. Your contract with the Contessa is now void. The Marquis desires what you carry.”

      “My daughter –”

      “Is not my concern. I am instructed only to return with you and the glitter. She and your other companion will be given over to my associate R’znek as payment for services rendered.” She gestures in the direction of the alethian, who cocks his head to one side, as if confused.

      “Why would I want them?” the lizard man asks, the seething anger in his voice now diminished and replaced with curiosity. “A chest of electrum was my fee.”

      While I’ve been intent on this woman and the alethian, a dozen of the dark-armored warriors have crept closer holding crossbows like the one Bell had threatened me with yesterday. My hand twitches, wanting to go to the hilt of my green glass sword, but I suspect if I make any threatening moves we’ll be feathered with quarrels. I might be able to dodge being hit, but Poz and Bell certainly can’t.

      “Do whatever the fuck you want with them,” the woman replies. “Sell them as slaves. Eat them. Dress them in motley and make them caper. I don’t fucking care. And you’ll get your money as well, because the Red Trillium Trust pays its debts. I just don’t want them following us to Ysala and complaining to the Contessa about what happened here.”

      The pale young woman turns slowly, her gaze sweeping the crowd. “And that goes for the rest of you lot. You better fucking forget about what you saw today.”

      “And so what do I do?” the lizard man growls. “I won’t be going back with you to the city?”

      “You’ll wait here with a few of my men. I’m returning to Ysala with the rest of them to ensure this old geezer and the stuff gets where it’s supposed to go. Then I’ll send reinforcements to relieve you, and you can bugger off and head wherever you want. However, if my men arrive and you’re not here, or any fucking thing is different than how I’m leaving it now, I will personally hunt you down and turn you into a pair of fucking boots. Understand?”

      Despite my animosity towards this woman for threatening us, I can’t help but feel a pang of admiration that she dares to talk to the alethian in this manner. She barely comes up to his waist and he could easily crush her skull with his hand.

      In fact, not only is he accepting her abuse, his saurian face looks as chastised as I imagine such a face can look. Who is she?

      Poz finally finds his voice. “We can’t –”

      “Shut up,” the woman says, turning back to us. “If you say another word I’ll bury a spike in your daughter’s forehead. I’ve been waiting for too long in this backwater shithole for you to finally show up.”

      Poz’s face is slack with shock. Bell grips his arm, her face ashen.

      “I’ll take care of her,” I whisper to Poz as the dark-armored warriors clamber up onto the wagon and begin binding our wrists. “And we’ll come find you, I promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “What did you two do?”

      My gaze drifts from the square of striped daylight set high up in the gaol’s wall to the other prisoner in here with us. He’s leaning against the bars of his cell, his prodigious gut hanging out into the small prison’s common space.

      “Thieving? Fighting?”

      I shake my head.

      “Get on the wrong side of the lizard or the corpse-girl?”

      When I don’t do anything, he clears his throat noisily and spits. “Yeah, me too. Wankers.”

      I glance over to where Bell is hunched against the far wall of her cell, her knees drawn up and her head lowered. I can’t tell if she’s asleep or grieving – she hasn’t responded to me for a while now, and I’m letting her be. Like me, her ankles are bound together with short chains – even if we escaped this prison we wouldn’t be able to hobble too far without being recaptured.

      I grip the black iron bars of my cell and strain with all my strength, but they’re just as immovable as they’ve always been.

      “Don’t bother, friend. I’m the blacksmith who forged those bars, and you’re not bending them unless you’ve got the strength of a saint.”

      I turn back to the prisoner. “Why is the town blacksmith in the gaol?”

      He sighs heavily. “Bunch of nonsense, and it all comes back to the Red Trillium Trust. Look, I’ve been a proud Sorillian since I was born here. And as long as I can remember, our guardian contract was with the Swollen Moon Trust.”

      I hold up my hand. “Wait. What’s a guardian contract?”

      The blacksmith looks at me oddly. “You’re from far away. A guardian contract is what all the towns around Ysala sign with the Trusts – we pay a bit of money, and in return we get a garrison of their soldiers. The Swollen Moon Trust had kept Soril safe for decades, and there hadn’t been a kvah sighting in years. Then, about two months ago, that pale little girl and her pet lizard appear just as our guardian contract is up for renewal. She offers to take over protection of the town for a fraction of what we were paying the Swollen Moon. ‘Course, lots of townsfolk wanted to stay with what we knew, but the town elders were greedy and went with the Red Trillium.”

      “And they didn’t do the job?”

      The blacksmith spits again. “Hells no. Maybe they sent out a few patrols, but the soldiers weren’t trained woodsmen. They couldn’t keep the forests clear of kvah or other beasties. And the lizard took over the market square and began holding fights there. Bloody outrageous. So I started complaining – and mind you, I wasn’t the only one. Maybe I had a few too many drinks at the Canted Cow, and maybe I smashed one of the Trillium Trust’s soldiers in the face with my flagon. Bit blurry, honestly. Anyway, here I am, at least for another little while. The magistrate said four days, and I’ve been stewing in here for three.”

      His face crinkles, as if he’s trying to figure something out. “What I can’t understand, though, is why the Red Trillium Trust is in Soril. The contract is for an absolutely paltry amount, and they clearly don’t want to be here.”

      “They were waiting for us.”

      We both turn to Bell, who has raised her head from her knees.

      “They knew about the glitter, and they obviously decided that simply taking it would be a simpler solution than trying to convince Papa to sell it or give it over.”

      “But they can’t just take it,” I say. “That’s stealing – surely there are laws that forbid such things.”

      Bell shakes her head slowly. “The Trusts are the laws in Ysala. Maybe if enough of the others exerted pressure on the Red Trillium they could get the Marquis to give up Papa and the glitter. But there’s no guarantee. It’s like there are thirteen monarchs in the city, with thirteen little kingdoms.”

      “Then we rescue your father, steal back the glitter, and claim protection with another of the Trusts. The Contessa will surely be willing to provide us some help.”

      Bell looks at me bleakly. “Easy as that, huh? When I said the Trusts are like kingdoms, I meant it. They have armies and fortresses, not to mention we’d need to find a way out of here first.”

      The blacksmith has been listening to our conversation with some interest. “So it was you the Trillium wanted. Likely they’ll go away now that you’ve arrived, eh?”

      I nod. “The woman said when she arrived in Ysala she’d send back reinforcements. But you’re right – I don’t think they want to be here. I imagine they’ll try to get out of any contract they’ve signed now that they have the glitter.”

      The blacksmith strokes his chin and studies me with narrowed eyes. “You know, friend, I can think of one way you could get out of that cell.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Fight in the ring.”

      That doesn’t sound so bad. I know how to fight.

      “Against the lizard.”

      “What?”

      The blacksmith raises his hands. “Yeah, he’s a big fellow. But he’s never actually participated in one of these bouts, far as I know. ‘Course, that’s because no one has been stupid or desperate enough to try him. Could be he’s as slow as a snake in the sun.”

      I think back to that wall of muscles and green scales and how quickly he had crossed the ring to confront the townsfolk who had challenged him.

      “And you think I’m stupid or desperate enough?”

      The blacksmith shrugs, grinning sheepishly. “Look, friend, I was just offering a way for you to get out of the cell. Wasn’t really concerned with how long you might survive afterwards.”

      I drum my fingers against the bars, considering. “You think he would accept such a challenge?”

      “Most certainly. The lizard is absolutely mad for these fights. Always going on about the spirits and how the ring bestows righteousness.”

      “Guard!” I yell before my better judgement more carefully considers what I’m about to do. “Guard!”

      The blacksmith whistles. “You’re going for it. I sure hope I get out of here in time to watch.”

      A key clanks in a lock and a door swings open. A portly, rather befuddled-looking fellow wearing a helm that is far too small pokes his head into the gaol.

      “What’s this?” he says, scowling. “Woke me up.”

      “I must speak with the alethian,” I say quickly. “There’s something important he should know.”

      The guard gives me a look like he thinks I’m addled. “Oy, I’m not bothering that one.” He begins to swing the door shut.

      “Wait! We . . . uh, we were ambushed by a tribe of kvah less than a day’s ride outside the city. He’s in charge of the defense of Soril, yes? Shouldn’t he know where they have set up their camp?”

      The guard hesitates. He blinks his bovine eyes at me slowly, as if he’s internally examining what I’ve said for flaws.

      “So tell me. I’ll bring it to him.”

      “Reports must be made directly to the town’s seneschal. That’s proper protocol.” I’m hoping he knows as little about the proper protocol as I do.

      The guard’s eyes narrow and his jaw works like he’s chewing on something, which only reinforces my sense that there are significant similarities between him and the cattle I saw in the fields outside the town.

      “And if there’s any delay I’m afraid you might be blamed if the kvah slip away.”

      The guard removes his helmet – which takes a moment, as it was wedged on tightly – and scratches his bald pate. “I’ll let the seneschal know you have something to tell him,” he says, and the door clangs shut.
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      “The man wishes to speak?”

      The alethian stands outside my cell, his arms crossed. To my surprise, he sounds more curious than angry.

      “I do.”

      This close to the lizard man the sheer power of his presence is almost overwhelming. I’m tall, but I barely come up to his chest. And while his height is intimidating, it’s the muscles cording his arms and neck that make me want to pretend I do in fact just want to tell him about the kvah ambush. I try to ignore the pangs of nervousness as I take in his rows of gleaming fangs, the spiky crest that nearly brushes the ceiling, and the curving talons that make it look like he could gut a deer with a swipe of his hand. There’s some primitive part of my brain that is telling me emphatically that this is a dangerous predator, and that I’m a fool for even considering what I’m about to do.

      “I challenge you to a fight in the ring.”

      The lizard man’s slanted yellow eyes narrow even more, boring into me. He says nothing.

      The face of the guard standing by the door goes deathly white. “What? That’s not –” He quiets as the alethian leans in closer to examine me, his face nearly brushing the bars of my cell. I’m fairly sure my head would fit inside his jaws.

      “Why,” rasps the lizard man, “would you challenge me? Why would I accept?” The smell of rancid meat washes over me as he opens his mouth.

      I lick my lips, tamping down my fear. “Because if you refuse, it would insult the spirits. It would show them that you are a coward.”

      The alethian draws back sharply. I get the sense that he is considering me in a new light.

      “I heard what your boss said. You could eat us, sell us as slaves. But I want my freedom.”

      Something that approximates a smile creeps across the alethian’s face. It’s horrific. “Man,” he rumbles, his long forked tongue playing over his rows of needle-sharp fangs, “that one is not my boss.” His voice has lowered to a hiss, as if he’s angry with my presumption, but I can tell he’s also intrigued.

      “I hatched in the ring, the first of my clutch.” There’s a new cadence to his speech now, like he’s intoning some sort of ritual with his words. “In my tenth wet season I entered the ring again and tore out the heart of a murk-panther. I ate it, and the spirits blessed me with the beast’s ferocity. Later, in the year the black lightning smote the swamp, I was deemed the strongest, and none dared call out my name in the ring. With all this knowledge, would you still challenge me?” He looks up, studying the ceiling. “Be careful what you say, man. The eyes of the spirits are upon us now. I feel their crawling attention.”

      “I challenge you.”

      The alethian lowers his head. His gaze is cold, but there’s something bubbling behind this impassive reptilian stare: an upwelling of excitement. The lizard man breathes in deep, his crest flaring higher.

      “Courage. You fear, but you are not afraid. We will fight in the ring on the morrow – if you win you walk away, a free man, to chase Fen Poria back to the City of Masks. If I win I will eat your heart and swallow your courage and it will fill me and the spirits will rejoice, for again a brave soul has been sacrificed in their honor.” He breathes out slowly, as if savoring the moment. “It is good.”

      “Good,” I agree, forcing a smile. “And for weapons . . .”

      The lizard man grins again, more fiercely than before. He raises a massive hand, examining his long, curving talons. “These are the only weapons allowed.” His arm flashes out, claws shrieking against the iron bars of my cell.

      I try to avoid looking at the chunk he has just gouged out of the metal.

      “Prepare yourself.”
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      A bell clanging somewhere in the distance wakes me.

      I roll from the pile of stale rushes and stand, trying to stretch my stiff and aching back. A gray dawn suffuses the small window, and in the pale light the details of our prison have started to resolve: the blacksmith’s dark shape is curled against the far wall, and Bell is still hunched over in the same spot where she had been last night. I don’t think she’s asleep, though – faint sniffles and muffled sobs are coming from her cell, just audible beneath the blacksmith’s rumbling snores.

      “Are you all right?” I whisper, and the muted crying stops.

      She raises her face, and though it’s still dark I can see how red and swollen her eyes are, and the tear tracks scarring her cheeks.

      “No,” she says thickly.

      “What’s the matter?”

      She blinks and wipes angrily at her eyes. “What’s the matter?” she says incredulously. “What’s the matter? You’re going to be killed today.”

      “Maybe. I don’t remember too much about myself, but I’ve found that I’m pretty hard to kill.”

      “Going into a ring with an alethian is suicide,” she says. “It’s the foundation of their entire culture. I just . . . I just can’t believe you’re . . .” Whatever she’s about to say disintegrates into more sobbing.

      I’m trying to decide on the most comforting thing I could say when the prison door swings open and the fat guard waddles inside holding a tray.

      “Here ya go,” he says, placing it on the floor outside my cell. “Seneschal wants you strong for the fight.”

      There’s a loaf of crusty brown bread, still steaming from the ovens, a speckled, hard-boiled egg the size of my fist, and a thick slice of what looks to be ham. There’s also a mug of some frothy drink. Not a bad final meal, if that’s what it ends up being.

      I nod my thanks and the guardsman’s face scrunches up – clearly, he hasn’t completely forgiven me for my dishonesty in bringing the alethian here. But he does pause before leaving, turning back to me.

      “May the saints favor you today,” he says simply, sketching a symbol in the air with his finger. “The seneschal wants the fight to start as soon as the sun has risen. So eat quickly.”
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      I chew slowly, savoring the food as the gray dawn lightens outside the window and rosy fingers begin to creep across the stone floor. The tankard I leave untouched – a quick sniff tells me that it’s likely ale, and I want to keep my senses as sharp as possible. Bell has turned away from me to face the wall, but the blacksmith has awoken and is again pressed against the bars of his cell, staring with an intense yearning at my drink.

      “You don’t want that?” he asks, and I shake my head. “D’ya think you could try and slide it across to me?”

      I glance skeptically at the dozen paces separating our cells. It might as well be a chasm. “I don’t think that would work.”

      “Just try.”

      I place the tray on the floor outside my cell with the tankard in the middle. The man’s eyes are wide with excitement.

      “Pray to your gods,” I tell him, and to my amusement I actually see his lips intoning some mantra. Then I give the tray a shove in his direction and it scrapes across the stone, the drink lurching precariously, ale slopping over the rim. The tray strikes the edge of his cell and the tankard topples over but the blacksmith’s hand flashes out and somehow he catches it before too much of what’s inside ends up splattered all over the stone.

      That was . . . mildly impressive.

      The man brings the tankard through the bars, gazing in such rapt joy that he could be lifting his newborn son for the first time. He drinks deep, then wipes his mouth. “Oh, by the saints,” he moans. “That’s delicious.” The blacksmith raises the tankard in my direction. “I’ll be cheering for your victory today, stranger.”

      The door bangs open, and my heart catches in my throat. “It’s time,” the portly guard says, stumping inside. He produces a key but hesitates before unlocking my door. “Don’t do nothing stupid,” he warns. “I can’t unlock the chains around your ankles, so you ain’t going far even if you knock me upside the head.”

      The key clanks in the lock and my cell door opens. I do consider bashing the tiny helmet squeezing his fat head, but the thought of trying to make my escape by hopping through the town with Bell seems even less appealing than fighting a giant lizard. He grabs my arm and I let him pull me to my feet. As he leads me past the blacksmith’s cell the man toasts me again and winks.

      “Bell, I’ll come back for you,” I cry as the guard ushers me through the door. She doesn’t respond, still curled up and facing the wall.

      As I’m marched down a dank corridor – though ‘marched’ might be the wrong word, since I’m only able to take short, shuffling steps – I turn to the guard. “You should also bring some food for my friend and the blacksmith. There wasn’t any supper last night.”

      “Breakfast is only for those who’re going to be executed,” the guard says flatly.

      “You don’t have much confidence in me.”

      The guard chuckles, his jowls quivering. “Ha. You seen that lizard? His mama was a pure-blood dragon, no doubt about it.” Then he pauses and glances at me quizzically. “Wait, what blacksmith?”

      “The one in the cell across from me.”

      The guard’s face twists in confusion. “You messing with me? Ain’t nobody in the gaol ‘sept you and the girl.”

      “What?” I twist around to stare at the door receding behind us. “But I talked to him. Gave him my ale.”

      The guard shakes his head slowly. “Knew you had to be crazy,” he murmurs sadly.
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      Not many of the townspeople have ventured out so early this morning to watch me fight the alethian. Or perhaps my challenge was late enough last night that the word hadn’t spread before they went to sleep. There’s only a handful of folk hovering at the edge of the ring, staring at me with the sort of enthralled horror usually reserved for when a watcher knows something terrible will soon transpire and they are incapable of stopping it or looking away. A few scrawny boys are crouched just beyond the rocks, the sticks they’d been fighting with when I emerged from the gaol dangling limp in their hands. Several serving girls carrying tubs of water have stopped to watch, as well as an old farmer pulling a wheelbarrow piled with vegetables. The alethian must have spoken to someone about the fight, though, as a very incongruous-looking divan has been placed beside the ring. It’s wide and low with an ornate gilt frame, mounded with velvet cushions. Sprawled upon the couch is the beautiful woman with the red skin who had been standing yesterday with the alethian. As she runs her fingers through her long indigo hair she catches me looking at her and gives me a secret little smile.

      Odd.

      Not all of the dark-armored warriors have departed with the pale woman, as a pair of them are slouched beside the divan. Both wear sour expressions, and from their constant yawning it looks like they’ve been dragged here from their beds. The alethian, on the other hand, appears positively joyful. He is squatting in the center of the ring, his eyes bright and his smile broad and terrifying as he scoops up dirt and rubs it all over the scales of his bare chest and arms. His slow and deliberate movements make me think this is a ritual of some sort – also, he’s murmuring something to himself in a harsh, sibilant language that the gray scholar occupying my brain-space apparently never learned.

      Finally, he finishes and rises, his merciless yellow eyes finding me. “Man,” he rasps, his crest of spines flaring higher, “when you have made your peace with your spirits or your saints take off your shirt and enter the ring. Be warned: you cannot leave it until I am dead, and if you do your life is forfeit.” He flicks a taloned finger in the direction of the sleepy warriors and one of them approaches me and bends down to remove my leg shackles. I notice he has a brooch pinned to his dark armor of a red, three-petaled flower. A quick glance shows me his companion shares the same.

      “Thanks,” I say, but he ignores me as he straightens and begins walking back to his companion.

      The alethian beckons at me. “Come, man. Do not fear your fate. A long and winding path has led you here to offer your life to the spirits. It is the best way to die.”

      I pull off my shirt and toss it aside. “I’m not planning on dying today,” I say, stepping over the rocks and into the ring. “I hope you’re on good terms with your spirits, lizard.”

      The alethian gives a croaking chuckle and his tail thumps the ground in anticipation.

      I breathe out slowly, mastering my nerves. Although I have no memories, when I allowed my instincts to take over I’d shown myself to be a skilled swordsman. I can only hope that I’ve had similar training in unarmed combat – particularly against scaled opponents with daggers grafted to their fingers who weigh twice as much as me.

      The lizard man stalks closer and I take a few steps forward to get away from the edge of the ring. I’d like some space to retreat if he rushes me, and my understanding is that the watching warriors will help in killing me if I end up outside the stones.

      We circle each other. His saurian face is swaying back and forth on his long neck, almost hypnotically, his tongue flickering. I’ve seen snakes do this before to distract their prey, but even though I expect it to come his sudden movement still surprises me. The alethian lunges forward, swiping with a hand. I dance backwards but his claws come dangerously close to opening my flesh. His reptilian grin returns – he knows he almost caught me.

      The lizard man mock-lunges, and I move backwards again. I can’t help but be wary, as his claws and reach give him a tremendous advantage – my thoughts are frantic, trying to imagine what I can do to land a blow without exposing myself to his flensing talons. My only hope is my quickness.

      We continue to move around the ring, the alethian approaching as I retreat. He isn’t fast enough to close the distance and catch me, but I am worried about the ground – it’s churned and uneven after hosting so many other fights. If I stumble he’ll soon be raising my dripping heart out of my shattered chest cavity and offering it to the sky.

      Or perhaps . . .

      I let my foot catch on a clump of dirt and make it appear like I’ve lost my balance. The lizard man pounces, his talons arcing, but my actions are a ruse and I twist out of the way of his flashing claws, coming close enough within his guard that I’m able to slam my fist against the side of his face. He recoils in shock and I dart back.

      Gods, that hurt. My hand feels like I’ve just punched a stone wall.

      He is rubbing at his snout, and a little thrill goes through me because there’s blood darkening his fingers. I’m just about to taunt him to try and make him lose his composure, but that turns out to be unnecessary as he roars a bestial challenge and charges.

      “Shit!” I cry, scrambling backwards. Desperately I try and avoid his claws, but there’s too much momentum behind him now so I have to throw myself to the side, rolling in the trampled grass. I bounce back up immediately and his bulk slams where I’d been just a moment before, shaking the ground. Red agony engulfs my leg as something sharp pierces my flesh. Ignoring the pain, I turn and dash across the ring. Then I whirl around, expecting the alethian to be just steps behind me, but he has slowed his pursuit again, stalking me with the patience of a hunter who knows his prey is wounded and has nowhere to run.

      I glance down at my leg – the breeches are shredded, and blood is welling up through the tattered cloth. The cut doesn’t seem to have severed anything vital or scored the muscles too deeply, as I’m still able to stand and put some weight on it. But blood loss will start to make me sluggish very soon – my time is running out.

      What can I do? His scales are like armor, and his talons are blades. I reach down, my fingers scrabbling in the dirt, and find a jagged rock a little smaller than my fist. Perhaps I can smash his eye with this . . .

      He charges again. I tense, ready to dodge his swiping arms and hit his face with the stone, but he slows before he reaches me, nearly stopping, and twists around violently. What is he . . . oh. His tail sweeps for my legs, and I have only a moment to react. Despite the pulsing ache in my leg, I gather myself and jump and his ridged tail passes beneath me. Instinctually I lash out with my fist while I’m still in the air and I feel it strike something hard and there’s a short, explosive cry of pain from the lizard man. Then my feet are on the ground again, but everything is moving too fast and his arms are suddenly around me like bands of iron, crushing me against his scaled chest. I scream in pain as his talons dig into my back and his grip tightens, grinding me until I feel like my bones are going to shatter. His hot breath is in my ear.

      “You fight like a warrior born, man. Your spirit will be celebrated in the next life.”

      Searing pain. My ribs are about to collapse; I can’t breathe, there’s fire in my lungs, racing through my veins, burning me up . . .

      With tremendous effort my hand squirms free of the lizard man’s encircling arms. I strike the side of his head, but he only hisses in irritation and squeezes me tighter. The rock I’d been holding in my hand is gone, and my fingers clutch weakly at the bony protrusion fringing his eyes. Darkness is seeping across my vision.

      My hand stretches higher, closing around something smooth and hard. One of his crest spines. With all my faltering strength I pull. At first nothing happens, but then it shifts slightly and there’s a crack as it comes free.

      The alethian howls in pain. I can’t feel anything except for the spike in my slicked grip and I drive it as hard as I can into the lizard man’s head.

      The pressure vanishes and I’m falling. The ground rushes up to greet me as I draw in a shuddering breath, my chest burning. My fingers clutch at the dirt, and I’m sure in moments rending talons are going to gouge my back.

      But they don’t come. I raise my trembling head and see a green mound crumpled beside me. The alethian, unmoving, the head-spine I had snapped off buried in his eye socket.

      The elation I should be feeling is having trouble working its way through my blinding pain. But he’s dead. I’ve won.

      I fall into shadow, the sun blotted above me. “What?” I murmur, raising a shaking hand to shield my eyes. One of the dark armored warriors looms over me, and there’s anger and grim resolve in his face.

      “No,” I murmur as he raises his sword above me. “Not fair. I won . . .”

      Hands emerge from behind the warrior and grip the sides of his head. His eyes widen in surprise, and then his neck jerks to the side and there’s a popping sound. He collapses beside me, his face only a span from my own, his eyes now glazed in death. There’s shuffling in the grass and a cry of pain, a man’s cry, and from what seems like far away I can hear another body fall to the ground.

      “What . . .” I murmur, trying to understand what’s happening.

      Someone grips me under my arms and lifts me effortlessly. I’m being dragged somewhere, my feet trailing in the grass. My bleary vision focuses on the hands that are holding me. The fingers are long and fine-boned, feminine, adorned with jade and silver rings. But the skin of my savior is what’s most striking.

      It’s red.
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      I’m floating above a bed. The room is hazy, but I think it’s filled with furniture carved from dark wood.

      No, I’m not floating – I’m lying on top of a scratchy woolen blanket. Halos of pulsing light surround the glass lanterns that hang from ornate holders. Their radiance dims and brightens in time to my breathing. In, and darkness gathers. Out, and light fills the room, creeping across the table with its dusky green glass bottles, the tilted painting of cloud-shrouded mountains hanging on the wall, and the red woman sitting in the chair watching me.

      I blink. The fog swirling in my head clears a little. “Where am I?” I manage, and the effort of that question exhausts me.

      The woman quirks a slight smile, rising to her feet. She seems to fill the room – she’s not only tall, with broad shoulders and large breasts, but there’s a presence about her that draws my attention like a lodestone. The details of this room fade away as I focus on her.

      She sways closer. The movement of her hips is hypnotic. “You are in the Canted Cow, the inn in this town. I brought you here to rest and recover after your fight.” Her voice is sultry, flavored by some strange accent.

      Stuttering images swim up through the haze that’s enveloped my thoughts. A massive man covered in green scales charging towards me. The same man twitching in death, his own cracked head spine jutting from his eye. Another snarling warrior looming over me, his sword upraised, and then surprise shivering his face as red hands grip his head and twist violently . . .

      “You saved me,” I murmur as she comes to stand beside the bed, looking down at me.

      “Yes,” she says simply. Her pale amethyst eyes hold mine, unblinking.

      The tingling is getting stronger, like there are a hundred little spiders crawling along the inside of my skull. “I’m sorry,” I say, almost slurring. “I can’t . . . I don’t feel right.”

      “I’ve given you something to help with your pain.”

      I shake my head and it clears slightly. “How . . . how hurt was I?”

      She glances down at my leg, and I follow her gaze. It’s swaddled in white cloth, and if I concentrate I can feel a dull pulsing ache radiating from beneath the bandages. “You will be fine. The cut on your leg was long, but not deep. I believe you have several bruised ribs, but your spine is intact. A day of rest and you will be on your feet again.”

      That’s encouraging. And probably the best possible outcome from having to fight a giant lizard man barehanded.

      “Who are you?”

      “My name is Deliah. I am the second daughter of the Moon Mistress on the isle of Vel.”

      “I don’t know what that means.”

      Confusion creases her beautiful face. “You do not know Vel?”

      “No.”

      “That . . . will complicate things.”

      “What?”

      “I will have to explain to you everything, when most men would already understand our relationship.”

      I struggle to sit up on my elbows. “Relationship? We don’t have a relationship. I just met you.”

      “I saved your life.”

      I have to admit that’s true.

      “And by doing so I chose you.”

      “Chose me for what?”

      “To be my mate.”

      For a moment I wonder if whatever is muddling my head has also affected my hearing. Or perhaps this whole conversation is a delusion. “I saw you standing with the alethian yesterday.”

      Some emotion flickers across her face and is gone. “Yes. R’znek was a mighty warrior. I thought he would be the one. But you have shown yourself to be stronger.”

      “Wait. He was your mate before I . . .”

      “Yes.”

      “Ah, I’m sorry.”

      She shrugs. “There is nothing to be sorry for. He died in the ring, which was his wish. You fought well.”

      “But . . . you must have loved him.”

      She cocks her head to one side, studying me. “I think you do not understand my people.”

      “Talin!” The door to the room is flung open, and there’s Bell framed in the entrance. She looks almost frantic, and her eyes widen as she sees me.

      “Bell!” I cry.

      The red-skinned woman takes a step backwards as Bell rushes up to the bed.

      “You’re alive! How did you survive? Oh, blessed be the saints!”

      “I . . . um, I would have died, but she helped me.” I gesture weakly at the tall woman, who is regarding Bell with pursed purple lips. “This is Deliah. She’s red. Deliah, Bell.”

      The hostility in Bell’s face could curdle milk. “The lamias. So she’s chosen you?”

      “I mean, she said she did . . .”

      “And you agreed?” Bell asks harshly, now turning her anger on me.

      “This one is your mate?” Deliah asks me with a calmness that’s in striking contrast to Bell’s reaction.

      “No,” I say to her, and then turn to Bell and repeat myself. “No. I don’t know what’s going on.” The spiders have started dancing a jig in my head, and the two women standing beside my bed are beginning to blur.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I hear Bell yell, but her voice is receding quickly. “His pupils are huge!”

