
        
            
                
            
        

    
  [image: Image]


  First Collection


  Staff:


  Brendon Taylor


  Charlie N. Holmberg


  Jeff Wheeler


  Jeremy Whitted


  Kristin Ammerman


  Steve R. Yeager


  



  We’d like to thank our First Readers:


  Abby Thorne


  Susan Olp


  Elicia Cheney


  Kristen Pinto-Coelho


  Lindsay Flanagan


  Philine van Lidth de Jeude


  Melissa McDonald


  Sabine Berlin


  Tyson Dutton


  Ashley Melanson


  Jorge Rustrian


  Sarah Nuslein

Krysia Bailey

Mike Abel

Greg Gargulio

Crystal Fernandez


  The stories in Deep Magic are works of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.


  Copyright © 2017 Jeff Wheeler


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher.


  Cover art by Deep Magic


  Deep Magic logo & cover design by Deron Bennett


  Copyediting by Wanda Zimba


  E-zine design by Steve R. Yeager


  www.deepmagic.co


Contents


  Editor's Note



  June 2016



  Science Fiction



  The Perfect Specimen



  By Carrie Anne Noble | 1,900 words




  Fantasy



  The Beesinger's Daughter



  By Jeff Wheeler | 21,600 words




  The Churchyard Yarrow



  By Cecilia Dart-Thornton | 6,100 words




  The Apothecant



  By Brendon Taylor | 18,800 words




  Rain Dance



  By Steve R. Yeager | 6,900 words




  August 2016



  Science Fiction



  The Catskill Dragon



  By Stephen S. Power | 5,500 words




  Her Glimmering Facade



  By Eleanor R. Wood | 6,000 words




  Fantasy



  Claimed by the Sea



  By Beth Powers | 15,700 words




  From the Clay of His Heart



  By John D. Brown | 11,300 words




  Gretel and Hansel



  By Charity Tahmaseb | 1,300 words




  Thorns



  By Eldon Thompson | 2,700 words




  October 2016



  Science Fiction



  The Drawer



  By Brock Poulsen | 5,800 words




  Fantasy



  Juliet Silver and the Realm of Impossibility



  By Wendy Nikel | 6,000 words




  On the Other Side



  By Amy Power Jansen | 4,000 words




  Salt and Water



  By Charlie N. Holmberg | 12,000 words




  The Dragon between Worlds



  By T.E. Bradford | 8,500 words




  The Wizard's Granddaughter



  By Christopher Baxter | 11,500 words




  December 2016



  Science Fiction



  A Hundred Lifetimes



  By Walter Dinjos | 8,000 words




  Imperial Ghosts



  By Arinn Dembo | 13,000 words




  Fantasy



  Lake Heart



  By Adele Gardner | 7,000 words




  Professional Integrity



  By Michael J. Sullivan | 11,000 words




  To The Last



  By Melion Traverse | 5,700 words




  February 2017



  Science Fiction



  Pirate Readers



  by James Van Pelt | 4,300 words




  The Tariff



  By Allen Shoff | 6,100 words




  Fantasy



  Lady of War



  By Caitlyn McFarland | 12,100 words




  Waracabra Tigers



  By Gwendolyn Clare | 6,000 words




  Wizards and Wizdom



  By Ronald D. Ferguson | 14,100 words




  April 2017



  Science Fiction



  Between Earth and Exile



  By Laurie Tom | 9,100 words




  Fantasy



  Autumn at the Dragon’s Cave



  By Kathryn Yelinek | 6,000 words




  Not That Kind of Wizard



  By Eugene Morgulis | 10,000 words




  The Dealer, the Hag, and the Boy Who Dreamed



  By Clint Johnson | 2,500 words




  The Price of Healing



  By D.K. Holmberg | 8,600 words




  Order Full Issues



  Editor's Note


  



  Welcome to the First Collection!


  



  In early 2016, a group of lifelong friends decided to bring back their old e-zine Deep Magic from the ashes. They were soon joined by other awesome talent to form the Deep Magic Board and proceeded to fulfill their dream. Deep Magic was re-born.


  What you have in your hand, on whatever device you’re reading this from, is a collection of some of the best short stories that science fiction and fantasy has to offer. We literally get hundreds of submissions each month and with our able team of volunteer First Readers (seriously, who wouldn’t want to get an unlimited diet of stories!), we cull through them to find the best of the best. The gems. The nuggets of gold. The veins of mithril. 


  In our First Collection we bring you just the stories. If you want to read all the interviews by industry legends like Brandon Sanderson, or writing craft articles by the likes of Jeff Wheeler, Charlie N. Holmberg, or even feast on the many book excerpts we include in each issue…well, you’ll have to buy the issue. But if you just want the stories—just the stories please!—you’ve come to the right place. In this issue we’ve put them in order they appeared in Deep  Magic from June 2016 to April 2017 and included the awesome cover art that we get from all over the world. 


  



  Enjoy!



  



  The Deep Magic Board


  June 2016
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  Science Fiction


The Perfect Specimen


  By Carrie Anne Noble | 1,900 words


  “If you could permit me just a few more minutes here, Trudy,” Dr. Howard Fergate said, raising his voice to compete with the shrill shriek of a nearby double-billed ostrimingo.


  A triangular golden leaf quivered in the grip of Howard’s identi-tweezers. The tweezers beeped twice and then gave their report: “Extraligus cyminaurea. Common name, golden hiccup bush.”


  He dropped the leaf. “Blast! It’s already in the records. I was certain the leaves of the golden hiccup were variegated. But, alas, the tweezers never lie.”


  Trudy sighed. It was sigh number thirty-nine of the day. Her dainty foot tapped, tapped, tapped upon the rainforest floor. He’d lost count of the taps.


  Although Howard had never been skilled at analyzing human emotions, he was quite certain that his beguiling bride was not enjoying their excursion one bit.


  The interplanetary honeymoon trip had seemed like a splendid idea. It was part of the Starry-Eyed Romance Package offered by the New Las Vegas Chapel of Love Everlasting, a deal that also included the wedding ceremony, a bouquet of tiny pink roses, a set of platinum wedding bands, and two holographic portraits. The package was pricey, but Howard had justified his expenditure with three points. One: Trudy was the first girl to show romantic interest in him since kindergarten (when Marilyn Hemple had bitten his shin in a barbaric act of devotion). Two: unlike hirsute Marilyn Hemple, Trudy was gorgeous. What she lacked in IQ, she more than made up for in beauty. Three: Trudy had enthusiastically agreed to be his bride after a mere twelve-hour courtship (this was either an outright miracle or due to a combination of hormone levels, mimosa cocktails, and Trudy’s lack of intelligence. Also, whenever his mother’s voice echoed in his head saying, “Genius and common sense never shook hands,” Howard always did something outrageous on purpose.)


  Howard’s plan had been that Trudy would relax at the spas on planets Geros Major and Hebble while he meandered and/or hacked his way through unexplored rainforests and wetlands. He would collect plant samples from dawn to dusk and devote evenings to romancing his bride. After thirty-three years of bleak bachelorhood, his life would be the very definition of bliss.


  Instead, ever since their transport had landed on Geros Major, Trudy had followed him around like an ill-programmed robopet, looking disturbingly delicious but utterly bored.


  “You could go back to the hotel, my love,” Howard said, snapping off a glittery green twig and tucking it into a specimen bag. “Get a massage or float in the pools. Have your nails done, perhaps.”


  “But I want to be with you, dearest,” she said. She batted her feathery eyelashes and placed a kid-gloved hand on his forearm.


  His mind turned to mush.


  He dropped his identi-tweezers. He wanted to scold Trudy for impeding the progress of science, but standing there in her neo-Jane-Austen-style frock and pink satin slippers, she was simply unscoldable.


  She fanned herself slowly with a lace handkerchief. Little beads of sweat stood upon her brow like dewdrops on a Venus flytrap. “You regret marrying me,” she said, pouting.


  “Never,” Howard said. “But you must regret marrying me. I am nothing but a boring botanist with plants on the brain, perpetually searching for the perfect specimen. I fear you will have a very unexciting life with me as your husband.”


  “Nonsense.” Trudy pushed a blond ringlet back into place. “Your planty brain amazes me.”


  Howard took Trudy’s hand and led her forward along a narrow path through lush, rainbow-hued vegetation. He resolved to refocus his “planty brain.” If he could document just one or two new species, he would feel no guilt about returning to their hotel and doing whatever his silly bride desired for the rest of the day.


  “Do you love me?” Trudy asked.


  “Of course,” Howard said.


  “I am so glad,” Trudy said. “You know, when I first saw you—squinting so seriously at the leaves of the potted palm in the convention center lobby—I fell in love with you at once. The universe must have arranged the day just so. How else could a girl like me have ended up meeting the president of the Intergalactic Botanists’ Guild? If I had been one hour later, we never would have met.”


  Howard pushed a branch aside so Trudy could pass. “What did you say you were doing in New Las Vegas?”


  “I won a makeover from Monsieur Leopold’s Salons, remember?”


  “Ah, yes. That must have been an exceedingly easy day for the beauticians, my dear.”


  She giggled and squeezed his hand. “You are sweet, Doctor.”


  They stepped into a clearing. A cobalt-blue waterfall tumbled over glossy black rocks. Huge, dandelion-like flowers swayed on stalks as thick as Howard’s forearms. A family of little green geese waddled and squawked as they crossed in front of the newlyweds.


  Trudy sighed (number forty), this time with contentment.


  Near the water’s edge, Howard spied a five-foot-tall fuzzy, purple trumpet-shaped flower. He released Trudy’s hand and gestured for her to remain where she was. As he approached the swaying flower, he pictured himself accepting the Botanist of the Year Award for discovering such a glorious plant.


  “No! Wait!” Trudy cried behind him.


  It warmed Howard through and through that his bride missed him so passionately when he’d only moved a few yards from her side. Dear, silly Trudy. He’d take a hologram photo of her beside the blossom once he finished his documentation. Their future grandchildren would enjoy the photo. And what fun it would be to boast of both his besotted bride and his find at the next guild meeting!


  “Please, darling,” Trudy begged. “Come back!”


  Howard reached for the speckled stem.


  The blossom moved like a bolt of lightning, its razor-edged fangs puncturing his bicep. He heard Trudy scream as the world went black.


  * * *


  In seconds, Trudy was at Howard’s side. She picked up his machete, and with the precision of a great chef, sliced the offending monster plant into a pile of pulsating pieces.


  “Stupid Tubamortis gigantica,” she mumbled as she knelt beside her husband. She tore open his sleeve and examined the wound. From the size of the fang marks, she deduced that the attacker was of advanced age. Its poison would be slow to act, which meant that she had approximately one hour to locate the antidote among the other plants of the forest.


  She stood and scanned her surroundings for the pink kinzek bush. There had to be one close by. “I will be right back,” she said to her motionless husband.


  Brandishing the machete, she whacked her way through the dense foliage. Thorns and branches tore at the delicate fabric of her dress. Bits of leaf and shards of bark flew into her hair as she scrambled along. “So much for the makeover,” she muttered. She had not cared much for the flimsy outfit and fussy hairdo anyway.


  She trudged along, hacking and sweating like the native guide she’d followed through Earth’s Amazon just weeks ago—a burly, troll-like fellow who’d remarked in his native tongue that he would rather kiss a llama’s backside than a woman as ugly as Dr. Trudy. Would he recognize the post-makeover Trudy?


  “Where are you, kinzek bush?” Trudy called out, as if the bush might answer. Despair began to circle her heart like sharks around a wounded seal. What if she could not find the antidote? What if Howard died? She had loved him from a distance for four years, and to lose him now without telling him the truth . . .


  Trudy had meant to tell him right after they met in New Las Vegas. But then he had been so sweet and awkward and boyish, so enamored with the pretty-but-dumb version of her. No one had ever adored her before, and she did not want to interrupt him of all people. He was Dr. Howard Fergate, genius, the star of the botanical research universe.


  Yes, she was guilty of deceit. She had known from the moment she greeted him beside the potted palm that Howard did not recognize her as Dr. Trudy Irene Porter, renowned specialist in poisonous plants—even though he’d sat in the front row of her last pre-makeover lecture.


  And then they’d had too many champagne cocktails and ended up married. Even genius wilts when overwatered. Or cocktailed.


  She wondered if he would divorce her when he found out. The thought gave her a pain in the chest, as if heartache was a literal affliction.


  A beam of sunlight streamed down before her, illuminating a small pink shrub. “Yes!” she rejoiced. She yanked it up by its roots and ran all the way back the way she had come.


  Poor Howard! His face was swollen and chartreuse. She knelt beside him and shredded a dozen pink leaves with her manicured nails. She pried his mouth open and tucked a wad of them into each cheek. “Come on, come on,” she said, slapping him soundly.


  His eyes opened. With his mouth stuffed, he looked like a happy chipmunk. “Twuday, dahlenn,” he said as he sat up and embraced her.


  “You can spit that out now,” she said. “It’s done the job.”


  Howard spat. “You saved me?”


  “Yes.” She sat back on her heels and rearranged her torn, dirty dress so that its shreds would cover her thighs.


  His eyes widened. “I know you.”


  “I am your wife,” Trudy said. She was shivering now, gripped with anxiety. Would he hate her for her lies?


  “You saved me,” he said again. “You knew how because you are Dr. Gertrude Irene Porter of Wayledge University.” He smiled wide, his lips stained pink from the leafy remedy.


  “I’m sorry,” she said. She never cried, but she was crying now. “I was afraid to tell you. I’d never been pretty before, and the experience was so heady. At least at first. And then . . .”


  Howard pulled her close. “Hush, Trudy.” And then he laughed.


  “What?” This was all very confusing.


  “We were introduced a few years ago at the summit on Birthingian forest preservation. I was quite smitten by you, but my shyness got the best of me. Besides, I thought you were seeing Dr. Yanglee.”


  “That old pervert? Heavens no,” Trudy laughed. “You liked me then, with my ponytail and tweed suits and practical shoes?”


  “Your ‘planty brain’ amazed me,” he said. “And you can never go wrong with sensible shoes.”


  He kissed her then, kissed her until they were both breathless.


  “Will you forgive me, Trudy?” Howard asked softly. “For not recognizing you? For not looking past the dress and hair for the true woman?”


  “Of course,” she said. “Shall we blame the champagne and vow never to touch the stuff again?”


  He stood and helped her to her feet. “I shall henceforth drink only water if it makes you happy, Dr. Porter-Fergate. Now, shall we return to the resort?”


  “While there is still an hour of daylight left? What about that perfect specimen you wanted?”


  He slipped her arm through his. “She is right beside me, my darling.”


  


Carrie Anne Noble
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  Fantasy


The Beesinger's Daughter


  By Jeff Wheeler | 21,600 words


  It was a story Rista never grew tired of hearing, yet she shivered with fear each time her father told it. The hearth crackled and cast an orange glow across the small cabin space, lighting her siblings’ faces as they stared at the storyteller, transfixed. The mood had to be right before Rista could convince her father to share the stories of his adventures from the past. As the oldest, she felt it was her duty to incite the tellings.


  Her father was a good storyteller, with a baritone voice that was just a little too soft, forcing her to lean forward to catch every word. His gray thatch of hair showed his age, which always made Rista secretly sad, but his hazel eyes twinkled as he leaned forward, a little smile making his lips crooked.


  “We had traveled four days to reach Battle Mountain,” he confided, “after crossing the Arvadin. Four days of serpents. Four days of kobold raids at night.”


  “Not Twig!” little Camille said indignantly. “He couldn’t hurt anyone!”


  At the mention of his name, a little kobold no taller than a strutting rooster peeked his head around Father’s back. He was small, even for a kobold, and he blinked at Camille and skittered into her lap, then around her back, and finally rested his lizard-like snout on her shoulder, making her giggle in hysterics.


  Rista wanted to swat him down for ruining the story. “Shhh!” she scolded. “Let Father tell the story! Twig, get down!”


  The kobold blinked at her, his little shoulder wilting at the rebuke, and then he curled up in Camille’s lap while she stroked his knobby horns. Little Twig had joined Father’s adventure all those years ago and had not grown an ounce bigger in all those years. He was the runtiest little excuse of a monster. The only reason he had survived so long was because he was cowardly in the extreme, jittery as a squirrel, and clever enough not to fight anything bigger than her little brother, Adam.


  “As I was saying,” Father went on patiently, his eyes twinkling, “we reached Battle Mountain. It’s a desolate land, full of jagged rocks and scrub. Not a single tree. The peak comes out of the middle of the flatlands. It’s huge.”


  “Are there any bees then?” piped in Brand, the second oldest, who would be leaving with Father in the morning to move the hives.


  “Sshhh!” Rista hissed impatiently.


  “There are bees in that forsaken land,” her father said, giving Rista a subtle hand gesture to try to calm her down. She hated such interruptions. “Carpenter bees. The big black fat ones. Practically the size of hummingbirds.”


  A chorus of shivers went through the siblings, including Rista. She was the Beesinger’s daughter, and had grown up loving bees of all sorts—except the nasty black carpenter bees. She wasn’t afraid of bumblebees, yellow jackets, honeybees, wasps, or hornets. But the giant bees had terrified her as a child, and now that she was seventeen, she wondered if she would ever conquer her fear of them in order to become a true Beesinger herself.


  “When we reached Battle Mountain, the fortress of the Ziggurat dominated the base of the rocks. I’ve never seen something so big, yes—even bigger than King Malcolm’s palace! The kobolds had been working on it for centuries, driven by their slave master. Now, how could we get in without being seen?” He tapped his chin thoughtfully.


  “Twig could get in,” Camille said proudly, and the little kobold lifted his head from her lap with a toothy grin and a little purring noise.


  “But that was before I found Twig,” her father said, wagging his finger. “The Ziggurat was built above caves in the mountain. So we searched the base behind it, looking for another way in. That was before the king’s army arrived. Well, I found a little cave—a small one that Twig could fit through, but so could I.” He patted his own belly. “I was thinner back then. I crawled on my stomach to see how far it went. It was so dirty and dusty, I could hardly breathe or see, and it was full of cobwebs.” He used his arms and hands to gesture the words as he spoke. “I used my cudgel to clear some away and then scoot in a little farther.” He paused, eyes twinkling again, and Rista felt the shivers already starting to go up her back.


  “I had a piece of magic, given to me from the Enclave. It’s that small clear stone full of borrowed light. I’ve shown it to some of you before. It was so dark I couldn’t see well, so I reached into my pocket, opened the pouch that hides the light, and pulled it out.” He mimicked the action, withdrew the small oval stone, and then opened his palm. The clear stone began to glow dimly. The light had been much brighter when Rista was young. The magic in it was fading. “That’s when I saw the spiders,” he added softly and with a wicked grin. “Black widows—everywhere. I’d crawled into the middle of their nest.”


  Rista hated spiders, especially black widows. She saw the faces of her siblings twist with disgust and fear. Twig suddenly leaped from Camille’s lap and skittered around the hearth with his usual disruptive antics.


  “Twig!” Rista complained while her siblings giggled. The tiny kobold scrabbled up the Beesinger’s arm, up his shoulder, then down his front before nestling on Father’s lap. He stared at the light from the crystal as it began to fade, his red-orange glassy eyes shimmering with the light. His long snout of teeth grinned at it. Rista loved the little monster—even though she sometimes called the kobold a little runt in front of her siblings and friends. Twig could be very exasperating on occasion.


  “What did you do?” Camille asked fearfully. The freckles on her nose crinkled. “I would have screamed!”


  “I’ll tell you that story . . . when I get back,” Father said. “Tomorrow morning Brand and I are taking hives to Apple Hill. Rista is going to take care of you.” He gave her an affectionate smile and gently rubbed the knobs on Twig’s head.


  “Maybe you should take Twig with you for protection?” Rista suggested jokingly.


  “No, Twig’s your protector!” Father said, rubbing the kobold’s bony back. Twig’s snout spread into a wide, crookedly toothy grin. The kobold loved being praised, even if it was unearned. He hissed something in his guttural language.


  “And what will he protect us from?” Rista taunted. “Mice?”


  Father didn’t reply to her insult. He was a patient man. He had been sadder since mother had passed away bearing the twin boys. But Rista had never tried coaxing him into marrying again, and he’d never shown any interest, saying his hands were full with twenty hives, five children, and an energetic kobold. He was about the plainest, most ordinary man you’d find anywhere in the kingdom. He never boasted of his accomplishments. And he never talked about how he’d defeated the Overlord of Battle Mountain. He—a simple Beesinger.


  * * *


  Rista was up when Father and Brand were ready to leave. They had loaded four hives onto a wagon the day before and were going to head out while the hives were still asleep. Because of her father’s innate magic, he could calm the most ferocious swarms and was occasionally called upon to do so throughout the kingdom. He was up before dawn every day, tending to the small farm and capturing honey from the hives, which was sold to a merchant down the hill and distributed to the farthest reaches of the kingdom. The merchant earned most of the profits, which Rista thought was unfair since he leveraged Father’s reputation. A Beesinger’s honey was said to be the best, and her father was the most famous Beesinger of all. But he refused to profit from reputation rather than his own hard work and didn’t care that he made other men rich.


  She found him in the yard with his cutting axe resting against a spoke, rubbing fronds of mint on his hands while Brand checked the axles and the horse tack. She walked up to her father, hugging a warm shawl to her shoulders.


  “It’s two days to Apple Hill, two days back, and four days of letting the bees do all the work,” Rista said. “Do I spy your fishing poles back there?”


  Her father grinned. “Yes, Brand packed those just in case there’s time.” He smiled at her and then opened his arms for a hug. He smelled so strongly of mint that it made her smile. He was strong, sturdy, and boring. But he gave the best hugs.


  “You have plenty of food,” he said, pulling away and then tugging on her blond braid. “My sister Natalie said she’d cook if you get tired of it.”


  “I can cook,” Rista said, a little offended. She sighed, cursing herself. Part of her wished that Brand were staying behind and she were going with him. The farm was dull, and she could use a change of scenery. She’d love to go down the hill to the village, but she couldn’t leave Camille in charge of the twins, even though she was almost twelve. It was Rista’s duty, as the eldest, to look after the others. At least Aunt Natalie lived close enough.


  “You’re a good cook, Rista,” Father said, tipping her chin and then kissing the top of her hair. “We’ll be back soon.”


  “I’ll miss you, Father,” Rista said, giving him another squeeze. “Be careful.”


  He was the most careful person in the world. He nodded to her and grabbed his axe, which often served as an alpenstock while he walked. “Watch after things, Twig,” he said with an important voice. “You’re in charge of protecting Rista. I think I spied some field mice on the western fence. Make sure you set up a patrol.”


  The kobold was lounging on the porch and yawned lazily and then set his snout back down on his arms. He made a few uncommitted clicking noises and then closed his lantern-like eyes.


  “The wagon is ready, Father,” Brand said, holding the lead rope.


  “Thank you, Son. Good work.” They mounted the box, and soon the wagon lumbered away. Rista folded her arms and hugged herself, watching it go and realizing that the next fortnight would be unendurably boring. Nothing exciting ever happened.


  That was true for the first day.


  * * *


  It was nearing sunset the following day when Twig came skittering through the window of the cabin in an absolute terrified panic. He was clicking and growling so fast and hard that, even struggling, Rista couldn’t make out his words at all, though she could usually understand him if she tried.


  “What is he saying, Camille?” Rista asked, setting plates on the table and feeling a little impatient. “Is there a skunk nearby?”


  Camille was probably Twig’s next favorite, and he scampered up her leg and gesticulated with his bony little arms and pointed to the door urgently.


  “No,” Camille said, her face suddenly worried. “He saw a bear coming.”


  Rista’s stomach dropped. “Of course. A bear! It had to come the day after Father left. What kind of bear was it? A black bear?”


  Camille made a series of grunts and clicks. Twig understood the speech of humans, and Rista refused to speak to him in his own language. But Camille had taught herself and was quick to understand what Twig meant.


  “I think it’s a grizzly,” she said worriedly.


  Rista frowned, suddenly worried. “Adam, Ben. Bar the windows. Camille, bar the door. It’ll be after the hives, no doubt. Why did it have to come now?” The children were quick to obey her. It was unusual for a bear to wander this far down the Arvadin Mountains, but it had happened before. However, Father had always been there, and he knew what to do in such times. He had a longbow and arrows as a final resort, which Rista wasn’t strong enough to use. But it was his magic that allowed him to summon the bees themselves to frighten away unwanted visitors. The cabin was secured quickly and she felt her nerves starting to calm. She reached out with her senses, trying to see if the bees were aware of the danger yet. But they were all back in the hive by this late hour. They wouldn’t know about the danger until the claws arrived. Bears were drawn to honey, and she hoped the beast didn’t wreck too many hives to satisfy its cravings.


  With the windows shut, it was dark inside, so she quickly trimmed the wick of an oil lamp and lit it. The children clustered around her, and she did her best to soothe them, putting on an air of confidence. It was inconvenient but not truly dangerous.


  Then she heard the bear snuffling near the door of the cabin and felt Camille suddenly squeeze her waist, her eyes wide with terror, her freckles twitching. The twins were silent, staring at the small gap beneath the door.


  “It’s all right,” Rista soothed. “It can’t get in.”


  Suddenly a hard knock sounded at the door, jolting them all. Camille shrieked and started to whimper. Twig began running around in circles frantically and then cowered behind the flour barrel. Rista’s heart was shuddering in her chest, but she was a clever girl. Bears did not knock.


  She gestured for Camille to take the twins to the loft ladder as she walked forward. “Wh-who is it?” Rista asked, angered by the tremor in her voice.


  “Ilias.”


  At the sound of the man’s voice, her fear suddenly vanished, replaced by intense and immediate relief. This changed everything! Ilias was from the Enclave, he was the wandering protector of the valley, advisor of the king, and he was an Eyriemaester. His creature, an enormous gold eagle, could often be seen flying over the valley and keeping watch over the kingdom.


  Rista lifted the crossbar from the door and hurriedly opened it. The man standing in the doorway filled it and still had to stoop. He looked young, like a man in his midthirties, but he was a being who was over a thousand years old. One did not age living in the Enclave. In fact, the aging process reversed until a person was in the prime. He was clean-shaven with wavy bronze hair and piercing blue eyes. Rista hadn’t seen him since she was six, and he had seemed like a giant back then. Surprisingly, he was even taller now. He wore an impressive tunic with a leather band across his chest, holding back a dark cloak. She noted a wide bulky satchel hanging from the band as he looked at her with concern and worry.


  “Hello, Rista,” he said, his voice calming. “Where is your father?” He gazed around the interior of the cabin, searching quickly.


  “He’s . . . he’s gone to Apple Hill,” Rista stammered. “What’s wrong?”


  Ilias frowned. Then he looked back and made a gesture. Ilias had not come alone, and Rista’s heart hammered with excitement. “Inside, quickly,” Ilias beckoned.


  “There’s a bear,” Rista warned.


  Ilias smiled and chuckled. “The bear is with us. It’ll guard the farm while we talk. This is Lielle of the Enclave,” he said, gesturing to the woman who entered next. Rista stared at her in shock and surprise. She was the most beautiful woman Rista had ever seen. She had red hair that was braided back and she entered with a sculpted bow and an arrow already nocked. Her skin was flawless, showing her to be of the Enclave as well. Rista had never met her before, but she had heard her father tell of Lielle and her fox. She was the best hunter in the valley. Rista had suspected that her father had, long ago, secretly cared for her. But Father had never revealed his true feelings to his daughter, keeping them sealed like a walnut hull. The other man who came, she did not recognize, but he was nearer to her age, and so Rista did not think he was part of the Enclave.


  “This is Gabe Doer,” Ilias said, and Rista blinked in surprise.


  “You’re the son of King Malcolm Doer,” Rista said, impressed. He was the king’s youngest.


  Gabe looked at her, wrinkling his brow, and cast his eyes around the small cabin as if it were a pitiful thing. “We can’t stay long, Ilias. They’ll track us here.”


  “I know, I’ll be brief,” the Eyriemaester said. “Lielle. The door.” The redheaded girl secured it and then went to a window and unbolted it, again preparing her bow to shoot.


  “You are in great danger, Rista,” Ilias said urgently, putting his strong hand on her shoulder. “We travel at night to avoid being seen in the day. Something stirs in Battle Mountain. I must find your father. Where is he?”


  Rista’s heart churned with excitement. “What is it, Ilias?”


  He shook his head. “Best if you don’t know. Is there a place you can go for shelter? The village perhaps? They will track us here.”


  “Who?” Rista asked eagerly. Her heart was hammering, but she felt part of her coming alive as if for the first time. Was her magic awakening at last?


  “I cannot say and it would be better if you didn’t know. You said your father went to Apple Hill? When did he leave?”


  “I see something,” Lielle said from the window. “It was just a shadow.”


  Suddenly the roar of a bear came from outside. Lielle drew back the bowstring and sent an arrow into the burgeoning dark. “Got it.”


  Gabe was looking at Ilias fretfully. “We can’t stay here, Ilias! We don’t have time!”


  The Eyriemaester let out a deep breath. Then he looked into Rista’s eyes. “Do you have the magic, child? Are you truly a Beesinger’s daughter?”


  Her heart leaped. “I do have it,” she said eagerly. “I’ve not fully . . . not fully mastered it yet. But I can calm or summon a swarm like my father can. You are returning to Battle Mountain? You needed my father, but could I come instead?”


  Ilias gave her a look that was impressed. “How old are you, Rista? The last time I saw you, you were . . . ?”


  “I was only six. I’m seventeen now. If you need Beesinger magic, then bring me with you!”


  Gabe scrunched up his face. “It’s too dangerous.”


  “I’m not afraid,” Rista huffed, glaring at the young man. “My aunt lives nearby. Twig can take my siblings there, and then she can take them to warn the village in the morning.”


  Ilias looked to Lielle and then back at Rista. “I’d almost forgotten about little Twig,” he said with a humorous chuckle. Rista pointed to the flour barrel and saw the little kobold trembling.


  “Your father is the one I hoped to find, Rista,” Ilias said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “Since the Great War, the Ziggurat has been left desolate. But something stirs within. An evil that begins to summon creatures into its service. I thought your father had destroyed the Overlord. But it may have only been asleep. Will you come with us, Beesinger? Yours is a subtle magic. And subtlety is what we need most.”


  Rista could not refrain from grinning. “Of course I will come with you,” she said. “Twig, take Camille and the boys to Aunt Natalie’s cabin.” She was so excited she could hardly contain herself. “You said we must travel at night?”


  Ilias nodded approvingly. “You have your father’s courage. I will do all in my power to protect you from harm. Gabe, tell Damon Papenfuss we’re leaving. We may have to fight our way clear. Lielle, make sure these children make it safely to their aunt’s.”


  “I’ll take them instead,” Gabe said. “If you get attacked, she’ll be better in a fight. I’ll meet you at Weathercress Hollow tomorrow night. The bats will lead me to you.”


  Ilias looked at the young man and then nodded. “We must go quickly. Now.”


  The bear roared again from the yard outside.


  “Douse the lamp,” Ilias hissed.


  * * *


  Her father’s cabin was nestled in the foothills of the Arvadin, amidst a thick wood of twisted oak trees. The oak provided much cover as Rista and her companions began hiking up into the mountains. Lielle remained in the rear, often stopping to loose an arrow at some creatures following them. By morning, the woods had changed from oak to cedar and pine. From an outcropping of rock, just as the sun began to gleam over the snow-capped peaks, Rista looked down into the valley and saw the distant spires of Stanchion castle amidst the rivers that crisscrossed the lush green and provided a fertile basin for growing. The castle looked like a child’s toy from the heights, but she had been there frequently enough to recognize the deception. Stanchion and the town encircling it made up the largest city of the kingdom.


  “Weathercress is that way,” Lielle said after catching up to them, pointing to a series of hulking boulders. “Papenfuss should be waiting there with Kylek.”


  Ilias craned his neck, looking up at the eastern sky toward the sunshine. “We need to get out of the light. Lead the way, Lielle.”


  The huntress nodded sternly and scrambled over the rocks.


  “Where is her fox, Ilias?” Rista asked in a soft tone, walking alongside the legendary man. She’d heard many stories from her father about Lielle and her sly fox and how close they could get to an enemy without being seen.


  Ilias glanced down at her and then pointed back down the trail. “Keeping an eye open for Gabe, who should join us before long. I thought he might catch up to us ere now.” He gazed back down the valley and shook his head. “The Arvadin has its own dangers.”


  “I thought the king’s men patrolled the passes?” Rista said. “They used to be infested with kobolds, but that was long ago.”


  Ilias nodded sagely. “What hunts us will not be stopped by soldiers,” he said meaningfully. “These mountains are the lair of many creatures. Our enemy, Rista, is a Serpentarium.” Ilias’s expression hardened. “Have you met one?”


  Rista shuddered. “I’ve not.”


  They followed after Lielle and found the entrance to a cave, which was nothing more than a series of boulders that had crashed down from the mountain and nestled together, forming large pockets. As they reached it, Rista smelled a rank odor and saw a giant of a man, with a fraying gray cloak covering his bulk. His face was ravaged with scars, one of his cheeks so deformed that it made his eye unnaturally big. He was the ugliest man Rista had ever seen, his wounds clearly caused by bear claws. Behind him was a huge grizzly, its snout resting on its enormous arms. Rista had never been so near such a bear and felt the terror wriggling inside her, telling her to flee. The bear growled at her, sniffed, and then looked away.


  “Damon Papenfuss is a Warwick,” Ilias explained as he nestled amidst the rocks. Rista was grateful for the chance to sit. Her limbs were exhausted from the arduous night journey, but she was determined not to complain. All her life she had wanted to go on an adventure. She was the kind of girl who ran outside during storms to watch the lightning. When she set her mind to something, she was relentless.


  The giant hunched over his knees, arms crossing in front of him.


  “Where are you from?” Rista asked him.


  “Kingvale,” he grunted. He said nothing else and looked annoyed.


  “Master Papenfuss is not one for much talk,” Lielle said, flashing Rista a warm smile. “Fortunately Gabe makes up for it.”


  “Tell us what you know of enmitical magic,” Ilias said to Rista in a kindly way. “Your father is a renowned Beesinger. I’m sure he has trained you in the lore?”


  Rista nodded eagerly. “He has. There is a place where man and beast coexist as companions. The Enclave. It is surrounded by the Enemist. Once you cross it, once you enter the fallen world, there is enmity between man and beast. But some have learned to conquer the anger and fear and can bond with a certain creature. Eyriemaesters bond with hunting birds. Eagles, for example.” She saw Ilias’s approving smile and felt a flush of pride. “Some bond with foxes or other creatures. Very few can bond with dangerous animals, like grizzly bears.” She looked at Papenfuss again, suppressing a shudder. Obviously his attempt to tame Kylek had not gone so well at first.


  “And some can even tame insects,” Ilias said. “Bees, for example. They are called Beesingers. It takes courage to enter a hive swarm. Have you done that?”


  Rista took a deep breath. “Not exactly,” she answered. “I’ve summoned a swarm, but I’ve not entered one to try and calm it. Bees are difficult to calm once they are frenzied.”


  Ilias glanced at Lielle, a knowing look passing between them. Then he turned a kind smile to Rista. “I hope you will not have to do that then,” he said thoughtfully. “I hope we are wrong about what is happening at the Ziggurat. It has been uninhabited for years, since your father went with us to defeat the Overlord. But we have seen from the skies that there is an enemy afoot. A Serpentarium by the name of Mattson Kree. Only the bravest men attempt to tame poisonous snakes. The Arvadin and the wastelands to Battle Mountain are full of a breed of serpent that is distinctive because they have an atrox at the end of their tail from whence they get their name. When they are angry or threatened, the atrox rattles quickly, making a sound. The strongest atrox can slay an eagle.”


  Rista blinked at him and felt the thrill of danger down her back.


  “She’s smiling,” Lielle said with a snort. “These beasts are dangerous, but they only venture out during the day. Mattson Kree controls them, and they are hunting us. Their poison is deadly. Back at the Enclave, there is magic that can heal a poisoned bite. We have brought a way to heal it with us, but it is a distant journey to get more.”


  Rista was so curious she blurted out a question. “And you think Mattson Kree is trying to revive the Ziggurat? Instead of enslaving kobolds, he will infest us with these deadly snakes?”


  “Yes,” Ilias said. He smiled again. “You’re quite clever, Rista. I was hoping to have your father on our side, but you will do quite well.”


  “But what can I do?” Rista asked. “How is Beesinger magic going to help?”


  Lielle gave Ilias a warning look.


  “I’ll explain that later,” he said. “I think I hear boot steps. Gabe is joining us.”


  The announcement was followed shortly after by the young man as he scrabbled down a rock and hunched over to join them in the cave. He turned to Rista first. “Your siblings are with your aunt.”


  “Will she send word to Father?” Rista asked. “To tell him where we’ve gone?”


  Gabe gave her an enigmatic look, then glanced at Ilias. “I think it would be too dangerous if he followed us. Don’t you, Ilias?”


  The Eyriemaester nodded gravely. “Best if we rest now.” He reached over and patted Rista’s shoulder. “Get some sleep. We’ll start up again just before sunset.”


  * * *


  It took a long time before Rista fell asleep. The exhaustion of the climb into the Arvadin was overwhelmed by her excitement at being with such famous individuals. She hadn’t heard her father talk about Damon Papenfuss before, but clearly he had earned his way into Ilias’s company. The Doer family were known to her. The king valued her father’s wisdom. She was also impressed by how handsome Ilias was, even though he had lived for centuries in the Enclave. Her father had chosen not to live there, although he had been invited. She still couldn’t imagine why he had refused such an honor.