      “He was in great pain. I gave him three seeds –” The rest of what she says fades into gibberish.

      “Three!” The alarm in Bell’s voice briefly sharpens my attention. “You could stop his heart with three seeds!”

      “If he is strong enough to defeat R’znek then it will not be seeds that stop his heart.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      “I know what a man’s heart can handle before it bursts.”

      “I’m sure you do, you –”

      I strain to catch what venomous insult Bell will hurl at Deliah, but I can’t, as suddenly I’m tumbling down into a very deep, very dark hole.
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      The next time I wake the room is dark, though enough pale moonlight is trickling through the window that the scattered furniture has a faint silvery sheen. My head is clearer, and with that clarity comes a sharper pain radiating up from the cut on my leg. My back and ribs ache as well, though I don’t think anything is broken.

      The door creaks open, and light spills in from the outside. “Bell?” I ask, but even as that leaves my lips I know I’m wrong – the shadow in the entrance is too tall. There’s the click of flint striking steel and then flame kindles inside the lantern hung beside the door. Deliah extinguishes the char cloth and swings shut the lantern’s glass front, then turns to me. Something is tucked under her arm, and when she sees that I’m watching she holds it up – a sword in a black leather scabbard, its hilt a raptor with wings outspread.

      My sword. I feel a little trickle of relief – I’d been afraid that it had gone with Poz and the pale woman to Ysala. Deliah lays it across the upswept arms of one of the chamber’s cushioned chairs.

      “I found this. I thought you might like it back.”

      I struggle to sit up. “Thank you. There was also a belt pouch . . .”

      She produces the bag from somewhere and sets it down on the chair. “There’s nothing inside except a piece of carved stone.”

      I let out a sigh of relief, as I was afraid I’d lost the key. I’m not sure why I’d ever want to open a Gate again, but I’d prefer that such a dangerous item remain in my possession. The thought of this green and lush world being overrun by Shriven is disturbing, the demons pouring through an open portal because some fool figured out what lock the key fits.

      “How are you feeling?” Deliah asks, approaching the bed.

      “All right,” I reply with a grimace. “I’m going to be limping for a while, I think. And my back is very sore.”

      “My people have a way to treat that,” she says. “Move forward.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      She gives my shoulder a gentle push to show what she means. “Move.”

      Gritting my teeth against the pain, I slide farther down the bed.

      “Good. Now sit up.”

      “Why?”

      The mattress creaks as Deliah clambers up onto the bed, wedging herself between me and the headboard. She’s wearing a short skirt, and her long red legs extend out on either side of me, pressing against my own.

      “Tell me if this hurts too much.”

      I tense, expecting the worst, but I shouldn’t have worried because her fingers begin to gently knead the muscles of my back. Even just this slight pressure, though, is enough to send little shivers through my aching muscles – yet the pain, oddly enough, isn’t uncomfortable. It almost feels good, like there had been tight knots beneath my skin, and under Deliah’s pressure they’ve started to unravel.

      “Oh,” I moan, shuddering.

      “It feels good, then?”

      I nod as her thumbs press down on either side of my spine. “Your people do this?”

      “Yes,” she says, digging deeper into a hardened lump of muscle as I gasp in pleasure and pain. “We call it anaschiko, which translates roughly as ‘tranquility’. We believe it soothes the spirit as well as the body.”

      “You do this with the ones you’ve . . . chosen?”

      “No. In truth, I’ve never done anaschiko on a male before. Only with my sisters and friends.”

      The thought of several beautiful red goddesses caressing each other like this is intriguing. I’d like to know more about this isle of Vel.

      And it does feel wonderful – I’m reminded of the weaving Valyra did to me after I first stumbled out of the wastes. That summons a pang of guilt, since just a few days ago I’d wanted nothing more than to find and protect her. Somehow, though, I’ve found myself with new obligations and new friends. Now there’s simply no way I can abandon Poz to the mercies of that pale woman, not after the kindness he’s shown me.

      “You’re thinking deep thoughts,” Deliah says, her warm breath in my ear. I can feel that she has leaned forward while her hands massage my shoulders, as I’m acutely aware now of her breasts pressing against my back.

      “I can’t describe how strange my life has become. There’s too much in my head right now.”

      “Perhaps,” Deliah says, her tongue flicking out to lightly touch my ear, “you need to empty your mind.”

      I swallow, my throat dry. “And how should I do that?”

      A throaty chuckle. “Let me show you.”

      Her hand leaves my back and come around me, her fingers tracing the muscles of my stomach and chest. “You’re strong,” she whispers, and then a shiver of pleasure goes through me as her lips find my neck. Her hand slides down me until she touches my hardening cock through my breeches.

      “I’m broken,” I say, a little hoarsely. “I’m in pain.”

      She bites me, hard enough that I give a little yelp, then she pulls back for a moment. “Ignore it,” she says. Her lips find my neck again and she kisses me more passionately, her tongue playing where she’s just bitten. One of her hands is tangled in my hair, pulling my head to the side as she kisses me deeply, while the other is busy caressing my groin. She knows what she’s doing, but my breeches are keeping her fingers from getting to exactly where they want. She stops kissing me and gives a little growl.

      “Take these off,” she says, plucking at the fabric in annoyance.

      I comply, nearly ripping my breeches in my haste to remove them, wincing at the grating pain in my ribs. What’s coming is going to be painful, I can already tell.

      But I bet it’s also going to be worth it.
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      “Tell me about your homeland.”

      We’re lying in bed beneath the woolen blanket, still tangled together. My arm is beneath her, and her leg is thrown across me like she might roll over and start straddling me again at any moment. Her face is nearly brushing mine, and she’s so flawless and exotic that I’m having trouble looking away. Large amethyst eyes of pale purple. Darker indigo hair framing perfect russet features. Unblemished skin and long lashes. Usually in the harsh truths of morning imperfections are revealed, but there’s no flaw here that I can see.

      The room, on the other hand, looks much shabbier in the golden light flooding through the windows: the landscape paintings are faded, their gilt frames tarnished, and the dark furniture scuffed. I’d feared that I was convalescing in the most expensive chamber at the inn, though – since I have no money at all – I can’t afford a room at any price.

      Deliah props her head up with her cheek resting in her open hand. “What do you want to know?”

      “What is it like?”

      She gives a little shrug. “It’s warmer than here. The trees are taller, the flowers and birds more colorful. We build our houses of golden wood instead of clay or stone.”

      “And your people? Do all the men and women look like you?”

      “The women do. There are no men in Vel.” A lock of purple hair falls across her face, and she brushes it aside.

      “Truly? What happens to them?”

      Another shrug. “Nothing. My people do not give birth to male children.”

      “But then how . . .”

      A small smile curves her lips. “How do you think?” Her leg slides against my body, drifting lower.

      “You mean you’re trying to get with child now?”

      “I would be . . . not unhappy if it happened, let us say. Though I am enjoying my sojourn, and I think I’d feel a little disappointment to end it so soon.”

      “Your what?”

      “My sojourn. It is a rite of passage for my people. When the priestesses decide it is time, we must leave the isle and not return until we are carrying a daughter.” She pauses for a moment, as if expecting questions. I’m too surprised to offer up any, so she continues. “I am from the warrior caste, and therefore I must seek out a great warrior, hoping his strength will go into my future daughter. The crafter caste chooses skilled artisans, the ruler caste great leaders. There are seven castes in all: warriors, priestesses, growers, builders, crafters, philosophers and rulers.”

      “So you will stay with me until you get with child?”

      Her hand reaches up to lightly touch my cheek. “Yes. Or you die.”

      “What will you do then?”

      Her finger traces my jawline. “I’ll choose the one who killed you. If it’s a man.”

      “So you don’t feel anything for your lovers?”

      She bites down lightly on her lip, considering this. “Sometimes I do. You are the third man I’ve chosen. The first was a great brute from the icelands, one of the gel-akon who ride white bears and hunt hairy elephants. He treated me like a prize and was cruel to me. I came to hate him, and I was happy when he insulted R’znek in a grog house and the alethian decorated the streets with his blood.” Her face becomes more somber. “But R’znek was not unkind. I enjoyed my time with him.”

      “You aren’t angry with me for killing him?”

      “No. I am happy that he brought me to an even greater warrior, so my daughter will be even stronger.”

      “Then this is all only about procreation?”

      “Yes,” she says, smiling wickedly. “But that doesn’t mean there can’t be pleasure as well.”

      With that she swings herself up to straddle me, her legs tightening against my hips. As she sits up straight her long indigo hair cascades down, draping her body. Her breasts are breathtaking – large and firm, with dark red nipples.

      “Does anyone ever refuse being chosen?” I manage to say as she takes my cock in her hand and begins to caress it.

      “Very few.”

      I lie back and close my eyes, groaning with pleasure. She starts to move on top of me, rocking her body in rhythm to her strokes. Her breath is quickening, coming in short gasps, and soon I’ll feel myself slide inside her . . .

      A knock on the door.

      “Come in,” says Deliah without stopping what she’s doing.

      My eyes snap open. “What?” I say, alarmed, my head coming up from the pillow. “No! Don’t . . .”

      But it’s too late. The door opens, and I crane my neck around the red goddess just in time to see Bell step inside.

      Deliah twists to look over her shoulder. “Good morning,” she says, arousal thickening her voice.

      Bell’s expression is frozen in shock and horror. Her jaw is hanging open as her eyes slowly drift from the red woman to me.

      “Ah, Bell . . .” I begin, and this seems to break her trance, anger or disgust or maybe a healthy mixture of both spasming across her face. Her mouth snaps shut with an audible click and she shakes her head, as if to clear it.

      “I’m leaving,” she says, looking up to stare at the ceiling. “I’m going to Ysala to find my papa. I don’t . . . I don’t expect you to come with me. You don’t owe us anything.” Her mouth twists. “And it looks like you’ve found something here.”

      “I’ll come with you! I want to help your father.”

      She swallows, taking a step backwards. “I’ve traded for some horses. I’m gone as soon as I get them saddled.”

      “Give us a few moments,” Deliah says with an earnest friendliness. “Or join us, if you wish.”

      In response to this Bell gives a choking laugh and storms off, leaving the door open.

      I sigh, covering my face with my hands. How embarrassing. Deliah, however, seems unconcerned with the interruption.

      “Are you all right?” she asks in mild surprise, noticing that my arousal has vanished with Bell.

      “We need to go,” I tell her. “It’s time to find your clothes.”
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      We leave Soril through the northern gate, and despite having slain the town’s seneschal no one tries to stop us. The blacksmith’s opinion of the Red Trillium Trust must have been shared by many others, as I don’t see anger in the faces of any of the townsfolk who stop their business to stare at us – curiosity, maybe. Wariness. Perhaps a dash of fear. But there’s no resentment, and even when we pass a regiment of guards clustered near the gates they only lower their heads to mutter among themselves and gesture in our direction.

      Bell has secured a pair of tired looking nags for us – I assume she traded something valuable that had been hidden in her dress’s copious pockets, as I don’t know where she could have gotten any money. Deliah is mounted on a sleek black stallion that looks like it could gallop to Ysala and return back to us before our horses traverse half the distance. She’s donned her armor for the journey, and she cuts a very imposing figure: black plates of varying shape are set in wine-colored leather, which I suspect give her far more mobility than if she was encased entirely in metal. Though I’m not sure if those dark plates are actually iron or steel – they have a gleaming iridescence that almost looks organic, like insect’s chitin. The weapon strapped across her back is equally unique. It’s a pale gray staff, and it resembles a poleax of some kind, as the end protruding over her left shoulder terminates in a slightly curving blade. The other end, nearly touching her horse’s barding, tapers to a sharp point. I’m actually quite curious how this weapon is wielded in battle – perhaps the ax-blade is used to slash, and the spear-end to thrust.

      Deliah is riding in her saddle like she was born into it, her body rolling in perfect rhythm with her stallion’s gait. The reins are slack in her hand, and she seems to be daydreaming, a slight smile on her lips. Bell, on the other hand, looks far more uncomfortable, bouncing up and down like she’d fall off her horse if she wasn’t clutching the reins so tightly. There’s also a palpable anger radiating from her, and she’s gone ahead a ways to put some distance between us. For a time we continue on like this, along the well-maintained road wending through fields and forests, Deliah’s calmness balanced by Bell’s roiling emotions. Finally I spur my horse faster, coming alongside the scientist’s daughter.

      “How are you?” I ask.

      She stares straight ahead, refusing to look at me. “As well as can be expected. My father was kidnapped by one of the Trusts, and since I have no wealth or special connections there’s very little that can be done to free him.”

      “We will find a way,” I say, throwing as much confidence into my tone as I can muster.

      She only snorts. “You don’t know Ysala, or the Trusts. You don’t know anything. There’s no justice in the city, nothing to protect the common people from the whims of the powerful.”

      “If strength is all that’s respected, then we will be strong.”

      Her mouth twists. “You are going to fight the Red Trillium Trust? With what army?” She jerks her thumb towards Deliah. “Her?”

      “You don’t like her.”

      “I don’t know her. I certainly don’t trust her.”

      “Why? She saved my life. You’d still be in that cell if it wasn’t for her.”

      Now Bell does turn to me, her gaze heavy with contempt. “You give your loyalty too quickly. She doesn’t really care about you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Bell swats in annoyance at some buzzing insect bumbling around her face. “Let me tell you a story about a lamias and the harm they can do.” She stares off into the distance for a long moment, as if ordering her thoughts. “My papa used to be a member of the faculty in the Collegium of Varakesh,” she finally begins, sounding almost tired. “Most of them were stodgy old men, drifting around the campus in their black robes, concerned above all else with their petty academic rivalries. Well, one winter a little-known ethicist named Belagin – at least, I think that was his name – published a book that advanced a new framework for understanding human morality. Now, this fellow was so obscure that most of the philosophy department had thought he’d died years ago, but in fact he’d been recessed away in the deepest archives of the library formulating his theories. Somehow what he’d written caught fire, and suddenly his ideas were being discussed in every salon and coffee shop in the city. I remember seeing him being mobbed by undergraduates one day when he ventured outside the philosophy building, the shock and terror in his face, the shabbiness of his clothes and his halo of frizzy white hair. He looked completely unprepared for his new stature as a figure of some renown.” Bell twists the reins in her hand. “But it was the lamias that broke him.”

      “What happened?”

      “One of them appeared in the city, drawn by the stories of Belagin’s brilliance. She was from a different caste than this one, probably a philosopher, but she looked much the same – they’re all beautiful. After all, the viability of their kind is conditioned upon their ability to seduce the males of other species. And it has worked – throughout most of the world, being chosen by a lamias is seen as a great honor. Men are slaves to their ego and having a lamias at your side is very visible proof that you are at the absolute pinnacle in your respective realm, be that writing philosophical texts or leading armies or cultivating exotic flowers.

      “So they became lovers, Belagin and the lamias. Can you imagine, this aging, nebbish professor who probably hadn’t spoken to an attractive woman in years, and now suddenly he’s caught up in a passionate tryst with someone who wants him for his intellect? He became besotted. He fell in love with her.” Bell looks at me intensely as she says this, and I can hear the scorn dripping off her words.

      “But it didn’t last?”

      She shakes her head vigorously. “Of course not. Perhaps if the lamias had merely gotten with child and returned to her isle the story wouldn’t have ended tragically. After all, that was the entire reason for her travels. Maybe he could have accepted that.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “A rebuttal.”

      “Huh?”

      “Another book by a different professor, one that systematically undermined, uprooted, and obliterated the central arguments advanced by Belagin. It was such an exhaustive response, so unassailable in its logical consistency, that there was nothing he could do. His reputation was ruined. He was like a candle that had flared brightly, but then someone had come along and snuffed him out.”

      “And the lamias?”

      “She left him, of course. To be with the ethicist who had demonstrated his intellectual superiority. Belagin was crushed. Despondent.”

      I think I know how this ends. “So he killed himself?”

      “No. Even worse – he murdered his rival, pushing him from a balcony when he was giving a speech to his admiring supporters. Ironically, this act was done in direct contradiction to the moral framework Belagin had once espoused. So he killed not only his romantic rival, but also any hope of his ideas being exhumed and rehabilitated by some future philosopher.”

      “That’s . . . certainly a cautionary tale. What happened to Belagin?”

      “Executed.”

      “Hm. Well, I wonder if in the end he regretted anything.”

      Bell glances at me in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “If a god had suddenly appeared and offered him the chance to take it all back when he was sitting in his cell awaiting the headsman’s ax – say, that he could remain in his little corner of the library forever rather than experience everything that had happened to him since the publication of his book – if he in fact would.”

      “Of course he would!”

      “I think you might not know men all that well. I believe most would choose fleeting glory over a lifetime of obscurity.”

      Bell blinks, obviously shocked that this is the lesson I’ve drawn from her story. “Men are stupid,” she says vehemently. She looks away, silently fuming, but after a few long moments she can’t resist turning to me again.

      “It all comes back to trust. You can’t trust her, Talin. She won’t love you. For her this is a transaction – she gives you something you want, but in the end, this is only about bringing your strength back to her people. If you’re killed by another warrior there won’t be any tears shed. She’ll just see it as an opportunity to make the daughter she’ll have one day stronger.”

      “She has more to offer than just companionship,” I say defensively. “Her last lover was working for the Trust. She could know valuable information about what their plans might be, and how strong their position is.”

      I flinch at the disgust I see in her eyes. “Well, just remember this – every warrior we meet will see her as the ultimate prize, and they know that if they kill you, then she’ll be theirs. I hope you’re ready.”

      With this she kicks her nag and gallops ahead, leaving me speechless behind her.
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      We stop for the night at another roadside inn, and though it’s far humbler than the Warrior’s Rest it’s still tremendously preferable to where I’d spent the previous night, among the stale rushes scattered about the floor of Soril’s gaol. Excited whispers and gasps greet us as we step into the common room, and I can’t help but remember what Bell had said about how others might try to prove themselves worthy to Deliah. None of these commoners in their homespun clothes hunched over their ales, however, look to be much of a threat, and after sweeping them with a hard stare they lower their eyes to their drinks again. A thin and stooped innkeeper rushes out from behind the bar, greeting us with several honorifics that do not apply. Apparently, those traveling with a lamias are assumed to be of a certain quality.

      He can’t seem to take his eyes from Deliah as he nearly abases himself before her, and from the expression on her face this is a reaction she’s seen before.

      “We will take two rooms,” she says, cutting through his babbling.

      I clear my throat. “Three rooms.”

      Deliah arches her brow but she doesn’t say anything. Bell is looking at me like I’ve just claimed that I’ve seen cows drifting through the sky. The innkeep’s eyes are bulging, his jaw halfway to the floor. I can imagine he thinks I’m utterly mad.

      “I need some good rest,” I say gruffly, before affecting a yawn.

      Deliah crooks a smile at this and reaches into her purse.
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      The land has grown more tumultuous as we approach the imposing, cloud-bedecked mountains of Hesset’s Wall, with the horses starting to labor as they follow the road over the hills. Finally, after most of the day has passed, we crest a bluff and find the city spread below us. It hunkers against the sheer rock flank of the Wall like a child clutching at its mother’s skirts, though tendrils of buildings and streets slither away into the surrounding valley. The center is a silvery lake at the mountain’s foot, its edges encrusted with some of the oldest and richest-looking stone buildings. A glittering spume tumbles from thousands of span higher up the mountain, and this waterfall shrouds the far side of the lake in mist. From the lake a river meanders through the city, spanned by dozens of bridges, including covered wooden footpaths and massive arches of weathered stone large enough for several wagons to trundle across at once.

      My first impression of Ysala is that it looks like a capricious giant has smashed together several cities from very different architectural traditions. There’s the ancient stone buildings around the lake, large and imposing and decorated with all sorts of flourishes like crouching gargoyles and intricate carvings. Elsewhere I see a collection of green domes bubbling up from among smaller structures. Towers of varying sorts rise up from different neighborhoods: square keeps topped by crenellated battlements, slim ivory minarets, squat circular citadels with peaked red roofs. But the structures that draw my eyes are clustered in the western reaches of the city. They look like simple towers of gray stone, but there is something diaphanous binding their upper floors together that flashes in the daylight. It almost looks like a web.

      “What’s that?” I say, gesturing at the strange towers.

      Bell follows where I’m pointing. “That’s the arachnia ghetto. Spider-kin. They arrived a hundred years ago, emerging right out from under the mountains they say, and begged for sanctuary. Took over those towers. They don’t let many folks within, but I knew someone who was working for one of their matriarchs and she said the insides are gutted and now just filled with webbing.”

      “Spider-kin,” I whisper.

      “They can look a bit frightening, but don’t let their appearances deceive you. Most I’ve met have been good people. One of my best friends is a spider.”

      She nudges her horse and starts on the steep switchback trail leading to the closest gate. After another moment of drinking in the city’s sweeping grandeur, I follow her.

      “Are there many different creatures living in Ysala?” I ask loudly over the clatter of hooves.

      “There are,” Bell says over her shoulder without turning around. “Most of the city is human, as is the entire leadership of the Trusts. But there’s some sizable communities from other species – the arachnia, the ko-kalak, the avasynians. There’s even a colony of dagoni living in Coldmercy Lake. Probably every species on the continent is represented somewhere in the city.”

      “Do you have a plan?” I ask, changing the subject before she can wander off onto a del Alate digression.

      Bell snorts. “I thought you were going to knock down the walls and kill everyone who gets in your way? You know, show your strength.”

      “Let’s hold that plan in reserve. Try it your way first.”

      Now that we’ve descended a bit I think I can see tiny dark shapes speckling the webbing stretched between the gray towers. The arachnia?

      “First, we take some rooms, someplace the Trusts don’t bother with.”

      “And you have such a place in mind?”

      “I do.”

      “And then?”

      “We start asking around, try to figure out what the Red Trillium Trust wants the glitter for. If we find out we may be able to use this knowledge to free Papa.”

      “You know the city well, then?”

      “I’ve lived here for five years. It’s my home now, even more so than Varakesh.”

      That comforts me. The sheer magnitude of the city spread below us is almost overwhelming, and I can’t imagine trying to navigate this sprawl without someone who has intimate knowledge of its streets and neighborhoods.

      “Deliah!” I call to the lamias trailing behind us. “Are you familiar with Ysala as well?”

      “Barely,” she replies. “R’znek and I arrived here a little more than a month ago, and almost immediately we were hired by the Red Trillium Trust to wait for the scientist in Soril. I made few friends . . . I think most of those we met were intimidated by R’znek. He could be a little imposing.”

      I remember the avalanche of scales and claws and spines rushing across the ring at me and silently agree with her. “What was it like working for the Trust?”

      A moment’s silence. I steal a glance over my shoulder to see from Deliah’s expression if she’s afraid to answer, but from her face it looks like she’s simply taking time to formulate her response.

      “They were . . . professional. Better trained than the mercenary bands we served with before. But at heart they were still soldiers – they laughed and drank and cared for each other. Except for Fen Poria. She was different.”

      “The pale girl?”

      “Yes. There was no fear in her, even when she was confronting R’znek about something. The other Trust warriors were intensely loyal to her, almost like they loved her, and yet they were also very afraid. An odd combination. Commanders usually rule through either fear or love, but rarely both at the same time.”

      “And the head of the Trust . . . someone called him the Marquis?”

      “I never met him. R’znek did, and said he was formidable. It was rare when he gave such respect.”

      I mull that over as we continue down the steep hillside. Up ahead, at the base of the hill, the path merges with a larger road coming from the west. I can see a few wagons and travelers on foot, though not as many as I would expect given the size of Ysala. They are all approaching the city gate, which has been designed to resemble the giant face of a goblin. Slanted eyes and a great bulbous nose are carved above the arched entrance and pointed stone teeth covered with green moss hang from above, making it seem like those entering the city are marching down the monster’s gullet.

      We join this stream of travelers, slipping behind a line of brightly colored wagons. The bored-looking guardsmen leaning upon their halberds at first do not spare us any attention, but then one catches sight of Deliah and shakes the arm of the guard closest to him, pointing at the lamias. Soon they’re all watching her – leering, more like it – though now they are all standing straighter with their shoulders thrown back.

      I’m beginning to think it’s going to be hard to be inconspicuous with Deliah as a companion.

      Beyond the gate is a large open space with wooden stalls set up around its edges. The travelers passing through the goblin gate are all drifting towards these booths – some seem more popular than others, with large crowds that obscure whatever it is that’s happening. Others seem to be almost ignored, and the stall closest to us is one with few travelers. It’s a simple table covered by a frayed awning and nailed to the base of the booth is a large carving of what looks to be the head of a fox or wolf. The beast is painted black, except for its eyes, which are little yellow slits. Bell slips from her horse and moves in the direction of this booth, and I follow.

      A rat-faced man in rumpled clothes stirs in his seat as we approach, lifting his head from his pillowed arms. He eyes us in mild surprise.

      “Greetings, travelers,” he says, his gaze lingering on Deliah. “Welcome to Ysala.”

      “Well met,” Bell says, scattering a few coins upon the table. “We’d like to claim the protection of the Shadow Fox Trust.”

      The man scoops the coins up and dumps them in a wooden box. Then he lays down three dark brooches that resemble the carving of the fox’s head nailed to the front of the booth. “An excellent choice. We are pleased to be your patron during your stay.” He touches his forehead with two fingers and bows his head slightly.

      Bell offers a small nod of thanks before grabbing the brooches and turning away. As we lead the horses towards a huge, low building that has the look of a stable she hands one of the little fox heads to me and one to Deliah.

      “Put it on your shirt,” she says, and I notice there’s a metal pin affixed to its back.

      “What is it?” I ask, turning it over in my hand. It seems to be carved of some light wood, so fragile I could easily snap it in half.

      “Safety,” Bell says, pinning the brooch to her dress. “Everyone in Ysala is under the protection of one Trust or another. If we were to walk past those stalls without buying a brooch we’d be robbed before we took another hundred steps into the city, and since there is no judiciary or magistrates like in other cities we’d have no recourse. But now a thief who steals from us will bring down the anger of the Shadow Fox Trust.”

      “Not a particularly feared Trust,” Deliah says.

      Bell grimaces. “This is true. But we’ll be staying in a neighborhood that has long paid tribute to the Fox, so I thought it best.”

      “I wonder if the Fox’s Baron has finally died. Before R’znek and I left for Soril there were whispers in the city that he was on his deathbed.”

      “We will know soon enough,” Bell replies. “If he has, it will be on everyone’s lips.”

      A fat, sweaty man hails us as we draw closer to the stables. After a quick negotiation with Bell he claps his hands and a trio of scrawny boys materialize from somewhere and take the reins of our horses.

      “I’ve booked a stall for a month,” Bell says as Deliah takes her stallion’s head in her hands and whispers something that causes its tail to swish irritably. “Now let’s get to the Blight.”

      “The what?” I ask, but Bell has already turned away and is hailing one of the rickshaws drawn up near the stables. A bearded man squatting in the dirt throwing dice leaps to his feet and clambers up into the driver’s seat, then flicks a leather flail lightly across the back of the giant cockerel drowsing in the sun. The great bird stretches its red and gold wings and lets out a challenging screech, then surges forward, pulling the rickshaw alongside where we’re waiting.

      “Where to, lovelies?” the driver asks, flashing a smile with more gum than teeth. The cockerel turns to regard us with glittering black eyes.

      “The Blight,” Bell says as she pulls herself up into the carriage. Watching the great bird’s curving beak warily I follow her, finding a seat on the faded velvet bench. Deliah squeezes in beside me, removing the weapon from her back and angling its haft so that it fits in the small space with us, and as soon as she’s settled the driver lashes the bird with his flail again, sending us clattering forward.

      “The Blight, eh?” the driver says, turning to spit a wad of red juice onto the flagstones beneath us. “What are you nice young folk gonna do in a place like that?”

      “None of your business,” Bell retorts, and the driver chuckles. He doesn’t sound the least bit offended.

      “What’s the Blight?” I ask Bell as we turn down a street hemmed by buildings of umber brick and topped by slanting tile roofs.

      “A neighborhood,” she replies, watching the crowds flashing past with a strange expression on her face. Very quickly she dabs the corner of her eyes, as if surreptitiously wiping away tears. “There’s a tavern in the Blight. A meeting place.”

      I look at her for a moment longer, and then I let the chaos of the city draw my attention away. It is a swirl of colors and movement: here a group of tall black women in bright orange and yellow dresses decorated with geometric designs haggle with a man in a featureless white mask selling spices and peppers from overflowing copper urns; there a group of shrieking urchins chase a waddling lizard into an alley, pelting it with stones; smoke rises up from the outdoor grill where a man with cinnamon skin adroitly turns a vast array of skewered meat and insects while a crowd waits impatiently. Laughter and curses and the bleating of animals swirl around us and quickly fade as we rush down the streets, passing ivory palanquins where veiled women lounge and farmer’s carts piled with cabbages and knobby purple fruit.

      “I’ve missed this.”

      Bell’s voice is faint, barely a whisper. I glance at her but she’s still staring out at the swirling tumult of the city. She wasn’t speaking to me, so I don’t say anything in reply.