  She rested with her head on her arm, trying to get comfortable, and dozed in and out of sleep. The daylight made it difficult, but she was tired enough that sleep eventually overtook her. She was awakened middream by a clawlike touch on her arm.


  She blinked her eyes and saw Twig’s snout right by her face. She was so surprised by it that she nearly started.


  “Tw—” she started to say, but the kobold gesticulated wildly at her not to, emitting a series of low clucks and hisses. The kobold glanced at her sleeping companions, and Rista saw that Lielle was gone.


  The kobold motioned for her to follow him and quietly climbed up the rock at the mouth of the cave. He squatted there, his little scaly legs looking like a rooster’s. He urgently motioned for her to follow.


  Rista was confused and looked back at her slumbering companions. What was Twig doing in the middle of the Arvadin? Why wasn’t he protecting her siblings? Was it because her father had ordered him to protect her? What good could the kobold do on such a quest! Twig soundlessly moved around the rock and then peeked back at her, gesturing emphatically for her to follow.


  She felt frustration welling up inside her. She did not want Twig along on her first adventure. She’d be worried sick about him dying. He was truly the most defenseless little nuisance. She almost gestured for him to go away, but tightening her mouth into a frown, she quietly rose from the dirt and slipped away from the cave. The sunlight blinded her momentarily, and she shielded her face from it. Twig gestured again and then pointed, and she saw Lielle hunched down amidst some rocks with her bow, her back toward them as she watched the trail. Rista saw some eagles circling high overhead and wondered which one belonged to Ilias.


  Rista followed Twig over another boulder where they would be out of sight of the cave and Lielle.


  “Twig,” Rista whispered with exasperation, “you need to go back and wait for Father! Why did you leave?”


  The kobold said something in his guttural language. He was trembling with fear, which was typical of the cowardly thing.


  “I didn’t understand,” Rista said, shaking her head. Where was Camille! Her sister was much better at communicating with him. “Slow down. Say it again.” Twig shook his arms warningly, his head cocked and listening. Twig was like a frantic bird.


  He repeated the same thing and Rista still wasn’t sure she understood.


  “What?” Rista asked again. “You’re not making any sense.”


  The kobold growled and stamped his little foot. Very slowly, he stated it again, and Rista’s mouth went dry.


  “ ‘That’s not Ilias.’ Is that what you said?” Rista asked. Her stomach began to twist into knots.


  The kobold nodded vigorously and began chittering again.


  “No, no, slow down! Slow down!” Rista was growing more and more concerned. “What do you mean, it’s not Ilias?”


  The kobold gripped her arm and started to tug her.


  “You want me to leave?”


  Twig nodded violently again and chittered away in his peculiar speech. It was difficult, but she was starting to comprehend the urgent warning.


  “Because you’ve met Ilias. And you know this isn’t him. He doesn’t smell like him. He smells like what?”


  Twig repeated the word in a low clicking sound.


  “He smells like snakes,” Rista whispered, and then she realized, to her growing horror, that she had possibly been abducted.


  Suddenly Twig bolted, vanishing around the rock so fast that Rista blinked and the kobold was gone. She heard boots and quickly stood, coming face-to-face with Lielle.


  The huntress had a wary look in her eyes.


  “What are you doing away from the cave?” she demanded. “It’s daylight still.”


  Rista’s stomach was flopping uncontrollably. “I . . . I needed to find some . . . some privacy,” she stammered.


  Lielle arched an eyebrow, then she jerked her head toward some trees and brush. “Over there. Be quick.”


  As Rista walked ashamedly toward the shelter, she realized why they were traveling at night. The clues were suddenly making sense. It was so that the golden eagles wouldn’t see them. She felt like such a trusting fool. Rista glanced back at Lielle and realized it wasn’t truly Lielle. She hadn’t seen the huntress’s fox because there wasn’t one. She couldn’t believe she had fallen for such a trick.


  When she reached the privacy of the ferns and brush, she squatted low and hid herself, then searched around. Twig suddenly appeared next to her, one of the fronds brushing his face.


  “Good, Twig,” she whispered gratefully, feeling her heart gush with gratitude. “You’re sure about this?”


  The kobold nodded his snout emphatically and made a low growl in his throat.


  “I need to get back to Father, Twig. Will you help me?”


  Twig nodded eagerly again, showing a row of tiny teeth.


  Then she heard it. The drone of bees. It was coming from the crook of a tree. An idea began to come together in her mind of how to escape her captors.


  * * *


  As Rista approached the hive, she tried to soothe her chaotic emotions. The sickening feeling of being deceived had rattled her, but she knew she needed to tame her emotions or she’d never be able to use her magic.


  Enmitical magic had its roots in emotions. It involved conquering the self, specifically the conquering of fear. The fear of animals and creatures existed because of the Enemist. The sound of the bees humming around the hive normally filled people with abject terror. But not Rista and not her family. She had been raised around the droning sound and even as a child, before her father had taught her the magic, she had lain on the grass and watched bees collecting nectar from flowers. Her childlike innocence and lack of fear made her willing and eager to reach out her little finger and pet the fuzzy end of the bumblebees she’d find. When one would land on her open palm, their little legs would tickle, but she had no desire to squash it or run away shrieking. Creatures of nature could sense human emotions. They could sense when there was a state of enmity and they responded accordingly. A Beesinger could reach a hand into a honeycomb without getting stung because the bees understood the intent and willingly shared the sticky, sweet treasure they created by their own primal instincts.


  Twig remained at the edge of the copse to watch for pursuers while Rista closed the gap to the gnarled tree. The hive had been erected in a huge knot of a dead tree, and she saw blurs of gold and black darting and dancing through. There was still daylight and much work to do, so the hive was active. Rista swallowed, approaching it cautiously, one hand stretched out, invoking the magic within her. The frenzied hum started to subside. Many scout bees came out to investigate and hovered around her, some landing on her arm and palm, some in her golden hair. She felt the tickling sensations again, unable to help the smile that came. These were honeybees, and she sensed their curiosity in meeting a Beesinger. The magic she bore made them trust her immediately, and soon the drones were flying around, treating her as if she were a normal part of the forest and not a threat.


  Rista had only tried her skills at Father’s man-built hives and was grateful that she was strong enough in the magic for this to work. There was a difference in the mood of these bees, naturally. Her father’s bees had been trained and raised for generations to make honey and fertilize trees. They cooperated with the Beesingers and had for generations. Bees of the wild were a little less structured in their thinking, but the instincts were still the same. She was welcomed as part of the colony and closed the distance to the hive. Gingerly, she reached into the hive to fetch a chunk of honeycomb. Father had taught her that honey contained nearly all the nutrients needed to stay alive and that a Beesinger could live off the land almost indefinitely.


  The gooey hunk dislodged easily and she brought it out. The honey was sweet when she tasted it.


  Twig made a chittering noise, warning her that Lielle was coming.


  Rista had walked deliberately to the tree, leaving a clear trail to follow. She turned her attention back to the hive and reached out to it with her magic. Bees were primitive and could only understand basic concepts. Over time, a Beesinger could train bees to follow complicated instructions. This was not such an opportunity. But there was much she could do. Each bee had wandered far from the hive to collect pollen, and she could read the hive mind to understand the land surrounding the hive almost as if they’d made a map of the terrain. She closed her eyes, searching for a place to hide, and found one that the bees like to frequent. It was a fallen log with decaying wood that was hollowed out. It wasn’t very far.


  After gaining the knowledge she needed, she began to alter the magic. She let her fear and worry begin to build inside her, instilling in the hive the sense of a threat. Humans were coming to destroy the hive, she thought to the bees, and they understood her. Humans would wreck all their hard work and destroy their home. The tone of the hive changed instantly to one of hostility. The buzzing grew louder, more dangerous. Bees hurried off to spy for danger and to summon others to defend the hive. The sounds they made were immediately noticeable. The magic would not last for long if a threat didn’t materialize. Bees had short attention spans.


  Rista motioned for Twig to follow her as she stole around the tree and quickly fled the area. Bees followed her, of course. She was part of the hive and the queen had sent some to protect her. She relished the feeling of the magic as she became part of the hive mind herself. The sunlight shone down on her and she knew she needed to find the shelter quickly. After nightfall, it would be easier to escape her foes. But first she would listen to them as they hunted her and see if what Twig had warned her of was true. Twig was fiercely loyal to her family. Even though he was a tiny, almost useless little monster, he had hunted her deep into the Arvadin to save her. A few hundred paces away from the hive, she found the hollowed log and quickly settled into it. It was small, but so was Rista, and she wedged herself in to get out of sight.


  “Rista?”


  The voice called from far away. It was Lielle.


  “Rista? Where are you?”


  She hunkered down inside the log and waited. Then the bees began to sting.


  “Rista! Ouch! Rista!” The tone changed to one of anger.


  “What happened?” shouted the voice of the man she thought was pretending to be Ilias.


  “The little brat tricked me,” said the woman. “There’s a beehive over there. Ugh, they sting! They’re swarming. I’ve been stung three times already. I’m going to slit her throat, Kree.”


  “No, we need her,” replied the man angrily. “Fuss! Get up here. Send Kylek to destroy the hive. Gabe! You two. Go around and encircle where she may be hiding. She can’t have gone far.”


  “She’s not far,” the woman snarled. “I’ll find her.”


  “We all will,” Mattson Kree said. “You go that way. Gabe, you go that way. Fuss . . . destroy the hive now!”


  Twig scampered inside the fallen log. His orange-red eyes were alight with mischief and his crooked-tooth grin showed his inner cunning.


  “Good, Twig,” Rista whispered, rubbing the knobbed horns on his head. She hugged the kobold. Her pride was tempered with growing fear. She was not under the protection of Ilias. She was being hunted by a Serpentarium.


  * * *


  Rista remained perfectly still as Papenfuss’s bear destroyed the beehive. She’d heard his pained snarls and growls, listened to the sound of mighty claws raking the scabbed bark. The bees began to scatter with the destruction of their home, the queen being the first to leave. All the energy of their efforts and defense were useless against a bear. She had bought herself some time, and watched as the sun dipped into the valley far below. The shadows of the trees were getting longer. Her body was cramped and uncomfortable. She heard the sounds of her pursuers. They were making no effort to be quiet. It was clear that their friendliness had all been an act, a deception to convince her to come with them willingly.


  They called out to her, issuing threats. They threatened to go back down the mountain and hurt her family. Rista clenched her teeth with fury, not fear. She knew they’d say anything to get her to reveal herself. The Arvadin was an enormous mountain range that was like the spine of the world. There were many places a person could hide. Her best hope of concealment was remaining still.


  The shadows thickened as night began to descend. This was her opportunity. Her pursuers were spread out around her, tromping and marching in the woods. In a few more moments, the dusk would make it very difficult to see. From the hive mind, she had learned the lay of the land and had mapped out a course that she would follow in the dark. From the commotion her enemies were making, she could almost see in her mind’s eye that they had wandered far afield, not realizing how close she was to the original hive. She’d hoped they would get past her.


  Twig’s head, which had been resting on her shoulder, popped up. The eyes blinked twice and then he suddenly rose and crept out of the stump. His bony little hands and claws gripped the decaying wood.


  Then the kobold jumped away as a snake leaped at him.


  Rista shrieked with fear. The snake was an atrox, with a diamond-shaped pattern down its back and length. The fangs had missed the kobold by a hair. The rattle on its tail began to whir viciously, and Rista scrambled to get out of the log. Her heart felt like it was going to jitter its way out of her chest as she fled in terror. The atrox slithered after her, moving with fluid grace and speed that made her mind go nearly black with panic.


  She scrambled over the log on the other side, lost her footing, and went down. She saw Mattson Kree standing by a tree about a dozen paces off, arms folded imperiously and a malevolent smile on his mouth.


  Rista’s knee was throbbing, but she scrabbled to her feet to flee the other way, when she was grabbed roughly from behind. Rista reached and grabbed a fistful of flaming-red hair and pulled hard, her body reacting to the desperate situation without thinking. She found herself clutching an abandoned wig and then felt the naked edge of a blade against her quivering throat.


  “You think I won’t slit your neck?” the woman hissed in her ear.


  “Trea,” said the Serpentarium in a scolding voice.


  “I was stung five times because of her!” railed the other. She grabbed Rista by the wrist and jerked her arm up behind her back, sending a jabbing pain into her shoulder that made her knees wobble. “Five times!”


  Gabe bounded over another log and landed nearby with a smirk on his face and then sheathed his daggers.


  Rista felt like crying because she’d been caught so easily, but she refused to give them the satisfaction.


  “And who are you really?” Rista demanded the boy. “Not the king’s son!”


  “Actually, he is,” Mattson Kree said smoothly, closing the distance. “That part wasn’t a lie.” He walked up to her, his expression now cold and calculating. “You’ve got spirit, Rista. And you do your father credit for one so young. I had thought to fool you all the way to Battle Mountain.”


  The atrox slithered up to them, the noisy tail still making its fearful rattle. Then Mattson Kree bent down and scooped up the giant snake, fondling it and giving Rista a crooked smile. The head hissed and gaped its jaws at Rista, and she fought against Trea, increasing the painful throb of her arm. The atrox hissed, its pink, fleshy mouth wide, the fangs dripping venom. Rista had never felt so much fear, never had her mind gone so utterly black with panic.


  “Five stings on poor Trea,” the Serpentarium mocked. “Well, since you like to cause pain, girl, I’m sure you can handle taking it.”


  “What do you want from me?” Rista whimpered, unable to break free. She saw the grizzly skulking toward them from the woods, the huge Damon Papenfuss coming from behind.


  “I really just need you alive, that’s all,” Kree said with a biting coldness in his voice. His eyes were like the snake’s, utterly devoid of sentiment. “Until your father is dead. I can’t have him ruining all my plans like he did to the Overlord, now can I?” He looked up at Trea, who was still gripping Rista and holding the knife to her throat.


  “I think one bite is worth five stings. Will that satisfy you, Trea?”


  “For now,” huffed the angered woman.


  Rista stared at them both in fear and horror.


  “Not on the leg, or she won’t be able to walk all night,” Mattson Kree said menacingly. “How about her arm then? You think a little bee sting hurts, Rista? I have magic that can purge the atrox’s venom. But you need to feel it working first. You think you’re so clever? I control every atrox in these mountains. They mostly hunt at night. You think slipping away from me will save you? You think your insignificant bee magic is going to save you? Trust me, little girl.” His tone went flat with ruthless intensity. “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”


  His eyes flashed with hatred and he nodded to the woman pinning Rista. Trea untwisted Rista’s arm and exposed the meaty portion just below the elbow. The snake’s fangs flashed down, sinking into Rista’s arm. It was painful, like getting jabbed by pins. But then the venom began to turn her blood into fire.


  Trea dumped her on the ground as the convulsions began to shake through her legs. As the pain began spreading throughout Rista’s body, the Serpentarium casually gathered up the snake and gently lowered it into the leather satchel he wore around his neck. Rista’s eyes bulged with pain, but she wouldn’t cry out. The pain in her arm grew worse and worse.


  She could not sense any bees around for miles.


  * * *


  The atrox venom was the most painful thing that had happened to Rista. She knew it would kill her if left unchecked. After Mattson Kree was satisfied she had suffered enough, he offered relief in the form of a glass vial with a stopper. Inside the egg-shaped crystal was a murky liquid. He brought the vial to her arm and looked as if he would pour it on her skin. Instead, the vial began to glow and the murky liquid seemed to suck the venom out of her bleeding punctures. She stared at it, quivering with pain and agony, but fascinated by the magic being wielded. The flaming sensation began to calm and then it was gone, expelled from her body. The murky contents of the vial were darker now, swirling malevolently. He crouched by her, his eyes devious as he showed her the vial, and then he stuffed it into a pouch at his waist and stood.


  “I know you have magic, Rista,” he said in a threatening tone. “I would encourage you to use it to keep any bees from getting near us. Your father will likely send them to hunt you. If I hear even one insect close enough, believe me—you will regret it. Keep them away from us and you will not get hurt anymore. Do we understand one another?”


  “Why should I help you at all?” Rista said angrily, clenching her fists. “You said you would kill my father.”


  His eyes narrowed. “There are many ways one can die, child. Remember that.” Then he turned to the others. “The sun is down. We need to be at the top of the pass before dawn to destroy the guards stationed there. Onward.”


  Rista rubbed the swollen bite marks on her forearm. As she walked, she searched the shrubs and vegetation for a sign of the kobold. Twig was nowhere to be seen.


  After nightfall descended, they hiked by moonlight up to the craggy heights of the Arvadin. The trees became denser, thick with pine needles and cone-shaped tops. The mountains grew steeper as they climbed, but they headed toward a gap between two peaks that still contained chunks of snow and ice. The air grew steadily thinner and Rista found herself gasping for breath to keep up with her captors. Papenfuss and Kylek took the lead, lumbering up the trail. The girl, Trea, no longer wearing the wig, scowled at Rista every time she happened to glance back at her. She kept her longbow ready and covered their trail to make it more difficult to follow. Gabe walked alongside Mattson Kree, conferring with him in low tones, but eventually he dropped back to walk alongside Rista.


  “So you are the king’s son,” Rista said with malice.


  “The king’s youngest son,” he replied casually. “The most useless. The least wanted. I have a better chance becoming master of Stanchion castle allying myself with this lot than I ever had before.”


  “Your father is a good man, an honest king!” Rista said angrily.


  “A fat lot of good it does him too,” Gabe replied with a chuckle. “And what do you know about politics, Rista? You live far away from court. The factions surrounding my father, constantly wheedling and maneuvering. He can hardly get anything done with all the opposition he faces. A king should have power. Not be a slave to the people.” He chuckled derisively.


  Rista’s insides boiled with anger. “And I suppose you think life would be better under the heel of another overlord? Mattson Kree may grant you your father’s throne, but you’ll be his puppet.”


  “Oh yes, I’m sure you’ve got it all figured out,” Gabe said with a snort. “Your father is reputedly the wisest man in all the realm. And look how easily we abducted you. Everyone knew that he was going to Apple Hill. Everyone knew that he left you all unprotected. So wise . . . yet so blind. Are you just like your father?”


  Rista bridled at his taunt, but she tried to keep her voice calm. “And what of the Enclave? Do you think they will sit still while your master seeks to reclaim Battle Mountain? Surely the true Ilias will come.”


  Gabe sniffed and shrugged. “That is a problem, Rista, when your eagles can see so far away. But they can only see during the daylight. They don’t see what happens in the dark.” He was walking closer to her now, his voice dropping lower, almost conspiratorially. “It is a different world at night. A world of bats. A world of croaking frogs. A world of shadows and drunks and laughter and dicing and all sorts of other evils that would make a young woman like you blush. Even the bees cannot sting at night.”


  She folded her arms, feeling a strangeness in her belly as he spoke. His tone was almost confiding.


  “That’s not true, you know,” she said, shaking her head. “Bees can sting at night.”


  “Really?” he said, surprised.


  “Think on it, Gabe. The time people are most likely to be stung are when the bees are out of their hives and people are out of their homes. At night, both are inside. But if you jammed a stick into a hive in the middle of the night, they’d come out fighting.”


  “Humph,” Gabe said with a chuckle. “You may be wiser than I thought.”


  He butted her with his arm and then hiked to catch up to Mattson Kree. And proceeded to warn him about what she had just told him. She gritted her teeth and wished she could summon a swarm into his shirt.


  * * *


  The night began to peel away and they had still not reached the summit. Rista was exhausted and felt her eyelids drooping. Mattson Kree looked impatient and angered by the delay. They were waiting for Trea to return from hiding their trail. The Serpentarium had his boot planted on a jutting rock and stared up at the mountains almost in defiance.


  “How much farther to the summit, Papenfuss?” he asked.


  The bearlike man shrugged. “It’s not much further, but we’ll be seen approaching in the light.”


  Trea came jogging up from the hill, a worried look on her face.


  “What is it?” Gabe asked her in concern.


  “I saw someone,” she said.


  Everyone turned to face her. “Saw someone or something?” Mattson Kree clarified.


  Trea rubbed her arm, keeping her bow flush against her body. “A man. He’s coming up to the pass.”


  Rista’s heart leaped and a small smile crept onto her mouth.


  “Tell me what you saw,” Mattson Kree said patiently, his eyes narrowing.


  “A man with gray hair,” Trea said. “He was hiking quickly with a walking stick. There was something scrabbling alongside him. A raccoon or a small dog.”


  Twig. Rista smiled even wider.


  “Is it the Beesinger?” Gabe asked Mattson Kree.


  “I have to assume that it is,” he answered darkly. “He doesn’t need footprints to track us.” He rubbed his mouth. “Well, he’s come a lot sooner than I suspected.”


  A thrill of hope tingled inside of Rista. Her father was coming. But what could he do against so many?


  “What do we do?” Gabe asked. He had a worried sound in his voice.


  Trea spoke up. “If we wait here during the day, he’ll catch up to us well before nightfall. If we keep going, we’ll be seen by the soldiers.”


  “I know,” Mattson Kree said angrily. “I’m not worried about the soldiers. There are enough atrox in these mountains to kill them all. This is what we do. Papenfuss, you will wait here and ambush the Beesinger with Kylek. We’ll go ahead and clear the pass.”


  “We’ll be seen!” Trea said worriedly, pointing to the skies. “Let’s all wait for the Beesinger and ambush him together.”


  Rista felt worry trembling in her stomach. There were four of them against her father, and he was old. There was also Twig. And of course, she would do what she could.


  Mattson Kree shook his head. “He’ll be no match for Papenfuss, let alone a grizzly.”


  Rista had to do something. She saw them conferring closely, ready to make a decision that would kill her father. If she could run ahead, she could warn the soldiers and bring them down to help. Although she was tired, the sudden panic lent her strength, and she glanced up the trailhead, wondering how far the gap in the pass would be. Trea had her bow, and she had no doubt the woman would shoot at her, but she had to try something!


  Rista glanced once more at the trail and prepared to bolt when suddenly Gabe was standing next to her, gripping her arm with his hand. She tried to shake him loose, but he clenched her so tightly it hurt.


  “That wouldn’t be wise,” he whispered to her.


  “What are you doing, Gabe?” Mattson Kree demanded.


  “She was about to run! You were all looking the other way and I saw her. We’d better gag her, just to be safe.”


  “Do it,” the Serptentarium ordered, glowering.


  Gabe withdrew a wadded rag and stuffed it into her mouth and began tying it roughly behind her. “I like your hair,” he whispered, tightening the knot. “It’s like sunshine.”


  She gave him a withering look and he only chuckled at her, returning to grip her arm.


  “You are so naive,” he scoffed, making her even angrier. She’d lost her chance to warn her father and cursed herself for being too slow. She should have bolted the moment the idea struck her. But Gabe was watchful. She’d remember that. She kicked him in the shins out of pure spite and anger, and he winced, startled.


  “She does have a stinger after all,” he mused, then pulled her along toward the others. She watched helplessly as Papenfuss and Kylek began to lumber down the mountain. The worry in her stomach turned to sickening fear. No human could outrun a bear. Her father had made sure he had taught his children that.


  * * *


  Mattson Kree walked ahead of them now, climbing up the steep slope toward the gap. Gabe marched with Rista next to him, one hand on her arm to keep her close to him. He kept glancing nervously back at Trea who was scouting for signs of what happened down the trail.


  The Serpentarium’s fancy cloak was brown with dust and dirt from the hike. He looked sternly ahead, his brow furrowed in concentration.


  “He’s summoning them,” Gabe whispered to Rista.


  She couldn’t answer him because of the gag and was wondering why he was even bothering to tell her.


  “He is powerful. And ruthless. He’ll do what he says he’ll do. His goal is to destroy the Enclave and put himself the master of it.” He pursed his lips. “He just may accomplish it too. If anyone could, it would be him.”


  Rista tried to jerk her arm away again, but he wouldn’t loosen his hold.


  “He is enemies with the Enclave,” Gabe continued, as if she were holding an equal part of the conversation with him. “He tried to earn his way there, to be admitted. He learned about serpent taming, which admittedly takes a great deal of courage. The homestead where he grew up was situated on a viper’s nest. No one knew it.” He chuffed to himself, shaking his head. “Killed his entire family. He was the only one who survived. His aunt raised him.” Gabe rubbed his jaw. “He grew and mastered his fear of snakes. He was determined to reclaim the abandoned homestead. And he did. He surely did. He began to develop a reputation of taming atrox and helped other families rid their properties. For a fee. He was doing everyone a great service, so he thought. But the Enclave refused to admit him. They saw something unworthy in his motives, I think. By denying him entrance, they provoked him. He learned at a young age that when you set your mind to something, however impossible the ambition, you will succeed if you do not falter. He’s the sort of man who could overcome my father’s kingdom and set himself as a tyrant.”


  Rista looked at him, again confused at why he was talking to her in such a way. He wasn’t boasting. He was speaking in a low, conspiratorial voice, almost as if he were trying to confide in her.


  She wanted to ask him questions but the gag prevented it.


  “Watch how he uses his power,” Gabe said, nodding. “Pay attention.”


  Rista kept her eyes fixed on Mattson Kree. He unlatched the satchel he carried and then hefted out the enormous atrox. The man’s face brightened as he held the serpent. He seemed to be speaking to it, whispering to it in a strange, encouraging way. Then he set it down on the ground as he kept walking toward the ridge ahead of them. Rista felt something brush against her and saw with terror another atrox slither past. They were emerging from the woods and brush all around them, flocking to the Serpentarium as if he were invoking them.


  “He’s been summoning them for a while,” Gabe whispered. “See how they come to him. The mountains are full of atrox.”


  Gabe kept Rista back a few paces as she watched the serpents writhe and slither around their master’s legs. They came in a horde, first dozens, and then hundreds, until the entire trail was full. Some hissed and reared at each other, as if fighting to be closest to him. It was like a river of snakes, and it horrified Rista to see it. She was trembling uncontrollably at the sight and felt Gabe’s hand tighten on her arm. They were walking amidst the river of snakes also and she saw the uncomfortable look on his face. He wasn’t enjoying it either.


  Then the shouts of men started up again. The soldiers saw the threat. There were cries of pain. Rista cringed as she heard the noises, the groans of men, the shrieks of fear. This was awful magic. This was the stuff of nightmares.


  The serpents converged on the gap ahead and all the while he walked, the Serpentarium smiled with glee and satisfaction. He reached the top of the ridge and stopped, staring down at the scene before him. He chuckled to himself, satisfied at what his power had invoked.


  Gabe and Rista reached his side, and she stared down, growing sick at the vision of soldiers wearing the tunic of Stanchion castle spread out on the ground, some still twitching as the venom overwhelmed them in moments. The sight horrified her and made her tremble. There were at least two dozen soldiers. Some had perished while trying to climb up on boulders. All were slumped and fallen. The serpents had done their work quickly. The river of snakes would have been able to handle ten times that number. In fact, she realized with horror, it would be enough to stop an army. She thought she’d be sick. She knew she’d have nightmares.


  The cruel look in Mattson Kree’s eyes as he glanced at her spoke of his willingness to do anything to achieve his goals.


  “What now?” Gabe asked solemnly.


  “We await word of the Beesinger’s death,” he said coldly, and his look made Rista even more afraid.


  * * *


  It was an agonizing wait and Rista took a long time falling asleep in one of the tents used by the soldiers. She couldn’t stop thinking about the soldier whose tent it was. She had been raised on her father’s stories of adventure, but now she understood a part of the sadness that was always in his eyes. Gabe was positioned outside to guard her, but she was so tired and heartsick, she eventually fell asleep.


  A tug at the gag awakened her and she blinked her eyes quickly, confused and trembling. She felt little claws digging at the bond and suddenly the gag loosened. She turned her head and saw Twig. Her heart leaped with excitement.


  Rubbing her eyes, she tried to contain her emotions. Gabe was no longer patrolling the door. She heard his voice outside, talking to Trea and Mattson Kree.


  “What do you mean he’s dead?” the Serpentarium said with fury. “He’s an aging man, how did he manage to kill Damon Papenfuss?”


  Trea’s voice was full of worry. “Kylek turned on him. Kylek killed him!”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” Gabe said. “One person’s magic cannot be used against another form of animal.”


  “I know that!” Mattson Kree snapped. “It’s not possible. Tell me what you saw. What you saw, Trea!”


  “It happened very fast,” the woman said. “Papenfuss sent the bear down to kill him. It was quite a distance from me, so I couldn’t see it well. Kylek is huge! He roared and came down to fight and then suddenly . . . I don’t know . . . he was distracted. He kept swatting his face.”


  “Bees,” the Serpentarium said with a shiver of revulsion in his voice. Rista peeked through the tent and saw the emotion of fear in his eyes.


  “Of course it was bees!” Gabe snapped. “He’s a Beesinger, after all! But bears have thick hide. They destroy hives all the time.”


  “The bear was distracted. Then the Beesinger went around the bear and charged at Papenfuss. He’s no match for the giant, but suddenly a swarm struck him. I saw it. He was crying out and swinging his arms. The Beesinger hit him with a pack. A bag. Something. He clubbed him in the head but kept running. Then Kylek came and attacked Papenfuss. He killed him. I saw it! Then the bees started coming up the mountain and after me, so I ran. We have to get out of here! He’s brought a whole swarm with him!”


  Rista heard the story and rejoiced. She turned to Twig and asked what happened. The kobold gave her a toothy grin. He was proud to tell her the story but it was difficult for her to understand. Twig had just come from her father, who had sent him ahead to help her escape. Father had used honey. He knew the bear’s instincts for sweets would overcome its will for a few moments. Her father had used the confusion of bees to distract it from him and then smacked Papenfuss with a small beehive he’d discovered in the woods, making him drip with honey and bees. The swarm had interrupted Papenfuss’s control of his own magic, and his own bear had attacked him to get more honey.


  She grinned with triumph at her father’s ingenuity. She was so proud of him.


  “Grab the girl!” Mattson Kree said angrily. “Bring her to me.”


  Twig looked panic-stricken, and Rista quickly grabbed a blanket and smothered the kobold with it to conceal him. She went to the tent and stepped out.


  “Where’s the gag?” Gabe demanded.


  “I was tired of it,” Rista snapped. She glowered at the Serpentarium, but her mind was working fast. “Well? Are we going to stand around at the summit or go to Battle Mountain? I think my father’s planning to defeat you there.”


  The taunt was probably ill-advised, but she did not regret it.


  “We’ll see who wins,” Mattson Kree said angrily. “I still have you, after all.”


  “There’s a bee on your shoulder,” Rista said, nodding at him.


  The man jerked back, eyes wide with the involuntary spasm, and flapped his arms almost comically. It confirmed Rista’s suspicion. Mattson Kree was terrified of bees.


  * * *


  After crossing the highest summit of the Arvadin, the terrain changed drastically. The western slopes had been lush and full of trees. Rista’s father had explained to her that the leeward side of the mountains was stark and barren, for although it did get storms, it did not get as many because of the height of the mountain range. Different creatures infested the rocky, scraggy country—creatures like lizards, serpents, vultures, and even roaming bands of kobolds.


  As Rista walked, she sensed the presence of bees, but they were distant and the colonies were small. There were more carpenter bees in the desolate land, their size and hardiness better suited for the rough landscape. Rista sensed them, but she didn’t like them. There were also a variety of wasps clustered around the mud pits that were the remains of dried-out ponds. The earth was cracked and parched, the ground hard on her legs and ankles.


  The march down the other side was quick and uneventful, and before them stretched a massive plain with another range of mountains in the far distance. The peak of one of the distant mountains was shaped like a pyramid. Battle Mountain. Pockets of scrub and brambleweed stretched for leagues in front of them. The plains were barren of trees, save for a few stunted mesquites. There was nowhere to hide, unless you were small like Twig. Rista tried to spot the kobold to make sure he was following, but she couldn’t discern him from the foliage, which would have perfectly hidden the creature’s movements. Her thirst became a concern, but Mattson Kree had filled several water flasks up on the mountaintop and they had claimed those left behind by the slain soldiers.


  As she plodded on the dusty road, the sun scorching high above, she would occasionally glance back to see if she could also spot her father. But there was no sign of pursuers, no sign of the massive eagles that patrolled the valley on the other side.


  “Why do you keep looking back?” Gabe asked, dropping back suddenly to walk alongside her. “Do you think he’s going to suddenly run up and save you?”


  “I don’t know what he’s going to do,” Rista replied stiffly. “But he’s smarter than the lot of you.”


  “You think so?” Gabe asked with a wry smile.


  “Why are we traveling during the day and not the night now?” she asked him, feeling the dust and dirt all over herself. Each step kicked up more plumes of it.


  “Once we crossed the mountains, we became less of a target for the Enclave. It’s very far to the south. If they did know about us, it would take weeks before they could get here.”


  “What about your father?” she challenged.


  Gabe shrugged. “Again, it will take weeks before he learns about the soldiers on the pass. What clues will they have? Bite marks. They won’t know who was behind it. They don’t know about us. They don’t even know about Mattson Kree. But they will.” He glanced ahead at the Serpentarium who maintained a bold, tireless stride. He was speaking to Trea in a low voice. There was no effort to hide their trail.


  “What is his plan?” Rista asked conspiratorially.


  Gabe glanced back at Mattson Kree, then at her. He dropped his voice even lower. “Do you really think I’m going to tell you? I thought you were smart, Rista.”


  She elbowed him sharply in the ribs, which startled him and he grunted. Mattson Kree glanced back angrily and Gabe rubbed his side and stepped away from her, giving her a sulky look.


  “My father will stop you,” Rista said hotly, her voice cracking.


  Mattson Kree looked back at her again, his look sly. “I’m counting on it,” he replied ominously.


  * * *


  They walked until well after sunset. Rista’s legs were tired and aching, but she never complained of the fatigue. The mountains in the far distance seemed no closer at the end of the first day. It was like they were walking in sand that pulled them backward ten paces for every five they went forward. After it was dark, Mattson Kree directed them at a sharp angle to the one they had been traveling. They made camp in the dark, with no fire. The earth was hard and sharp with stones and cracked edges. The diminutive shrubs weren’t gentle either. Rista cleared a space to stretch out on her blanket.


  Gabe walked by and tossed another rolled-up blanket to her. “It gets cold at night,” he offered by way of explanation. She took it without thanks.


  Mattson Kree sat nearby, his back straight.


  “I saw no sign of him during the day,” Trea said in a dark tone. “Not even a smudge on the horizon. He could be camouflaged, though.”


  Mattson Kree shook his head. “He may have waited for the dark to follow us.”


  Trea wrinkled her nose. “Why do you think that?”


  Mattson Kree extended his arm, pointing.


  Rista turned back and she saw it too. There was an orb of light shining in the mountain, winding down the trail they had come from.


  “He stands out like a beacon,” Trea said angrily.


  “He’s doing it on purpose,” Mattson Kree said, chuckling. “He’s a clever man, Trea. We shouldn’t underestimate him. He defeated the Overlord, after all.” The Serpentarium turned his gaze to Rista. The moon showed just enough of his face that she could see his sardonic expression. “How did he defeat the Overlord?”


  Rista huddled beneath the blanket Gabe had thrown to her, feeling a spark of hope and a deep reservoir of defiance. She leaned forward, glancing from one to the other, keeping her voice low. “Do you really think I’m going to tell you? I thought you were smart, Mattson Kree.”


  Gabe stifled his snort of laughter and tried inadequately to disguise it as a cough.


  Mattson Kree’s face hardened. “I grow weary of your insolence. Perhaps you’d care to feel an atrox’s fangs again.”


  Rista lifted her chin. “I’m not afraid of you.”


  “But you are afraid of serpents,” he said knowingly. He opened the flap of his satchel and the snake lifted its head out and then coiled on the dusty ground in a heap. Rista’s skin shivered at the sight of it, despite all her efforts to control her fear. Cold sweat leeched from her skin.


  “You cannot help yourself,” Mattson Kree whispered. “It’s the enmity magic. Little children are unaffected by it—until they are hurt. Children are afraid of nothing. But soon they learn, and it is pain that teaches them. The scalding handle of an iron skillet. The sting of a bee. We are a weak and vulnerable race. A sack of watery blood and soft organs enmeshed in brittle bones.” His voice took on a mystical quality as he gazed at her, his eyes fierce and determined. “All the while, the Enclave exists in a state of peace. They have immortal bodies that cannot age and die. They sing their fat songs and drink their ancient wines and pluck the strings of their melodious harps.” He said this with derision. “They could be the rulers of the valley. They could knock down Stanchion castle with an earthquake. Yet they refuse to participate in the world at large. They let kingdoms rise and fall. They let us squabble and fight, and they do nothing to intervene. Nothing until humanity is too wretched and irksome and only then will they be bothered to lend assistance. They could make the world like the Enclave. Instead, they huddle within its confines, sipping its precious magic, free of fear.” He leaned forward, his arm resting on his knee. “But they will fear me.”


  “You cannot get into the Enclave,” Rista said, her voice trembling. She wanted to be brave, but there was an atrox coiled in front of her, its forked tongue flicking at her. Mattson Kree sat behind it, his eyes probing into hers.


  “Can’t I?” he whispered smoothly. “But you misunderstand my goals, Rista. I don’t want to go into the Enclave. I want to stop them from coming out. A serpent population will continue to grow so long as there is plentiful food. Trust me, my dear. I have thought this all through. The Overlord had the right plan. He had the right protections. He just underestimated the folk wisdom of a Beesinger. That is why my plan begins there. Your father should have gone to the Enclave while he had the chance. No one will ever go in there again.”