      The road is crowded, but the other wagons and horses and litters give our rickshaw and the ornery bird a wide berth. After a few moments of watching the city I settle back on the bench, acutely aware that I’m pressed between two attractive women who right now hold radically different opinions of me. Deliah’s hand is on my leg, and I don’t know whether it’s natural or a perfume but her smell is heady and delicious and brings back memories of us twined together. Bell is turned away, her arms crossed over her chest and her jaw clenched. I glance at Deliah and she smiles at me.

      The city blurs around us as the bird picks up speed, but I can tell we have passed into a very different neighborhood. The chaos of the street market has vanished, and the few people I can see are hunched and furtive. There actually seems to be more activity recessed in the shadowed alleyways than out on the roads. The buildings here are older, cracks webbing the facades, and in some places entire structures have collapsed, spilling chunks of stone into the streets.

      “The Blight?” I ask, and Bell nods curtly.

      “You going to The Last Word?” asks the driver, not turning around.

      “Yes,” Bell calls back, loud enough to be heard over the clatter of the bird’s talons as we race over the pockmarked streets.

      “Well, then we’re here,” the driver says, yanking on his reins. I lurch forward, nearly spilling into where the driver sits as the rickshaw sharply slows.

      There’s more activity in this area of the Blight – a few stalls and wagons have attracted crowds of customers, though it’s nowhere near as bustling as the market district we first passed through. They’ve been set up around a huge, rambling old building that sprawls like a sleeping lover over most of a city block. Random turrets – several of them listing dangerously – sprout in odd places from the topmost floors, and strange stone beasts crouch on the eaves, snarling down on the streets below. There’s a massive arched entrance up a short flight of stairs, the doors flung wide.

      “What is this place?” I ask as Bell pays the driver. As soon as the coins clink in his hand he flicks his lash and with an indignant squawk the great cockerel jumps forward.

      “The Last Word,” Deliah says, slipping her long weapon once more through the loops on her back so that the curved blade juts out over her left shoulder.

      “A tavern,” Bell says, turning to face the decaying building.

      “And what’s the clientele?” I ask dubiously as a figure in a tattered cloak stumbles through the doorway, clearly drunk despite the early hour.

      “Adventurers,” Bell says, striding towards the rickety stairs leading up to the entrance. “Malingerers. Thieves. Dissidents. Revolutionaries. Charlatans. Swindlers.”

      “Scum,” Deliah clarifies helpfully.

      A ragged man with a rather feral look about him sidles up to Bell. “Dreamtime? Ashnic seeds? Dragonsmoke? What’s your poison, governess?”

      Bell makes a dismissive gesture. “Get away from me, vermin,” she says, and without another word the man obligingly steps back.

      “Rather rude calling him that,” I remark, and Bell snorts.

      “His name is Vermin. And it fits him, believe me.”

      I glance in surprise at the man, who is now moving in the direction of two flamboyantly dressed fops, both of whom look extremely out of place in this neighborhood. “You know him?”

      “I do,” Bell says as she starts on the stairs.

      “You’ve come here before?” I can’t keep the note of incredulity out of my voice. This doesn’t look like the kind of place Poz would approve of at all.

      “There was a time I practically lived here,” she says as she reaches the landing and passes through the entrance.

      I follow, blinking as my eyes adjust to the darkened interior. The space is vast and filled with two dozen tables, most of which are occupied by a startlingly diverse menagerie of humans and not-humans. A wave of laughter and loud conversation washes over us, and a pall of acrid smoke makes my eyes sting. Around a low table near where we’ve entered the tavern are clustered a group of small humanoids with skin the color of ash, long pointed ears, and preternaturally beautiful faces. Most of them are sucking on tubes that feed into a bulbous contraption squatting in the center of the table, smoke leaking out of the corners of their mouths. One of them turns to us as we enter and slowly waves, his face slack and his eyes unfocused.

      The humans seated around the tables are almost as different from each other as they are from these drug-addled, pointy-eared creatures. There are fur-draped warriors with skin the color of milk, piles of bones and empty tankards scattered before them, and tall black men and women in elegant robes sipping flutes of some shimmering liquid. Sparks drift up from whatever the drink is, quickly winking out of existence. There seems to be no division based on wealth: men in tattered clothes rub shoulders with women in silken dresses. Shadowed alcoves have been built into the far wall, beyond the reach of the lanterns. Strange, angular shapes shift in the darkness, segmented limbs that bend and twist unnaturally.

      Bell stalks between the tables over to the long bar. The bartender, polishing a dented mug, watches her approach with a slight smile. His hair is long and falls past his shoulders; half is ink-black, half white, and each side matches the color of the tattoos coiling up his arms.

      “Bellamina,” he says, setting down the mug and putting his elbows on the bar. “Good to see you again. Find what you were looking for in the Chemerik?”

      “Found it, Mal. Lost it. Working on getting it back.”

      “And how’s your crazy father?”

      “Working on getting him back, too.”

      The bartender blinks in mild surprise at this, and then his eyes widen as he catches sight of Deliah. “A lamias,” he breathes, running a hand through his flowing hair. Suddenly he pauses, his fingers still tangled in his black and white locks. “Wait. I know you – you came in here with a big lizard once. That was you, wasn’t it?”

      “That’s right,” Deliah says, coming up to lean against the bar.

      With some effort the bartender tears his gaze from her breasts and looks at me. “And the alethian’s not here now, which means . . .” He swallows, the mild surprise in his face sharpening into a wary respect. With practiced grace the bartender grabs a tankard and fills it from one of the casks behind the bar, then slides the foaming mug in front of me. “On the house, friend.”

      “I need to talk with Ferelin,” Bell says impatiently.

      The bartender gestures at a table towards the back, where a few cloaked individuals are busy dicing. “Ferelin got nicked about a month back and is currently cooling his heels in the Maw. But Chev has his ear to the cobbles, if you’re chasing whispers.”

      Without so much as a thank you Bell starts across the common room, angling towards the hunched gamblers. I take a hurried sip of my drink – a dark ale, earthy enough to make me think there might be some actual sediment floating around inside – and am about to follow her when I notice one of the strange shadows detach itself from the darkened alcove.

      It scissors into the light with strange, jerky motions, its many-jointed legs clattering upon the wood. I’m frozen, the tankard halfway to my open mouth. This thing looks like the stuff of nightmares: a bulging abdomen, covered in bristly dark hair; curving jaws longer than my forearm, wickedly serrated; and a multitude of gleaming black eyes of varying sizes.

      “Don’t stare,” Deliah hisses, but I can’t help myself. This must be one of the arachnia that Bell had spoken about on the road outside Ysala.

      The spider-kin scuttles up to the bar not a sword-length from me, and then its back legs seem to fold beneath it so that part of its abdomen raises higher. A nub of black chitin that reminds me of male genitalia is thrust forward, almost brushing the bar’s countertop.

      “What in the name of the –” I begin, and then nearly drop my tankard when a stream of silk issues forth into the air. As the gossamer threads slowly begin to drift down to the scarred wood one of the spider-kin’s smaller front legs jabs forward, and its tapered point catches the silk, swirling it into looping shapes. The bartender watches this carefully with narrowed eyes and then nods.

      “One Cerilian nectar and a plate of fried locusts, coming up.”

      What in the abyss?

      The arachnia seems to finally notice my staring and shifts so that its multitude of eyes are locked on me. I can see myself reflected in the gleaming black depths of each of the little orbs, my expression one of shocked revulsion.

      Again a streamer of silk shoots out of the spider-kin, more than before. I have to take a quick step back, as the stuff nearly webs my face. Meanwhile the spider’s front leg – or is it an arm? – flashes out again to manipulate the falling strands.

      Is it . . . writing?

      It is.

      “What . . .” I read out loud in the drifting silk, the first word now clear as the arm moves on to the next. “The . . . fuck . . . are . . . you . . . looking . . . at?” The sentence scribbled in silk settles on the counter softly, and the spider-kin’s jaws make a clacking sound, as if to punctuate what it’s just conveyed. I swallow and look away, forcing myself to stare at the bartender. He looks embarrassed for me.

      I start as Deliah’s hand closes around my wrist. “Let’s go find a seat,” she says, pulling me away from the bar.
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        * * *

      

      My thoughts are whirling as she leads me to an empty table. The noise . . . the smells . . . the dizzying array of creatures . . . it’s all so overwhelming, and I feel like I’m floating even as I slide into one of the rickety wooden chairs. I can’t stop myself from staring as the arachnia picks its way back to the shadowed alcove where presumably others of its kind are waiting.

      “You look a bit lost,” Deliah says, then takes a sip from a stemmed glass filled with a pale green liquid.

      “Wherever I came from, I think there were only humans who walked and talked and drank ale.” A heavily armored thing with the lower body of a slug rises from a nearby table and begins to slide slowly towards the bar. Its head is entirely encased in a metal helm, except for where a pair of gray stalks tipped with lidless eyes rise from the top.

      “That sounds like a far-away place. I’ve never heard of a land with only humans.”

      I shake my head, trying to clear it. “You’ve come here before?”

      Deliah runs a finger along the rim of her glass and then licks it clean. “I have. Once or twice.”

      “For the company?”

      “For this,” she replies, gesturing at her drink. “It’s made on Vel from the sap of bonewood trees. Only a few taverns in Ysala carry it.” Deliah picks up her glass and swirls the sluggish liquid. “Though it is true that The Last Word is more welcoming to other species. This city is mostly human.” She takes another sip, then glances at me. “I have to admit I’m curious about you, Talin. Tell me how someone could be so ignorant of the lands they are traveling through.”

      “Well, that is indeed a story, though not a particularly long one.”

      Deliah settles back in her chair, her drink cradled in her hand. “Entertain me,” she says, fluttering her long lashes.

      My tale spills out of me, beginning with my awakening in the red waste and my time among the copper-eyed tribe. She arches a thin eyebrow as I describe the glowing doorway and how it carried me away from that dying world, but she does not interrupt. I recount my meeting with Poz and Bell, the kvah ambush, and our night spent inside the war golem repurposed as an inn – though I do omit some of the more salacious details. I’m just describing our approach to Soril when Bell flops down in an empty chair, frowning.

      “Some of these villains,” she says angrily, almost slamming a bottle of blood-red wine  and a few cups down between us, “would sell their own sisters to the silk houses.”

      “Did you find out anything?” Deliah asks, turning to look at her. I can’t tell from the lamias’s carefully guarded expression what she thought of my story – whether I’m delusional or truly the victim of otherworldly sorcery. Perhaps she’s regretting choosing me back in the fighting ring.

      “Nothing of any real interest,” Bell says, twisting out the cork in the bottle and then pouring a generous measure into the cups. “This Chev is a real blackguard – he knows about the glitter, and that the Marquis stole it out from under the Contessa’s nose, but he’s refusing to share any insights about why unless I hand over enough coin to pay for a week’s worth of fun in a dragonsmoke den. Apparently, the Red Trillium Trust has gotten quite the reputation the last few years, ever since the new Marquis replaced the old one. Even gossiping about them costs a small fortune.”

      “Then we seek out the Contessa,” I say, trying the wine. Despite its dark color the taste is surprisingly light and fruity.

      “I suppose so,” Bell says after taking a deep draught that nearly drains her cup. “Though I’m worried she’ll simply dismiss us – or worse, punish us for losing the glitter in the first place.” She’s quiet for a long moment.

      This gives me the opportunity to ask her about something that’s been bothering me. “Bell, do you remember the other prisoner with us in our cell back in Soril’s gaol?”

      She blinks, as if her thoughts are returning from some distant place. “The blacksmith?”

      “Yes. It’s good to hear you say that. I thought I might truly be crazy – the guard watching us claimed that he wasn’t there, that we were the only prisoners at the time.”

      A flicker of confusion passes across her face. “There was something odd about that, actually. I didn’t want to watch you get led off to your death; I was awake, but turned towards the wall. I heard him beg for your ale, and you two talking, and then the guard came and got you. Soon after that I sat up and looked around, but you were both gone. I thought he must have been released at the same time as you.”

      “He wasn’t.” A cold trickle of unease is working its way down my spine. “Who was he?”

      Bell runs her fingers through her black hair, her brow furrowed. Then she swallows, and I could swear she almost looks afraid.

      “A blacksmith . . . who loved ale. Vanishing like a spirit.” She glances over at Deliah. “Do you think it’s possible?”

      The lamias shrugs, but she looks troubled. “It . . . could be. But why?”

      “What is it?” I ask, my concern rising.

      “Bolivan,” she says, tapping a finger on the side of her cup. “Patron saint of blacksmiths and brewers.”

      “A saint?”

      “Yes. Once he was just a man . . . but he found a way to become something more.”

      “Like a god?”

       She waves away my words. “No. Saints are . . . something else. The gods are eternal, unknowable, uncaring. Nobody bothers with them. But saints . . . saints are just like us in that they love and hate and desire, yet they are also immortal and wield great power.”

      “How do they become saints?”

      “There are different ways. Different paths. But the common thread is that they were all extremely accomplished before they ascended. The absolute pinnacle of something. Bolivan was considered the greatest blacksmith south of the Wall . . . though some say he was granted sainthood because he was the first to brew a dark stout beer.”

      “He was raised up in Ysala, wasn’t he?” Deliah asks, and Bell nods.

      “He was. But now that I think about it I think he might have come from one of the towns outside the city . . . maybe even Soril.”

      “So there’s a way to sainthood in this city?”

      “Two, that I know of,” Bell says. “Legend claims that the scholar-saint Lahgokep threw himself from the top of Hesset’s Tears – that’s the waterfall – and never struck the lake below. The other, more established method is to walk into the fire in the Temple of the Cleansing Flame. If one is deemed worthy, they ascend into sainthood.”

      “And if they’re not?”

      “Then they burn.”

      “And how many have succeeded?”

      “Three, that I know of. Bolivan was the most recent, maybe a century or so ago. Out of at least several hundred aspirants.”

      I shake my head at this. “But why would this Bolivan come to us in the prison?”

      Bell blows out her cheeks. “Who knows the reasons saints do anything? Maybe he was bored. Maybe he just happened to be visiting his old hometown, hoping to watch a little ring fighting. Maybe you intrigued him after he saw you come over from another world.”

      So some kind of immortal might be interested in me. At the thought a tingle starts to creep along the back of my neck. It makes me feel like I’m being watched right now.

      For a long while we’re all quiet, lost in our own musings. Then Bell suddenly blinks, as if she’s just remembered something. “Oh. Talin, I asked Chev if there had been any news about strangers with red hair and copper eyes in the city.” She grimaces. “And I’m sorry, nothing. He didn’t even try to charge me for that knowledge, which suggests to me that he really hasn’t heard anything.”

      My fingers tighten on the edge of the table as a wave of disappointment washes over me. The loss of Poz has been dominating my thoughts, but somewhere in the back of my mind I’d been holding out hope that I’d discover word about Valyra when we finally reached the city. Even among all the oddities I’d seen in Ysala and the lands we’d passed through I’m sure the tribe would have stuck out – the red hair and copper eyes might not be too memorable in a land with red-skinned women and slug-knights, but a sword of red glass and Valans’s ability to summon cutting light would certainly spawn all sorts of rumors.

      It seems they never made it through the portal into this place . . . at least anywhere near here. There’s a bleakness rising up in me that they might be dead or lost forever between the worlds.

      I toss back my wine cup and reach for the half-empty bottle. “Do you have enough coin for another one of these?”
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      I awaken feeling like I’ve been drowned in a wine-dark sea, then cast ashore upon some deserted sands. I groan, weakly moving my arms among the tangled blankets and scattered pillows, dull pain rising and receding in my head like the waves on a storm-lashed beach.

      “Good morning,” Deliah says brightly.

      “Hrgh,” I mumble, with some effort lifting my face from the bed.

      The lamias stands radiant in the morning light, just in the process of pulling on a cream-colored shirt. Her dark nipples are visible beneath the fabric, and she catches my eye and quirks a smile. I can’t believe how fresh and rested she looks – it’s almost like she hadn’t helped finish a half-dozen bottles of wine, atop of a full decanter of her numbing sap-alcohol.

      “How . . . how are you –” The rest of what I’m trying to say evaporates as my stomach gives a dangerous churn.

      “How am I what?” Deliah says, taking a silver necklace from a side table and slipping it over her head. “Standing?”

      I nod weakly, then bury my face in a pillow.

      “My people are not as affected by drink as yours. No headaches, at least. It does make us very hungry, though.”

      I hear her moving around the bed, and then her fingers wrap around my ankles. “So let’s go get some breakfast.”

      “Please,” I moan, my hands scrabbling for something to cling to, “let me die in peace.”

      “You’ll feel better with something hot and greasy in your stomach,” Deliah says, and then yanks hard on my legs. My insides lurch again as I slide down the bed, but by some miracle everything stays in place. I end up sitting in a pile of blankets on the floor, staring up blearily at the lamias looming above me.

      She’s slipped her weapon across her back, though she hasn’t donned her armor. “What?” I say, pointing at the curved blade rising over her shoulder. “Do you expect breakfast to put up a fight?”

      “Let’s go,” she says, and a moment later my shirt hits me in the face.
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        * * *

      

      Morning in the Blight has a far different flavor than the late afternoon. The cloaked fellows who had been skulking around the street outside The Last Word have vanished, and I don’t suppose I’ll see them again until the sun begins to go down. In their place are a collection of makeshift stalls, from which the sound of sizzling oil is drifting, along with waves of greasy, delicious-smelling smoke. Each of these cooking stalls has a small crowd clustered around it waiting patiently – it’s a diverse group, as I see middle-aged women wearing modest but threadbare dresses, old men in the livery of house servants, and swaying, sunken-faced men and women who look like they might have just crawled up from the gutters where they spent the night. Nothing brings together all manner and class of people like street food.

      Deliah shoulders her way through one of these knots of people, and I follow. When she brushes past a large, bald man in a bloodied apron who looks like he pulled the graveyard shift at an abattoir gives an annoyed grumble, but when he turns and sees her this turns into an exclamation of surprise. Even in this city of wonders these women from the isle of Vel are something of note.

      An ancient man who resembles nothing more than a pile of sticks bound together is behind a massive, curved iron pan, upon which a half-dozen circles of dough are hissing in oil. With long-practiced grace he cracks an egg-one handed over one of these pancakes and then scatters a handful of chopped spring onion and chilies. It smells divine, and my stomach’s earlier desire to remove all food from its confines has been emphatically reversed.

      “Two jien bangs,” Deliah says, tossing a handful of small coins into the wooden box beside where the fellow is cooking.

      He doesn’t nod or say anything to show he’s heard, but after flipping the pancakes in the oil he scoops two handfuls of dough from the pile next to the pan, kneads them for a brief moment, and then tosses them down among the others. I step back, wincing as a few hot drops of oil splatter my arm. The old cook notices this and flashes a gap-toothed smile.

      “It’ll take a few moments,” Deliah says, wandering away from the crowd. At the edge of the street she smiles and stretches her arms over her head, raising her face to the sun. “What a glorious day,” she says. “I never thought I’d say it, but I’ve missed this place.”

      A cloying, fetid smell is creeping from the alleyway closest to us, and the buildings of this neighborhood – once painted vivid colors, now faded – are visibly crumbling, but there’s a kind of decaying beauty to the Blight. Several steel-haired old ladies are leaning out their windows, chatting with each other. A gray cat is curled up atop the shell of a stone turtle that once guarded the doorway to a prosperous townhouse, though now the entrance is filled with debris. A slender black woman in dark leather is standing on a vine-wrapped balcony above us, looking down as she leans against the ancient balustrade.

      “DELIAH!” The head of every person waiting for their breakfast or walking the streets turns at once, their attention drawn by this cry.

      A man is striding down the center of the street, intent on the lamias. He’s large, though my perception of what is large has recently been influenced by my encounter with the alethian. A head taller than me, at least, and his arms look more than capable of swinging the massive ax at his waist. His hair is long and flaxen, and he’s wearing a vest of white fur that displays his impressively muscled chest and stomach. Several similar-looking men flank this fellow, though they’re all a bit smaller and less impressive.

      “DELIAH!” the man bellows again, hefting his ax as he comes closer. I slide myself in front of the lamias, wishing I hadn’t left my sword back in the room. Apparently going for breakfast can be dangerous in Ysala.

      “Lok,” Deliah says from behind me, and to my surprise I hear nothing in her voice that suggests she’s concerned about the enraged barbarian approaching us brandishing a battle ax.

      The man halts a dozen paces away, his face flushed. “You evil wench!” he fairly spits, his grip on the handle of his ax white-knuckled.

      I tense, readying to leap in front of the warrior if he lunges at Deliah. “What’s going on?”

      The man jabs a meaty finger at the lamias, but his eyes meet mine. “This heartless bitch betrayed me brother! She left him to die in the streets of Aman Kapor and went off arm-to-arm with his killer.” He cranes his neck, sweeping his sky-blue eyes over the crowd. “Where’s the biggun lizard? His skull has a meeting with me ax.”

      “R’znek is dead, Lok,” says Deliah as she moves out from behind me. I hold up my arm to keep her back but she brushes past.

      Now the barbarian really does spit, an impressive wad of phlegm that he must have been saving up for just this moment. “That’s a fair good news, though I wanted the satisfaction! Guess I’ll have to find some o’ that by cutting yer pretty head from yer shoulders.”

      Deliah had mentioned that the alethian was the second mate she had chosen, and that the first had been a cruel and stupid warrior from the north. It seems these traits run in the family.

      “Let me fetch my sword and we can settle this between us,” I say, and the barbarian glares at me.

      “I have no blood-feud with ye, silver-eyes. Ye must be her new meat – I’m warning ye, let me take me vengeance or ye’ll also feel the edge of me blade.”

      “Do you truly wish to do this?” Deliah asks. “We claim the protection of the Shadow Fox Trust. You could spend a month in the Maw for brawling.”

      The barbarian snarls and cuts the air with his ax. “A pox on the Trusts! The blood-price must be paid!”

      Deliah sighs and slides her long weapon from her back. “Everyone hear that?” she says loudly, and I sense she’s speaking now to the silent, watching crowd. “I am defending myself.” She twirls the poleax in a quick pattern, then sets its haft in the cobbled street.

      I try to step in front of her, but she holds out her arm to stop me. “Give me your weapon,” I say. “Let me fight him.”

      Deliah snorts. “I didn’t choose you for your protection,” she says. “And my glaive stays with me.”

      Glaive. So that’s what it’s called.

      I consider trying to convince her, but the big brute is coming closer, his ax raised.

      “Back away, Talin,” Deliah says calmly. “I wouldn’t want you to be accidentally cut in half.” Then she steps forward to meet him, her hands spaced out along the glaive like she’s holding a quarterstaff.

      The barbarian roars and swings his ax at her neck and Deliah blocks the blade with the pale gray haft of her weapon, raising a scattering of blue sparks. He hacks again and again, his momentum making her move backwards, but she turns aside each of his blows with what looks like ease. Snarling in frustration, he lunges forward; Deliah twists out of the way, letting the ax whistle past her, and when he stumbles off-balance she jabs him in the side with the tapered point at the end of her glaive.

      The barbarian’s two companions are starting to look uncomfortable. I meet the gaze of one of them and shrug.

      Any fear I’d had for Deliah’s safety is quickly vanishing. She moves like a tiger, flowing from one position to the next with a breathtaking grace. The huge barbarian lashes out again, but she’s already moved, and again the butt of her glaive pokes him in the stomach.

      He pauses, panting, his hand over his belly, as if expecting to have to hold his insides from squirming out, but when he spreads his fingers and peeks down there’s only a tiny drop of blood.

      “You can still walk away, Lok,” she says. “You’re not the warrior your brother was.”

      “BITCH!” he cries, charging at her. For a moment my heart is in my throat because it seems like she won’t be able to get out of the way in time. But then she’s gone, the blade of her glaive flashing out for the first time, and he has staggered to a stop touching his chest. He turns slowly, and I see that there’s a dark slanted line running from one of his nipples to the point on his stomach where she’d pricked him.

      Heaving with rage, tears running down his face, the barbarian rushes at her again. With casual ease she sidesteps him, the curving blade of her glaive flickering out once more. A second line joins the first, starting at the other nipple and reaching down to meet at the point in his stomach. The barbarian pauses, swaying, staring down at the design she has carved into his flesh. He doesn’t even seem to notice as Deliah steps closer, though he does look up right before the haft of her glaive clubs him across the head.

      He collapses like a puppet with its strings cut.

      Before the sound of the metal ax blade ringing on the stone cobbles has faded, Deliah strides away. The silent crowd parts before her as she approaches the pancake seller, who grins at her and holds out two leaf-wrapped packets. The companions of the barbarian have rushed up to their fallen friend and are shaking him – the big fellow groans, his eyes fluttering. He won’t be doing any more fighting today.

      “You should probably drag him away from here,” Deliah says around a mouthful of egg and pancake. “The Shadow Fox will be here shortly. There are always a few patrols hanging around in the Blight.”

      I hurry up to Deliah as the barbarians follow her advice and lift the dazed Lok, struggling to support his bulk.

      “I want one of those,” I say, and Deliah holds out the leaf she hasn’t unfolded yet.

      “I meant that,” I say, gesturing at the glaive she has returned to her back, though I still accept the pancake.

      She grins at me. Her face is slightly flushed from the fight, her already-red cheeks deepening in color, and her indigo hair – which she hadn’t brushed before coming outside – is a mess of artful tangles. She looks gorgeous.

      “You’ll have to come visit Vel, then,” she says, leading us back up the stairs to the Last Word’s entrance. “My cousin can make you a glaive. She’s the finest weaponsmith on the island.”

      Before we reach the pitted wooden doors, she grabs my arm and pulls me closer. “Let’s go back upstairs,” she whispers, her lips nearly brushing my ear. “Fighting always get my blood hot.”

      I’m more than amenable to this suggestion, but as we enter the tavern I catch sight of Bell seated at a table in the almost empty common room. She’s not alone.

      “Wait,” I say, changing course. “I know her.”

      Deliah gives a little growl of frustration, but she follows behind me. “Know who?”

      “Her,” I say, pointing at the woman seated beside Bell. She’s slender as a sword, with skin the color of polished onyx. The dark leather armor she’s wearing clings tightly to her, the only spots of color the silver fastenings that bind the different pieces together. It’s almost certainly the woman I’d seen standing on the balcony watching the street before the fight . . . but that had only been moments ago. Deliah had dispatched the huge warrior with impressive efficiency. How had this woman gotten down from her perch and made Bell’s acquaintance in such a short span of time?

      It even looks like their conversation has been going for quite some time, as there’s a pair of copper goblets and a bottle on the table. Just the sight of the wine makes my stomach twist again.

      “Talin,” Bell says, motioning at a chair. “Sit.”

      “A lamias,” the stranger says, looking past me. “You do keep odd company.” Her accent is strange, the words rolling around like the deck of a ship in a storm.

      “She’s not with me,” Bell says, and the woman watches me appraisingly with slanted almond eyes.

      “Then this one must be a mighty warrior,” she says, steepling her long fingers. “A valuable ally.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, pulling out a chair and sitting. “Who are you?”

      The woman offers a slight smile that does not touch her eyes. Her teeth are very white. “In the southlands I am called Xela. I have family, of course, but I shed their name when I crossed the mountains you know as the Wall.”

      “So you’re from somewhere north.”

      She looks at me oddly, and for the first time I see a little flicker of uncertainty. “Of course. Do I not look like a daughter of Grand and Enlightened Zim?”

      “He doesn’t know these lands,” Bell says quickly. “As in, truly almost nothing.” She turns to me. “Xela is in the service of the Contessa, and her mistress wishes to speak with us. Now.”
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      I dash up the stairs to our room, Deliah close behind me.

      “Do you trust what she says?” I ask as I slide the key in the lock and push open the door. For a moment I have the strange sensation that someone else has been inside – though, admittedly, the mess looks much the same, our bags and clothes still scattered about where they’d been tossed after we had drunkenly lurched into the room last night. I step over a pair of knee-high black leather boots and grab my scabbarded sword from where it leans against a bedpost. Deliah begins to quickly gather the pieces of her armor she’d shed as we’d made our way to the bed.

      “I have no reason not to trust her,” Deliah replies. That’s true, I suppose.

      “I need some armor,” I say as I buckle the sword around my waist. “Getting into fights again and again while wearing only shirts and breeches is not wise.”

      “After our meeting with the Contessa we’ll stop by a smith I know who does good work.” Deliah tightens the strap of one of her greaves – a thin shard of iridescent black set in leather dyed the color of wine – then looks up at me and smiles. “Though, of course, you don’t have any money.”

      “Perhaps I could borrow some coin from you?”

      Her grin widens. “I’m sure I can think of some service you could render in return.”

      “I’m not sure I like the implication of what that would make me.”

      She moves on to her other greave, shrugging. “You could try begging the smith for charity. I wouldn’t expect much, though.”

      I suppose there are worse ways to earn a suit of armor. I scoop an oddly shaped pauldron from the floor and hold it out for her to take. I’m struck by how incredibly light the material is – it doesn’t feel like metal at all.

      “What is it made out of?” I ask as she stands and takes the twisted bit of armor from me, then clasps it to the cuirass she’s wearing.