  There was a hint of madness in the man’s eyes, and Rista feared it. He was ambitious and confident. He was convinced he would succeed. But Rista wondered how many would die for his ambitions to be fulfilled.


  Mattson Kree leaned back, stretching out his long legs, resting on his elbows. “Get some sleep. The Beesinger is still a league away, if not more. Don’t try to escape, Rista. These plains are full of snakes. And they are hunting your father just as they are protecting us. If you try to leave this camp, you’ll be bitten. I may or may not save you a second time.”


  * * *


  It was the middle of the night and the moon had gone down. Only the stars offered some meager light. Rista blinked awake, afraid, feeling a tap on her shoulder. She lifted her head and found the kobold leering down at her. He pressed a clawlike finger to his snout.


  Rista nodded. The atrox was gone. In the dim light, she saw the satchel was flat, empty. The Serptentarium breathed in and out, deep asleep. Trea was nestled again him, her face buried against his side, his arm around her shoulder. It made Rista frown. Looking over her shoulder, she spotted Gabe on his blanket, away from the other two. Part of her wanted to rouse him, to persuade him to come with her and escape these two.


  Twig gestured for her to follow him. The kobold slunk low to the ground, keeping an eye on the sleeping forms and listening for sounds of trouble. Rista got to her feet and grabbed her half-full waterskin. Each movement felt loud and distracting and she winced at herself. Twig grabbed her hand and led her away from the camp, each step as soft as the wind, while her boots scuffed on the dirt and pebbles. Twig guided her away from the stunted shrubs, weaving and crossing. The kobold would suddenly stop, sniff, and then pull her a different direction. He was helping her avoid the snakes, and she was grateful.


  Once they had crept far enough, the kobold tugged on her hand and began to move more quickly. He was taking them east toward Battle Mountain.


  “Why are we going this way, Twig?” she whispered.


  The kobold tugged and pulled again, chittering softly. They had not gone far when a cry went up from the camp.


  “She’s gone.”


  “What?” Mattson Kree growled.


  “I said she’s gone!” It was Gabe’s voice, full of worry.


  “How did she get past the serpents?” Trea asked.


  “Can you see her footprints?” Mattson Kree demanded.


  “Not in the dark. I need light.”


  “Can’t risk it,” he answered angrily. “The Beesginer will be watching.”


  “How did she get past the snakes?” Gabe demanded. “Do you think she went back?”


  “It won’t be long before my pets catch her,” Mattson Kree said with savage fury. “Stay here. She can’t get far.”


  “Let me light a torch!” Trea pleaded. “Let me hunt her.”


  “No,” shot back Mattson Kree. “Snakes don’t need light to hunt.”


  * * *


  The sun slowly brightened the eastern sky and was on the verge of being seen. Rista was cold and tired from the night walk and she was hungry. But the fear of capture and being bitten had kept her moving. She shivered, rubbing her arms vigorously, and was grateful for the sun. She had only drunk two mouthfuls of water, wanting to preserve what little she had.


  They were still walking east because that’s where Twig insisted on leading her. Twig had tried to explain, but she couldn’t understand his gibberish like her sister could. She regretted not taking the time before it was needed. She caught her dirty braid with her fingers, looking at it and then tossing it back over her shoulder. Her hair was no longer golden blond, but dusty brown. She felt the dust all over her body and longed for a stream or something to clean herself in. The dust was even in her teeth, which was uncomfortable and aggravating.


  As the sunlight began to crest the mountains, she turned her gaze backward and dreaded what she would see. The plain was so flat there was no way to hide herself, but that also meant her enemies could not hide themselves either. What had they done after she’d escaped the camp? She had gone all night and not heard sounds from her pursuers, although she did hear the noise of an atrox rattle several times, but Twig guided them away from the path.


  During the night she had also seen the strange light in the distance. She thought it was her father’s light stone and that he was using it to see his way. But it had disappeared during the night, and she’d lost all connection with her father. Just seeing the pinprick of light had been comforting. And then it was gone and she felt alone again. Except for Twig.


  The dawn revealed her pursuers.


  They were several miles behind her but much closer than she had thought possible. Yes, the serpents were still hunting her, leading them to her. And she was going to Battle Mountain, the place they wanted to go anyway, and she didn’t understand why Twig was leading her there. She had wondered if Mattson Kree, Gabe, and Trea would separate to find her, but no—they were sticking together.


  Rista kept walking, enduring the thirst and hunger the best she could.


  “Stay out of sight, Twig,” she reminded the kobold. Had they figured out that Rista was no longer alone? They couldn’t consider the little kobold much of a threat.


  A familiar hum sounded in her ear. She turned as a bee came zigzagging up to her. It landed on her hand. It was a honeybee. The relief she felt hearing its drone and feeling the tickling sensation on her palm made her want to cry. Invoking her magic, she saw where its hive was and her stomach growled. Honey was just what she needed.


  “Come on, Twig,” she said with courage. “I think we could both use some breakfast.” Then she turned her magic to the bee and began to follow it back to its hive.


  * * *


  The beehive Rista found was small and nestled in a dense shrub. With her magic, she kept the swarm calm and extracted a hunk of gooey comb to satisfy her hunger. The sound of the bees was soothing to her nerves and she kept glancing over her shoulder as she watched her pursuers coming after her. They were gaining ground, and she felt the urgency to leave and wondered if she would be able to outpace them throughout the day. The honey was sweet and delicious and she licked her fingers after discarding the comb.


  Twig picked it up and wolfed it down, grinning at her with pointed teeth.


  She heard the rattling of an atrox coming from behind her and felt a surge of fear. Twig chittered at her to run and so she rose and began briskly walking toward Battle Mountain, which loomed in the distance. Her stomach, although sated, was wringing with worry as she walked. She could see Mattson Kree, Trea, and Gabe stalking after her, rising above the thin brush and earth, coming after her with determination and purpose. She could find no trace of her father. Was he lying down in the brush, low against the horizon to conceal himself? He could be anywhere in the vast desolate plain.


  The sound of the serpent faded behind her, but she did not slow her pace. Twig bounded and scuttled ahead of her, testing the air, sniffing and smelling. This arid land was his domain.


  As the sun rose higher in the sky, it became unbearably warm, and Rista’s thirst became more pronounced. There were no rivers or streams in the barren landscape. She did not want to risk losing all her water, so she endured the discomfort. The sun beat down on her skin and hair and made the land in front of her shimmer with the peculiar distortion that made the horizon look wet. Glancing back, she saw that her pursuers were closing the distance more, and so Rista increased her pace. She looked for signs of other people, but there were none.


  Past midday, she saw strange shapes ahead in the plains and wondered if her eyes were playing tricks on her. There were long poles sticking out of the ground at various angles. It was like a grove of skeletal trees, except made of poles, and she couldn’t understand what she was seeing.


  Twig began muttering in his strange, guttural tongue.


  “I don’t understand you,” she said, her voice a little croaky from lack of use.


  The kobold repeated himself and she understood a few words. “What is it? Did you say the dead?”


  The kobold nodded vigorously, pointing to the shapes. And then Rista remembered there had been a battle fought in the plains forty years ago. It was part of her father’s tales of his adventures and he had called it the barrowlands. The Overlord’s massive kobold army had been defeated by the King of Stanchion. The kobolds were small and cunning but outnumbered the humans significantly.


  As she approached, she began to discern the shapes. Soldiers had fallen with spears transfixing them. There was nothing but dust, bones, and the rusted shells of armor now. The unforgiving heat and windy plain had scoured the remains. As she drew closer, she saw some burial mounds, but there had been a vast battle and there were many skeletons remaining, mostly that of kobolds. Twig ventured near and began searching the debris, picking up broken sheaths and snapped arrows. He examined many, scuttling from one mound to another for anything interesting. Rista entered the barrowlands cautiously, weaving through the burial mounds and gazing at the shattered remnants. It was desolate and depressing how many lives had been lost in the Overlord’s attempt at conquest. It made her think of what Mattson Kree was attempting again. There were no kobolds around now, the battlefield had been picked over multiple times. Strange how Twig, so small and fragile, had survived the outcome when his more hardy brothers had perished in the war. Twig picked up another broken arrow, examining it with a melancholy slump to his little shoulders. Her heart yearned with pity for him.


  Turning again, she saw that her pursuers were even closer now, their march had increased, and Rista set off again. She had to keep ahead of them until nightfall. The dark was the only protection she had, and she could change directions and try to circle back around them. They had more food and provisions than she did. But she knew her father was in the wastelands somewhere, likely watching them all. He was a smart man, the smartest man she knew, and he was probably working on a plan to help her. She had to keep away from Mattson Kree. And find water. She rubbed her arm across her face and felt no sweat. Her body needed to be replenished. Her strength would fail before her enemies’ did.


  Twig chittered in warning and then she heard the atrox rattles coming from ahead, so the kobold rushed back to her and pointed another way. She followed his direction and suddenly another set of atrox noise announced that way was blocked too. Rista’s stomach lurched and she turned around, going back the way she’d come and trying the other path.


  More noises—more atrox blocking the path.


  Rista began to worry even more. Then she saw the snakes slithering toward her, coming from all directions, converging on the barrowlands in hundreds if not thousands. Her stomach wrenched with panic.


  “Twig, what do we do?” Rista said in desperation. The kobold was panicking, searching for a safe way to flee, but all escapes had suddenly vanished. The sun beat down mercilessly, and the loathsome noise of the atrox drew in like a net around them. Rista stopped, looking around in each direction for a way to escape. The slithering motion of the snakes made her frightened, especially the memory of the venom and how it hurt when one had bitten her earlier.


  Mattson Kree had let her walk ahead, she realized. But he also realized that finding her in the dark would be nearly impossible, so he had set up a little trap to catch her before dusk. A cold fear burrowed into her bones. She hadn’t escaped her pursuers at all. She’d pushed herself hard all that day for nothing.


  A huge, fat atrox was nearing her, so Rista hurried to a mound and grabbed one of the broken spears to use as a weapon. She climbed up on it and prepared to defend herself.


  “Twig, you have to hide!” she said. “They might have seen you. Hide in one of the mounds. Bury yourself in the ground. You have to get away from here!”


  The kobold scolded her and said he wouldn’t leave. He grabbed one of the snapped arrows and brandished it.


  “No, Twig!” Rista said. “You have to hide. Now!”


  The large atrox was coiling at the base of the mound. Soon they’d converge on all sides. Rista jabbed the spearhead at the serpent and it hissed and reared its head at her, exposing sharp fangs. She wrestled with her fear and jabbed at it again.


  “Now, Twig! Now! Obey me!”


  She knew that Mattson Kree wouldn’t kill her. Not yet, anyway. But Twig had helped her escape. There was a strong chance they had seen the kobold coming along, and they already knew about her father’s kobold, from the cabin. They’d kill Twig without remorse and she couldn’t let that happen.


  The kobold snarled and poked its pitiful weapon at the snake.


  Rista stomped her foot, startling Twig. “Hide! Now!”


  The kobold hesitated.


  “Please, Twig! If you don’t hide, how can you help me later? You need to hide! They’ll be here soon.”


  The kobold looked defiant. He was fiercely loyal to her and her family. He was willing to give his life to protect her.


  The atrox started slithering up the mound and another appeared behind them. Rista jabbed at the snake again, driving it off, and then hurried to the other side to repeat the maneuver.


  “Please, Twig. You’re very brave. But I need your help. I need you to hide, to help me later. I need you to find Father and guide him to us. Please! Go find Father and help him! Get far away from me. Please!”


  A third snake had reached the mound.


  “Go!” Rista nearly screamed at him.


  The kobold glared at her, grunting something, and then sped off the mound, dodging past the snake and moving low to the ground, reaching one of the burial mounds and digging inside it to conceal himself.


  Rista was relieved for a moment and then realized her situation was getting worse. The atrox swarmed around the mound she was on and came at her from all sides. She swung the spear at them, jabbing with the point. Some snakes got close enough that she poked them with the spear. Rattles and hisses erupted around her as she felt her strength waning. In the hazy distance, she saw Mattson Kree, Trea, and Gabe advancing relentlessly.


  Rista had a deep well of stubbornness inside her. She fought off the atrox far longer than a girl her age should have been able to. Her head was dizzy with the effort and her body weakened by thirst. Her sturdy boots protected her from several atrox bites as they lunged at her. They seemed to take turns climbing up the mound, but she realized that Mattson Kree was controlling them. They had herded her to a mound and now prevented her from leaving. The area around the mound was a river of snakes with the strange diamond-shaped pattern on their backs. As she fought them, her fear of them began to wane. These were animals caught under a magic’s power. It was unnatural for them to converge like this, but Mattson Kree’s power controlled them absolutely. They were forced to do his bidding, just as the bees did hers.


  The sun had begun to sink in the sky by the time Mattson Kree and the others arrived. The sea of atrox parted to allow them through. An antagonizing smirk was on the Serpentarium’s face.


  “It was quite a chase, Rista,” he said smoothly. “I’m sure you are very thirsty.”


  She nodded at him, feeling weak and trembling. Her throat was so parched she could hardly talk. “Are you going to kill me?” she asked defiantly. “I will always try to escape from you.”


  Mattson Kree shook his head. “No, I won’t kill you, Rista. Not yet. But I can’t let that pesky kobold run loose anymore. I believe it helped your father last time.” He looked at Trea and Gabe and then pointed. “It’s burrowed in that mound over there. The snakes can smell the creature. Kill it.”


  Rista started with panic. “No!”


  Mattson Kree smiled at her, a chilling smile. He gestured for the two to obey him. Trea looked pleased by the order. Gabe looked conflicted.


  “No!” Rista said, staring at the mound where she had seen Twig enter. It was the same one the Serpentarium had pointed to. “You can’t!”


  “I don’t make idle threats, Rista,” he said coldly. “I’m not sentimental like you and your father. Do it!”


  Trea and Gabe stalked over to the mound. Gabe motioned for her to go one way, he went the other. The serpents slithered away from them, some hissing at them in annoyance. Rista was anguished. This was her fault! She tried to rush off the mound, but Mattson Kree caught her in his strong arms and held her against him. She tried to wrestle herself free, but he was twice her size and she was exhausted by the ordeals of the day.


  “No, I beg you! No! Not Twig! He can’t hurt you! Leave him alone!”


  She watched in growing desperation as the two motioned to each other. Gabe grabbed a spear from the burial mounds. Trea had an arrow nocked in her bow.


  “If it runs, I’ll get it,” she said.


  Rista grew frantic. She leaned down and bit Mattson Kree’s hand. His grip tightened reflexively, startled by the pain, but he did not release her. Instead, he squeezed her so hard she couldn’t breathe. Spots began to dance in front of her eyes.


  “I see it,” Gabe said warningly, moving slowly like a hunter. “It’s wedged inside a skeleton.” He cleared some of the dirt and tangled rags away.


  “Get it!” Trea shouted.


  Rista released her bite and Mattson Kree relaxed his grip so she could breathe again. There were bite marks on his hand and blood oozed from the wound.


  “Gabe, no!” Rista wailed.


  Suddenly the man’s spear jabbed out, a quick and powerful stroke sinking into the mound. Gabe held it with both hands, using all his weight.


  “I got it!” he said triumphantly. He cleared some of the dirt away with his boot and peered into the mound. Then he looked at Mattson Kree, and a brief look of shame clouded his expression, replaced by a cold shrug. “It’s dead.”


  Trea stalked around the mound with her bow and examined the spot where the spear still quivered. Rista felt tears of disbelief flooding her eyes. No, no, no, no!


  The hunter peered into the mound, squinting, her bow ready. Then she relaxed the draw and straightened. “The kobold is dead,” she said with a malicious smile.


  Rista hated her. She hated them all.


  “Blood for blood,” Mattson Kree said, releasing Rista and chafing his bitten hand. Then in a gruff voice he said, “Gabe, tie her wrists with a lead rope. One of us keeps a hold of it from now on. We each of us take a turn. Rista is our new pet.”


  A quivering sob came from Rista’s throat as she stared at the spear in the mound.


  “Are we camping here?” Gabe asked, twisting his pack around and producing a rope from it.


  “No, we’re going to walk all night,” Mattson Kree said. “We’ll reach Battle Mountain by dawn if we do. I want to get there before the Beesinger and set my trap. His daughter is the bait. Don’t weep, Rista. This is where the kobold should have died forty years ago.”


  As Gabe wrapped her wrists with the rope, she stared at him with hatred in her eyes. He had a contrite look, but he said nothing to her as he obeyed the orders.


  * * *


  For the first time since her abduction, Rista began to worry that things would not end well. She had clung to her conviction that her father would outthink and outsmart Mattson Kree and that her first adventure would be the dawning of a great future. As she stumbled and doggedly walked through the bone-chilling night, there were no specks of light coming from behind that showed that her father was near. They had only slept a few hours until sunset and then continued the march. She felt alone, sick with grief at Twig’s murder, and vulnerable. The cold skies glittered overhead and she stared at them, sending her thoughts into the aether.


  Father, can you hear me? Father, I’m frightened. I don’t want these people to hurt you. She felt tears sting her eyes at the very real possibility that the situation might end poorly for all of them. Her father was only a Beesinger. How did that power compare to a man who could rouse the fury of serpents? Had her father been bitten already? Was he dying in the wastelands, his body to become like the skeletons of the barrows? The thought triggered horrible emotions, made her squirm against the bonds at her wrists.


  Gabe glanced back at her, still holding the lead rope. He shook his head in silent warning not to test the ropes. She wanted to spit in his face. Rista wanted to yank the dagger from his waist and stab him with it. Her heart felt like ashes after a great fire had burned away the hunk of wood. She’d wept for hours, quietly grieving for the kobold, wondering how she would break the news to her sister and brothers. They’d be devastated.


  Father, can you hear me? she thought pleadingly. I could not bear it if I lost you. You are always so patient with me. I know I’ve not been the best daughter. I’ve tried to learn the magic. I’ve tried to make you proud of me. But I fall short so many times. If . . . if one of us must die, it would be better if it were me. I couldn’t take your place. You should go back and warn the king at Stanchion. You should make sure the others are safe.


  Her boot kicked a rock and sent it skittering into a stunted shrub. Her muscles were aching and tired. The night was deep and absolutely still. The sound of the insects was gone. Only the wind and the crunch of their boots could be heard. But she wished her thoughts could reach her father. She wished for a way to speak to him.


  Father, can you hear me? I’m sorry for being so stubborn. I’m sorry I neglect my chores sometimes and you have to do them. I’ve seen you, scraping the scrap bucket for the pig. I’ve gotten angry with you for doing it for me. I should have been grateful. All your life you’ve tried to teach me to be responsible. She bit her lip, aching inside.


  Father, can you hear me? Sometimes, sometimes I wished that you would have chosen to live in the Enclave. You were offered the chance and turned it away. I never understood why. It’s such a rare honor. But you don’t care about things like that. You don’t care that everyone thinks you are famous for defeating the Overlord. You’re just a Beesinger, and you try to help people. I’ve never realized how proud of you I am. Please, Father. If you are out there tonight. Go back to Camille. Go back to Brand. Go back to Adam and Ben. I can face whatever horror Mattson Kree will do as long as I know that you won’t die. Please, Father! Go back!


  Yet even as she made her silent wish, even as the plea left her thoughts like a blossom on the wind, she still hoped her father would find a way to save her. She was all out of ideas herself.


  * * *


  The morning broke over Battle Mountain and the crumbling Ziggurat. It was Trea’s turn to keep hold of Rista’s rope, and the older woman gave her a scornful look as Rista sat on the dusty ground, eating from a broken crust of bread. The bread was hard and chewy, but it was something to fill her hollow stomach.


  As she chewed, Rista stared at the majestic sight and could not believe her father’s stories had done it justice. Father was a good storyteller and had painted the scene in her mind so many times. Battle Mountain was a V-shaped pinnacle in the midst of the plains. It rose to a towering height, with jagged cliffs standing starkly, the upper heights dusted with snow year-round. But at the base of the mountain, amidst the rock and debris, had been hewn a majestic castle called the Ziggurat. It was carved into the rocky face of the mountain, a series of archways and designs that were centuries old. Two enormous sculptures had been chiseled and assembled outside the main gates. These were of giant kobolds, each holding shields in front of them. The snouts were fierce, with battle helms atop each. The Ziggurat was a monument to the industry of the kobolds and had been painstakingly shaped to symbolize the apex of their power. The Ziggurat was carved with symbols of skulls and horrid eyes. It looked like an unholy place, like a screaming skull made from stone where the bone had been carved with tattoos.


  Rista stared at the desolate place, the ruins of a vast empire that had nearly overthrown the kingdom of Stanchion. The kobold hordes had once ruled the entire wasteland and claimed the Arvadin Mountains where they’d launch raiding parties into the valley. These were stories from her father’s youth. Rista had seen the remains of the battles fought decades before, a silent testament to the horrendous conditions. The Overlord had ruled the kobolds with an iron fist. He had made them mighty.


  “Get up,” Trea said angrily, yanking on the lead rope. “Rest is over. We need to get inside before the heat of the day.”


  Rista had expected to see the Ziggurat teeming with people, but it was nothing more than a graveyard. Her wrists were swollen and sore, and she stumbled as she tried to get up. Gabe took her elbow to help, and she shot him a threatening look and jerked her arm away from him.


  He gave her a sardonic look, held up his hands, and backed away.


  “Why are we here, Mattson Kree?” Rista asked, nodding toward the mighty Ziggurat. “There is nothing left but stone and bones.”


  The proud man was staring at the fortress with a look of intense interest. His arms were folded, his boot resting on a small rock.


  “It is a symbol,” he said, not looking at her. “This fortress will be glorious once again. There was a time when the plains were lush with rivers. The army of Stanchion made culverts to direct the water from the melting snows away. There used to be waterfalls down the face there,” he added, gesturing with his finger. He shook his head as if in a dream. “This place was a symbol of power for a thousand years. Slaves were brought here from realms far beyond the borders your puny imagination can fathom, Rista. It was the nest of power. It was the cradle of civilization. It will be reborn.”


  Rista stared at the gloomy facade, Kree’s words conjuring images in her mind. “But it is nothing now. There is no one here. Where are the kobolds?”


  “Scattered,” Mattson Kree said. “Driven far and wide. But they will come back. They will return and serve the master of the Ziggurat. They will serve me. And they will see that I am more terrible than the Overlord ever was. They will be restored to their birthright, and we will raze Stanchion to the ground.” He turned and looked at her, his eyes livid with ambition. “And when I am the new overlord, we will trap the Enclave inside its mists for all time, never to molest or cause trouble again. My reign begins today.”


  Rista stared at him, saw the determination in his eyes. He was a handsome man, but the swelling pride made him look frightening and enraged.


  She heard a familiar sound, the drone of a carpenter bee. It was a heavy, shivering sound that never ceased to make Rista’s skin crawl. Carpenter bees were enormous, all black with huge leathery wings.


  A look of fear shot into Mattson Kree’s eyes. He snatched the rope from Trea and pulled Rista close to him, drawing a curved dagger shaped like a fang from his tunic. He held the dagger near her neck.


  “Use your magic, Rista,” he said, a small quiver in his voice. “Make it go.”


  The blade was close; its edge was as polished as silver. There was unmistakable fear in the Serpentarium’s eyes.


  She nearly provoked him to kill her, to save her father. But she reached out with her magic to the bee as it came closer to the camp.


  Did Father send you? she wondered. Its presence could have been random. She read its mind and learned that its hive was based in the Ziggurat. There were hundreds there. An idea began to sharpen in her mind.


  “It’s just a scout,” Rista said.


  “Send it away,” Mattson Kree hissed.


  Rista reached out to the insect in her mind and bid it return to the hive. She bid it to warn the others that danger was coming. She swallowed.


  The drone of the bee faded as it turned and zigzagged away. There was a bead of sweat on Mattson Kree’s brow that hadn’t been there before. He licked his upper lip, then tugged at the lead rope, slowly lowering his fang-shaped dagger.


  “You keep them away from us,” Mattson Kree warned, tugging her until his face met hers. He held the knife close to her cheek. “For every sting of a bee, I will start carving my vengeance into your skin. In the Ziggurat, they used to offer sacrifices of human blood. There are things worse than death, my dear. You defy me, and your father will grieve at how I get my revenge on you. Stay close to me, Rista. And remember—keep the bees away from us!”


  Rista swallowed, but she felt a growing confidence. The Ziggurat was the hive of carpenter bees. She hadn’t known that. Her father had never told her. She did not think it a coincidence that the enemy’s lair was guarded.


  * * *


  There were barrow mounds leading up to the Ziggurat steps, full of the bleached skeletons of man and beast. The war against the Overlord had brought together many with enmitical magic, and Rista’s father had told her of lions and cougars and bears that had mauled through the ranks of kobolds. The final battle had been fought on the steps of the Ziggurat, and as she approached them, it was as if the ghost of the battle rang out in her mind. She imagined seeing the swarms of arrows coming down from the battlement walls, of catapults and trebuchets that had hurled death down on Stanchion’s army. So many had died, her father said, to crack the Overlord’s power at last.


  They climbed the massive steps, and she noticed that many segments had been shattered and turned to rubble. Scorch marks could be seen descending from the arched windows, where flaming oil had been poured down on the attacking army. The shouts were gone but there were still echoes of violence all around. Rista picked her way up the broken steps, her leash held fast by Mattson Kree. He had a cunning look on his face, as if he were visiting hallowed grounds. The fierce look in his eyes showed a perverse pleasure.


  Trea led the way, an arrow nocked in her bow as she scouted ahead. Gabe trailed behind, looking backward constantly to the flat plain where there was no sign of her father or anyone else. There was no army marching to stop them. Nothing but the eerie quiet of the wind and the silent maw of Battle Mountain.


  When Trea reached the top of the steps, she released the tension of the bow. “No one is here,” she said, her voice ricocheting off the stone.


  “He will come,” Mattson Kree said solemnly. “Do not doubt it.”


  Rista and Kree reached the top next. The platform level was pockmarked with crumbled stone. Huge boulders interspersed the area where they had been flung down from the heights above. Rista craned her neck to see the black gaps, imagining the ramparts crawling with hordes of kobolds. The thought made her heart throb for Twig.


  “How long do you think before he catches up?” Trea asked, nodding back to the plains.


  Mattson Kree chuckled. “He’ll come at night, of course. That is the only way to approach the Ziggurat unseen. There is a cleft of rock on that side where the sewage used to flow. That’s how Ilias and the others snuck into the Ziggurat before. Lots of spiders, they say.” He gave Rista a knowing look. “I’ve heard the tales, lass. I’ve heard all your father’s stories. They grow more elaborate with each telling as the crowds passed it on, I’m sure, and it’s hard to know whether you can believe a drunk. But I have paid coins to hear the tales, especially the ones told at Stanchion palace when the king traveled here with your father. It was a desperate gambit. But all the tales agree that your father was the most clever man in the valley. That he figured out that the Overlord kept his soul trapped in a bone. It is necromancer magic. The bone could have been hidden anywhere, yet your father found it. By destroying the bone, he destroyed the man.”


  Mattson Kree gazed up at the face of the fortress, a gleeful smile crossing his lips. “My soul is not tied to a bone, Rista. Not yet.” He gave her a meaningful look. “But it will be. Come, we must perform the incantation before he arrives.”


  Rista heard the drone of carpenter bees as they approached the shattered doors of the Ziggurat. Huge battering rams had been used to smash open the doors, and the remnants were still there amidst the rubble. The rain and snow had made the rams decay, but Rista sensed that they were the source of the carpenter bee colony. She saw the black-stained wood and heard the rumble and buzz.


  “Looks like only the bees survived,” Mattson Kree said. He brought Rista close to him, almost like a shield, and brought the dagger to her neck. “Keep them calm, girl. Settle down the hive.”


  “Why are you so afraid of bees?” Rista asked him, reaching out with her magic to engage with the hive. She started to sow thoughts of agitation and wariness. The noise of the hive began to grow louder.


  “I said calm it,” Mattson Kree warned.


  A soothing feeling came over the hive and the buzzing sound calmed. Rista was surprised because she sent in provoking signals. Then she sensed her father’s magic.


  “Someone’s in there!” Trea said, swinging the bow around toward the black gap of the ancient doorway. “I just saw him move in the shadows!”


  “Wait,” Mattson Kree said curtly. There was the sudden clomp of boots, and Rista’s father appeared in the doorway holding his favorite wood-cutting axe in his grip. He looked haggard and serious, his gray hair unkempt and wild. She had never seen him so stern and angry before, and even though he was older and softer around the middle, he still looked dangerous. Her heart thrilled at seeing him, unbelieving that he had made it to the Ziggurat ahead of them, but by the ashen look on his face, she saw he had barely slept and had pressed harder than they had.


  “Father!” Rista gasped.


  “Silence!” Mattson Kree hissed, bringing the edge of the dagger to her throat. The Serpentarium was rattled, clearly surprised to see the famous Beesinger waiting for them.


  Rista stared at her father and she knew he was going to sacrifice himself to save her. She saw the desperate look in his eyes, the worry, the fear. He would die to save her. She couldn’t let that happen. In her mind, she tried to summon the bee swarm to attack her and their enemies, but her father’s will was like iron, and the bees obeyed him. She pressed her own magic against his and felt it start to budge.


  “I’m surprised, Beesinger,” Mattson Kree said challengingly. “Not often can someone do that to me. Put down the axe.”


  “I don’t think so,” the Beesinger said, stepping forward. Trea’s bow was quivering. She waited for an order to loose the arrow. Her father was wearing dust-stained travel garb, not a chain hauberk, and he did not have a shield, just the stocky axe.


  “It is three against one,” Mattson Kree said. “The odds are stacked in my favor, and I have your daughter’s life in my hands. Don’t be a fool to risk it unnecessarily.”


  Her father walked forward still. “Yes, it is three against one,” he agreed. “But I thought we may as well try talking first. I’ll be quick and simple. You came here prepared to kill my daughter. I know that. I just want you to understand what will happen if you do. I will kill you.” He hadn’t shaved in days, and a wild, terrible look was in his hazel eyes. “The only way you live through this, as far as I can see, is if you let Rista go and take me captive instead. I’m the one you wanted. That’s what this is about. Let her go.”


  Mattson Kree’s face hardened. Rista’s hands were bound. There was a knife at her throat. One cut and she would be dead. She forced her thoughts on summoning the swarm of black carpenter bees. She didn’t care if she got stung now. The hive began to groan with her efforts. She pushed her magic against her father’s.


  “Rista, don’t,” her father said softly, gesturing with one hand calmingly.


  “No, Father,” she said. “I won’t let you do this.”


  “You will both do as I say!” Mattson Kree hissed. “Calm the bees.”


  “I’m trying to,” her father said with a nervous tone. “She’s riling them. Rista, don’t.”


  Rista ignored her father and used her magic to provoke the bees further. Several fat ones appeared from the rotten husks of the battering rams and began hovering. Then others began to join.


  “Stop it,” Mattson Kree warned in her ear.


  Rista continued to feed the bees with the signal of danger. The drone was growing louder and louder, taking on an agitated, dangerous air.


  “Rista,” her father pleaded. There were tears in his eyes.


  I won’t let you sacrifice yourself for me, she thought, staring at him. I love you too much.


  “Mattson?” Trea asked with growing dread.


  In a moment the bees would attack them. Her father’s grip on them was slipping away as Rista’s power surged.


  “I love you, Father,” Rista said, staring at him, blinking back her tears. She felt courage unlike anything she’d ever felt before. Courage and resolve. It was like stepping off a cliff, knowing she’d fall to her death.


  “No!” Mattson Kree roared in panic as the bees lifted like a cloud from the stumps.


  “Gabe, now!” her father shouted.


  Everything happened at once.


  Rista blinked with surprise as she saw Twig land on Trea’s arm with a tiny little blade. The kobold used it to sever the taut bowstring, and the longbow nearly exploded in the girl’s hands as the pent-up force bucked her backward. The kobold skittered around her, stabbing viciously with its puny weapon as the girl shrieked with terror and pain. The Serpentarium was startled, but only for a moment. He swung the dagger around and sliced at Gabe across the face as the young man was severing the lead rope. Rista saw a nick of blood on his cheek, but the rope went limp and she realized she was free. She dived forward, hands still tied, and rolled.


  Gabe was helping them? Rista couldn’t comprehend it, but she saw Mattson Kree’s face wilt with rage at the betrayal. He raised the knife high over his head and lunged after her to plunge it down into Rista’s heart.


  And that’s when the swarm of bees reached them.


  Rista was stung once, twice, three times and thought it was Kree’s dagger, but he was flailing his arms as the swarm reached them. A heavy weight landed on her, crushing her to the broken floor, and she realized it was Gabe, covering her body with his own. Beneath him, she could see as the cloud of bees attacked Mattson Kree, and then she stared in shock at the look on his face. He was clawing at his throat, gasping for breath. There were huge welts on his cheeks and temple from the multiple bee stings. His face turned purple as he choked, and she recognized what she was seeing. Her father had explained to her that some people couldn’t endure bee stings—that it made them choke to death. Her father had been called on a few times over the years to treat them, and his magic was powerful enough to draw out the bee’s venom and save the child’s life if he got there fast enough. She watched in horror as the Serpentarium dropped to his knees, strangling to death, as the black bees swarmed and stung him. Gabe was limp atop her and she watched the bees attack him still. From her position, none of the rest could reach her.


  Then Rista reached out her will and she calmed the violent swarm. She had never done that before with black bees because of how terrified she’d always been of them. But she felt no fear now. And the bees, sensing her change in mood, began to quiet instantly and return to the hive.


  Mattson Kree’s purplish face was terrible to see, his eyes clouding over. His quivering fingers reached and opened the satchel he still had around his shoulders. Lifting the flap, he heaved out the massive atrox, and it began to rattle and hiss threateningly as its master fell flat against the stone, catching himself momentarily on one arm before slumping to the stones.


  A moment later, her father’s axe severed the atrox’s head. He grabbed the convulsing end and the atrox’s body wound around his arm, coiling tightly as if even in death it were trying to kill him.


  The Beesinger stared down at the decapitated snake, then at the dead man, and a slow smile of relief brightened his face.


  As Gabe lifted himself up, Rista could hear the noise of running and saw that Trea was fleeing the Ziggurat. She’d left her broken bow behind and Twig was dancing atop it, holding up his puny little dagger with his puny little arm and shaking it and hissing after the fleeing girl. A black bee buzzed around the kobold.


  “Twig,” Rista croaked in relief, tears stinging her eyes.


  Gabe had welts on his face and hands and he looked to be in a great deal of pain. But he used his dagger and severed the bonds at her wrists.


  “There you are, Beesinger,” he said with a wincing look, rising to his feet and pulling Rista up with him. “Safe and sound.”


  Rista’s heart nearly ripped open with happiness. She rushed to her father, weeping with gratitude as she hugged him.


  “I’m so sorry, Father!” she babbled, hugging him, smelling the scent of mint along with the dirt and sweat.


  He stroked her hair, hushing her soothingly. “It’s all right, Rista. It’s all right.”


  Twig chattered away down below and Rista released her father and then dropped down. She turned to Gabe. “What happened back at the barrow mound then? I mean . . . you’ve been on our side the entire time? You could have told me!”


  Gabe smirked at her, still looking uncomfortable with his sting wounds. “But that would have taken all the fun out of it. Besides, I had to be convincing for Mattson Kree.”


  “You are Gabe Doer?”


  He nodded. “Yes, I’m the king’s son. Why don’t you explain it, Beesinger? I’m not keen on talking now. Do you have any salve? This really hurts.”


  “I do,” her father said humbly. He put his arm around Rista’s waist. “Thank you, Gabe. I owe you.”


  The man shrugged. “It’s the least I can do for my father. His scouts should be at the Arvadin by now.”


  “Hopefully,” her father said. “We’re short on food, and even I’m getting tired of eating honey.”


  * * *


  It was well after nightfall and father had built a bonfire on the tiles outside the Ziggurat. The first reason was for warmth, but the second was so that the light from it would be seen across the valley and help would arrive. They’d buried Mattson Kree’s body under a heap of stones, as well as the head of his atrox. Her father had warned them both about getting too near the severed head and explained that even a decapitated atrox could bite someone. They roasted the meat from the serpent’s body and had it for dinner that night.


  Twig nestled in Rista’s lap and she stroked his scaly head with the knobs and horns. “So you only pretended to kill Twig,” she said to Gabe after the story had been told a second time. “He did know that you were in league with us?”


  “He did try to leave you a clue, but you didn’t understand,” her father said with a small laugh. “We’ll have to brush up on kobold when we get back.”


  Rista smiled and patted Twig on the head. “You’re a brave little kobold,” she said.


  Twig began to purr and closed his orange eyes with a toothy grin.


  “How did you get to the Ziggurat before us? We saw the light from your orb behind us. Did you overtake us then?”


  “That was your brother,” her father answered. “I went another way to the Ziggurat and came around from that side,” he said, pointing. “Your brother came down the mountain and then hid the orb and went back for help. He wanted to come along and help rescue you, Rista. But I wasn’t going to risk two of my children.”


  Rista shook her head. “I still don’t understand how Gabe and you know each other. How did he communicate with you? I’m confused.”