      “Carapace,” she says. “We have some rather large insects in Vel. Don’t tell any arachnia you see though, all right? I’m not sure how sensitive they are to having their cousins worn as outer wear.”
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      We follow the Contessa’s emissary outside, clattering down the tavern’s rickety steps. The breakfast crowds are still clustered around the food carts, but the dazed barbarian and his friends have vanished. In their place is an elegant carriage of lacquered golden wood drawn by a team of white stallions with silver manes. It looks decidedly out of place in the Blight.

      An older man in blue and red livery hops down from the driver’s seat and swings open the carriage’s door for us. He’s wearing a brooch that looks like a curled silver cat. A quick glance at Xela shows that she’s also wearing one of these – I’d assumed it was part of her armor’s silver fastenings. The woman from Zim leaps inside and seats herself on the plush velvet cushions. We follow, Bell settling beside Xela.

      The carriage door swings shut, and to my surprise there aren’t any windows. It’s like being crammed inside a small golden box. I try and tamp down my uneasiness at being ignorant of where we’re being taken.

      I notice as the carriage lurches into motion that Xela is staring at our brooches, the black fox heads that Bell had secured for us yesterday.

      “Why did you not seek protection from the Gilded Lynx Trust?” Xela asks. “Surely the Shadow Fox could offer you little that we could not.”

      Bell frowns slightly. “To be honest, I was unsure how the Contessa would feel about us arriving in the city without the glitter. I thought it best to not announce our presence.”

      Xela gives her a cool look. “You must have realized we would find you. The famed revolutionary Bellamina del Alate is not easy to hide, especially when she returns to The Last Word, that hotbed of sedition.”

      Bell grimaces. “Yes, well, you found us a bit quicker than I thought you would.”

      “Famed revolutionary?” I say, and Bell tosses me a withering look.

      “Another time, Talin,” she says, and the Zimani woman chuckles.

      “He does not know, Bellamina?” She turns to me. “Your companion is infamous, warrior.”

      “Oh!” Deliah says, slapping her knee. “That is why you seemed familiar. There were still a few of your pamphlets circulating in the city when R’znek and I arrived. What was it called? A False Dawn?”

      “A New Dawn,” Bell replies softly.

      “R’znek found the whole premise ridiculous. Rule by the people? The commoners? The idea that the strong would follow the whims of the weak appalled him.”

      “The tyranny of the many is better than the despotism of the few,” Bell murmurs, turning away from us to stare at the shimmering golden whorls set in the panel beside her.

      “A supposition directly at odds with the philosophy of Enlightened Zim,” Xela says. “However, I have to admit I have some sympathy for such views. Though the Contessa does not, I’m afraid. So I would avoid reminding her of your . . . populist leanings.”

      “I didn’t bring it up,” says Bell, her tone suggesting that she is swinging shut the door on this conversation. “You did.”

      At that, the carriage lapses into silence. Xela sinks back into the plush seat with an enigmatic smile. Deliah examines the gray handle of her glaive – the weapon just barely fits inside the carriage – tracing a series of small marks that must have been made by the barbarian’s ax. Bell remains fixated on the wood beside her head, not looking at the rest of us.

      Even though there are no windows I can tell we’ve passed out of the Blight. The ride becomes smoother, suggesting that the quality of the road has improved. The sound of many voices swells – we’ve entered a more lively district, and I hear strange bleating and roars and a screeching that reminds me of the giant cockerel that pulled our rickshaw the day before. Gradually, though, these noises subside, and beneath us the road seems to have improved even more, the carriage barely shivering as we race along. If I was to hazard a guess I’d say we’ve entered a more private and privileged neighborhood.

      The carriage slows once, and I can faintly hear an officious-sounding exchange. Then we lurch forward again, slower than before, until finally we come to a halt. Moments later the door swings open and a pale boy of almost ethereal beauty gestures for us to step down. He’s also wearing the silver cat brooch.

      “Welcome,” he says softly, gesturing to encompass the sprawling manse behind him, “to the lair of the Gilded Lynx.”

      Our carriage has stopped at the end of a long private drive that stretches back to an imposing gilded gate. The way is hemmed by trees speckled with tiny white flowers and a row of iron posts, from which dangle glass spheres that are linked to each other by thin glimmering filaments.

      “The Contessa is intrigued by this new electryc light,” Xela says, noticing where I’m looking. “This house is one of the first in the city to glow inside when night falls.” Following the looping strand from globe to globe I can see that at last it vanishes inside the ancient manse.

      As we approach the soaring doors of gleaming black wood, a pair of guards in silver and red livery uncross the halberds they’d been blocking the entrance with, dipping their plumed helmets at Xela. Then they each take one of the massive curved handles and pull the heavy doors wide.

      The pale boy precedes us inside into the dimly lit interior. We’ve entered a large foyer bedecked in furnishings that look both extremely expensive and extremely old. A twisting statue of a thorned tree dominates the space, and even after stepping closer to examine its substance I can’t decide if it’s actually stone or wood that’s passed into a state beyond ancient. The floor is covered with rich carpets patterned with strange geometric designs that seem to squirm, and the heads of various monstrous creatures stare down glassy-eyed from high up on the walls.

      “This way,” the strange boy says, starting down one of the many passages radiating from this room. Bell and I share an uncertain glance and follow.

      The sense of great age permeates the rest of the house as well. The air is thick and oppressive, and dust roils and glitters in the few places where light stabs down from narrow windows. Ancient paintings of men and women wearing featureless ceramic masks stare down at us, many with spotted cats curled in their laps or lying at their feet. Our footsteps are silent, swallowed by the thick rugs. With a start I realize there’s no sound at all, not even distant voices or the thump and clatter of servants working.

      After a litany of musty rooms and twisting corridors we step across a broad threshold into something new. Light floods this vast space, pouring through the interlocking panes of glass that form the curving walls and ceiling, splashing upon a lush indoor garden. A tiled path wends between sprays of fronds and leaves and profusions of brightly colored flowers. The branches of small, gnarled trees obscure what is deeper inside, but I hear the trickle of running water. The air is heavier, almost oppressively so.

      Deliah bends down to gently cup a spiky orange blossom. “An elioch thorn flower. These grow only on Vel.”

      The boy does not pause as he starts upon the path. “This garden contains plants from a hundred different lands. Several of the past contessas have been dedicated botanists.”

      “But not the current one?” Bell asks.

      “She has . . . other interests,” the boy replies. “But she still enjoys the solitude of the garden.”

      Small chittering animals scamper upon the trunks of the stunted trees, and jewel-bright birds flutter higher as we pass beneath their perches. We push through a curtain of twisting vines hanging from a wrought copper trellis and find ourselves at the edge of an artificial pond spotted with lily pads and white lotus blossoms. A woman in a red dress sits on a marble bench, facing away from us. She raises an arm and scatters a handful of rice into the pond – immediately the water begins to churn as a school of red and white koi rises to feed.

      “Contessa, your guests have arrived,” the boy announces, and then withdraws with a slight bow directed at the woman’s back. She in turn does nothing to suggest that she has heard, dipping her hand into a small pouch beside her on the bench and then tossing more rice into the thrashing swarm of fish.

      “Such fierceness,” she says softly when the battling koi finally subside, and the water grows calm once more. “They seem so content until we offer them something they want. Then their true natures emerge – ravenous, selfish. Insatiable. The strong will gorge themselves past the point of satiation, denying the small and weak.”

      Gracefully she stands and comes around the bench to face us, then sinks down on the bench again, her hands in her lap. I say face, but that’s not truly accurate as she’s wearing a white mask with narrow slits for her eyes and mouth. The holes are so thin I can’t see anything beyond them. For a moment I wonder why someone would restrict their vision in this way, but then a scratchy voice floats up from the well of my memories: ‘The mouth may lie, but the eyes always tell the truth’. It’s some truism of this world, known to the gray scholar whose mind I have imbibed. I suppose the people of Ysala believe there is no advantage in hiding behind a mask if others can see your eyes.

      From what I see of her I’d say the Contessa looks somewhere in her middle years. Her long hair is a deep black, marred only by a shock of silver like a lightning strike on a moonless night.

      When she had turned I had thought I’d seen her hesitate, ever so slightly. Perhaps she had only expected Bell to return with Xela.

      “The strong gorge, and the weak starve,” she repeats, idly tracing a large moonstone set into one of her many rings. “That was the core of your manifesto, was it not, Bellamina? The Trusts toss down their scraps, and the common people tear each other apart fighting for them. But why should we be allowed to feast? Why not demand seats along the table?”

      “You have the essence of it,” Bell says quietly. Her hands are balled into fists, her posture rigid.

      “A dangerous sentiment,” the Contessa continues with a sigh. “You know, after your pamphlet created such a stir, several of the heads of the Trusts wanted to make an example out of you. A public execution. I was one of those counseling against such an act.” She pauses, as if waiting for something. “You may thank me, child.”

      “Thank you.” Bell’s voice is barely a whisper.

      “You’re welcome. Though in truth I cared little for you, and I found the ideas you’d expressed so forcefully to be the sort of naivety that if realized would result in far more suffering than under our present system.”

      “Then why save me?”

      “Because I needed your father – and you, child, were my leverage. He was the only man in Ysala who might convince the black sand pyromancers to part with some of their precious glitter. They would trust him and his intentions, I believed. And I was right. So in exchange for you being spared the headsman’s ax, he agreed to bring me back what I desired. And of course you accompanied him, which allowed the leaves you’d stirred up with the storm of your words to settle again.”

      Another deep sigh. “But now you stand before me, without the glitter or your father. What am I to do?”

      “Help us get them back,” Bell says without hesitation.

      A throaty chuckle. “Help you? That would suggest you have some chance of recovering what you have lost.”

      “We do.”

      The Contessa cocks her featureless head to one side. “The Marquis is a clever adversary. Even by the standards of my peers among the Trusts he is considered ruthless and exceedingly careful.”

      “So it is hopeless, then? Why summon us here?”

      “Perhaps I wanted to make sure that you and your father are not conspiring against me. That this is not some elaborate betrayal.”

      “It’s not.”

      “I believe you. I’m an excellent judge of character, and I would wager that you are speaking the truth. That comforts me. And it means I will take you into my confidence in these matters.”

      “You know something about this? Why the Marquis wants the glitter and my papa?”

      The Contessa smooths her long dress. “I do not. It is a substance of unimaginable potential, as you well know. There are a dozen uses for it that would advance the interests of the Red Trillium Trust.”

      I jump as a shriek rends the tranquility of the garden. Bell and Deliah look around wildly, and the lamias’s hand goes to the handle of the glaive strapped across her back. The Contessa only raises her arm into the air, her long red sleeve falling away from her pale wrist. Something as fast as a loosed arrow explodes from the branches of a nearby tree and flies to her, then wraps itself around her forearm. It looks like a many-colored snake, though it is feathered rather than scaled, and a half-dozen gossamer wings vibrate along its length. A saurian face glares at us with beady black eyes, its forked tongue flickering.

      “A quetzl,” Deliah whispers to me out of the side of her mouth. She sounds unnerved, which unnerves me. “Very dangerous. One bite and you’re dead.”

      The Contessa ignores the colorful snake-thing coiling around her arm. “But I have been given some interesting information.”

      “And that is?” Bell can’t seem to look away from the quetzl, as if she’s a mouse trapped by the gaze of a hooded serpent.

      “The Marquis is attending a secret meeting tonight at the Temple of the Cleansing Flame. Not with the hierophant, oddly enough, but with one of his high bishops. I don’t believe the rest of the clergy even know, in fact.”

      The Temple of the Cleansing Flame. Why did that sound familiar? It takes a moment, but eventually Bell’s story of saints and ascension swims through the fog of last night’s excesses.

      Bell looks shaken. “Do you think the Marquis will try to ascend?”

      The Contessa shakes her head and sighs. “I wish he would. Then my greatest rival would go up in a burst of flame. The Marquis has risen to the top of the Red Trillium Trust, yes, but that is very far from what is required to achieve sainthood. No, he must want something else from the Temple.”

      “But you think this meeting concerns the glitter?”

      “I have only my suspicions. The Cleansing Flame is voracious and must be fed constantly – it can never go out, and it consumes at a much quicker rate than a normal fire. A forest’s worth of wood is fed to the flame every month, and I know the clerics have been searching for a different fuel for a long time, something more efficient. I believe the Marquis will offer them the glitter, and also perhaps your father’s expertise in harnessing it.”

      “And what will he get in return?” Bell asks.

      “That,” the Contessa says, shaking her arm so that the quetzl is jostled loose. The colored snake unwinds from around her arm at frightening speed and launches itself into the air, vanishing among the foliage of a nearby tree, “is what I want to know.”

      The Contessa gestures with her newly-empty arm at Xela, who steps forward. “She will observe this meeting.”

      “Secretly? She won’t be seen?”

      “Xela is a Zimani shadowdancer,” the Contessa says, and though her words are nonchalant I can see their effect on Bell, who suddenly looks startled.

      “Truly? I thought they were legend.”

      “A legend, but some legends are true,” Xela says with a smug smile. She steps closer to the dappled shadows thrown by a tree – the one where the quetzl has vanished into – and reaches out her hand. I gasp as she casually scoops up a clump of the darkness; it clings to her hand, trailing wisps of shadow like smoke. Then she presses it to her other arm, molding it quickly so that her elbow to her wrist is sheathed in blackness. And when she moves her arm the shadow stays with her.

      “Incredible,” Bell whispers. “How do you do it?”

      Xela smirks. “A secret, of course.”

      “It must be science, right?” I say sarcastically, but Bell ignores me. She steps forward and reaches out towards the patch of darkness, her trembling figures nearly brushing the rippling black.

      “I am a skilled adept,” Xela says. “And I have enough control to keep myself and one other shrouded for a few watches.”

      “I have other servants who are loyal to my Trust and could accompany her,” the Contessa says, “but perhaps if we are to be allies in these matters you might send your companion, this one who has been chosen by a lamias.” The Contessa turns, and I can feel her hidden gaze crawling over me. Her attention seems strangely intense. “He must be a great warrior, and if Xela is discovered I want her protected by a skilled sword.”

      Everyone turns to look at me. I glance from Bell to the Contessa to the patch of darkness enveloping the shadowdancer’s arm. Then I shrug.

      “I’ll go.”
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      The ride back to The Last Word is quiet. Bell’s brow is furrowed, as if she’s trying to work through a seemingly intractable problem. Deliah is watching me with pursed lips, her fingers drumming a pattern on the haft of her glaive. Xela has stayed behind with the Contessa, though, apparently, she will join us at the tavern later, and then together she and I will go to the Temple of the Cleansing Flame.

      “So,” I finally say, “how does everyone think that went?”

      Bell blinks, as if her mind is being pulled back from somewhere else. “Better than I’d hoped,” she says. “I never thought the Contessa would want to ally with us. She treated with us as equals, and that’s very surprising.”

      “We have something she wants,” Deliah interjects.

      “And what’s that?” I ask.

      “You,” she says, reaching across the carriage and poking me in the chest.

      “Me?”

      “You.”

      Bell runs her fingers through her glossy black hair, her face confused. “Why would she want him?”

      Deliah shrugs. “Any warrior I’ve chosen must be deadly. When R’znek arrived in Ysala with me at his side there were lucrative offers from nearly all the Trusts. Perhaps she’s trying to bind you to the Gilded Lynx by means other than money.” The lamias quirks a smile. “Or maybe she thinks you are handsome and wants you for herself.”

      I snort at the thought, but Deliah continues.

      “Surely you noticed how she acted when she turned around and saw you standing there. It was like an electryc current had gone through her. If we could see her eyes, I’d wager she was staring at you the entire time from behind her mask, even when she was talking to Bellamina.”

      Had she been focused on me? I couldn’t tell. I’d thought it was just a silly tradition, but I have to grudgingly admit that it seems like wearing masks to these sorts of meetings does have its advantages.

      “Are you worried about Talin going off on his own?”

      Deliah chuckles at Bell’s question. “No. If anything happens to him tonight I’ll simply know I’ve chosen poorly.” She smiles at me sweetly, and I can’t decide if what she just said is meant as a jest or not.

      “What will you do?” I ask.

      “Have a cup of sap and maybe a nice roast duck – I remember it’s quite good at the Word.”

      I turn to Bell. “And you? A glass of wine and a novel while I’m skulking about?”

      She shakes her head. “No. There’s no time. You’ll be off trying to get my papa back, in your own way, with your sword and your brawn. I need to do something as well, but with my talents.”

      “And . . . what are those, exactly?”

      Bell ignores Deliah’s tone. “Science. Study. We’ve been one step behind ever since Soril because we simply don’t know what is going on. Why does the Marquis want the glitter? By the saints, we don’t even know truly why the Contessa wants it.” Her eyes harden. “And if it’s something terrible, something that will hurt people, then we need to know how to destroy it.”

      Deliah glances at me with raised eyebrows. That sounds like Bell is entertaining the possibility of betraying the Contessa.

      “I’m going to the sanctum of Lahgokep. The knowledge-saint’s archives are open to all, and I’ve spent enough time in the stacks that I understand the rather . . . quaint organizational system. While you’re spying on the Marquis, I’ll be finding out all I can about glitter and the Cleansing Flame.”
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      The vastness of this place astounds me. Xela and I are crouched behind a pillar so large it would take a dozen men to encircle it, and this is only one of at least two dozen ringing the edges of the open-air temple. Far above us the roof is peaked, though I only know this from when we approached the temple – I can’t see anything now, as a smoky haze has collected beneath the ceiling. That smoke is billowing from a large, slightly curved brazier in the center of the space, upon which a blindingly white flame dances. The flickering light thrown by this fire is pale and ghostly, sliding between the pillars like stalking wraiths.

      A pair of statues twice the height of a man stand beside the flame. They appear to be shaped of black iron and covered in wicked-looking spikes, and their gauntleted hands grip the pommels of gleaming broadswords. These blades might be merely steel, but the unnatural flame causes the metal to glow with a strange light, almost as if the weapons have been coated in quicksilver.

      A fat man in flowing purple robes is standing between these statues, and even where we are hiding two dozen paces away I can see that he’s nervous, shifting his weight from foot to foot and craning his neck to peer through the pillars at the darkness of the night beyond. His fingers are fumbling with a faceted red gem that hangs around his neck on a gold chain. He’s talking to himself, but it’s quiet enough that I’m not certain if it’s some prayer he’s intoning or if he’s merely speaking to try and settle his nerves.

      “Bishop Velishan,” Xela whispers, leaning towards me. She’s coated with shadows, so it just seems like a slightly deeper patch of darkness has shivered. I’m covered with the same stuff, and it feels strangely cool, like I’ve been slathered with a layer of mud. It doesn’t weigh anything, I think, but it’s a little hard to tell as I’m unused to wearing this leather and ring mail armor Deliah has bought for me.

      “Why is he here?”

      The shadow shifts again, and I think she might have shrugged. “It is well known that he desires to be hierophant. And clearly this meeting is supposed to be secret.”

      The bishop suddenly straightens, letting the gem fall as he slips his hands into his long dagged sleeves. From the darkness figures have emerged, and I recognize one of them.

      Fen Poria. The pale girl is scowling, her gaze flickering over the huge temple and all its shadowed corners. For a moment it seems she’s looking directly at us, and then her eyes slide past. I let out the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding.

      Flanking her are a pair of identical-looking men, even down to their patchwork leather and mail armor and the long, sickle-shaped swords at their sides. Both are tall and broad shouldered, though oddly enough one is smirking and the other looks to be on the verge of flying into a rage.

      A half-dozen warriors in the same dark armor I remember from Soril follow these three, crossbows slung across their backs. I’m surprised the Red Trillium Trust is flaunting their weapons in this holy place, and it looks to me like the bishop is as well. He dabs at his forehead with his long sleeve, and he seems to be suffering standing so close to the huge flame.

      “Where is the Marquis?” he says as Fen Poria stops and rests her hand on the hilt of the dagger at her waist.

      “He’s busy,” she replies, tilting her head to one side so that her ragged white hair reaches her shoulder.

      The bishop’s fingers flutter to the gem around his neck. “I won’t treat with servants. If he wants my aid, he must be here when the bargain is struck.”

      “I speak for him,” Fen Poria drawls, and her left hand leaves her dagger to lace her fingers with her right – she moved so quick that I doubt the bishop caught it, but I saw her quickly stroke the pronged throwing knives fixed to the underside of her right bracer.

      “No,” the bishop says. The red gem at his throat flashes, and an answering light flares in the narrow eye slits of the metal statues arrayed around the flame. Fen Poria sees this as well, and her mouth twists.

      “Wait.” The word is spoken so loudly it echoes among the pillars, but there’s no urgency or anger or fear.

      A cloaked figure moves from the shadows across from us, stepping into the light. The firelight gleams on the lacquered red mask beneath his hood, which, unlike what the Contessa had worn, is not featureless – a twisted mouth leers above a pointed chin, and the nose is long and curved, almost like a bird’s beak.

      “Marquis,” the fat man says, dabbing at his glistening forehead with his long sleeve.

      “Bishop,” the Marquis replies.

      “Do you realize how dangerous this is for me, sir? How dare you play games. If the hierophant heard what –”

      “Shut up,” says Fen Poria, and the bishop’s mouth closes with a click. His eyes bulge in outrage at being silenced.

      The pale girl turns slowly, her gaze scouring the shadows. She sniffs. Then she looks at the Marquis. “Someone is here.”

      “By the fathers!” Xela hisses. “She’s a feral!”

      “What do we do?” I whisper as the Red Trillium warriors begin to fan out, creeping towards the shadowed fringes of the temple.

      “We run,” Xela says, and then she’s past me in a blur of shimmering darkness.

      “There!” I hear Fen Poria cry as I follow the shadowdancer.

      The Temple of the Cleansing Flame is perched atop a series of tiered stairways, and though I want to see if we’re being pursued I don’t dare turn around because if I miss a single step I’ll break several bones in my body by the time I arrive at the bottom. Xela is a ways ahead of me, and I can see her flailing legs and arms as she careens down the stairs – the shadows she’d adhered to our bodies have begun to flake away. I do risk a glance at the gates, about a hundred paces away. If we can reach that and find the ropes we used to scale the wall we can disappear back into the city. The other large buildings and edifices in this temple complex have remained dark, though their imposing facades are lit by braziers not unlike the Cleansing Flame we’ve left behind us.

      Something clatters on the steps near my feet and skips away into the darkness. Another brief shriek, metal on stone. Quarrels. They’re shooting at us with crossbows. The half-unraveled swath of darkness ahead of me suddenly gives a cry and stumbles, then goes to one knee. I crouch beside her.

      “What?” I gasp.

      “My arm,” she says through gritted teeth, and I see then that blood is streaming from where a chunk of her flesh has been carved away.

      “Just the meat. I’ll be fine.”

      I glance behind us as Xela stands again, cradling her wounded arm. The Red Trillium Trust aren’t chasing us, oddly enough, though a few of them are standing at the top of the stairs with crossbows braced. That small dark shape must be Fen Poria. Why aren’t they coming?

      The stairs shiver, and I nearly go sprawling forward before I catch myself.

      What now?

      A cascade of pounding crashes layered over each other. BOOM. BOOM. BOOM.

      Sounds almost like . . . footsteps.

      A huge shadow erupts from between two of the cyclopean pillars.

      “Oh, damn the dead gods,” I murmur as one of the thorn-covered metal statues slows and begins to awkwardly descend the stairs – it seems to lack the flexibility necessary to move like those made of flesh and blood, and so it is forced to take each step like an old man, one stiff leg at a time.

      “Go!” I cry at Xela, and we resume our flight. When we reach the base of the stairs I look again and see that both of the statues are now after us. The Red Trillium warriors are gone, at least.

      We race across the empty square, and I expect at any moment to see priests or other guardians streaming from the stone buildings around us. But none do. The gate and walls swell larger.

      “They are coming!” Xela cries, and I steal a quick glance – she’s right, the statues have reached the ground. Their black iron limbs seem much more comfortable on a flat surface, and they are moving with impressive speed.

      “What are they?” I yell as we pass into the sheltering shadows of the temple complex’s walls and find our thin black rope. I give a silent little prayer to whatever higher beings I used to believe in that no one had discovered and removed our way inside.

      “They look like golems of some kind,” Xela gasps as she tries to scurry up the rope – only to give a strangled cry and collapse backwards into my arms. “I can’t,” she says, holding up her arm. Even in the darkness I can see the glistening blood.

      The crashing steps of the statues are getting closer. Dust sifts down from the wall.

      “Wait here,” I say, and begin to climb the rope. My ribs complain but I try to ignore them – no time for weakness. I reach the top of the wall, bracing myself between two spiky merlons, and look down at Xela huddled at its base, staring up at me. The statues are less than thirty paces away.

      “Grab the rope!” I cry, and she does. As fast as I can I start to pull, hand over hand; soon her fingers curl around the stone battlements, and I grip her forearm and haul her up beside me.

      The statues haven’t slowed.

      “Are they going to –”

      “Yes, jump!” Xela cries, and then she throws herself over the wall.

      Fuck.

      I leap after her, and just as my foot leaves the stone I feel more than hear the sound of an explosion, the wall buckling beneath me.

      I’m tumbling. There’s a roaring in my ears, and the night is full of flying shards of stone.

      My shoulder strikes the cobbles and I try and roll to spread out the impact. Sharp pain blossoms, but I don’t think anything is separated or broken.

      I’m on my feet, my sword in my hand, coughing in the cloud of dust billowing from the remnants of the shattered wall. There are screams rising up around me, folk who had been strolling along the street outside the temple complex.

      Dark shapes are moving through the haze, red eyes burning. Xela is a heap at my feet, but she stirs when I touch her shoulder. “Hng,” she says, rolling over. Blood is sheathing her left arm like the shadows she’d molded earlier, and I can’t imagine she’s going to remain conscious for long.

      The statues are moving slower now, turning helmeted heads to sweep the ruin of the street. I need to get them away from Xela.

      “Hey!” I scream, running towards them. “I’m here, you ugly codpieces!”

      They swivel towards me, their swords coming up with alarming quickness. I swing my sword with all my strength, and the green glass slices into the leg of the closest statue. Unlike when it had earlier met swords or armor, the blade does feel some resistance, and it only makes it about halfway through the thing’s thigh before it gets stuck.

      “Shit!” I let go of the hilt and throw myself backwards as a sword as broad as my body carves where I’d been standing. The statue lurches forward, stumbling slightly, and chops down – I roll to the side as iron clangs on cobblestones, coming to my feet again. The statue’s sword has gone skittering from its grip, but there’s little I can do with my own sword lodged in its leg.  Also, my head is ringing like I’m in a bell tower. Another of the statues charges at me, exploding through a fruit seller’s cart in a shower of juice and shattered rinds. I duck beneath another sweeping cut that severs one of the street’s black iron poles. Its electryc sphere falls, flickering, and then erupts in a flash when it shatters on the stone. I stumble back, blinded. Something heavy hits me in the chest and I’m flying, the air driven out of my lungs. I strike the stone hard and try to leap to my feet, but my body betrays me, and I collapse again.

      One of the statues is stalking closer, while the other bends stiffly at the waist to retrieve the sword it has dropped.

      Whatever the fuck these things are, I don’t like them.

      The statue looms over me, its sword upraised. I try to get my legs to work but it’s like they’ve already been cut from me. Still seated, I hold up my arms, as if I can stop what I know is coming by sheer will.

      The sword sweeps down, flashing in the light of the remaining electryc spheres.

      I close my eyes. I’m sorry, Bell. I’m sorry, Valyra.

      A rending shriek, and I flinch, but it’s not the sound of a sword passing through my armor and flesh. I crack open an eye.

      The sword has been halted a hand span from my head by a gray haft.

      “Deliah!”

      The lamias has been driven to one knee by the force of the blow, but her glaive has caught the sword and held.

      “I can’t have these things kill you,” she says in a strained voice. “They’d be terrible choices to replace you.”

      Silently the statue raises its sword again. Behind it the other one is rapidly approaching, its sword again in its hand.

      “Now get up and fight!” Deliah cries. She explodes into motion, the curved ax-blade of her glaive flickering out and raising a scattering of sparks as it slides across the statue’s belly. She twists away as the sword lashes out, driving the tapered end of her weapon hard into the thing’s groin. There’s a hollow booming, but the statue seems unhurt as it swings again.

      Get up, fool.

      I’m on my feet, somehow, and with a tremendous effort the listing ground stabilizes. The blurred edges of the world around me sharpen. Deliah is dancing as the giant statue stabs, her glaive lashing out to scrape iron. Again and again she strikes the statue, but the construct’s hide is impenetrable. The other statue has nearly reached her.

      Forcing my legs to move I run at the statue coming towards us. A sword-blow that would have chopped me in two passes over my head as I lower myself and leap forward, my hand closing on the hilt of my green glass sword. I pull with all my strength, shearing through the statue’s leg as the blade comes free. The construct tries to twist to follow me, but it’s unbalanced now and with a tremendous crash it collapses atop an abandoned food stall. I whirl to face Deliah, who has just deflected another sword-strike with her glaive; the lamias catches my eye and grins, but in that moment of distraction one of the statue’s great feet kicks out and catches her in the side, sending her tumbling through the air. She smashes against one of the buildings with a sickening crunch and falls motionless to the cobbles.