  Gabe tossed another hunk of wood from the battering ram into the fire. “I’m my father’s spymaster,” he explained. “My gift with enmitical magic is with bats and rats, as you know. Nocturnal creatures. Back when your father fought alongside my father, he made a suggestion. People are always looking to cause trouble. I developed a reputation for being discontented—on purpose—to attract to me that kind of people, like Mattson Kree. Last year, a scheming duke tried to convince me to join his rebellion. I went along with it to find out who the ringleaders were. Then told my father. I thought Mattson Kree was trouble the moment I first met him. He was an ambitious and capable man. I came along, before knowing who his target was. Now that I understand his reaction to bee stings, I can see why he feared your father and you so much. It was his biggest weakness. His vulnerability.”


  Rista nodded. “So you hadn’t spoken to my father directly.”


  “Not at all. If you recall, I was standing behind Kree and Trea at the end. I smuggled Twig with me after leaving the barrowlands and showed him to your father to alert him that I was on your side.”


  “So when I told Kree that it was three against one,” her father said with a gleam in his eye, “I should have said it was four against one. I didn’t know about Twig until the end.”


  Rista laughed at that and smiled as Twig’s eyes opened again sleepily.


  “So you stole ahead of us because you guessed where he was going,” Rista said.


  “It was rather obvious,” her father said meekly.


  Rista shook her head. “Well, I feel like a fool for not realizing any of it.”


  Her father shook his head. “No, Rista. You had information that I didn’t. I thought it was going to be a fight at the end. You were trussed up and vulnerable, but I knew you could use your magic. I thought the odds of all of us surviving were rather small. The swarm frightened away that woman, and the stings killed Mattson Kree. It was your plan that worked best in the end. I’m proud of you, Rista.”


  She flushed with his words of praise. The fire was so warm and she was exhausted by the ordeal. Sleepiness stole over her and she yawned. She hadn’t fully slept in days.


  “Stop, you’re making me yawn too,” Gabe complained. He lifted the blanket around his shoulders and then curled up by the fire, his back facing it and them. “Good night, Beesingers. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten atrox before. I don’t think I’ll care to in the future.”


  “Thanks again, Gabe,” her father said. He scooted closer to Rista and then reached out and patted her back. After a while, he pitched his voice low and stared at her. The firelight played over his face and whiskers.


  “You’ve always asked me why I never joined the Enclave,” he said softly. “Not many get invited. Fewer still turn down the honor.”


  She stared at him, feeling a strange prickle go down her back. She listened intently.


  He glanced at the flames and then back at her. “Part of the reason was because I felt I didn’t deserve the honor,” he said. “It was Twig that helped overthrow the Overlord.”


  Rista stared at him in surprise. The kobold was fast asleep.


  Her father nodded. “After I crawled through that mess of black widow spiders, I discovered Twig. He was so weak and insignificant. The smallest runt of a kobold you ever knew. He was the Overlord’s drudge. But I befriended him and treated him well. And he showed me where the Overlord kept the bone. I snapped it, like a twig.” A crooked smile came to his mouth. “That’s where the nickname came from. The real hero of Battle Mountain is that little creature in your lap. Without him, we would have all died. So that’s the first reason I didn’t feel worthy to be part of the Enclave. I’ve never told you that story before because the king and I agreed that it was a secret best kept.” He paused a moment. “But the main reason I didn’t join the Enclave with Ilias and the others was the same reason the king didn’t.”


  He reached out and poked the fire with a long stick.


  “Why?” Rista asked softly. She reached out and put her hand on his knee.


  He was trying to master his emotions. Rista waited patiently.


  “I learned something about the Enclave during my travels with them. They live in an immaculate city surrounded by dazzling waterfalls and beautiful woods. There is music and poetry and delicious food. When one goes to the Enclave, it reverses all aging and sickness. It restores you to a younger age. You can, in fact, live forever.” He tapped the stick on the ground and then crushed the embers on the end into the stone. “But if you live there, you can’t have children.” He glanced at her and shrugged. “More than anything else, I knew I wanted to be a father someday.” Then his hazel eyes fixed on hers. “That is a privilege worth more than Beesinging. I’d rather be back home right now more than anywhere else in the world. I’m glad you’ll be coming back home with me, Rista.”


  He brushed a tear from his eye and then reached out and squeezed her hand.


  Rista’s heart was so full she couldn’t speak. And so they held each other’s hands and stared at each other and listened to the crackling fire, not willing to disturb the magic of that moment with words.
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The Churchyard Yarrow
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  The Delacey family was of the gentry. During their childhood at Charter Hall, Rose and her three older sisters had known the privileges of riches, respect, and influence, but that was before their father, John, had lost his entire fortune, and their mother had perished of consumption. Now they lived in a humble cottage in Allanwell, with one servant. They all had to work for their living. The new owners of Charter Hall had employed John. Margaret was the eldest daughter, striving vainly to appear older than her years and stand in for the mother they had lost; prosaic Katherine was next; shy, artistic Lizzie was the third; and Rose—who some might call ‘fey’—was the youngest.


  This is an extract from their story, “Sundered.”


  



  “I despise teaching,” announced Katherine vehemently as she arrived home late one February evening. Stamping into the kitchen, she held out her chilled fingers towards the blaze in the grate and proceeded to expound on the shortcomings of her students for the information of her sisters, who were seated around the trestle table, finishing their meal.


  “If only I could find myself a rich husband, I should never have to teach again!” she concluded, thumping herself down onto a stool. The servant, Mary, placed a bowl of hot stew in front of her.


  “Surely, and ’tis payin’ my wages you are with your teaching,” said Mary tartly, smoothing down her apron. “You would not have to be botherin’ yourself with your fretful pupils if you let me go. Sure, you could be peelin’ praties and sweepin’ out fire grates instead.”


  Katherine banged down her spoon. “You don’t have to be saying sure all the time, Mary,” she said loudly. “It sounds bog-Irish. Mme Duval was always after telling us so.”


  Margaret spluttered, struggling with a mouthful of so many retorts she did not know which to spit out first. “Hearken to yourself, Kitty,” she eventually burst out. “You with your afters and your pixy-led participles. ’Tis you that sounds bog-Irish!”


  “All right, Miss Cleverclogs, how am I supposed to say it?” snapped Katherine.


  “You ought to say ‘Mme Duval always told us so.’”


  “Mme Duval always told us so,” recited Katherine, screwing up her face as though she had just eaten a sour plum. “Mme Duval always told us so.” She picked up her spoon—a greying piece of battered cutlery with a dented bowl—and held it aloft, crooking her little finger. “I do like to have good manners at the table,” she twittered. “Mme Duval always told us so.”


  Lizzie and Rose giggled.


  “Hold your blither, Kitty,” said Margaret, trying to suppress a smile.


  Katherine banged down the spoon a second time. “Hold your blither, she says! How am I supposed to be finding a good example so that I can continue my proper English education? And if I do not end up refined and educated, how in heaven’s name can I find myself a rich husband?”


  Fiercely she tore off a piece of bread and poked it into her stew. “Where’s Papa?” she asked, poised with the spoon hovering at her mouth.


  “He was called out to a calving,” Rose volunteered.


  “He’s not well enough to be traipsing out of doors in the middle of the night in winter,” said Katherine. Hungrily she began to eat her meal. Mary splashed and rattled the dishes in the washing-up tub.


  “The ideal husband would love his wife for her humble ways and piety and charity to the poor,” said Margaret primly, “not for the way she speaks.”


  “Oh, do you think so?” cried Lizzie, sounding somewhat alarmed.


  “Of course!”


  “Well, it’s not my idea of the ideal man,” said Lizzie rebelliously.


  Margaret looked piqued. “I doubt you can think of a better,” she said.


  “My ideal man would love his wife even if she sometimes forgot to be pious and humble,” said Lizzie. “He would be tall and strong, with laughing eyes and a ready smile. He would fear no man, and he would be generous and kind.”


  “And have red hair,” put in Katherine, through a mouthful.


  “Kitty!” Lizzie shrieked, mortified. “Rose, did you tell?”


  “She didn’t have to tell. It is obvious.”


  “Who has red hair?” asked Margaret. “Do you mean—”


  “Please—” Lizzie said in a strangled croak.


  “Let the poor child keep her secrets,” said Mary over her shoulder, taking pity on her.


  “Kitty’s ideal husband would be handsome and rich beyond compare,” said Rose, to divert the topic. “Would he not, Kitty?”


  Katherine nodded and swallowed. “He would have one manor house in Ireland,” she said, “one in India, and another in America. He would own a fleet of ships so fast they could outrun all others. He would dress in velvet and furs and wear a different hat for every day of the week, each one stuck through with great feathers. He’d have gold buckles on his belt and shoes, and he would be a favourite at the court of every king.”


  “And he would love and honour you above all others and be faithful forever,” said Rose.


  “Not necessarily,” said Katherine with a shrug. “With all that money, why would I care?”


  “Katherine! Sometimes you’re the very devil,” said Margaret exasperatedly.


  Mary flourished a dishrag and began to dry the crockery.


  “Mary, what’s your ideal man like?” asked Rose.


  “Lord, how should I know?” said Mary. “I never t’ought about it. ’Tis a waste of time. A body would be as like to ever find the ideal man as have the brownies come and do all her housework for her overnight.”


  “I have heard of that happening,” said Rose. “Anyway if you don’t believe in the brownies, why do you leave a crock of milk out for them every evening?”


  “That’s for the cat,” defensively countered Mary.


  “We do not have a cat,” mumbled Lizzie.


  “And what’s your ideal man,” challenged Katherine, turning decisively towards Rose. “You haven’t told us yet.”


  Lizzie and Rose exchanged glances.


  “Well,” said Rose calmly, “I’ll be telling you now, if you wish it.” She looked around at their faces. They were all watching her.


  “He is tall and strong,” she said, “like Lizzie’s man—but his hair is as dark as a crow’s wing. It falls down his back, and he ties it out of the way like a horse tail. So handsome is he that the very stars hurl themselves from the sky, just to be near his beauty for an instant. His face is lean and taut, as though carved out of stone, and the bones are proud. Yet his look is not hard and cold, but youthful and lively. His jaw is shaven, the line of it well-moulded and firm. Dark are his lashes and eyebrows. His eyes are as grey as the sea in a storm, but they can flash suddenly if his passion is aroused, and there is a depth to them that is fathomless. His nose is long and aquiline, like that of the eagle.” Rose’s eyes appeared to be fixed on some faraway point, and she half chanted the words, as though quoting some ancient saga. “Broad are his shoulders, tapering to an elegant middle, and his belly is flat. He stands as straight as a spear, but moves with the grace and power of a wild horse. He is fearless, loyal, and honourable. To his enemies, he would appear to be the devil himself, but as a lover, he would be matchless.”


  Katherine was forgetting to eat. She sat at the table with her mouth hanging open. Mary stood motionless, the dishrag in one hand and a dripping platter in the other. A small puddle was forming on the flagstone floor at her feet. Margaret was leaning forward, staring at Rose, wide-eyed, and Lizzie had knotted her hands together so hard the knuckles had turned white.


  After Rose finished speaking, there was silence, except for the sizzle of the fire and the moan of the wind under the eaves.


  “Good Lord,” Katherine muttered to herself, “I would sell my soul for one exactly like that.”


  “It’s as if you have met him already, Rose,” whispered Margaret, breaking the spell. “Have you?”


  “No. Well, yes, in a way.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I sometimes see him in my dreams.”


  “Heavens above, I wish I could see him in mine,” said Katherine fervently. “I am completely in love with him.”


  “He does sound fine,” murmured Margaret, in an uncharacteristically mellow and pensive tone.


  “Indeed he does,” agreed Mary with a sigh. She turned back to her duties.


  “As fine as can be, with the single flaw that he does not exist,” Katherine mourned.


  Rose said, with some hesitation, “Lizzie drew a picture.”


  “Let’s see it!” chorused her two eldest sisters.


  They leaned together over the scrap of paper that Rose produced from her pocket.


  “Saints preserve us,” breathed Katherine. “If it isn’t a very archangel. I didn’t know you could draw like that, Lizzie. Will you draw one for me?”


  “Is that really like him?” Margaret asked rather too casually.


  “To a certain degree,” answered Rose. “Lizzie cannot see him, so I had to describe him to her. It’s not an exact likeness, but it is close. The hair and the nose are right.”


  “Closer than Sir Gawaine,” murmured Lizzie enigmatically.


  “Tell us about when you see the vision of him, Rose,” Katherine said in eager tones.


  Rose waxed reflective.


  “Well, it is not often. Maybe once in six months. One time I saw him, and he was walking on a road. Another youth walked beside him. There was a strong resemblance between the two—it was his brother, I suppose. The evening was on them, and the trees drew in close on both sides of the road, dark and dreary, like a crowd of spectres. Out from the trees sprang a band of thieves. They set upon the pair with knives and cudgels. But he with the Face had a stout blackthorn stick in his hand, and the length of the staff was the height of his shoulder. His companion fought off one man, and by the time that man had upped and fled, having had it knocked into his head that he had met his match, the other four rogues were lying on the ground with the wits knocked out of theirs.”


  The wind moaned about the Delacey cottage, plucking at the thatch. In the distance a dog barked.


  “Sometimes,” said Rose, “I dream that I walk in some woodland and I see him coming to me through the trees. He leaps towards me and I run to him, but just before we meet I wake up.”


  “That’s the way of all things grand,” Mary said briskly, over her shoulder. “One moment they’re right under your nose, the next they’ve been whipped away and you’re left with naught.” She began scrubbing at the crockery with unaccustomed vigour.


  Margaret passed her hand over her eyes as though waking up.


  “Mary,” she said, recollecting her self-imposed matriarchal role, “and Kitty and Lizzie—I’ll thank you to describe to no one else these revelations Rose has told us in confidence, lest you bring shame on our family, for they will think our sister mad or under a spell. Yet they are no more than the inventions of an immature and fanciful mind and nothing more should be made of them. Now I am going to bed. Good night.”


  They bade her good night as she left the kitchen.


  “Rose,” said Lizzie abruptly, “you ought to go to Ilvenna. Ask her if a man looking like that does exist, or if he ever did. Ask her if he lives as a true man or if he is a ghost, and if he lives, ask her where, and what is his name.”


  “Oh yes,” urged Katherine, “you really should, Rose. You must. And what is his income,” she added.


  “Well then,” said Rose, inspired afresh, “I shall.”


  * * *


  Rose wrapped her shawl close around her and went through the village, down the long, gentle stair of Whitethorn Hill. She was carrying a bundle under one arm. The low stone bothies scattered along the road up and down the hill were widely spaced, each on its few acres. They were thatched with heather and turf, the rooves held in place by a network of cordage and weighed down by large stones hanging from ropes around the eaves. Neatly cut oblongs of dry peat were stacked beside every house. She went past the Rafferty place, which was known as Rafferty’s Inn because its tenant ran a tavern and a wayside stop for travellers. Around at the side, a little girl was throwing out scraps for the chickens. She bobbed a curtsey to Rose, who smiled in acknowledgement.


  The sky was overcast, and a metallic tang in the air threatened thunder. Rose could hear it dimly rumbling, away in the west, below the horizon, like a cauldron simmering. After she left the outskirts of the village, her feet passed amongst the patches of purple moor grass that the fishermen scythed and gathered to use in the weaving of nets. She skirted the hummocks of tufted hair grass called bull fronts. Several earthen holes indicated where some of the local men had recently been digging up the largest of these to make church hassocks. To the right, further up the vale, someone was driving a horse and cart along Valley Highway. The cart pulled off the road and began climbing along a side track. Northeast of Allanwell, the country rose to a jumble of wild, cloud-haunted hills, and this track led high amongst them. Rose guessed the driver was probably Flynn McGinty, judging by the direction he was taking, the number of large, lumpy sacks in the back of the cart, and the dog sitting on top of them.


  Down along the floor of the vale, the ground was somewhat boggy, but by then Rose had reached a path. Narrow and meandering, it had been built up with stones and remained dry. The footpath intersected with Valley Highway, then descended rapidly towards a stone bridge crossing over the stream, before mounting the steep incline on the other side.


  Wild-haired children were playing by the stream. One of them had made himself a whistle out of a dead-nettle stalk, and was piping an eerie and tuneless air. Others were hunting for frogs. Some were tossing tatie-craas high into the air and dancing about as they watched them come down. They had fashioned these toys from orb-like potatoes into which they stuck the points of three or four feathers from herring gulls or crows. Each time a tatie-craa fell out of the air, it twirled around very fast, making a loud whirring noise. Rose called out to the children and waved, and they returned her salute. She left behind the whirrings and the whistlings, the sudden shrieks of laughter, the chatter of water over pebbles, and the frog notes, and lifting her skirts to avoid stepping on the hems, she climbed towards the McGintys’ place where it nestled in its hollow beneath Madigan’s Leap.


  * * *


  The interior of the McGintys’ bothy was redolent with mingled scents of herbs and tallow and tanned leather. Through the open door at the rear could be glimpsed the narrow chamber that was Flynn’s workroom. Hides and thongs and implements of the cobbler’s trade depended from hooks hammered into the walls.


  In the main room, bunches of dried leaves swung from the exposed roof beams; among them yarrow, wood sage, dandelion, mallow, lemon balm, and hart’s tongue fern. Some strings of onions dangled there also, and a small leg of ham the McGintys were saving for a special occasion. On top of the rafters sat a row of four hens, and a sheepdog was curled up under a settle. In the corner stood an old spinning wheel, its distaff wound with lint. A single rush-light like a yellow hound’s tooth burned in the centre of the table. The dancing flame duplicated itself in Ilvenna McGinty’s eyes and caressed the curves of her young face as she listened to Rose telling her story. Glows of soft light ran up and down the auburn filaments of her hair, strands of which were beginning to escape from the rather shapeless bonnet on her head. She was clad in drab woollen skirts, with a knitted shawl draped about her shoulders.


  A goat’s head poked in at the window and emitted a rude bleat. Ilvenna stood up and flapped her pinafore at it. The head withdrew hurriedly and there was a scuffling sound of hoofs on stones as the goat moved away.


  “Ma! Gallytrot’s after gettin’ into the garden again!” Ilvenna shouted out the back door. Then she came and seated herself at the table as before, opposite her visitor. “Sure,” she said, “ye’re axin’ a very barrelful o’ questions, Miss Rose. ’Tis more than a simple love-divination ye’re after.” She scratched her head thoughtfully. “I never did anyt’ing like this before.”


  “I know it is a lot to ask,” said Rose. “But even if you could just find out whether he is real or not, that would be enough.”


  “Would it?” Ilvenna fixed her eyes on Rose.


  “Well, no,” Rose admitted, “but it would be better than nothing.”


  Ilvenna scratched her head once more. “I’ll have to t’ink about this.”


  “Would it help you to find him if I show you a picture that is almost his likeness?” asked Rose, fishing in her pocket for the piece of paper.


  “A picture?” Ilvenna craned forward as Rose unrolled the sketch Lizzie had made. She studied it in silence. Presently she said, somewhat indistinctly, “Oh aye. Aye, it helps.” Fanning her suddenly flushed cheeks with her apron, she added, “’Tis terrible warm for this time o’ year, don’t ye t’ink?”