      “Deliah!” I scream, but I have no time to see if she’s still alive as the statue is clomping towards me, sword at the ready. Behind it the shattered pile of tarp and wood that was once a food stall shivers as the legless statue drags itself free of the debris.

      So losing a limb won’t kill these things. How about a head?

      I raise my sword into one of the dueling forms that I know instinctually, mastering my breathing and my mind. The pain flooding my body abates and is replaced with cool strength. The sword in my hand has become warm, and veins of darker emerald have spread beneath the green glass of the blade. Am I drawing this healing energy from the sword?

      The statues stop moving. It’s like they can sense my resolve and new-found power and have decided they’ve lost enough in this fight already. The burning red embers in their eyes fade to black. They are now as still as they were in the Temple of the Cleansing Flame.

      A ragged cough comes from behind me, and I twist around. Deliah is on her knees; her beautiful face is smeared with grime, her flowing indigo hair matted with dust and dirt.

      I hurry over to her. “Are you all right?”

      She sits back on her haunches and grimaces. “My arm,” she says, indicating her left shoulder with a nod of her head. “It’s broken, I think.” She’s cradling it against her body, and with some relief I don’t see any bone sticking through the flesh. “But I’ll live,” she finishes with a wince of pain.

      “Xela!” I say, suddenly remembering the shadowdancer. I hurry over to where she’s sprawled and gently shake her.

      “Ah,” she says, her eyes fluttering open. Then she sits up, glancing around the destroyed street. “What happened?”

      “The statues suddenly stopped,” I say, indicating the hulking guardians. “I’m not sure why.”

      I help her to stand. She seems to have escaped without any serious injury, though her arm will need to be bound soon to stop the bleeding.

      “Their master must have been slain,” she says.

      “Who?”

      “Bishop Velishan, I would assume. Do you remember the red jewel around his neck? Often the control artifact for golems looks like that.”

      I think back to the nervous, fat priest.

      “Perhaps the excitement caused his heart to go out.”

      Xela chuckles. “You and I both know it was the Red Trillium. But why? They were meeting as allies.”

      I notice out of the corner of my eye that heads have started to emerge from windows, goggling down at us. Xela sees this as well and scowls.

      “We need to go. The Contessa will have our heads on a silver tray if we’re brought in by one of the other Trusts. It’s only great good luck that there isn’t a patrol already here.”

      Deliah has joined us now, holding her wounded arm gingerly.

      Xela nods at her in what I think must be thanks. “Let’s go.”
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      “You’re lucky – the break is clean.”

      The cadaverous doctor straightens and steps away from the bed. Propped up against the headboard by a pile of cushions, Deliah takes another long swig from her cup of sap.

      “You know, I wouldn’t recommend drinking so much so soon.”

      The lamias regards the doctor over the lip of her cup with amethyst eyes. “This is what we do on Vel. Nothing numbs pain like the blood of a bonetree.”

      The doctor sighs and turns to Xela, recessed in the corner of the room. Even without using her strange abilities she seems to be merging with the shadows. “The stitches are holding?”

      Xela glances at where her arm has been sewn up and nods. I sense that she’s itching to be away from here.

      “And you?” the gaunt doctor says, finally turning to me. “You seem to have escaped from this mysterious ordeal unscathed.”

      My fingers brush the pommel of the sword at my side, remembering the flood of energy that had banished the aches from my body. “Doctor, in the last few days I’ve been disemboweled by a demon, stabbed by the stinger of a giant insect, crushed in the arms of a lizard man and smashed by a living statue. And yet I feel fine.”

      “That’s good,” the doctor says, putting his arm on my shoulder as he moves towards the door. I don’t think he believes what I just said. “Send for me the next time you need healing, won’t you?”

      “We will, doctor,” Bell says, dropping several coins into the doctor’s hand. Then she closes the door after him and turns back to face the rest of us.

      “It seems you all had an eventful evening.”

      Xela chuckles and pushes away from the wall, shaking her head. “The Contessa is not going to be pleased. We learned nothing about what the Marquis is planning and made quite a mess of the divine district. If any of those witnesses tell tales of a lamias fighting the temple guardians the trail might just lead back to here.”

      Deliah shrugs and takes another sip. “And who would follow that trail? The Red Trillium Trust? They do not frighten me.”

      “Yes, well, they should,” Xela says, going over to the room’s small window and unlatching it. “I need to tell the Contessa what happened tonight. I will come find you when she wills it.” She leaps up onto the window’s ledge, graceful as a cat, then pauses and turns to look at me. “Thank you,” she says, staring into my eyes as she briefly crosses her arms across her chest. “I have a debt to you.”

      “There’s nothing –” I begin, but she’s already gone, vanishing into the darkness. The casualness of her exit is impressive considering that our room is on the fourth floor of the tavern.

      “I don’t understand,” Deliah says. “Why didn’t she just go out the door?”

      “I don’t think she likes being seen,” I answer, crossing the room to close the window’s slatted shutters. As I expected, there’s no sign of the shadowdancer.

      “Well,” Bell says, clapping her hands, “your night may have been disastrous, but mine was a bit more rewarding.”

      “You found something at the knowledge-saint’s sanctum?” I ask.

      “I did. In truth, I discovered where the information we need might be. I had a lengthy discussion with the prime bibliognost about glitter and the Cleansing Flame, and he happened to know about a book that deals exactly with that topic – specifically, what would likely happen if the glitter of the black sand pyromancers is added to the flame.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Bell shrugs. “He doesn’t know – he hasn’t read it. But he recommended we try and get our hands on the book.”

      “It’s in print? We could find it in a store?” I ask hopefully, and Bell rolls her eyes.

      “Does it sound like a book that would sell a lot of copies? No, the bibliognost said it was the published research of a now-dead scholar at the Seminarium. Limited edition print run, only a handful of copies in existence.”

      “And I’d guess the Marquis has one of them.”

      Bell nods in appreciation of my perceptiveness. “Indeed. He acquired it from Lahgokep’s sanctum for an impressive donation a few years back. Most of the other copies have vanished over the decades, but the bibliognost did know that one had found its way into the private collection of a merchant prince.”

      “Then we know what we have to do,” I say, cracking my knuckles.

      “It . . . won’t be that easy,” Bell says. “That merchant prince died a few months back, and his estate was visited by a servant of the poelthari.”

      Deliah, who has been diligently numbing her pain, nearly chokes on her drink. Her face is pale.

      “The poelthari?” I ask, feeling the chill that has settled over the room.

      “The poelthari,” Bell repeats grimly as Deliah puts down her cup, concern in her face.

      “What is it? Who is it?”

      “Probably more of a ‘what’, but I couldn’t say for certain.” Bell bites down on her lower lip, as if trying to decide where to start. “It appeared a few centuries ago – or, at least, that’s when the rest of the city became aware of its presence. Maybe it had been here the whole time. Ysala, you see, is like most cities, built over the bones of other peoples. There’s a large swath of the city that we call the Necropolis – it’s where the dead are interred according to whatever faith or tradition they followed in life. There’s stone ziggurats for the devoted of Shen, communal grave-pits for the ko-kalak, different kinds of tombs for all the various human beliefs. Well, the area that became the Necropolis was chosen because that’s where an earlier people had dug the barrows for their dead. I’ve seen them – they look like hills rising up among the stone effigies of the Ysalans. You wouldn’t even know there was anything inside them. But there is.”

      “Dead people?” I guess.

      Bell gives me a look. “Maybe once. But now the poelthari lairs inside.”

      “What is it?” I ask in exasperation, my frustration starting to bubble over.

      “A collector of books,” Bell replies. “Inside the barrows it has dug a vast labyrinth and filled the tunnels with a hoard of codexes and grimoires and histories, the largest in Ysala.”

      “Where does it get the books?”

      “From the dead. When someone who owns books in the city dies there’s a chance that the poelthari’s servants will visit their home. I’ve seen this, actually – I was at the wake of a scholar who had died, a colleague of my papa, and when we were in his parlor reminiscing about his life there came this hollow knock that reverberated throughout the house. Some of the other guests had been witness to this before, but for me it was terrifying. We opened the door to his manse and there was this . . . thing . . . there – it looked like a ragged, shrouded figure floating over the ground. It said nothing, just drifted inside, then went into the library and removed three or four books from the scholar’s collection. It knew exactly what it was there for. Afterwards it left, without acknowledging us at all.”

      Silence falls in the room as we consider this tale. “Perhaps we can steal the copy owned by the Marquis?” I offer.

      “If we could do that, we might as well liberate my papa while we’re at it. No, the manse of the Red Trillium Trust would be nearly impossible to sneak inside. The poelthari’s barrows, on the other hand, shouldn’t be very hard . . . the problem will be surviving once we’re within.”

      “Then this creature doesn’t take kindly to intruders?”

      Bell shakes her head at my question. “To be truthful, it seems surprisingly accepting of those who enter looking for lost and rare tomes. I’ve even heard of it helping those who come seeking answers.”

      “Then . . .”

      “It’s not the poelthari that is dangerous,” she says. “Its barrows have become infested with ghasts.” She sees my mouth opening and quickly continues. “They’re dangerous pests. They lair in lichyards and cemeteries, feeding off the recently deceased. From what I understand a very large tribe has moved into the barrows, and from there raids the rest of the Necropolis. But I’ve still heard of heavily armed warriors who desperately need a particular book descending into the barrow – some return with what they were looking for, some do not.”

      “And you want to go in?”

      “If you’re feeling up to it.”

      “When?”

      “The plans of the Marquis are clearly already in motion. There’s really no time to waste . . .”

      Sighing, I reach for the coat of ring mail I’d draped over the back of a chair. As the weight settles on my shoulders, Deliah clears her throat.

      “Two things,” says the lamias. “First, don’t expect me to save you again if you get into trouble. I don’t plan on moving from this bed for a while.”

      “Understood,” I say, tightening my sword belt. “And the second?”

      Deliah takes another quick sip of sap. “Tell the barkeep to send up a plate of roast duck and another three bottles of this stuff. I don’t want to feel my arm . . . or remember where you are and what you’re doing tonight.”
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      The Necropolis of Ysala is surprisingly popular after dark. The small silver moon is high and bright in the cloudless sky, but the broad stone avenue that slices through the heart of the graveyard is also illuminated by a string of the electryc glowspheres. The jumble of tombs and gravestones and obelisks spreading out from this central path eventually merges with the darkness, but I can see cowled figures moving in the gloom, lighting incense or crouching to commune with the dead.

      “The Sisters of Sweet Oblivion,” Bell says as we pass a woman in black robes carrying a long candle with both hands. Her hood is drawn up, but I glimpse a pretty young face framed by dark curls, her lips moving as she whispers some mantra. “They are the caretakers of the Necropolis.”

      “They’re not worried about the ghasts?”

      “Ghasts do not usually kill, unless their home is invaded. They sneak out to steal corpses, so one of the duties of the Sisters is to ensure that the tombs are locked tight and the coffins sealed before they are buried. I imagine the Sisters also have their own protections, though I don’t know exactly what those would be.”

      We pass a large tiered pyramid and the statue of some horned, weeping man holding the limp body of a woman. Eventually Bell turns from the lighted avenue and begins to pick her between the monuments and markers, following a path that wends into the darkness. The glow from the electryc spheres quickly fades, and soon only a silvery sheen of moonlight gilds the stone around us. I keep expecting some gibbering ghoul or spirit to emerge from the blackness, but nothing does. It’s very peaceful, in fact.

      Points of light glimmer in the distance. As we continue these swell into flickering torches bracketing a stone doorway set into a great grassy mound. There’s a few tents set up beside this entrance, as well as a peaked wooden building, and shapes are moving in the darkness. Voices and bursts of laughter float across the graveyard to us.

      “The poelthari’s barrow,” Bell whispers, holding out her arm to keep me from going any further. “The Trusts must have gotten tired of folk wandering in to get eaten by the ghasts.”

      “What should we do?”

      I sense her hesitation. “There might be another way inside. The barrow is vast – it fills that hill, and spreads underneath a fair bit of the Necropolis. If the ghasts are raiding this place for corpses they must have another way out. Let’s do a little exploring.”

      We creep between the tumbled stone monuments, skirting the edges of the light thrown by the torches. Now we’re closer I can see five heavily armored warriors crouched in the grass around a lantern, intent on some card game. There’s a dull glow filling the window of the wooden hut, suggesting that even more guards are inside. Without the shadowdancer here I doubt we could sneak past them unseen.

      We leave the barrow’s entrance and the torchlight behind us as we circle the barrow. There are fewer grave markers here, but I can still see a few shadowy outlines marching up the slope of the hill. They resolve in the moonlight as we approach. There’s a canted obelisk that’s about ready to topple over, a monument with a cross set inside a circle, a hunched statue that looks like it’s rooting around in the grass . . . I can’t hold back a startled little gasp as the statue turns towards us.

      Bell shrieks, clutching at me, and my hand goes to the hilt of my sword. But the thing I’d thought was a statue seems even more frightened, nearly falling over as it stumbles away from us with its hands raised protectively. Something it had been holding falls to the ground with a hollow thump.

      “Please!” it cries. “I’m sorry! Kalvin knows he’s supposed to stay away!”

      The man – at least, I think it’s a man, from its shape and voice – ducks behind one of the grave markers. I let go of my sword.

      “We’re not going to hurt you,” I say, trying not to sound threatening. “Uh, right, Bell?”

      “We’re just visitors to the Necropolis,” she says, letting go of me as she steps forward.

      “Not . . . soldiers?” the man asks nervously, peeking out from around the stone.

      “You mean those Trust warriors? We’re not with them.”

      The man hesitates a moment, as if still unsure what he should do. “You’re not angry Kalvin is finding the mushrooms?”

      Mushrooms?

      Bell crouches and picks up the boxy shape the man has dropped. “It’s a basket,” she says to me. She reaches a hand inside. “And it’s filled with mushrooms.”

      “Kalvin’s mushrooms!” the man cries.

      “Your mushrooms,” she says, holding out the basket.

      The man scuttles out from behind the grave marker and snatches the basket away from her. He moves oddly, with a pronounced limp, and his back is swollen and hunched. I can’t see well enough in the moonlight to be sure, but I suspect his face has some deformity.

      “Soldiers beat Kalvin if they find him around the ghost-hill. But the best mushrooms grows up here. ‘Cause of what’s inside.”

      “And . . . what would that be?” Bell asks.

      “Dead things.”

      “We should go,” I say, reaching out to touch Bell’s sleeve.

      “Wait, wait,” she replies, pulling away from me. “Kalvin. Do you know a way inside this ghost hill?”

      The man shuffles his feet, clutching the basket to his chest protectively. “The girl wants go inside?”

      “Yes.”

      The man is quiet for a long moment. Then he gives a high-pitched giggle. “Maybe Kalvin knows.”

      “Could you tell us?”

      “Is the girl sure? Bitey things down there.”

      “We are.” I can hear the excitement in Bell’s voice. “Please, Kalvin. If you lead us inside the hill I would think you very brave.”

      The hunched shape seems to fold in upon itself. Another span of silence, and then the man shudders and raises his head a bit higher than before. “Brave Kalvin.”

      “Brave Kalvin,” Bell repeats soothingly.

      Her tone seems to inspire him, as the man turns and begins stumping up the barrow’s gentle slope. He raises his arm, a lump in the darkness, and motions for us to follow. “Come.”

      Kalvin leads us higher, and the number of grave markers quickly dwindles until soon we’re simply moving through long, scratchy grass. Kelvin is an indistinct shadow up ahead, muttering to himself. I keep catching the words ‘brave’ and ‘girl’, though I can’t parse much else.

      “Over here, over here,” the strange little man says. “Come look, come look.” There’s a fold in the barrow here, a smaller mound that rises up from the hill. I can’t be sure in the darkness, but I think there might be a hole recessed in its center. “The brain gobblers come out there.”

      I creep closer, my fingers itching to hold my sword. The sound of flint striking steel sounds from behind me, and then light swells. Kalvin hisses, and I glance back: Bell has lit a small hand lantern, and our guide has thrown his hands up to cover his face. As I suspected, his deformities are more than simply a club foot or hunchback – his arms are too long and knobby, and what little of his face I can see through his fingers is twisted.

      “I’m sorry,” Bell says quickly, turning away so that her body shields the light from him.

      Kalvin grumbles something and clomps closer to me. I look again at the little rill of earth – there is a hole in the center, wide enough for a man to enter if he crouches. I take a tentative step closer, half expecting horrible creatures to boil out into the night.

      “It seems –” I begin, and then the grass beneath my foot gives way. “Bell!” I scream, scrabbling for the edge of the hole I’ve stumbled into, but my fingers only close on slick grass and it tears loose in my hands.

      Falling.

      My arms flail, rebounding off soft earth as I plummet. The slice of night sky holding the silver moon recedes . . . and I land on something brittle and soft that gives slightly. Enough, at least, that I don’t break my back. Still, the air has been knocked from my lungs, and though I try to call for Bell again I can only wheeze, staring up at that tiny silver coin in the far distance. Then the moon and the stars are occluded as something dark follows me down, quickly swelling larger.

      The scream rebounding down the hole is high and feminine. I’m just considering whether I should roll out of the way when Bell lands on top of me, her shoulder slamming into my chest. I manage a little cry of pain as she bounces off me, then slide partway down the mound of whatever it is we’ve landed on.

      “Oh,” she moans.

      I roll onto my side, just in time to see a dark shape scurry away from us. My hand scrabbles for my sword, which is twisted awkwardly beneath me. I try to stand.

      We’re in a chamber of some kind. There’s light, though not much of it, and it comes from long segmented insects crawling along the walls and ceiling. They glow faintly, like fireflies. My eyes slowly begin to pick out the details of where we are, though I keep my attention on the shape huddled against the wall.

      The space is large, perhaps thirty paces across and ten span high. The mouths of several tunnels yawn ominously. There are flat objects scattered around my feet, and I nudge one with my toe, causing it to fall open, and a few pages fall out. A book. I glance back at the mound Bell and I fell on – the faint light from the insects crawls across lacquered bindings and titles scrawled in reflective ink. It’s a big pile of books. Bell is moving weakly, her arms and legs trying to find purchase on the slithering mound.

      “Oh, ah, hello,” the shadow in the corner finally ventures nervously. It’s a young man’s voice. “Please . . . please calm down. Don’t kill me.”

      “What’s going on?” I gasp, finally managing to draw a deep breath.

      “You’ve, ah, you’ve fallen into the poelthari’s barrow. With me. I’m guessing the hunchback pushed you down the hole.”

      The hole. I stare up at the distant night sky. “Kalvin!” I cry, my voice echoing in the chamber.

      “Please, please, please,” the shadow says. “Don’t be so loud. They don’t like noise.”

      “What don’t?”

      “The ghasts.”

      I glance again at the tunnels. “You’ve seen them?”

      “They come when the bugs sleep, when it’s dark.”

      Bell groans, struggling to sit up.

      “Are you all right?” I ask her.

      She rubs at her shoulder. “Yes, just sore.” She picks up one of the heavy volumes beneath her and stares at it as if she’s having trouble comprehending what it is. “Books.”

      “Yes.” There are more books piled along the edges of the chamber in neat stacks, and despite the blackness I think I can see similar towers in each of the tunnels. “Did you fall as well?”

      “That fucker pushed me,” Bell says, tossing the book away. Then she sees the shadow crouched against the wall and shrieks. “There!”

      “I know, I know,” I say. “He’s human.”

      “I am,” the shadow says quickly. It edges closer, and I can see tattered clothes that might once have been of fine make and a youthful face covered with an unkempt beard. His eyes and cheeks are sunken – he looks half-starved. “My name is Waylish. I’m a second-year astronomy student at the Seminarium.”

      “What the hells are you doing down here?” Bell asks, finally managing to stand. She staggers, favoring her left leg.

      “The same as you, I imagine,” Waylish says. “My friends and I discovered that a very rare book – the last of its kind – had been claimed by the poelthari. Grace of the Celestial Dancers. Worth a fair fortune. So we tried to sneak inside the barrow to find it. That freak offered to show us a way within and then pushed us through that hole.”

      “And where are your friends now?”

      Waylish is quiet for a moment. “Dead, I imagine. The ghasts came for them in the dark time. Dragged them away, probably to crack open their heads.” He shudders violently.

      “Rich boy!” comes the faint cry, echoing down from above. Kalvin. I rush over to the hole in the ceiling and look up.

      “You bastard!” I cry. Something is occluding the moon and stars, and it must be the hunchback.

      “Don’t want talk to you, big boy.”

      Waylish rushes up next to me and peers up the shaft. He smells terrible – how long has he been down here?

      “Yes, here,” he says, keeping his voice low enough that it doesn’t echo down the tunnels. “I’m here.”

      A wet-sounding chuckle. “You been a good rich boy?”

      “I have! I have!”

      “Tell me what you learned.”

      Waylish’s breathing is getting heavier now. “I learned . . . uh, alethian greetings and basic trade-talk. Also I learned the names of every empress of the old Ghevalt Imperium. And how to bloodforge a knife that will cut through bone like it was butter.”

      “You knew that last time.”

      “I, uh, learned more.”

      A long pause. I can sense the nervousness in Waylish – he’s practically hopping from foot to foot.

      “All right.”

      Moments later something soft and squishy hits me in the head. “What in the abyss?” I say, stepping back just as a rain of small things patters on the piled books.

      Waylish is on his hands and knees, scrabbling among the covers, stuffing whatever it is Kalvin has tossed down the hole into his mouth.

      “Eat much, rich boy. Learn the books.”

      “Kalvin!” I cry up the shaft, but there’s no answer.

      Waylish’s frantic gorging has stopped. He’s sitting on the pile of books with his head in his hands.

      “What was that?” I ask him, still disgusted.

      He sniffles. “That . . . that freak comes back every night. Dumps down a little food if I’ve been good.”

      Bell creeps closer to the shuddering student and lays a hand on his shoulder. “Good?”

      “If I’ve . . . if I’ve learned enough.”

      Bell turns slowly, taking in the mounds of ancient texts. “From the books?”

      “Yes.” He hugs his knees to his chest and begins to rock back and forth.

      “Why?” I ask. “Is the hunchback insane?”

      I can see some sort of horrible realization dawning on Bell’s face, her eyes widening. “No . . . I mean, he’s certainly insane. But I know why he wants him reading the books.” She runs a hand through her dark hair. “It’s for the ghasts. They’re scavengers, they eat the dead . . . but they particularly enjoy the brain. And from what I’ve read some scholars believe that the more filled with knowledge a brain is, the richer a meal it will be for the ghasts.” She stares at Waylish in horror. “He’s being fattened up.”

      “Havlar and Rogan were taken first, during the dark time.” He lets out a strangled laugh. “I never thought I’d actually give thanks for being a poorer student than them.”

      If feels like there are eyes watching us from the blackness of the tunnels. “Do they always come in the dark time?”

      Waylish shakes his head. “No. They only come when they want one of us. I think . . . I think I’ve been down here a fortnight. Rogan was taken a few days ago. I haven’t seen them since.”

      That comforts me somewhat. “And this dark time?”

      Waylish gestures at the glowing centipedes veining the walls. “It’s coming. Can’t you tell?”

      Now that he’s said that, I do realize that the light seems to have recently faded. Before, I could make out the titles of some of the books, but now they are just a pile of jumbled shadows. “Bell, do you still have your lantern?”

      She shakes her head. “I dropped it above.” I can hear the fear creeping into her voice. She doesn’t like the thought of being down here in utter blackness.

      I’m not too fond of that happening either. “All right. Likely the ghasts won’t even come here, and if they do I still have my sword. I’ll stay awake until the light comes back, then we’ll go find this poelthari and get the hells out of here. You should try and rest, if you can.”
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        * * *

      

      I watch in mounting dread as the glow from the squirming insects continues to dwindle. The last few wink out at almost the same time, and Bell gives a little whimper. I breathe out slowly, trying to master my fear, and concentrate on listening for any sounds in the oppressive darkness.

      The silence is deafening. I hear no wind, no running water, no scrapes of scampering feet on stone. That should be comforting, but it’s almost like how a jungle grows quiet when a predator is stalking its prey. I push that thought out of my head. There’s no noise because nothing is down here except empty tunnels and stolen books, though somewhere off in the very far distance a tribe of monstrous creatures is hunched in a cavern littered with scooped-out skulls.

      Time passes as I sit here, listening hard. The blackness seems to roil and pulse, but I know that’s my imagination. I start counting in my head. I give up at three thousand.

      A sound, the slither of piled books falling over. My hand goes to my sword hilt, my heart thundering.

      “Sorry, sorry,” whispers Waylish somewhere in the dark, and I relax.

      Somehow, impossibly, I feel exhaustion stealing over me. I fight to keep my eyes from closing. I have to pinch myself hard as I start to drift asleep.

      Light. It begins as the softest of glows, tiny spots of luminescence in the previously seamless dark. Slowly these points strengthen, and begin to move as the insects stir from their slumber. Gradually the chamber we’re in resolves. Waylish is sprawled out over the books, fast asleep.

      Bell is gone.

      I leap to my feet, panic thudding through me. “Bell!” I cry, taking a step towards one of the three tunnel mouths. “Bell!”

      Waylish stirs, then comes awake with a start. “Oh, gods,” he moans, holding his head in his hands. “It’s happening again.”

      I whirl on him. “What? What’s happening?”

      “It’s just like before,” he sobs. “I woke up and they were gone. I never heard them go . . .”

      I grab Waylish by the torn and stained frill around his neck and haul him to his feet. “Where do they go? Which tunnel?”

      “I don’t know . . .” he moans, and in disgust I let him collapse again.

      Growling in frustration, I approach one of the three tunnel entrances and stand there, listening intently. Nothing. I try another, ignoring Waylish’s sniveling. The blackness seems to stare back at me.

      “Fuck this,” I mutter, my sword chiming as I unsheathe it.

      But that’s not the only thing that happens when I draw the blade. A soft radiance is emanating from the glass, painting the walls of the tunnels and the books stacked in neat piles along its length the color of jade. The tunnel curving away from me is swallowed by darkness, but my sword illuminates a good dozen paces.

      By all the dead gods, I love this sword.

      I step into the tunnel, and the darkness retreats.

      “Are you coming?” I ask Waylish, and his muffled sobs stop.

      “Your . . . your sword,” he says softly.

      “My sword,” I say, striding into the dark. “I don’t know how long Bell has, so I have no time to be your wet-nurse. Follow me if you want to get out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      This place was built by madmen.

      The corridors twist and contort in a way that defies all sense: some are looping spirals that after many turnings end in barren earthen walls, while other times branchings double back and rejoin where they first diverged.

      There are no bodies, though, that I can see, unless they are entombed within the earth. This barrow now only hold books – they are stacked everywhere, in surprisingly neat piles. Along some corridors they are only a few deep; elsewhere they soar to the ceiling, so that it’s like I’m hurrying through a canyon of cracked leather bindings. The green light from my sword skitters over the titles stamped along their spines, and I slow for the briefest of moments to find out what kinds of books the poelthari collects: The Flora and Fauna of the Ravaged Lands. A Mathematical Treatise on the Motion of the Moons. The Passion of the Tusk: Romancing the Kvah.

      Waylish stumbles along behind me, gasping at the pace I’m setting. My instinct is to sprint down the corridors in search of Bell, but if I do I’ll leave the poor student stranded in the darkness. It’s immensely frustrating.

      I slow as the corridor I’m following opens up into a larger space, and then creep closer and peer inside. It’s another chamber like the one we fell into, mounds of books scattered about. The same bugs are squirming across the ceiling and bathing what’s below them in their wan light. It’s very faint, but I hear a scuffling from deeper within, though the source of the sound is blocked by a teetering book pile. I turn and motion for Waylish to be quiet; no need, as he’s also heard, and all the blood has drained from his face.

      I slide my glowing sword into its sheath and stealthily approach the hill of books until I can peer around its edge. A pair of sickly white shapes are hunched over something sprawled on the floor – they look like hairless monkeys, skin stretched so taut that I can see their ribs and muscles clearly. Despite the gloom, a web of blue veins is visible beneath their nearly translucent skin. They are intent on whatever is before them: the sound of flesh ripping and bones cracking travels to where I’m watching, and a coldness settles over me. A pale hand lies open on the stone, unmoving, spattered with blood. Raven-black hair puddles on the stone.

      Rage takes me. I rip my sword free and charge the feeding creatures; I’m moving through a red mist, all thought obliterated by the desire to kill and punish these horrible things.

      A simian face with pupiless black eyes turns to me as I raise my sword, a strip of meat hanging from its jaws. It raises a long, knobby arm to protect itself.

      Something slams into me from the side. I crash into a pile of books, my sword flying from my hand. Clawed fingers clutch at my throat and rancid, hot breath washes over me. Another of the ghasts – assuming these are ghasts – is on top of me, panting and gibbering in what almost sounds like desperation.

      Roaring in anger, I hurl the thing from me – it’s about my size, but so emaciated that I’d be surprised if it is half my weight. As I struggle to my feet it lunges again and I punch it in its face; its flesh is rubbery, almost like a giant mushroom. It flops backwards and tries to rise again, but it’s clearly dazed. I find my sword among the scattered books and turn back to the ghast, my blood singing with the need to slaughter these things. I will extract a terrible revenge for what they did to Bell.

      I raise the blade as the creature looks up at me. Despite its inhuman face I see resignation and terror.

      “No!” The cry is guttural, so debased as to be nearly unintelligible. But I can understand. I hesitate, turning back to the other two creatures.

      One of them is on its knees, its arms raised imploringly. From its withered breasts it looks to be female. The other, much smaller of the creatures is clutching at its bony waist. A child. I blink, the blinding rage lifting slightly.

      “No . . . man. Please no.”

      The request is so desperate and pathetic that it surprises me, and I lower my sword slightly.

      “This one . . . you know?” A shaking finger indicates Bell’s body. But . . . it’s not Bell. It’s the corpse of a black-haired woman, but she’s been dead for some time. Relief washes through me and I nearly drop my sword.

      I shake myself and step back from the cowering ghast. It scrambles across the stone floor to the female, cradling its face where I had struck it.

      “No. I thought it was my friend. I thought you’d killed her.”

      “This one . . . just bury. Fresh. But dead already.”

      “I can see that.”

      “We no kill.”

      The anger has now seeped from me utterly, leaving me drained. I sheathe my sword. As the green light vanishes, the gloom rushes in.

      “Then where is she? My friend was taken.”

      The ghasts glance at each other. “She follow the whispers. Into the black.”

      “The whispers?”

      “The book-taker. He call to her.”

      “The poelthari?”

      A shiver of confusion in the female ghast’s face. “Don’t know. The one who takes the books.”

      “Can you bring me to where he is?”

      The ghasts huddle together, whispering in some strange hissing language. Finally, they turn back to me.

      “Yes,” says the female ghast. She lightly cuffs the male ghast, who scowls. He looks like he might disagree with her. “Grv will take you. Then you go back, leave our home. Yes?”

      “Yes,” I say, laying my palm over my heart. “I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Grv is an excellent guide in these tunnels, never getting too far ahead that he vanishes beyond my sword’s light. I know that he could move much faster if he wanted to, but he lopes ahead of us at a speed that isn’t too quick for Waylish. The student-scholar is still trailing well behind me, though, as if hoping when the ghast turns to attack it will have to get through me first. He had screamed in terror when he’d seen Grv following me back to the tunnel, and even after I’ve explained everything he still seems wary of the creature.

      The labyrinth extends much farther than I would have thought possible, and I soon realize that there is no way I ever would have found the poelthari’s lair. Occasionally we pass other ghasts, hunched and snuffling as they move through the corridors. Despite their inhuman faces I clearly see their astonishment when they notice Waylish and myself, though none try to stop us. Finally, after an uncountable number of twists and turns, I can see that the tunnel we’re following widens up ahead into another chamber. The doorway here is larger and grander than any I’d seen before in these barrows, soaring three times the height of a man, the stone lintel buttressed by massive stone columns.

      “There,” Grv says, gesturing with a clawed finger at the room. There’s light spilling out from within, a pale radiance that’s much brighter than the luminescent insects or my sword. “The Whisperer.”

      “The Whisperer,” I repeat, trying to peer into the chamber’s gloomy interior. Those huge mounds must be piles of books. I can’t see very much else, and the source of the light is hidden somewhere above. “Will you come with us?”

      The ghast whines and shakes his head. “We come when whispers say. I no hear, so I no go.”

      He looks to be on the verge of scrambling back into the darkness, so I nod at him. “Thank you,” I say, and he blinks, as if in surprise. Then he does something with his long fingers, lacing them together and bowing slightly, before turning and vanishing back the way we had come.

      “Not what I expected ghasts to be like,” Waylish says softly.

      “I don’t think they are the danger down here,” I say, adjusting my grip on my sword’s hilt as I approach the entrance.

      The first thing I see as I pass into the space beyond is the pulsing sphere hovering far above us. It has a kind of muted glow, like when the moon is hidden behind clouds, and the vast chamber is bathed in a pallid ghost-light. As I had seen from outside, there are piles of books everywhere, reaching up towards a ceiling that soars at least a hundred span above us. The light is so high that it really is like a moon shining down. Unlike the other chambers, here there are also shelves cut into the walls, countless stone ledges bursting with more tomes than I’ve ever seen in one place. A figure is perched high up on a ladder that leans against the wall, several books already tucked under one arm.

      “Is that?” Waylish says from behind me. “Could it be?”

      He rushes past me, his robes flapping. “Rogan?” he cries up at the man on the ladder. “Rogan, is that you?”

      The figure makes no sign to suggest that he has heard the student-scholar, continuing to examine the books in front of him.

      Waylish whirls to me. “That’s him, I’m sure of it!” he says excitedly. “Why doesn’t he say anything?”

      “Because something isn’t right,” I say, finally seeing what a large pile of books had previously blocked from us.

      In the middle of the chamber is a long table. Several women are seated on benches, bent over open books. One of them, an older woman, looks on the verge of passing out, slumped so far over that her face is nearly brushing the pages in front of her.

      And Bell.

      Her face is creased in concentration as she pores over a massive, leather-bound tome. Her eyes skitter over the page incredibly quickly, and then she flips to the next page without looking away.

      “Bell!” I cry, rushing up to her. She doesn’t seem to hear me. I put my hand on her shoulder, but she ignores the touch.

      “Bell, what’s wrong?” I grab the book in front her and start to pull it away – with an almost animal growl she wrenches it back and returns to her frantic reading.

      “Look,” Waylish says, and the dread in his voice tears my attention from Bell. He’s pointing at the far end of the table, where a skeleton in wisps of tattered clothes is slumped. Beneath its skull are the disintegrating remains of an open book. It seems like this fellow died while reading.

      “There’s more,” I say, just now noticing the skeletons sprawled around the table. All of them look like they collapsed while sitting on the benches.

      “What is going on?” Waylish asks. He sounds close to panic.

      “I’m not sure,” I answer, turning slowly as I take in the entirety of this strange room.

      And that’s when I see it. My hiss of surprise makes Waylish jump.

      “What?” he cries, his voice hitching from fright.

      I put my finger to my lips and then point to a particularly large pile of books. Some kind of long, many-legged creature is curled beside it. The pallid light slides along its gleaming, segmented length, and from its wedge-shaped head emerge serrated jaws. It looks like a massive centipede.

      Waylish’s lips move. Is it dead?

      I shrug. I’m about to take a few steps closer and hack off its head when I notice something else.

      “There,” I say, pointing at a section of the wall far from the table. It’s just at the edge of the light thrown by the hovering sphere. No shelving is cut into the wall there, and I can see a vast shape recessed in the dimness.

      I approach whatever it is, Waylish trailing behind.

      The light of my sword plays along a cracked and yellowing pillar . . . no. That’s not stone.

      Bone. It’s a tibia almost as tall as I am.

      The darkness melts away before my blade, revealing the skeleton of a giant seated on a huge stone throne. It’s ancient, and whatever clothes it had once been attired in have rotted away into nothing. Massive hands that could have crushed a human in their grip clutch at the ends of the throne’s armrests. Some of the thing’s ribs are broken, others are missing altogether. The skeleton could almost pass for that of a man, though admittedly a giant one. Except its head: the skull is strangely shaped, tapering almost like a horse’s, and a pair of tusks curve upwards from its jaw.

      “Tell me what this is, scholar,” I ask Waylish, unable to tear my eyes from the skeleton.

      It takes him a while to find his voice. “I don’t know,” he finally says quietly. “I’ve never heard of anything like this before.”

      Men.

      I jump, whirling around. From Waylish’s terrified gasp he also heard the echoing whisper.

      One is from this place, one is not.

      The voice pulses in the stillness of the chamber, seeming to come from everywhere at once.

      “Who are you?” I cry, peering into the darkness pooled at the fringes of the room.

      Once I traveled far. Now I dwell here, beneath the hollowed hill.

      “You are the poelthari?”

      That is one name I am called.

      I shiver – a prickling coldness has enfolded me since the voice began to speak. “I came here for my friend.”

      Did you? But you entered my home for another reason.

      “This . . . is true,” I admit. “We came seeking answers.”

      And what was the question?

      “We wanted to know more about the glitter and the Cleansing Flame. There was a book somewhere . . .”

      A long pause. Waylish and I share an uncertain glance.

      Yes. I see it in the woman’s thoughts. This book is here.

      “We wish to trade you for it. And for the freedom of those in this room.”

      Another silence.

      The book has already been read. It did not have the answers we seek. You may take it.

      An accommodating spirit, at least.

      But the woman stays. Hers is a powerful mind. She may be the one to find what we are looking for.

      “She must return with me.”

      She must pursue the answer.

      Frustrated, I turn and look around the chamber again, my gaze traveling over the many thousands of books. And then I think of the countless thousands more that fill this sprawling warren of tunnels. “That could take centuries.”

      It already has.

      Instinctively my sword rises into a guard position as I notice the man who had been up on the ladder approaching me with the slow and measured strides of a sleepwalker. His eyes are glazed, his face empty, but in his hands he holds a tome of wine-colored leather.

      “Rogan,” Waylish hisses as the man walks past him. There’s no indication that he has heard.

      The poelthari’s scholar-zombie holds out the book for me to take, and with my sword still raised in one hand I accept it with the other, careful not to touch the man’s flesh. Who knows how this sickness is shared?

      “The Cleansing Flame and Other Rare Exogenic Substances: Inferences of Possible Outcomes After Combination,” I read. Definitely written by a scholar, not a poet.

      You may take the book. And if the woman finds the answer, she will be freed.

      “What are you looking for?” Waylish asks in a quavering voice. “What is your question?”

      Again, quiet descends in the chamber. The coldness seems to deepen, and there’s even a slight breeze that slides across my clammy skin.

      How do I leave this place?

      I flick another quick glance at Waylish and see the same confusion that must be in my face.

      “You . . . want to leave?” I ask.

      I wandered here long ago. I was a strider between the elsewheres, too curious. Too foolish.

      “How did you get here?”

      Through this.

      The outline of a doorway flares opalescent between the legs of the giant, set into the base of the throne. It almost looks like . . .

      “By all the dead gods,” I murmur.

      It looks like the Gate I’d gone through to get to this world.

      It closed behind me. But somewhere there is the answer of how to open it again. And I will find it.

      My hand brushes the stone key in my belt pouch. A shock of cold energy shivers through me. “I can open that door,” I say. Almost immediately there’s a sharpening in the air of the chamber, as if the entirety of the presence’s attention is now focused on me.

      Could this be true? You smell of elsewhere. But you are merely a man – how could you breach the barrier?

      I withdraw the key and hold it up. “Will Bell be freed if I can open this door?”

      A vibration comes up from the stone. Dust sifts down from high above, glittering like snow in the pale light.

      Yes.

      I step forward and begin to run my hands over the stone of the Gate. Despite its obvious age there are no imperfections that I can feel, not even the tiniest crack. A stab of fear goes through me that there isn’t a place for the key, but then my fingers touch an edge where it feels like a piece has been cut from the stone. I raise the key and try to fit its odd angles into the space – at first it doesn’t want to slide inside, and panic rises up again . . . but then with a satisfying click it falls into place.

      The shaking of the poelthari’s codex-hoard has increased, and the great mounds have begun to shed books like stones sliding down the sides of mountains. Waylish shrieks in fear, knocked off his feet by the trembling.

      Light seeps down from the edges of the Gate, rushing to fill the space within. In moments a seamless golden curtain has fallen. Where does it lead? Back to the red wastes I’d awoken in? Whatever strange realm birthed the poelthari? Or another world where Valyra and her tribe now wander?

      I grit my teeth in pain as a bitingly cold wind rushes past me. In that briefest of moments I can actually feel the weight of the poelthari’s being as it slides through my mind – incomprehensible images swell in my thoughts and then burst like soap bubbles, leaving only half-remembered fragments. Colors, swirling together like paint caught in a whirlpool, long tentacles reaching up from a cold abyss, laughing little children with sharp fangs and ancient eyes . . .

      I return to myself, drawing in a shuddering breath. Somewhere behind me, Waylish moans.

      The coldness has vanished, and the chamber is no longer shaking. We are alone.

      With fumbling fingers I pry the key loose of the gate. The golden light leaks away, until again only cold stone remains.

      Bell.

      Ignoring the nausea I now feel rising up in me I hurry back across the chamber, towards the table with the three captured scholars. Bell is still sitting there, but instead of reading the open book in front of her she’s simply staring blankly at the open pages. I grab her by the shoulders and turn her to face me.

      “Bell!” I cry, shaking her. “Bellamina, wake up!”

      The fog in her eyes clears. She blinks, as if waking from a dream. Then she leans forward, her arms going around my neck, and kisses me. There’s a hunger to it. Even a desperation, maybe. Her fingers knead my hair as her kiss deepens. She tastes sweet, like how I remember on the road to Soril.

      Finally, she pulls away, breathing hard. She opens her mouth to say something but before she can we both turn in alarm as the older woman who had been slumped at the table rises with a shriek of panic. She’s looking about wildly, her chest heaving and her face ashen.

      “It’s all right,” I say, trying to calm her. “There’s no danger any –”

      Her scream of terror is cut short as she suddenly vanishes in an avalanche of gleaming white. Blood splatters Bell and I, and for a moment my mind cannot understand what’s happened . . . then I’m shoving Bell behind me, my sword again in my hand.

      The huge centipede moves with blinding speed, its serrated jaws scissoring shut around the woman’s neck. Her head comes off like the top of a dandelion, her face frozen into an expression of shock. Blood geysers from the stump of her neck, and Bell finally screams.

      At the sound the centipede writhes away from the juddering corpse, slamming its bulk into the long table that separates us. The table lurches, its edge catching me in the stomach and sending me staggering backwards. I barely keep my hand on my sword as the creature wriggles itself beneath the table, its carapace scraping against the wood. Clacking mandibles lunge for me and I scream as I swing at its monstrous head. My sword bites deep into its flesh and the centipede screeches in pain, twisting away from me. Its flailing length smashes into my side, the weight of its bulk sending me sprawling.

      I stagger back to my feet, dazed, as Bell screams again. The centipede is tossing its head back and forth, green ichor oozing from where I slashed it. One of its mandibles has been sheared off. Bell is only a few paces away from the beast, flat on her back, her hands raised above her in horror. Segmented legs flicker around her, each tapering to a point that could impale her. Shaking my head, I rush over to the beast and drive my sword again into its head, right between its faceted black eyes. Immediately it goes rigid, except for its lone remaining mandible, which flares open. I get a good look down the thing’s ridged pink gullet before it slumps motionless to the floor.

      “Saints,” Bell murmurs as I help her to her feet. Her eyes are wide, and a lashing of green blood covers her face. So no more kisses right now.

      “How are you?” I ask, and she somehow manages a shaky smile.

      “Better. There was a voice . . . I had to do what it said. I had to keep reading the books here until I found information about the gate and how to open it.” She rubs her neck and grimaces. “I’m thirsty.”

      “The poelthari kept the ones it took here until they died.” It’s a new voice, raw and cracked. I turn to find Waylish supporting his friend as they approach the table. “And when someone did die they either just lay here or were eaten by that thing.” He gestures weakly at the dead centipede. “Havlar – our friend – he just collapsed a few days ago. Then that monster . . .” He runs a shaking hand over his face. His eyes find mine. “Thank you.”

      Bell makes a hitching sound in her throat. “How . . . how are we going to find that book now? It will take years.”

      “No,” I say. I’d dropped the book when the centipede had lunged for us, and now I walk over and scoop it up. “This is it, yes?”

      Bell’s eyes light up when she sees the cover. “Saints, Talin, yes!”

      “My only concern is how we’re going to get out of this labyrinth.”

      The scholar we’d rescued tries to say something, but his words deteriorate into ragged coughing.

      “What Havlar is trying to say, I think,” interjects Waylish, “is that we know the way out. Or at least back to the main entrance. Before that hunchback pushed us through the hole we were planning on trying to sneak past the guards, and we’d memorized the route to this chamber.”

      Good news – I wasn’t really looking forward to trying to find our way through this maze. “Then we should go.”

      “But the books . . .” Bell says, turning to take in the vast hoard the poelthari had collected.

      “We need to go,” I remind her. “Remember your papa.”

      Bell’s mouth twists into a scowl. “Yes. Though if our situations were reversed I think you’d have to drag him out of this place kicking and screaming . . .”
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      “Looks like you’ve gone and grabbed the queen’s tits,” says the blue-furred humanoid across from me with a raspy chuckle, his long ears shivering. He gestures with a clawed finger at the card I’ve just played – it shows a rather foppish-looking fellow brandishing a slim silver rapier, a rose clenched between his teeth. The Rake is written below the picture in flowing gold script.

      “Is that good?” I ask, still befuddled by the rules of this game, which seem to change with every hand dealt.

      Shin Shin, the qayth teaching me how to play Knights and Knaves, shrugs and offers a smile full of pointy teeth. “Depends. Some of the time the Rake of Roses will steal away the Queen of Stars with his bold approach, and you’ll be that much closer to a full court. But unfortunately . . .”

      And here it comes.

      “I happen to hold the King of Storms.” Shin Shin snaps another card down. A fat man glares up at me, lightning flickering in his dark beard. “Never try to seduce a queen when the king is standing next to her. If you do . . .” He pauses, looking around the table.

      “It’s off with your head!” comes the shouted reply from the other gamers sitting with us, a mix of qayth and humans.

      Shin Shin picks up my Rake and flicks it into the pile of discarded cards.

      “Then I think I’ve lost,” I say, spreading my remaining cards on the table. I have a few Manservants, a Lady-in-Waiting, and the Black Vizier.

      Qayth leans closer to examine what’s left of my hand, his small pink nose wriggling. “Ah. Should’ve played the Vizier during the advisor run earlier. And the Rake is unlikely to do much in the endgame . . .”

      I sigh, pushing away from the table. “What you’re saying is that I’m out of money. Again.”

      “It would appear so. Why don’t you go beg your beautiful mate for enough coin to deal you in again?”

      “Perhaps later,” I reply, turning away from the gamblers. Deliah is seated across The Last Word’s common room with a pair of prodigiously muscled warriors. Their scale-mail hauberks leave their bulging arms unprotected, which strikes me as rather foolish. Surely impressing the fairer sex should be a secondary concern to keeping your limbs attached during battle.

      One of the long-haired warriors finishes some story with a roaring punch line, and Deliah dissolves into laughter, wiping at her eyes. A spark of jealousy flares within me.

      “Deliah,” I say, sliding into an empty chair. “What’s the jest?”

      “Oh,” the lamias says, laying a hand on my arm. It’s hard not to miss the look of intense dislike the muscled warriors throw my way, though Deliah doesn’t notice. “It’s just too funny. Chelivas, tell Talin the story.”

      The warrior gives me a forced smile. “I’m sure it will not be as funny the second time . . .”

      “He had a war mammoth,” Deliah says, still struggling to catch her breath. “And the beast farted, waking up the robbers they were about to attack . . . but . . . the robbers thought it was a sign from their thunder god . . . and . . . and . . .”

      “I get the gist of it,” I say, as one of the serving wenches approaches our table. “An ale,” I tell her, but she shakes her head.

      “You can find it at the bar. Mal wants to see you two.” She jerks her head in the direction of the barkeep with the black-and-white hair. He is staring across the room at us.

      Deliah and I share a quick glance. What is this about?

      “See you later,” Deliah says, standing, and the two warriors leap to their feet and demonstrate surprisingly graceful goodbye bows. I roll my eyes and take Deliah’s arm – the one not in a sling – and guide her towards the waiting barkeep.

      “Nice fellows,” she says, and I grunt.

      “So nice they’d gladly stick a knife in me if I turned my back.”

      Deliah laughs again. “You’re jealous. How sweet.”

      I’m about to grumble a reply but Mal clears his throat as we step up to the bar. “There’s a visitor for you,” he says, and it sounds to me like there’s a slight edge to his words. Is he nervous?

      Deliah turns and scans the common room. “Who?”

      “Not here,” Mal says, motioning towards a small curtained entrance off to the side. “In there.”

      “Someone important, then,” Deliah says, arching an eyebrow.

      Mal doesn’t say anything, but he comes out from behind the bar and leads us to the doorway. I’d thought this was some kind of servant’s entrance, but when the barkeep pulls back the curtain it reveals a twisting corridor lit by flickering lamps. “Towards the back, on your left,” he says as we pass inside.

      It’s a warren of twisting passageways and small alcoves, most of which are empty. In a few places whispered conversations are going on between shadowy individuals, but it’s clear that in this part of the Word privacy is valued so I keep my eyes staring straight ahead. The corridor itself is filled with fierce-looking men bristling with weapons – I can feel their eyes slide over me, as if trying to gauge how dangerous I am. They’re here to protect someone important, that much is obvious. I don’t remember anyone going through the curtained entrance in the common room, so there must another way inside.

      The mystery of who we’ve been summoned to meet is answered when I see a dark shape detach from the wall outside one of the alcoves. The shadows melt away like mist before the dawn, revealing Xela and her crooked smile.

      “Talin, Deliah,” says the Zimani shadowdancer, sweeping her uninjured arm towards the entrance to the alcove. “Enter.”

      As I expected, the Contessa is seated at a small stone table, her hands folded in front of her. She’s wearing a robe of purest white hemmed with gold and the same white mask as in the garden of her estate. She gestures for us to sit across from her, and then turns her head back towards Xela.

      “Where is the daughter?”

      “She’s being fetched. Ah, here she comes now.”

      Moments later Bell enters the alcove. She looks haggard, and there are dark circles under her eyes. I haven’t seen her in two days, since we liberated the book from the poelthari’s lair, and it would seem like she’s done nothing since then except study its contents.

      “Sit,” the Contessa commands, gesturing at the bench where Deliah and I already are. Bell glances at the empty space beside the Contessa, but then seems to realize who it is we’re meeting with and instead squeezes in beside me.

      The Contessa makes a graceful gesture to encompass our surroundings. “Ah, the Word. It’s been a decade at least since I’ve suffered the smell of this place. Still as dingy and decrepit as I remember. But I have missed it, I suppose.”

      “You used to come here?” I can’t keep the incredulity out of my voice, and the Contessa chuckles.

      “Of course. I wasn’t born in a manse – very few of the Trust heads are, in fact. It takes a certain kind of desperate ambition to rise to the top in Ysala. I arrived in this city destitute and alone and spent many evenings learning and listening from those who frequent this place. If I were to take off my mask and walk into the common room I suspect I might even be recognized. But I didn’t come here to reminisce about simpler times.” She waves her hand, as if to dismiss what she’s saying. “We have much to discuss.”

      “Did you find out what the Marquis wanted at the temple?” I ask. This is the question that’s been gnawing at me since our disastrous attempt at spying.

      The Contessa sighs. “No, and it is not for lack of trying. The priesthood has closed ranks, and there’s nary a whisper trickling out from the Temple. This is despite the huge commotion caused when two of the flame’s guardians smashed through the temple’s walls and brawled in the streets with a group of thieves.” I can tell by her tone that she’s not so pleased with this. “The hierophant has declared it sacred business and refused any offer to help investigate the matter. No mention of the Red Trillium Trust, the Marquis, a Zimani shadowdancer, or the fate of Bishop Velishan. It’s all very strange. And my other investigations have proven fruitless. I am no closer to discovering why the Marquis wanted my glitter.”

      I steal a quick glance at Bell, but her lips are pursed, and she seems unwilling to divulge anything she might have learned from studying the book. I wonder if that’s because she hasn’t found anything, or if she simply doesn’t trust the Contessa.

      “However,” the Contessa continues, “there is another opportunity before us.” She steeples her long fingers and presses them against the thin slash of her mask’s mouth. “To be honest, I was hoping I would not have to take this risk. But I do not see any other avenues open to us.”

      “What is it?” Bell asks. It’s the first time she’s spoken since entering the alcove, and her throat rasps, as if this is first time she’s uttered anything in quite some time.

      “The Masquerade,” the Contessa says, and I feel Bell shift beside me.

      “Surely you don’t plan on breaking the truce . . .”

      “Bending it, perhaps,” the Contessa snaps, and I can hear the annoyance in her voice. “We must be desperate. Every day we delay brings the Marquis’s plans closer to fruition and your father closer to whatever fate awaits him when he is no longer useful.”

      “What is the Masquerade?” I ask, and I feel the Contessa’s intense stare settle on me.

      “It is a reaffirmation of the trust that binds the Trusts. Every season, on the night of the equinox or solstice, it is held in one of the Trust estates . . . and the next Masquerade will take place in the manse of the Red Trillium.”

      “What goes on there?”

      “Dancing, drinking, scheming. Everyone is masked, and each Trust is allowed an entourage. If there is any blood shed during a Masquerade, the offending Trust immediately becomes anathema, and its leadership exterminated. Its holdings and subjects are then divided between the remaining Trusts. This has only happened once before, a century ago.”

      “But you are going to risk something?”

      The Contessa strokes her moonstone ring. “No killing. But once we are inside the walls I want Xela and you” – she nods in my direction – “to sneak off and find the glitter and the scientist. You know what he looks like, and he will trust your words. Either rescue him, or at the very least discover what the Marquis plans to use the glitter for.”

      “And if they’re discovered?” asks Deliah.

      “They’ll be killed, of course, and likely the Marquis will seek some restitution from me. It would be tremendously embarrassing, so please be careful.”

      “This seems extremely risky,” says Bell, putting her elbows on the table.

      “It is,” sighs the Contessa. “But the Marquis has stolen from me. And I must know what he will do with the glitter. I feel it might tip the balance of power in the city and bring about another civil war. There hasn’t been one in Ysala for centuries.”

      “I’m going too,” Deliah says defiantly, but the Contessa dismisses her words with a languid wave.

      “Impossible. A lamias is far too recognizable. Not to mention your injury will hinder you.”

      Deliah growls something and starts to get up but I restrain her with a hand under the table.

      “What do you think?” I ask, turning towards Bell.

      She looks uncomfortable, but still she nods slightly. “I think we must take this chance. There might not be another way inside the Red Trillium’s manse.”

      “Excellent,” says the Contessa, abruptly rising. “I will let Xela brief you about the details. The Masquerade is in three days, so you should prepare yourselves.” She sweeps towards the entrance, but then pauses and turns to me. “Oh, and Talin – I’ll have some more suitable clothes sent to your room here. I refuse to enter the Masquerade with you when you look like such a ruffian.”
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      “Dashing,” Bell says from the bottom of the stairs when she catches sight of me.

      I flash her a crooked smile as I start to descend from the second-floor landing, still fiddling with my silver cufflinks. “I don’t know how the Contessa got my measurements.”

      “She’s spent enough time watching you to have a pretty good idea, I think,” Deliah says wryly, emerging from the common room and coming to stand beside Bell.

      She must have a tailor’s eye, then. The black doublet that arrived this morning fits me perfectly, and the pair of coiling silver dragons embroidered into the fabric matches my eyes. The breeches are cut from the same expensive black cloth and cinched by a belt of braided silver rope. A pair of boots were delivered as well, black and gleaming with silver buckles, and a silver half-mask completes my costume for the Masquerade.

      With my clothing came a vellum scroll bound with a crimson ribbon, in which in exquisite handwriting the Contessa instructed me to be ready for her carriage when evening falls, and that neither of my companions were welcome to join the gathering tonight. Bell had raged when I’d first shown her this, and it had taken most of the day before she’d calmed down and come to grudgingly accept that she would not be accompanying me to the Red Trillium estate.

      “I’ll go see if your carriage is here,” Deliah says, turning towards the door.

      I’m about to follow her, but Bell takes my arm as I reach the bottom of the stairs.

      “Wait,” she says, and from her tone I can tell that this is important. She looks conflicted, as if she doesn’t know exactly what to say, and her grip on me tightens.

      “Careful,” I chide her lightly, “this shirt is expensive.”

      “I know,” she replies, letting go of the glistening fabric. “What you’re wearing right now could feed a family in the Blight for a year. These people you’ll meet tonight . . . they are rich and powerful. They do what they want, and people like us are just pieces in their game. Be careful.”

      “I will.”

      “Find my father. Even if you can’t bring him out of the estate tonight, let him know I won’t rest until he’s free.”

      Tears well in her eyes and she wipes at her face angrily. “I hate them so much. The Trusts. They think they are above justice. Above morality.”

      I reach out and put my hand on her shoulder. “You’ll see your father again, I promise,” I say, giving her a comforting squeeze.

      She covers my hand with hers and sniffles, then crooks a smile. “Thank you.” She steps closer, putting her arms around my neck. Her mouth finds mine, and I can taste the salt of her tears on her lips. Finally the kiss ends, and she pulls my head down so that she can whisper into my ear. “And I want to see you again, too.”

      “I promise you will.”

      “Good,” she says, one of her arms slipping from my neck. She takes something from a pocket and presses it into my hand. “Take this.”

      It’s hard and smooth, roughly the size and shape of a finger. “What is it?”

      “Something I’ve brewed up over the last few days. It’s part quicksilver, part water, and part arachnia silk. One of the substances the dear dead scholar who wrote the book did actually test. The glitter will react if you sprinkle this over it – even a small amount will render the glitter unusable. If you have the chance, I think you should destroy the stuff.”

      “But won’t the Contessa be angry?”

      Bell bites down on her lip. “I don’t care. It’s just too dangerous – I don’t believe any of the Trusts would use it responsibly.”

      “Did you find something in the book we brought out of the Necropolis?”

      “Only that the scholar believed glitter was the perfect fuel source for the Cleansing Flame. It would burn nearly forever . . . and incredibly hot. Hot enough to turn diamonds to ash. Can you imagine the amount of energy that would create?”

      “Perhaps they just want to light street lamps.”

      Bell snorted. “We both know that’s not what the Marquis wants. And I highly doubt the Contessa is so civically minded.”

      “The carriage is here,” Deliah says, entering the Word again. Her eyes settle on Bell and me, and I feel a little twinge because one of her arms is still around my neck. But there’s not the slightest hint of jealousy in her expression. In fact, she almost looks pleased.

      Gently, I remove Bell’s arm and smooth my creased doublet. “I’ll see you ladies tomorrow,” I say, then stride out the door and into the gloaming. Here in the Blight there are none of those modern electryc glowspheres, and only a few of the lamps hanging from poles along the streets have been lit. In one of these puddles of light the golden carriage we’d ridden in before waits, bedecked with colorful streamers. More of these silken ribbons are twined in the manes of the white stallions at the head of the carriage, and even the driver is now garbed in more expensive-looking livery.

      The carriage door swings open and Xela beckons me inside. “Come on,” she says. “The Contessa abhors lateness.”

      I clamor inside and moments later the carriage lurches forward. Xela lounges across from me, her long spidery arms and legs sprawled across the cushioned bench at odd angles. She’s traded her dark leather armor for a seductively clingy sheath of shimmering black. In her hand she’s twirling an ebony mask, and onyx beads have been woven into her hair. She studies me with a crooked smile.

      “You look handsome.”

      I nod my head. “And you are beautiful. How is your arm?”

      Xela glances at the dark cloth wrapping her forearm. “It will scar, but no tendons or veins were cut.”

      “That’s good.”

      She tilts her head to the side, her eyes narrowing. “If you ever wish to leave Ysala, I believe you could make a fortune as a blade for one of the Matriarchs of Zim. They all compete to have the handsomest, most accomplished swordsmen at their sides.”

      “Perhaps after tonight,” I say. “I have a feeling we are going to make some enemies among Ysala’s powerful.”

      “Friends as well,” Xela says, reaching into an almost invisible seam in her dress and pulling out something that glints silver. She holds it out for me to take – it’s a small cat with pointed ears, intricately carved. The eyes of the lynx glitter green, flecks of what looks to be emerald. “You are under the protection of the Gilded Lynx Trust now.”

      I unpin the crudely fashioned wolf’s head Bell had secured for us when we’d entered Ysala and replace it with the much more finely wrought lynx.

      “Very few will bother you in Ysala when you are wearing that,” she says.

      “The Contessa trusts me.”

      “She does,” Xela says, and I can hear an edge of something odd in her voice. “And I’m not sure exactly why.”

      “She’s right to,” I assure the Zimani shadowdancer. “All I care about is rescuing Bell’s father.”

      Xela nods curtly. “Good. We should discuss what will happen tonight.” The carriage jounces, and I hear the muffled cry of the driver as he hurls a torrent of colorful curses at something outside.

      “The Masquerade is one of Ysala’s oldest traditions,” Xela continues, leaning forward. “It predates the establishment of the Trusts, but for the last few centuries it has been inextricably twined with them. It serves to reaffirm that the Trusts are united, and despite what petty rivalries might exist, the heads can come together and break bread without violence or rancor.”

      “Which we seem to be subverting.”

      “That is why,” Xela says, wagging a long finger at me, “you must not spill any blood. If you do so wearing that brooch it will severely damage the Gilded Lynx, and if your actions are deemed to have been countenanced by the Contessa herself the entire Trust might be dissolved. It has happened before.”

      My fingers drift to the hilt of my sword. “Then weapons are not allowed within?”

      “They are,” Xela assures me. “Because no one is foolish enough to use them.”

      That is comforting. “So what is our plan?”

      “We enter the Masquerade. Once we are inside we look for a chance to slip away and explore the Red Trillium estate. We find the scientist and learn what we can about the Marquis’ plan for the glitter. If there’s a chance to rescue the scientist then we take it. Otherwise, we leave him and inform the Contessa what he has told us – I suspect she is quietly building an alliance among the other Trust heads, and that they will publicly demand the Marquis to give up the glitter when his schemes are uncovered.”

      “And he will agree?”

      Xela nods. “He must. The Trusts rule through solidarity. As powerful as the Red Trillium have become, they do not have nearly the strength to deny the rest of the Trusts if they are united.”

      My thoughts return to the red-masked man in the Temple of the Cleansing Flame. I find it hard to believe that he will meekly give up the glitter or Poz without a fight, but I truly do not know these people. I settle back onto the cushions, preparing myself for what will come. I’m much more comfortable solving problems with my sword – the disaster of the last time I went skulking in shadows is still fresh in my mind. Worse comes to worst, if I have to tear down the Red Trillium Trust it will be easier to do from the inside.

      I notice with a slight twinge of anticipation that the carriage has stopped bouncing, the road outside having grown smoother. We are getting closer.
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      Someone had once described the estate of the Red Trillium Trust as a bastion, and now I understand why. I alight from the carriage into a vast courtyard, and I’m momentarily awed by the imposing walls soaring around us – the spiky crenellations clawing at the sky are so high that for the first time I can’t see any of Ysala’s other great buildings. The Contessa’s home had reminded me of a manse of an ancient and proud noble house that had suffered through a long, decadent decline. This place has the feel of a fortress of a young conquering warlord. No wonder the other Trusts seem to fear the Marquis.

      A stream of well dressed, masked guests are moving from the courtyard towards a huge arched doorway. They seem at ease, their laughter drowning out the music of the stunningly beautiful harpist beside the entrance. She smiles, her fingers fluttering over the silver strings, apparently not caring that no one can hear her playing. The courtyard behind the Trust revelers is a shifting mess of carriages and palanquins and litters and strange saddled beasts. The driver of our own carriage bows gracefully to us and snaps his reins, hurrying to make room as more guests arrive.

      “Quite a popular party.”

      “The Masquerade is always the event of the season,” Xela says, putting on her ebony mask. “Not only the leadership of the Trusts are invited, but also the richest members of the guilds, the most prestigious scholars of the Seminarium, and the high clerics of the faiths.” She slips her arm through mine and begins to stroll towards the entrance. “Now stop gawking like a peasant and pretend you belong here.”

      We join the throng pouring into the citadel of the Red Trillium Trust and pass down a wide hallway ablaze with brightly colored lanterns. Statues of stern-looking men and women glower down at us from niches set high up on the walls, and a gasp ripples through the crowd when one of these stone warriors moves stiffly to put his hands on his hips. Titters of laughter follow as the guests realize that at least some of the statues are painted performers.

      “Such an entertainer, the Marquis,” says a woman in a peacock mask strolling beside us to her friend, who is fanning herself with an iridescent feather. “I expect tonight to be quite the spectacle.”

      The passage empties into a vast, domed hall that at first glance appears to contain most of Ysala’s high society. The crowd is a swirl of women in elegant dresses and men in crisp tunic and uniforms done up with gold and silver buttons. All wear masks – some have unremarkable features, like the one the Contessa favors; others have protruding noses or strangely shaped eyes. Some are scowling, some laughing, some sobbing. Here and there – but very infrequently – I see guests who are not human. A blue-furred qayth wearing a tall miter on his head, and one of the slug-people I’d marveled at in the Last Word is gesticulating fiercely with a glass full of green liquid as he makes some point to an elderly gentleman.

      “The Contessa,” I say, pointing her out in the crowd. She’s easily recognizable because of the shock of silver running through her dark hair. “Should we go to her?”

      Xela shakes her head firmly as she draws me towards the edges of the great space. “No. She will be watched by many, and we need to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible.”

      From the fringes of the gathering we watch the Masquerade unfold. Xela plucks two fluted drinks from the tray of a passing server and hands one to me. Not far from us is a wide staircase of pink stone that ascends to the gallery overlooking the huge room – it seems to be forbidden to the guests, as a pair of guards block the way.

      “That’s the best way into the rest of the manse,” Xela whispers to me out of the side of her mouth, then takes a quick sip of her wine. Her face twists at the sourness – it really is a terrible vintage, as I’ve already realized.

      “And how are we going to get up there?”

      “Just wait,” she replies, then presses her hands together and bows slightly in the direction of a tall black man in the colorful geometric robes I’d seen other Zimani wearing in Ysala. He ignores her.

      I settle back, leaning against the wall, and continue to watch the party. Outwardly everyone is gay and festive, laughing and smiling and sharing toasts of the horrible wine, but beneath the surface I can feel tension. These are rivals pretending to be friends.

      Through a gap in the swirling revelers I see a man with a huge belly wearing a mask shaped like a bear’s head. He seems to see me as well, as he lifts a foaming tankard in my direction. Where did he get ale? I’d love to be able to cleanse the taste of this wine from my mouth. I’m considering pushing through the guests to ask the fellow this when the shifting mass of people between us clears again and the man is nowhere to be seen.

      I glance about but he seems to have vanished. A pang of unease goes through me. There had been something familiar about that man – his size, the huge belly, the brimming tankard of ale . . . could it have been the blacksmith from Soril? The one Bell had claimed was a saint?

      “Xela –” I begin, turning to the shadowdancer, but she holds up her hand to silence me.

      “Wait. Prepare yourself”

      “What?”

      A commotion from nearby. Two tall youths in jackets sewn with glimmering sequins are shoving each other not a dozen paces from where we are waiting. Gasps of surprise go up from the crowd near them, and a few revelers even go sprawling as one of the youths is pushed into them.

      “Almost,” Xela murmurs.

      This is going to deteriorate into bloodshed soon. The youth who has fallen lurches to his feet, his hand on the hilt of his slim silver rapier. But before he can draw his blade the guards who had been standing on the stairs are grappling with him. With an enraged snarl he tries to lunge for his rival, and they all go down in a tangled heap.

      “Now,” Xela says, walking quickly towards the abandoned stairway. I follow her up the curving steps, expecting to hear some alarm raised behind us. But everyone’s attention must be on the melee, because we reach the gallery above unmolested.

      Xela presses herself against the shadows of the far wall, out of sight of the Masquerade going on below. “That was planned,” she whispers as I join her. “They both work for the Gilded Lynx.”

      She begins to slather herself with the shadows pooled around us, molding the darkness with practiced efficiency. In moments she’s completely sheathed in rippling black, and then she turns to me. I shiver as the tingling coldness spreads along my limbs.

      When we are both covered she creeps along the gallery, sliding along the walls where the light from the electryc spheres strung below cannot reach. At the first passage Xela comes to she turns down it – there are lanterns hanging here, and the light makes her concealing shadows hazy and insubstantial. She pulls me aside and leans in closer, and to my surprise her expression looks almost panicked through the wispy shadows.

      “Did you see them?”

      “See what?”

      “Back there. Ahead of us on the gallery.”

      I think back. There had been the balustrade on the left broken by thick pillars, but otherwise the gallery had looked empty. “No.”

      Her face twists in frustration. “Shadowdancers. I counted nearly a dozen, pressed against the pillars or along the wall. And there could be many more.”

      “Like you?”

      “Yes. And no. I couldn’t be sure, but I think they are ven-atlek. Exiles from the Umbra. Mercenaries.”

      “What could they be doing here?”

      Xela glances back at the corridor’s mouth. “I’m not sure. They must be working for the Red Trillium Trust.”

      “Then something is going to happen tonight. We should hurry.”

      With a last nervous look back towards the Masquerade, Xela nods and starts down the passage.

      The Red Trillium manse is a maze of pink marble. Luckily the Masquerade must be drawing away the servants and other members of the Trust, as we meet few people as we move through the twisting corridors. Xela seems to have a preternatural sense of when someone is approaching, and we manage to crouch in shadow or duck into empty rooms before we are discovered.

      “Do you know where we’re going?” I ask, hunkered against the wall after a dangerous-looking fellow bristling with weapons clomps past us and vanishes down another passage.

      “Hopefully,” Xela whispers back as she uncoils from our hiding spot. “The Contessa’s spies tell her there’s a room that’s forbidden to everyone except the Marquis and his most trusted lieutenants. The rumors claim that strange experiments go on in there. We should be getting close.”

      “Do you hear that?” I ask as faint sounds drift from the direction we’ve just come. Xela cocks her head, listening intently. It sounds like . . . screams. And not just one – many voices raised in terror or pain or anger. We share a long look.

      “The Masquerade?” Xela asks. I can see the concern in her face.

      “It must be.”

      “Should we . . . should we go back?”

      There’s a hollowness spreading in the pit of my stomach. Something is very wrong. “What can we do? There are hundreds of people back there . . . if something terrible has happened we’ll just be two more caught in the chaos. I think we need to find Poz and the glitter. Maybe we can actually escape with them if things are well and truly fucked.”

      She looks uncertain, but she finally gives a jerky nod. Then she starts hurrying down the corridor, all attempts at concealment abandoned. I follow.

      Time seems to pass honey-slow as we explore the deeper reaches of the manse, and I’m sure either we’re lost or that we’ll be discovered soon. But the rest of the manse seems to have been emptied – I suspect that whatever is happening behind us has drawn all the Trust members away.

      So it’s something of a surprise when we turn a corner and nearly collide with a pair of warriors guarding large double doors of shining red wood. They look as shocked as we are, their hands scrabbling for the swords at their sides. Before I can draw my own blade, Xela rushes towards them, sobbing.

      “Oh! Thank you! Please save us, people are dying back there, it’s terrible . . .”

      The tension visibly leaks from them as they take in this beautiful young woman in a sleek evening dress rushing closer. She collapses into the chest of the nearest guard, and he catches her before she can slide to the floor. He shares a confused glance with the other guard as her fingers flutter up to stroke his neck – suddenly a tremor goes through him and his hand flies to where she has touched him. He falls, and the other guard just has time to gape before Xela spins away and jabs her hand above his collarbone. He spasms as well, his legs going boneless as he joins his fellow sprawled on the ground.

      I’ve barely had time to react. Xela turns to me and holds up her palm – a needle glints between two of her fingers, its tip stained red.

      “A sleeping poison. They’ll wake up in a few watches with pounding headaches.”

      With a grunt she cracks open one of the doors and pokes her head into the room beyond. Immediately she turns back to me, her excitement evident. “Quickly, hide them.”

      As she pushes the doors wide I grab the ankles of one of the guards and drag him inside. The chamber is much larger than any we’ve yet encountered in this part of the manse. The soaring ceiling is shrouded in smoke, but through the haze I can see an elaborate mosaic spread above depicting the City of Masks. A hole has been hacked in Coldmercy Lake, and the smoke is trickling through it and into the night beyond. An ornate candelabra hangs down, but this isn’t what is illuminating the vast space. A large, curving brazier dominates the chamber, holding a white flame. I’ve seen it before.

      “The Cleansing Flame,” I whisper, still holding onto the legs of the unconscious guard. With some effort Xela wrangles the other guard inside as well and shuts the door.

      “And that’s not all,” she says, letting the guard drop with a thump and pointing at the far reaches of the room.

      My gaze follows where she’s indicating.

      “Poz!” I cry.

      The old scientist is bent over a long table cluttered with all sorts of flasks and books and strange metal contraptions. He raises his head at my voice, blinking owlishly through his spectacles.

      “Talin?” he remarks in incredulous surprise. “What are you doing here, my boy?”

      I cross the room quickly, flinching at the waves of heat rolling from the fire. “Rescuing you.”

      Poz glances at the objects scattered around his workspace. “But I’m not finished . . .”

      “Finished with what?” I ask as I come up to the old man and embrace him. The chest of glitter is beside him, its lid thrown back to reveal the fine, sand-like substance.

      “Well, I’m close to figuring out the proper measurements for the glitter to react with the Cleansing Flame and achieve an optimal temperature. It’s very exciting. The kind of work that earns one a fully tenured position at the Seminarium when the results are published.” He finally seems to notice Xela striding across the room and the two guards lying just inside the entrance. “By the saints, what did you do to Kiv and Darry?”

      “What? They’re fine. They’re just sleeping. What do you mean ‘optimal temperature?’”

      “Really incredible, actually, if the theories are correct –”

      Something slams against the chamber’s door, and we all turn in surprise as a woman comes stumbling into the room. Her white dress is torn and spattered with blood, and her face is pale from shock. She totters forward, her hand pressed to a bloody wound in her belly, and then trips over one of the prostrate guards and goes sprawling. She raises her head, and our eyes meet from across the room. I know that hair, black with a streak of silver.

      The Contessa.

      I start towards her, but before I can take more than a few steps someone follows her into the room. Milky skin, bright green eyes and ragged white hair chopped short.

      Fen Poria is whistling jauntily as she strolls through the doors. She pauses, taking in the unconscious guards, the Contessa trying to drag herself along the floor while leaving a smear of blood behind her, and the three of us clustered around Poz’s worktable on the other side of the Cleansing Flame.

      “No, don’t!” I cry as Fen Poria lunges forward and stabs down with a dagger that has materialized in her hand, thrusting the blade between the Contessa’s shoulders. Wrenching, horrible screams follow, suddenly cut short as the strange girl lifts the Contessa’s head up by her hair and slashes across her throat. Blood spills out in a great sheet, soaking her white bodice. Fen Poria releases her handful of hair and the Contessa’s face smacks into the stone floor with a fleshy thud. I’m almost to her now, my anger rising as I rip my sword from its sheath. The girl steps back with a wicked grin, her hand going to the underside of her left bracer, and I prepare myself to try and dodge the throwing knives I expect to soon come tumbling towards me.

      “Stop!”

      And we do. Somehow the authority in that command has stilled us just as we are about to come together in a flashing blur – I lower my sword, still thrumming with the tension of an onrushing battle, while Fen Poria’s hand drifts from her throwing knives. Her eyes quickly skitter to the chamber’s entrance.

      The Marquis is standing there, alone, sporting the same leering red mask I saw in the temple of the Cleansing Flame. He’s wearing a rich crimson tunic trimmed with gold lace, and there’s a white-hilted sword sheathed at his waist.

      “This is how it has to be,” he says. Silence follows this pronouncement, the only sounds in the chamber the crackle of the great flame and his boots scraping on stone as he approaches.

      I don’t know what he means, and he seems to be speaking to me.

      “How the threads all finally weave together.” He stops, putting his hand on his sword’s pommel. “In truth, I never truly believed in fate. But in a world where men can become gods, is the idea of a greater force shaping our destiny so unreasonable?”

      An explosion of movement to our left. Xela, sprinting from the other side of the Cleansing Flame – she must have been creeping across the room ever since Fen Poria had slain the Contessa, waiting for a chance to come at her. The Marquis doesn’t even turn as she hurdles closer, a long knife glinting in her hand, even though he must have heard the rapid patter of her footsteps. Just before she reaches him she’s smashed into, and Xela tumbles to the ground tangled with Fen Poria.

      Now the Marquis does turn, his head tilted slightly as if he’s enjoying this spectacle. The Zimani shadowdancer and the pale girl are like a pair of fighting cats, rolling around in a frantic blur. Then they separate, coming to their feet in an eyeblink. Xela is much taller, but her dress has already been slashed and she’s clearly wincing from pain. Fen Poria’s movements are crisp and skilled, and from the way she’s brandishing her curving dagger she looks like an experienced knife fighter. Her eyes are wide and her cheeks flushed, and the smile filling her face makes me want to shiver. She feints forward, and Xela backs away.

      The Marquis turns back to me. “It will be a good show, I’m sure. But it’s just the opening act.” His fingers tap out a quick pattern on his sword’s pommel. “It all comes down to us.”

      “I don’t know you,” I say, trying to keep my eye on the figures of Xela and Fen Poria. If things go badly for the Zimani, I’ll have to help, even if it means cutting through the Marquis before I can find out what’s going on.

      “You do, Talin.”

      Coldness prickles my skin at this. But it’s impossible.

      The Marquis grips the hilt and draws his sword. The prickle becomes a flood. The light of the Cleansing Flame blazes along a tapering length of red glass. The white hilt . . . the slightly curving blade . . . it looks the same as the sword once wielded by Amara.

      With his other hand the Marquis removes his red mask and tosses it aside. The hair on his head may be an unremarkable brown, but the close-cropped beard that had been hidden is a fiery red. His eyes are copper, and there are crow’s feet at their edges that hadn’t been there before, but the face is unmistakable.

      “Valans?” I whisper, shocked.

      A crooked smile. “I’m pleased to finally see you again, traitor. I’ve waited twenty years for this moment.”

      “Twenty years? But it was just a few days ago . . .”

      “For you.” The red sword slices the air in a quick pattern, almost too fast to see. “Long ago I came through a Gate in the depths of this city’s sewers, spat out into some ancient, forgotten temple. Alone, with nothing but my mother’s sword to protect me from the horrors that dwelled down there. I thought I would die, being hunted through the tunnels in the dark. I probably would have let the things take me if there hadn’t been something burning inside me, refusing to allow me to die.”

      Xela and Fen Poria have stopped their circling and turned to watch what is unfolding between us.

      “Anger. Hate.”

      “Towards me?”

      Valans sneers. “Of course. You took away everything from me – my home, my people, my mother. My sister. I was left bleeding in the darkness, sloshing through filthy tunnels, fighting off the blind white serpents and the things down there that gibber in the black.”

      “I didn’t mean for any of it to happen.”

      “Perhaps,” he says, shrugging. “Ghervas had told me some of the old stories, since I was to be the Red Sword one day. I knew the silvers were betrayers. I thought . . . I thought at the time maybe you were different. I wasn’t sure. But after I’d crawled out of the depths of this city, and when I could bring order to my memories of what had happened, I realized that you must have been sent back to finish what had begun when you silvers abandoned our world and left the rest of us to die.”

      “It was your mother’s idea to flee through the Gate. I had no idea I even carried the key.”

      Valans raises his sword, balancing on the balls of his feet. It’s a stance I know – like Amara, he has been trained to fight in the same style as me. “Do you have the key?”

      “No.”

      “Hidden in your room back at that hovel, The Last Word? Perhaps in the care of your pet lamias or the scientist’s seditious daughter? I’ll find a painful way to make them give it up.” Valans shakes his head. “You have no idea the irony of the key now being within my grasp. The gods are laughing at me.”

      He lunges forward, quick as a striking viper. I’m not expecting this and I just barely manage to raise my sword in time. When the red and green glass meet, a musical chime rings out.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, giving ground as he shuffles forward.

      With his free hand he gestures at the looming brazier and its dancing white flame. “I did all this to find them. To find Valyra.” Again his blade flickers out and I turn it aside. “Do you understand what I’m doing here?”

      My silence must be answer enough.

      “I searched for decades. I rose high in the Red Trillium and I used all my resources to scour this land for my lost people. For information about how to open the Gates. But there was nothing. It was like the memory of these doorways and the other worlds had been effaced from history.”

      Again our swords chime as they come together. He’s fast, as fast as I am. Whatever special strength or speed I have he shares as well.

      “But there is mystery in this world, traitor. The saints. Men and women who became more than mortal but less than gods. What secrets they must know. What powers they must wield – enough power to find my people.”

      My gaze flicks again to the Cleansing Flame. “So you did all this to become a saint.”

      “Yes. But I’m no fool. I know that simply being the leader of a Trust would never be enough to satiate whatever entity decides who may ascend.” He spreads his arms wide. “So here I stand tonight, the new king of Ysala.”

      “But the Trusts . . .”

      Valans points with the tip of his sword at the body of the Contessa. “Have all had their heads cut off. Right now the remaining lieutenants of the Trusts who survived the massacre at the Masquerade are pledging loyalty to the Red Trillium. To me.”

      My mind is whirling. “And that’s enough to win godhood? Becoming a king?”

      “Perhaps not,” Valans admits. “But I’ve tried to leave very little to chance. You see, I’ve studied the paths to sainthood carefully. This fire,” he throws out his arm again to encompass the Cleansing Flame, “the hotter it is, the less . . . achievement the supplicant needs. And so the scientist has been tasked with using the glitter to make the flame as hot as possible. To increase my odds of being elevated when I finally step into the fire.”

      “You’re insane.”

      Valans’s mouth twists. “Maybe I did leave something of myself down in the sewers of this city, gnawed off by the rats in the darkness. But I believe it’s also true that greatness requires a streak of madness. I like to think that this was always my fate, and all the horrors I’ve survived tempered me into becoming the kind of man who can reach out and claim immortality.” The brazier to our left pops and hisses, as if it can hear what Valans has said.

      “First, though, you need to die.”

      Our swords come together again with a ringing clash. All I can do is parry his slashes as he attacks again and again – there’s a fury driving him, lending him strength. It’s controlled, though, and he never takes any risks that would open up a chance for a counter. I give ground before his assault, barely warding away the gleaming red sword.

      “Did you feel guilt?” he snarls as he continues to press me. “When you realized that you had destroyed my tribe – a people who had clung tenaciously to life for centuries – did you feel any pangs in your soul for what you had done?”

      “I did nothing,” I say, gritting my teeth as I catch the red blade with my falcon-shaped crossguard and turn it aside. “I saved your sister’s life. And if I hadn’t come to your people you all would have faded away. Your tribe was dying. Valyra told me. She wanted to escape that terrible place.”

      I’m off my back foot now, and for the first time Valans has to defend against my slash. I see a flicker of doubt in his face.

      He lunges again, trying to reclaim the initiative. He has left an opening, though, and as I send his blade skittering wide I step inside his guard and punch him hard in the face. He stumbles back, holding his nose, momentarily stunned.

      I’m just about to rush forward and skewer him when something thuds into me and red agony erupts in my shoulder. I reel away, cursing. One of Fen Poria’s throwing knives is jutting from my flesh – it should have taken me in my throat, but Xela must have charged her when she’d seen Fen Poria reaching for her bracer. I spare a quick glance away from Valans and see that they have resumed their fight, but the careful dance from before has devolved into a flurry of hacking and slashing.

      I need to end this. That isn’t a fight Xela can win.

      Luckily the knife didn’t strike my sword arm, and I rip the blade out and toss it away. Valans is coming at me again, blood streaming down his face and soaking his red beard, madness and anger in his eyes. He screams, his sword arcing. I catch the blade, letting it run down the length of my green glass sword. When it reaches my crossguard I twist hard, ripping the sword from his fingers. I kick out, catching him in his belly and sending him tumbling backwards.

      The red glass sword clatters to the stone. I step forward and raise my blade and he scuttles away from me. I can’t help but remember Amara dying in my arms, begging me to take care of her tribe. Her children. For a moment my sword wavers. Can he still be saved?

      Light gathers around Valans’s hand. What I’d thought was him desperately trying to ward my final blow away was nothing of the sort.

      The cutting light flashes in a burning line towards me. Without thinking, I do the only thing I can and raise my sword to meet it.

      A flash, nearly blinding me. The thread of power fractures like when light strikes a crystal. Each of these reflections rips into the world – shards of stone gout as several of the lines carve furrows in the floor, while holes pock the ceiling as other fragments of his power are sent spinning upwards. Another rips through the tripod upon which the brazier holding the Cleansing Flame rests.

      I think I must have a smoldering gap somewhere in my body, but after several nervous moments I realize that the splintering light has missed me.

      Valans seems shocked about this as well. Then he gives a raging, wordless scream and again the light begins to take shape around his outstretched hand.

      I don’t think I’ll be able to escape a second time.

      One of the legs of the tripod gives way with a shuddering crack. The brazier tips, sliding off its stand, and the white flame topples over . . . directly onto Valans. I see his mouth drop in surprise just before he’s consumed by an avalanche of fire.

      “Gods!” I scream, stumbling backwards from the heat. The blaze is so blindingly intense that I can barely see what’s happening inside the conflagration . . . a shadow, dwindling, wrapped in a cloak of rippling fire.

      He is utterly obliterated. When the flames subside there’s nothing but a dark outline of ash where once Valans had been. His sword has shattered, chunks of red glass strewn among the last flickering pockets of the Cleansing Flame.

      Xela. I tear my gaze from the remains of what had been Valans. The Zimani shadowdancer staggers towards me, her eyes rounded by shock. She’s clutching her side, blood leaking from between her fingers.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, rushing over to her.

      She nods, her face tight with pain. “Just a few flesh wounds. Hopefully that bitch doesn’t poison her daggers.”

      I glance away, looking for Fen Poria. “Where is she?”

      “Turned and ran as soon as the flame fell on the Marquis. Little loyalty there.”

      My attention returns to the pile of ash that had been Valans. “Not much left to be loyal to.”

      Xela grimaces. “I can relate,” she says, and I know she’s talking about the Contessa.

      “My boy! Are you all right?”

      Poz is emerging from under his worktable, his face aghast. “By the tainted saints, what happened to the flame? Oh, the hierophant is going to have our heads on pikes for this!”

      “He’s right,” Xela says. “When the temple finds out we destroyed the Cleansing Flame our lives will be forfeit.”

      “How will they know?” I ask, just as the doors to the chamber burst open.

      Warriors stream inside, more than a dozen, and take up position near the entrance. Several hold crossbows pointed at us. I groan, trying to push aside the exhaustion from my fight with Valans. Replacing it is a bleak hopelessness – how can we escape this?

      Through the open doorway glides a woman in a shimmering silken dress. Her mask is wrought of gold, and it matches the color of the hair tumbling around her shoulders. The warriors make space as she comes to stand in their midst.

      “What a remarkable evening,” she says, shaking her head as she regards the toppled brazier and the smoldering remnants of the Cleansing Flame.

      A shock of confusion goes through me. I know that voice.

      So does Xela. “Contessa?” she murmurs, just loud enough for the golden-haired woman to hear.

      The woman chuckles. “What is the point of wearing a mask when your hair is so distinct?” She sighs. “Poor Alenna. She always enjoyed the charade.”

      “The Marquis is dead,” I tell her, still struggling to accept that the woman murdered by Fen Poria had not been the Contessa.

      “Wonderful news. He was an ambitious creature and a danger to Ysala. Now he is gone, as are most of my rivals. Strange how fortune turns so suddenly.”

      “Contessa,” Xela says, and I can hear the tremor in her voice, “does this still settle our debt?”

      The Contessa waves her hand languidly. “It does, child. You are free. Though if you wish to stay in my service it could be arranged. You might need my protection after this. And you as well.” She is now addressing me. “Tonight you destroyed a religion. The zealots in the temple will try and take revenge. Even I may not be able to stay their hand.”

      “We will leave the city,” Xela says, reaching out to grab my arm. “We will find protection in Zim.”

      “We?”

      “Come with me, Talin,” she says fiercely. “Bring your friends. The hierophant cannot reach us easily over the mountains, and I have favors and allies to call upon.”

      The Contessa claps her hands together loudly. “That may truly be your wisest course of action. It will certainly make my life less complicated. Now, I have other important matters to attend to. I will bid you both farewell.” Her boots ring on the stone as she starts to leave the chamber, but just before she reaches the entrance she turns again. She hesitates a moment, and then she reaches up and removes her golden mask.

      “It was good to see you again, Talin. It had been too long.”

      Then she whirls on her heels and strides out of the room – some of the warriors fall in behind her, while others take up positions flanking the door to keep us from following.

      “What was that about?” Xela asks. “What did she mean?”

      I swallow, too stunned to answer. Her eyes. Her eyes had been silver.
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      “I can’t believe you destroyed the glitter,” Poz mutters for the thousandth time since we fled the manse of the Red Trillium Trust. He’s shaking his head as we climb the stairs up to the entrance of The Last Word, loose papers filled with his illegible scrawls clutched tightly to his chest. Behind us the giant cockerel that pulled us here in a rickshaw gives a piercing shriek and clatters away down the pockmarked road.

      “It was too dangerous,” I say as I open the door for him. “I wouldn’t even trust the Contessa with it.”

      “And she’s going to be angry when she finds out what you did,” Xela sighs, shaking her head. “She certainly wanted it, though for what I don’t know.”

      The glitter had smoked and fizzled when I’d dumped the contents of the vial Bell had given me into the chest, then quickly started to degrade. Before we’d left the chamber – to Poz’s horror – the substance had been completely ruined.

      “All the more reason to get out of Ysala quickly,” I respond.

      Deliah and Bell are sitting together at a table in the Word’s common room, and when they see us both of them leap to their feet. Bell’s hands go to her mouth, then she rushes over to Poz and throws her arms around his neck, nearly knocking over the old scientist. “Papa!” she cries, clutching at him. “Papa!”

      Poz awkwardly pats her on the back. “Bellamina, my dear,” he croaks, barely able to get the words out. “Careful, you’re going to strangle me.”

      Bell laughs through her sobs, squeezing him tighter. As Poz’s face starts to purple I turn away and make my way stiffly to the bar. It seems like every injury I’ve incurred over the last few days has reappeared at the same time – perhaps my sword did not so much heal me as push back the pain to a later reckoning.

      I lean against the wood, my fingers exploring my ribs to see if any are clearly broken.

      “Quite the night,” the barkeep says, coming up to me. “You look like you need a drink.”

      “A good idea,” I say, turning to him. My jaw drops in astonishment – the black-and-white-haired barkeep from before is gone. Instead, the fat blacksmith from Soril is standing there, polishing a dented flagon. He grins when he sees my surprise.

      “You’re . . . I saw you at the Masquerade.”

      The barkeep slaps his bulging belly. “You did! I wondered if you’d recognize me. Did you like my mask? My wife used to call me an old bear.”

      “You’re a saint.”

      He snorts. “She certainly never used to call me that. I always had a habit of getting into trouble.” His points a thick finger at my face. “Like you.”

      “Trouble?”

      “That fool redhead – we were all hoping you would keep him from jumping into the Cleansing Flame. He seemed like a right wanker. Then you went and dumped it on him!”

      “Wait,” I say, holding up my hand. “Are you saying he became a saint?” A tingling coldness is spreading through me.

      The barkeep – Bolivan, that had been what Bell had named him – shrugs and spits into the tankard he’s holding, then resumes his polishing. “Don’t right know, at least not yet. These things take some time to sort out. But I think you should pray pretty fiercely that he doesn’t end up getting what he wanted. He’ll have it in for you, I’m sure.”

      “Talin,” Deliah says, coming up beside me.

      “Look!” I say, turning and grabbing her arm. I gesture emphatically at the saint behind the bar.

      Who is no longer there.

      “Look at what?” she says.

      “I . . . there was –”

      She sighs and grabs my chin, turning me back to face her. “Talin. I have something important to tell you.”

      “You’re with child.”

      She blinks rapidly. “What? Saints, no. Bell and I had dinner with a group of Zimani traders. They told us about a girl over the Wall who could heal people with her hands. A pale girl with red hair and copper eyes.”

      “Valyra.”

      “It must be.”

      “Then we have to go to her. The Wall, you said? That means she’s in Zim?”

      Deliah nods.

      “Perfect. Xela thinks we should go there – I’m afraid we made some rather powerful new enemies.”

      “The shadowdancer is coming with us? And does what you’re saying mean we should leave now?”

      “That would probably be best.”

      Shaking her head, Deliah pushes away from the bar. “I’ll go and pack.”

      I watch her sway across the room, and she pauses briefly at the base of the stairs to lean over and whisper something into Xela’s ear. The shadowdancer responds with a wry grin and a glance in my direction.

      I let out a long sigh, leaning back with my elbows on the bar. My side is throbbing and I must have been scalded from my closeness to the flame, as the skin on my left arm is red and blistered.

      I watch the common room and the swirl of patrons. Men and women of every color, talking and carousing with unfathomably odd creatures. I am a stranger here, but I think I could learn to love this land.

      My gaze is drawn to a large fellow in a shapeless robe as he rises from his seat in the corner. His face is shadowed, but he tips his broad-brimmed hat in my direction as he stumps his way to the door. My mind drifts, untethered . . . 

      I jerk back to myself as Bell wraps me in a fierce embrace. “Thank you, thank you,” she keeps repeating. My legs are tingling – I’ve been standing here, motionless, for quite some time. I feel strange, like there had been some mist that descended over me, blotting out my thoughts.

      I try to remember what had happened. I was standing here, watching the room. Someone had stood, nodded at me. Under his hat I’d glimpsed something . . . 

      Wide white eyes. Fish eyes, like I’d seen before in a different world.

      There had been a Shriven here, the creature Valyra’s people had called a Voice.

      Yes, after tonight everything would be much more complicated.

      

      Thank you so much for reading The Cleansing Flame, and there is much more of the story to be told. While you’re waiting for the next installment, please consider checking out my epic fantasy series The Raveling, beginning with The Crimson Queen. Here’s a sample, and I hope you enjoy!
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      The old man waited, shrouded in darkness, alone in a room carved from the mountain’s heart.

      How long had he been waiting? He knew, and yet he did not know. Time bled differently down here, so far removed from the sky and sea; usually it became thinner, more attenuated, moments stretching into eternities. But on rare occasion it seemed to bunch and swell, thundering through these passageways like a mighty river seeking the ocean after the spring floods, sweeping them all along whether they wished it to or not.

      That is the danger, he mused, of living in such an immutable place. Change, when it did come, seemed too hurried, too discourteous.

      And a great change was coming; he could feel it thrumming in the rock around him. They had a bond, he and the mountain. For one hundred and seventy-six years he had lived almost every waking moment within, one hundred and twenty of those as the daymo of the kith’ketan. The slightest disturbance reverberated through the halls to him like a great drum beating deep down among the mountain’s roots.

      So he was aware, even before his steward told him, that the Undying One was coming to see him.

      The air in his room eddied, ever so slightly, and he knew he was no longer alone. The old man closed his eyes, embracing the shadow, and in his mind the contours of his sanctum materialized. He sat cross-legged atop a dais carved from a giant femur – not a dragon’s, as his old master had once told him, since such remains held queer properties, but another beast from lost antiquity, one whose bones had turned smooth and hard with the turning of the ages. Five walls enclosed him, perfectly symmetrical, curving to come together far above, where a great iron bell was suspended. A silken cord dangled down, almost brushing his hand. A single tolling and his steward would appear. Two and any kith’ketan in the mountain of high enough rank to bear a shadowblade would hurry to attend him. Three and a dozen of his followers would burst through the chamber’s entrance and slay whoever had displeased him.

      He kept his hands in his lap, perfectly still.

      The presence in his sanctum did not speak. The silence stretched between them for a time –A moment? An eternity? – and then the daymo pulled from his voluminous sleeves a long, thin object, something he had sent his steward searching for as soon as he had felt this one approaching.

      “May I?” he asked, and at another time he would have choked on such a request. The thought that the daymo of the kith’ketan, within his own sacred mountain, would ask permission to do anything was galling – but, he chided himself, remembering his own teachings, pride was an illusion, an artifice that could be set aside when circumstances warranted.

      And conversing with their most honored guest was just such a circumstance.

      “Yes.” The Undying One spoke softly, without inflection or accent. An unmemorable voice. Yet there was power behind it – the old man felt the reverberations.

      Light flared in the darkness. Not a warm, golden glow, but a harsh, pale flickering that painted the room in shades of charcoal and bone.

      The daymo set the corpsetallow candle in a twisted black-metal stand. The white flame writhed and danced like a creature in pain – which, in a way, he supposed it was. Could a soul feel pain even when ripped from its body? A philosophical question, and one he suspected no man living could answer.

      The old man studied his guest. Tall, with pallid, unlined skin. Black ringlets that fell to his shoulders. Large, dark eyes and a thin mouth. The man was dressed in the traditional garb of their order, even though he was not truly a part of it – a black tunic lacking any design or symbol, loose black trousers cinched by a wire that could be used as a means to kill, a cloak and cowl. And it was as he suspected: the man matched perfectly with the image he still held in his memory from well over a century ago, when he had attended his own master in this very chamber as that ancient daymo had met with the Undying One to discuss the murder of a padarasha.

      “You are leaving us,” the old man said, passing his hand over the candle. The flame shied away from him, as if afraid.

      The Undying One nodded. “I have been summoned.”

      That surprised the old man, but he did not let it show. “A man cannot serve two masters.”

      “I have no master,” murmured the Undying One. Then his thin mouth quirked slightly. “And who said I was a man?”

      True enough, thought the daymo. Considerations of who or what this creature was had consumed more of his time than he would ever admit. His master, the previous daymo, had confided in him once that he thought the Undying One to be an avatar of shadow, a physical manifestation of the philosophy that guided the kith’ketan. Brought into being, perhaps, by the intense devotion of those that lived under the mountain.

      But the old man did not believe that. He now thought the Undying One was merely a visitor to their home, though his purpose for living amongst them for so many centuries remained inscrutable.

      “Before you go . . . I wish to see your blade. I have heard many stories.”

      Did the Undying One hesitate? Had the old man said something unexpected, deviated from whatever scripted dance they were engaged in?

      Then he stepped forward and drew his weapon. There was no sound, no rasping of metal like accompanied the drawing of traditional swords. Nor was there the faint whisper of silk, as when a shadowblade was flourished. The sword slid out as silent as a grave and the corpsetallow candle quailed in its presence, guttering.

      The Undying One held out his sword so that the old man could study its curved blade. It looked like normal steel, notched in places, with a few faint cracks threading the metal. But the hair on his arm lifted when he reached out to touch the weapon, and the Undying One shook his head firmly.

      “Do not touch. You are strong, but I cannot guarantee that it will not take you.”

      The daymo withdrew his hand, and the Undying One sheathed the sword.

      Surprisingly, he found his mouth was dry. He swallowed. “Will you return to us?”

      “I do not know. The world above is changing – surely you have felt the tremors. And now an old . . . friend asks for my counsel and help. She would not do this unless great events were unfolding. Perhaps the kith’ketan will be drawn into what is coming.”

      “We do not wish to guide the course of history. That has never been our purpose.”

      The Undying One shook his head slightly. “No, you would rather be the tools of those who would change the world. But perhaps you should consider another role for your order. Perhaps it does not conflict with your . . . philosophy as much as you believe. A new age is dawning, and the bold will shape it to their desires.”

      Those last words echoed in the old man’s thoughts long after the Undying One had turned and departed, leaving after many years the darkness under the mountain and emerging again into the world of light and life.
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      Keilan leaned over the side of the small fishing boat and dipped his fingers into the dark water as his father pulled hard again on the oars. They slid forward through the swells that were trying to push them back toward land, his father grunting curses with each strong stroke.

      “Can I help?” Keilan asked, settling onto one of the boat’s seat-planks. Across from him his father grimaced a smile through his beard.

      “The day I can’t row out against the breakers,” he said, his face flushed, “is the day I hang up my nets and give this old tub to you.”

      Keilan nodded. The same answer, returned every day to the same question. Endless identical days, it seemed, different only in the size of their catch, his father’s mood, and the vagaries of wind and water.

      Keilan glanced at the southern horizon, that thin seam where sea joined with sky. Wind and water. He didn’t share his father’s old fisherman sense of the changing weather, but still he could tell that this day would not be exactly like most others.

      “Aye, you can feel it too, then,” his father said as Keilan continued to stare off into the distance. “A storm’s brewing out there. Something’s maddened one of the Shael, t’be sure. They’ll be lancing the sea before nightfall, looking to spear a serpent or two.”

      Keilan saw it, a faint bruising in the hard blue sky that warned of distant storm clouds massing. He turned back to his father and was surprised to catch something glinting in his slate-gray eyes.

      “Your father’s not so old yet, boy. The rowing’s hard because the sea’s starting to work its way into a fury. You’ll have to wait a few more years yet before you can call yourself the captain of this ship.”

      “How long until the storm comes?”

      His father squinted, lines scored by years of sun and salt cracking his face. “We should be all right if we get back around the late tide, but I also don’t want to tempt Ghelu. So we best start filling this boat with fish.” He paused his rowing, holding the oars suspended over the waves; water streamed from the blades, drops glittering like jewels in the sunlight as they fell. “You best do your dowsing trick.”

      My dowsing trick, Keilan thought, rolling his sleeve up. His father likened what he did to a man finding water . . . though of course, out here, water was easy enough to find. Other things were more difficult.

      He leaned again over the side of the rocking boat, this time farther out, and plunged his arm into the water up to his elbow. It was cold, but not bracingly so. Behind him he heard his father set down the oars with a clatter, and then a moment later the susurrus of nets being pulled from beneath the seat-planks.

      Keilan stared into the shifting blackness. The sounds of his father dwindled as he concentrated on the sea and the feel of his hand drifting in the gentle current. Gradually the sun on his neck and the wind tugging at his hair also faded away. He dissolved into the water, spreading out into the yawning abyss below.

      He was there. Under the water, floating, coddled by the freezing darkness. In the Deep. As always, the immensity beneath him was briefly, terrifyingly overwhelming, and he had to tamp down the panicked desire to kick for the surface and sunlight.

      Keilan mastered himself. He was not alone; down here, he was never truly alone, if he looked long enough. He felt them then, surprisingly close, pinpricks of warmth skittering through the dark, rising from the depths . . . stars falling up. They were close, but not quite close enough.

      With a gasp he returned to the boat, pulling his arm from the water. Below his elbow the skin had turned ashen.

      “Well?” his father asked. “Is this a good spot?”

      Keilan swallowed and shook his head, massaging his numb arm. “No . . . but not far. There’s a fair-sized school coming, a bit more that way.” He waved vaguely to the east, where a rocky spur thrust out into the bay.

      His father grunted and dropped the net he’d been baiting, picking up his oars again. “Ironheads, are they? Must be chasing the minnows round the rocks.”

      Keilan shrugged and shivered, reaching for the sealskin blanket his father now kept for him in the boat. They lurched forward as his father pulled hard at the oars, straining to get them positioned quick enough. Keilan kept his eyes fixed on the bottom of the boat, but he could feel his father watching him with concern.

      “You all right, boy? You don’t feel the falling sickness coming on again, do ya?”

      Keilan shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      And he would be. This was normal, a momentary weakness. Nothing like what had happened a fortnight before. When he’d almost died.

      He put the thought of that awful day out of his head – otherwise, he’d be too scared to even accompany his father out here, let alone attempt his . . . dowsing.

      His father rowed in silence, the rocks swelling larger behind him. They were black and jagged and veined by red strands of seaweed. When Keilan was a bit younger, before he had started coming out with his father almost every day, he and Sella would sometimes carefully pick their way along those same rocks, collecting fresh seaweed for Mam Ru to put in her soups. And there’d be other treasures, too, if they were lucky. Blue-shelled crabs tossed up by the waves and caught in the small pools that sometimes formed where the rocks came together, pale luminous sea-glass of different colors, and driftwood that must have come from one of the many ships that foundered on the treacherous rocks hidden farther out at the mouth of the bay. Every time he’d found one of those chunks of wood Keilan had wondered if it had been torn from his mother’s ship, perhaps even if she’d clung to it before his father had pulled her from the churning waters.

      “Da, where did you find her?” The words slipped out, unexpected, and immediately Keilan regretted his question. There was an unspoken rule between them, never to talk about her.

      His father’s face slackened in surprise, then grew dark. He didn’t respond for a long moment, studying Keilan with eyes that almost looked reproachful. Finally, he sighed and gestured with one of the oars out beyond the end of the jumbled rocks.

      “There. Clinging to that damned chest so hard I wasn’t sure which was keeping the other afloat.” His eyes passed beyond Keilan, looking at something else. “Lightning was rippling the sky, an’ I saw her in the flash, bone white like some wraith come to drag those poor sailors down under. The waves carried me closer, and then there was another big strike, and I could see that she’d seen me, and that she wasn’t no ghost, just a girl, and that she was scared. Scared and beautiful and fierce to keep on living. She was refusing to let these waters drag her down.” His father cleared his throat and spat over the side. “I reached my hand out, and she took it, and I pulled her up and into this very boat, but with her other hand she stayed holding on to that chest, and she didn’t let go until I hauled it out of the water as well. What foolishness; almost capsized us bringing it aboard. Then I put my back into the oars and rowed for shore like the Deep Ones themselves were tickling at my hull. Your Ma stayed huddled at my feet watching behind us as the Shael kept lancing the water, giving us these glimpses of her ship as it finished breaking up on the rocks, and then one time it was just gone, like it had never been.”

      “Did the rest of them die?”

      His father nodded. “Best we in the village could tell. There were a few bodies that washed up the next day, along with some things from the ship, shards of wood and shreds of sail, a crate of broken pottery. Old Tannin found a silver bracelet studded with green stones big as walnuts. Thought he was rich as a prince, but a passing peddler later told him they was just colored bits of glass.”

      Keilan smiled, imagining Tannin strutting around town, proud as a rooster, and what his face must have looked like after the peddler had dashed his hopes. Knowing the old fool he had probably had the bracelet appraised in front of as large a crowd as possible, just so everyone could envy his good fortune.

      His father stopped rowing. “About here, boy?”

      Keilan glanced around, trying to estimate where the school he had sensed would be by now. “This should be a good spot,” he said, with only a trace of uncertainty.

      His father might have noticed his tone, but still he grunted agreement and bent to his nets. Keilan helped him thread a few more pieces of bait into the mesh, then took the far end of the net and brought it to the back of the boat. At the count of three father and son tossed the weighted corners out into the ocean and watched them sink, fastening the other ends of the nets onto iron hooks driven into the side of the boat, while also holding tight to the lines that ran down to the weights suspended in the deepness. Now they just had to wait.

      Sometimes it could take an hour before they caught anything, or his father grudgingly gave up, but today Elara’s bounty was swift, and almost immediately they felt the lines begin to thrum with the feeling of thrashing fish.

      “Up boy, pull it up!” his father cried, hauling on the line that ran down to the net’s weights. Keilan did the same, and slowly the net cinched closed, rising toward the surface. His father let out a whoop when he saw how many squirming, silver bodies they had snared, and with a great heave father and son dumped the wriggling fish into the ship. Each was about as long as Keilan’s arm, and his father’s guess had been right, as their heads were large and black and bony, almost as if they were wearing helmets. Keilan jumped back a step, wary of their snapping jaws. He’d watched his father’s cousin lose a finger to one of these fish before.

      “Ironheads! Ten, eleven . . . twelve! Just about the best first cast I’ve ever had. Elara smiles on us today, boy.”

      Keilan grinned broadly, more for his father’s good humor than for the catch they’d brought up. In the past year there had been too many days of sullen silence trapped together on this boat, followed by nights of drunken rage and sadness. Since the night they’d lost her.

      They dipped their net a handful of times around the rocks, bringing up a few more ironheads and also a small shark that must have been stalking the school. His father offered a quick prayer to Ghelu for the pardon of killing one of his most beloved children, then slid his boning knife into the shark’s eye and finished it off with a twist. Shark meat was popular in Chale these days.

      His father didn’t ask him to dowse again for fish, and Keilan didn’t volunteer. Doing so more than once in a day left him with a splitting headache the next morning.

      Finally satisfied with their catch, his father took up his oars again and began rowing for home. The sun had started its slow descent by then, burnishing the bare slopes of the eastern hills so that they gleamed like sheets of beaten gold, while to the south the purple stain in the sky had faded to an ominous black.

      Keilan began stuffing the fish they’d caught into a large sack; although almost all of them had stopped breathing, he was still careful of their hooked jaws, as even after death they sometimes snapped shut with a terrible strength. His uncle had told him this was a last attempt at vengeance by a lingering spirit, but Keilan secretly thought that the fish were simply too stupid to know that they were dead.

      As they approached the beach Keilan saw that most of the other fishing boats had already returned and been dragged up into the tall grass where they could better weather the coming storm. Shadowy shapes milled around on the sand, and tarps had been laid out displaying each fisherman’s catch. Long before he could make out faces Keilan recognized the spindly legs and barrel chest of Pelos, the old fishmonger from Chale, who traveled to their village most evenings in his great, rickety wagon to sift through Elara’s bounty. He was gesticulating fiercely with a tall, stooped man that Keilan thought was probably his Uncle Davin.

      When the boat’s bottom scraped against the sand, Keilan hopped over the side into the surf and began hauling on the rope tied to the prow. His father joined him moments later, and together they wrestled the boat partway up onto the beach. Keilan spread out the tarp they used to display their catch, and his father pulled from their boat the sack bulging with ironheads, then began to lay them out carefully in neat rows. While he was doing this a few of the other fishermen who had already concluded their business with the fishmonger hoisted his father’s boat onto their shoulders and carried it up into the beach grass, setting it upside-down beside the others.

      Pelos strolled over, trailed by Keilan’s Uncle Davin, and whistled appreciatively after a moment of careful inspection. “By the Ten, Farris, you had a good day. Two dozen ironheads and a decent-sized snapper.” The fishmonger jerked his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the other catches. “Your brother here insisted there was nothing to find out there today, and I’d just about given up hope that this trip would be worthwhile.”

      For the first time, Keilan noticed that the other catches on display seemed unusually small, both in quantity and the size of the fish, and that his uncle’s mouth was set in a thin, hard line as he watched the fishmonger peruse what they’d caught.

      “There was nothing,” his uncle insisted, with more than a trace of bitterness, “Farris must have brought up everything in the bay worth catching.”

      His father finished laying out his fish and then stood, wiping his hands on his tunic. “I whistled to the fish and they came. Old fisherman’s trick.”

      Davin snorted, gesturing with a bony finger at Keilan. “It’s the boy. He’s just like his mother.”

      Keilan felt a hand on his shoulder, and then his father moved in front of him. “He’s a good lad. He’s a true fisherman’s son.” There was an edge to his voice, and Davin must have heard it as well because his uncle stepped back, muttering to himself.

      Pelos brushed past his father and tousled Keilan’s rain-slicked hair. “Well, if you helped bring up these beauties, I thank you kindly. So do the good people of Chale, as they’ll be happy to have a bit o’ fresh ironhead on the table tomorrow.” The old fishmonger’s face creased in sudden confusion. “Wait, what’s this?” he said, tickling the back of Keilan’s ear. “I think . . . I think you’ve got something caught back here . . .”

      Keilan grinned, knowing what would come next. With feigned amazement the old fishmonger withdrew from behind Keilan’s ear an iron bit, then with a flourish held it out for him to take. “By the Ten, lad, you best be careful where you put your money. All kinds of disreputable folk around these parts.”

      Keilan knew that some of the others his age in the village would have sneered at the fishmonger, trying to show how they were too old for such children’s tricks. He’d seen fifteen winters, after all. Another few moons and it’d be the mid-summer solstice, and he’d have to night-dive for Elara’s bounty and prove to everyone that he was ready to be considered a man of the village.  But Pelos was almost family – he’d been pulling the same trick for a dozen years, since Keilan’s mother had first brought him down to the beach to watch and wait for his father’s return.

      Pelos gave him a sly wink and then turned back to his father. “I’ll take the lot. Three imperial drakes and a dozen bits.”

      “Four drakes even, and throw in a few pinches of that salt I know you keep in your wagon.”

      “Three drakes, fifteen bits.”

      The haggling settled into a familiar rhythm, with Pelos offering up outraged protestations and his father refusing to budge from what he thought was fair.

      While they bargained, Keilan allowed his thoughts to wander a few months hence, when he’d have to stand at midnight on the rock with all the other boys on the cusp of manhood, and then leap into the freezing waters of the bay. He wouldn’t be able to return to the village until he brought back something of Elara’s bounty – most others scavenged sea urchins or crabs, whatever small thing they first found so they could get out of the water as quickly as possible, but Keilan had seen a few others return carrying spiny lobsters, which was considered especially blessed, and that’s what he had once told himself he would hold out for.

      Now though . . . the thought of the night-dive had been weighing heavily on him for the past two weeks, ever since his . . . accident. Keilan shuddered, and not from the cold drizzle that was slowly starting to strengthen. Swimming down into the water, pushing into that blackness . . . there were things in the Deep. He had touched one.

      It had started innocently enough. They had been out in the boat, a high summer sun beating down mercilessly, and not a breath of wind to give relief. His father had been hunched at the prow with his cloak drawn up, still smelling of the bottle of spiced rum he’d finished off earlier that morning. While they drifted on that glassy sea Keilan had trailed his hand in the water, idly searching. But there were no fish that day that he could feel, at least anywhere nearby, and his father was in no condition to row them elsewhere, or even finish baiting the nets.

      So Keilan had stretched himself farther into the water, pushing his senses past the rocky mouth of the bay, into the true Deep. There he had found things. Bright, swift-moving shapes he was familiar with, a great school of fish that twisted and turned as if of one mind. And on the edges of that huge constellation hung cold, clear lights he knew to be sharks, and when he drifted closer he had seen one dart into the school. The lights had swirled and eddied, moments later reforming as if nothing had happened.

      Keilan had known he should have stopped then – already he had felt himself starting to tingle with the strain of reaching so far, but he had continued on, into the blackness.

      Several times he had passed small, bright, darting things, and once a languid, undulating form, and then his breath had been stolen from him as a collection of vast, ponderous souls pushed past, angling upwards.

      Whales, he had murmured, as the giant creatures surged around him. They were different than the other things he had felt in the bay, not warm and clear and predatory, but blazing with inner fire, and almost gentle, their hugeness encompassing him as he floated, awe-struck.

      He had sensed his body back in the boat, so far away, begin to shake, but he wasn’t able stop now, not after seeing such wonders. So he had dived deeper, his speed quickening, thrusting himself forward into the darkness.

      And that’s where he’d found it. Down there, in the true black, where sunlight never reached. He’d thought the whales were huge, but it had reared out of the gloom like a sudden mountain, vast beyond the limits of comprehension. Terror had sluiced through him, and he knew from whatever tenuous thread connecting him with his body back aboard his father’s boat that he had just emptied his bladder, a distant trickle of warmth running down his leg.

      It did not move; it did not glitter like fish or sharks or pulse with the slow majesty of whales. But Keilan had known that it lived, and then, impossibly, an eye bigger than a wagon wheel had slid open in the blackness and found him, flensed his soul open like with a boning knife and peered into his depths. And he had fled, screaming.

      His father had lifted from his stupor when Keilan had slumped to the floor of the boat, twitching, blue veins etched against milky skin and his wide eyes staring at nothing.

      He had seen a Deep One. And it had seen him.

      

      If you’d like to read more, the rest of The Crimson Queen is available in Kindle Unlimited and can be found here: mybook.to/CrimsonQueen
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