  “And I can tell you more about the dreams,” said Rose helpfully.


  “Go on.”


  Beyond the window a goat bleated. There was a clang, as if someone had dropped a wooden pail with an iron handle, and an old woman’s voice shouted, “Get out of here, yer great baraille ramhar!”


  The two girls in the bothy continued conversing, oblivious of these diversions.


  “I dreamed that there was a band of tinkers,” said Rose, “and they were gathered in a lane deeply bordered with flowering hawthorn and elder. And they had a horse that was so old and worn-out that it had fallen to its knees and could not get up. But the tinkers were cursing the horse and whipping it, because they wanted it to get up and pull their wagon. The horse was incapable of moving, but they dug a hole beneath its ribs and lit a fire.”


  “Sweet Jesus,” said Ilvenna, her face grey as ash.


  “And then he was there,” said Rose, “and it was the wrath of Solomon coming down on the tinkers. First he stamped out the fire, kicking the flaming sticks into the faces of those who had lit it. Then he was on them like the Furies, knocking them this way and that with his staff, and although he was greatly outnumbered, they were caught off guard, and seeing the rage burning in his eyes, they must have thought him a madman. They ran off in fear for their lives, and when they were gone, he knelt down beside the poor old horse. He stroked its head and said something in its ear; softly, gently. Then he pulled out his knife and he did something very quick. I am not sure what he did, but from that very moment the horse was free from all suffering. My boy cleaned his knife on the grass and rose to his feet, casting one sad look at the dead beast. Then he glanced up and beheld me. He took one step towards me, but then I saw him and the flowery lane no more.”


  With a swift movement, Ilvenna wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “’Tis a dramatic life he’s leadin’, this young man wit’ the Face,” she observed drily.


  “Not so dramatic, I think,” replied Rose. “I have only told you some of the dreams that affected me most. But it is not all danger and fighting. There have been times when I’ve witnessed him playing a fast and furious game of hurling, and his team winning. And I have glimpsed him in a large and firelit room, surrounded by talk and song and laughter, he holding a tankard in his hand brimming with black stout.”


  “And is it always in the nighttime you’re seein’ him?”


  “No—sometimes I have seen him during my waking hours. A daydream, I suppose they call it. But when I lie in my bed at night,” Rose went on softly, “I have dreamed I am floating above his bed, looking down and watching him sleep. He opens his eyes and sees me. Then he smiles and reaches out. I reach too, but we can never quite touch each other, and after a while the dream fades.”


  Ilvenna sniffed. “There’s much to be done,” she said, somewhat hoarsely, “if we are to find this lad.”


  Rose began to put away Lizzie’s sketch.


  “Wait!” Ilvenna said hastily. “Might I have just one more look?” She peered long and hungrily at the picture before returning it to Rose. “D’ye love him?” she asked abruptly.


  A look of shock crossed Rose’s features. “I never thought about it,” she answered. “Honestly, I do not know! I only know he is always at the back of my mind. When I see a face that looks somewhat like his, a pang goes through my chest as though a dart has been shot into my heart and I feel compelled to stare at that face, scanning it over and over to detect the similarities and differences between it and the one I know so well. I catch myself searching for the Face around every corner, in every crowd. He has been part of my life ever since I can remember. But do I love him? If a fierce longing to touch someone is love, then I do. If a sense of terrible desolation every time the dreams are snatched away is love, then I do. If the certainty that he is part of you, like your own blood, and that he is necessary for life, like breathing—if that is love, then I do love him.”


  “Right,” said Ilvenna. “That’s important, because we cannot do anything wit’ ye if ye don’t love him, whateffer.” She pushed her stool back, stood up, and paced the floor restlessly. “There’s many a way of divinin’ love,” she said, as if thinking aloud. “There’s ways o’ gettin’ a vision o’ your future husband, not that you’re needin’ any more visions. There’s ways o’ findin’ out the first letter o’ his name, ways o’ findin’ out what is his job o’ work—and if you already have a sweetheart, there’s ways o’ findin’ out whether he is faithful or whether he’ll leave ye for another. But there’s only one way I know to tell if your true love lives or not. And for that ye must wait till Midsummer’s Day.”


  “I cannot wait any longer!” exclaimed Rose with impatience. “Can you not simply give me a way of getting some wishes so that I can wish for him to be here beside me?”


  “No!” Ilvenna whirled on her heel. “Now listen to me, Miss Rose, you don’t go wishin’ for things like that, not until we know for sure if he’s livin’ or not. D’ye want to be haunted by a ghost for the rest o’ yer days?”


  Rose smiled. “Yes. If it were he, yes.”


  “Ach! Hold yer nonsense,” scoffed Ilvenna. “You do not know what ye’re sayin’. You must never speak lightly o’ such matters. Now Rose, if ye’re after bein’ foolish, I will not help you.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Rose meekly, knowing that her friend meant to carry out her threat.


  Ilvenna was mollified. “On Midsummer’s Eve,” she said, “you must pick two flowers o’ orpine. Name one of them Rose, and the other one, Rose’s Sweetheart. Stick them in two empty cotton reels and leave them beside your bed when you go to sleep. In the mornin’, look at them as soon as you waken. If the one that stands for your sweetheart has shrivelled and died, then you’ll know he is no livin’ man. If it has wilted and bends away from the other flower, you’ll know he lives but loves you not. If the two flowers are bent towards each other, then he lives and loves ye. But when ye’re pickin’ the flowers, ye must say the words ‘I will teach you,’ otherwise the whole t’ing will never work.”


  As Ilvenna was speaking, Ma McGinty appeared outside the door. She kicked off her muddy wooden clogs and left them on the threshold, then came inside, stooping to avoid the low lintel. “Good mornin’ to you, Miss Rose,” she said, putting down a pail of water and wiping her large, ruddy hands on her apron. Her brow was shiny with perspiration, and her gown had been mended in many places.


  “Good morning, Mrs. McGinty. I hope you’re well. I wish’t Mama had let us send for you or Ilvenna when she was ill abed with the consumption.”


  Ma McGinty nodded understandingly. “There are folk that will never come to us. They have their reasons, so they do. We might have helped your ma wit’ dandelion roots and leaves of fairy thimble and mullein and yarrow—we might indeed. ’Tis a shame, and I’m sorry for ye.”


  Rose indicated the wrapped bundle she had placed on the table. “I have brought the embroideries so that Flynn can take them with him on his next trip to market.”


  Mrs. McGinty nodded dismissively. She said, “Just now I heard my daughter tellin’ ye how to find out if a man is livin’.”


  “Yes,” said Rose.


  “That should be worth a bit to ye, eh? More than a sack o’ meal. Maybe a haunch o’ mutton from one o’ the farms, or a flitch o’ bacon? For sure your da will be chancin’ on such pickings right easily, he bein’ the overseer and all. We’re savin’ the ham up there for Pentecost.” She poked her chin at the rafters overhead. “I cannot tell ye how long it is since I last tasted meat.”


  “Ma, we have already agreed on the fee ...” Ilvenna’s voice trailed off.


  Ma McGinty had always driven a keen bargain. It was only to be expected. She was accustomed to working hard for every mouthful of food, and she expected value for value. Planting work-roughened hands on her broad hips, she stood looking at Rose. Her eyes were sunk between folds of freckled skin, and her once-copper hair was white as lightning. Somehow, she seemed a formidable adversary.


  “Mrs. McGinty,” said Rose, calmly meeting her gaze, “if I can find out by Saint Valentine’s Day whether this man lives, I will bring you anything you want.”


  “It cannot be done! It is impossible!” expostulated Ilvenna. “Anyway, why the haste, Miss Rose? You’ve waited all your life ...”


  “Hush now,” her mother said firmly. “If that’s what Miss Rose wants, we can provide.”


  She lowered herself onto a three-legged stool.


  “But, Ma—”


  “Sit you down, mo cailin, and you will be learnin’ something this morning,” said Ma McGinty, waving a hand at her daughter. Rolling her eyes towards the ceiling, Ilvenna acquiesced.


  “Listen well, Miss Rose,” said Ma McGinty. “I have not taught this to Ilvenna because there’s a mite o’ peril in it, but not if you use the brains God gave you. This is what you must do ...”


  * * *


  John Delacey’s employers at Charter Hall must have been appreciative of his unstinting toil and dedication. On the same morning Rose was visiting the McGintys, Lady Westbourne sent down to the Delacey cottage a basketful of new peas that had been force raised in the glasshouse. Later that afternoon, Rose was sitting at the kitchen table with Mary, helping her strip the sweet green pearls out of their cradles.


  “I do miss the vegetables grown out of season,” said Rose regretfully, splitting open a pea pod with her thumbnail. “I never understood how much we depended upon that hothouse until it was taken away from us.”


  “Now you must keep a lookout for a cosh,” instructed Mary. “’Tis a shell containin’ nine peas, remember.”


  “How did you find out about coshes, Mary?” asked Rose, as she slipped the contents of the pod into her own mouth.


  “Sure, me ma told me,” said Mary. “It worked well enough for her.”


  When they found a pod containing nine peas, Rose hung it from the head of a nail projecting from a ‘lucky’ horseshoe fastened over the front door. The door opened straight into the kitchen—there was no grand entrance hall, not like the mansion on the hill.


  “The first person who comes through that door will have the same initial as your future sweetheart,” advised Mary, “or maybe your future husband—I forget which.”


  “Heaven’s above, Mary—isn’t it the same thing?”


  Mary shook her head sagely. “When you get to my age, you’ll understand, me darlin’, that love and marriage do not always go hand in hand.”


  The garden gate squeaked on its hinges. Katherine and Lizzie came running up the path and squeezed through the door simultaneously—breathless, giggling, and jostling each other in their efforts to be first. Under normal circumstances, Rose would have laughed at their antics, but with so much depending on the prophecy of the peas, her brow creased with annoyance.


  “Well, ’tis either a K or an E,” she said to Mary. “Those feckless girls have made a right mess of our charm. But I think it was Katherine who was a little bit first, don’t you?”


  “Maybe,” said Mary uncertainly.


  “What’s the matter, Rose?” asked Lizzie.


  “Nothing.”


  “Oh, so it’s peas, is it?” said Katherine, eying the bowl full of jade beads on the table. “That’ll make a grand change from sloke and watercress and buttered nettles. You’re not doing the cosh charm are you, Rose? Sure, I did that once, and who should be first through the door but Father Joseph.” She shuddered.


  “I brought you a stalk of rye grass,” said Lizzie proudly. She held out a slim stem, heavy with seeds.


  Rose gazed dubiously at the offering.


  “Am I supposed to dance the Pride of Erin? What’s so great about a bit of grass?”


  Lizzie’s face fell. “At this season, ’tis hard to find a stem with seeds still on it,” she explained, “and you can use it to find out what line of work he follows.”


  “Oh yes, of course,” Rose said with renewed enthusiasm. Eagerly she took the stalk from Lizzie’s hand. Together they went outside and sat on the front doorstep.


  “Tinker, tailor,” enunciated Rose, plucking off the seeds in turn as she spoke the words, “Soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man—I hope he’s not a soldier—ploughboy, thief. Saints in heaven, Lizzie, this thing has a sackful of seeds on it.”


  “That should be beggarman, not ploughboy,” Katherine called out. Her sisters ignored her.


  “Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man—”


  Katherine peered over their shoulders. “Devil take it,” she interrupted, “he’s a poor man!”


  “I could have told you that,” said Rose, rising to her feet and scattering seeds.


  “You ought to do the apple-pip trick,” advised Katherine, “to find out the direction where he’s living. Every time I do it, the pip flies towards England. I think ’tis a good sign—it probably means some baron or earl.”


  “Or a beggar on the streets of London,” said Mary.


  “Sure, wouldn’t you rather have an Irish peer?” asked Rose.


  Katherine shrugged. “Of course, if one was available. But it seems to me that over in Sasuna the gentry are a lot more numerous to share around.”


  “Ooh, imagine Kitty married to a Sasanach!” squealed Lizzie, enjoying the sheer ridiculousness of the idea.


  “I don’t care if he’s Old Nick himself, as long as he’s got plenty of money,” said Katherine with relish.


  “You mind your heathen tongue or the Old Boy’ll carry you off one day,” Mary scolded. “Go and say your rosary,” she added automatically, with no confidence at all that her command would be heeded.


  * * *


  On Saint Valentine’s Eve, after the rest of the household was asleep in bed, Rose went out of the house and climbed the hill to where the Catholic church stood in its grove of yew trees. It was close to midnight. High overhead, the moon was a polished sickle. Ragged clouds blew across its face, but there was enough light to see by as Rose entered the churchyard. She knelt beside the grave of a young man who had died ten years earlier, and her lips began to move in silent prayer. The wind was in the north, blowing from the direction of Charter Hall. It carried with it the faint sound of a clock striking twelve—the old standing clock that had once belonged to Rose’s family and now belonged to the Westbournes. As the chimes rang, Rose plucked nine leaves of yarrow that were growing on the grave, and as she picked, she said,


  



  “Yarrow, yarrow, I seek thee yarrow,


  And now thee I have found.


  I pray to the good Lord Jesus


  As I pluck thee from the ground.”


  



  Hastily tucking the leaves inside her shawl, she turned and hurried home.


  When she entered the bedchamber she shared with Lizzie, she put seven of the yarrow leaves in her right stocking and tied it to her left leg, but saved two leaves, one of which she put under her pillow. The other, she folded and placed inside the small curled shell of her left nostril. Then she whispered, without waking her sister,


  



  “Green yarrow, green yarrow, you wear a white flower,


  If my love lives, my nose will bleed sure;


  If my love don’t live, it won’t bleed a drop,


  If my love do live, ’twill bleed every drop.”


  



  And as she laid her head on the pillow, she murmured,


  



  “Good night, pretty yarrow,


  I pray thee sweet yarrow,


  Tell me by the morrow,


  If my true love lives.”


  



  As Rose began to fall asleep, she found herself reflecting that Ma McGinty’s spells and potions did not always work; a fact the wisewoman fiercely contended. The thought presently evaporated and her mind drifted. Beyond the walls, the west wind carried on its back the crashing roar of the surf at the foot of Madigan’s Leap, and the cry of a bittern winging through the night.


  * * *


  At the dawning of Saint Valentine’s Day, the rising sun peeped through a long rent in the clouds over the back hills, edging them with gilt. Its rays streamed out like long fingers, reaching to caress first the eaves of Charter Hall and the tops of the hedges lining the driveway. They wandered across the buttresses of Saint George’s, the Protestant church, making the stone glow like honey. Down the steeple of Saint Finbar’s they bled, limning the black boughs of the ancient yews, lightly brushing the ancient mossy roof over the village well. Then they pulled back the shadow of Whitethorn Hill to tinge with gold the thatched bothies of the village, upon whose rooves grew clumps of stonecrop, reputed to ward off thunder.


  From one of the outermost houses arose a scream.


  The scream went on and on, punctuated with almost unintelligible outbursts of “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” and “Lord save us!”


  John Delacey leapt from his bed. Rushing into the kitchen, he found Lizzie running in circles, sobbing. Margaret, Katherine, and Mary discovered her at the same time.


  “Oh Jesus,” shrieked Lizzie, “she’s all a’blood. She’s killed herself, by God. She’s murdered.”


  Still dressed in their nightshirts, everyone hastened into Rose’s bedchamber. There on the bed she lay, but the pillow and the linen all around her was soaked with crimson ichor. Bearded with a sticky, red viscosity, her face was almost unrecognisable.


  “Mother of God!” exclaimed Margaret, clapping her hands to her mouth.


  Her father looked stricken. “Where’s all the blood coming from?” he cried, kneeling beside her. “Where are you hurt?”


  “It’s nothing,” murmured Rose, opening her eyes to prove she was still alive. “’Tis only a nosebleed.”


  Her father flinched. At that moment he had caught a strange look in his daughter’s eyes, and the phantom of a smile on her face, a smile almost of beatific joy.
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The Apothecant
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  Danai Walders had climbed every peak in the mountains surrounding the Brasin valley by the time she was twelve. Now seventeen, she continued to climb almost daily. Her strong fingers and nimble feet had earned her a reputation for being part mountain goat, while her stubborn mind and disregard for rules or parental commands earned her a reputation for being part ox. Both were well deserved. All of her nicknames, which were admittedly terrible, played on one or both of these traits, and all came from her father: she-goat, nanny ox, and the mule spider. Danai’s favorite nickname was the one he had begun calling her the summer before everything in her life changed: Pugnox. Her father, who had a love of words and language, explained that it was derived from an old tongue, and referenced someone who was stubborn and liked to fight.


  Danai counted it as good fortune that no one but her father had ever called her Pugnox, and she had not heard the name since her mother died five years earlier. She would walk a path of burning embers to hear her father call her any of those ridiculous nicknames once more. Losing her mother to the blue moth plague was devastating. That tragedy alone would have been more than a young woman should have to bear, but it was also that summer when her father contracted the same illness. She went from having two loving, attentive parents to having one ill father in constant need of medication and bed rest. Yet, she also learned to be strong and to be content with little, and she was still able to find happiness in the world inside and out of her shanty of a home.


  She had even found a job that provided enough income to cover their needs and that was actually the perfect job for her. She worked for the apothecant, Merdrid Knaevel, who knew more about herbs, poultices, and healing than the physicians from the big city. Thanks to Merdrid, Danai’s father received medication each month that kept the plague at bay and allowed him a brief respite from the pain.


  It was her father’s poultice, the poultice that would treat him and seven other members of the valley who likewise suffered from the blue moth plague, that put Danai on the tallest peak over the Brasin valley on a late spring morning. Little purple flowers from the elusive pintiach tree were an essential ingredient. This time of year, only the most adept climber could retrieve them. Hence, Danai’s value to Merdrid was realized. The elderly, portly Merdrid huffed when walking up the short flight of stairs from the cellar. Climbing a mountain was unthinkable. Not only was Danai able to climb any mountain around, but her mind stayed focused on the specific flower, root, or berry Merdrid required, and she nearly always returned with the correct item and amount. If she did not find what Merdrid wanted, it was because it was not there to be found.


  Notwithstanding the cool of the morning leaving tendrils of fog around the tall evergreen trees in the valley below, Danai felt rivulets of sweat roll down her back between her shoulder blades. Her muscles strained to pull her body up the vertical face of granite. She felt a sharp shift followed by a terrifying crumble as her left handhold gave way. Her body swayed as she sought purchase with her right foot, and the fingers on her right hand gripped their hold more tightly. A few whispered counts helped calm her nerves. She felt the gentle breeze and warmth of the sun, and forced thoughts of aching arms and shoulders out of mind. Focusing on each place to put a hand or foot, she continued her ascent. A short while later, she reached the ledge where a large cropping of pintiach bloomed beautifully.


  Danai filled her belt pouch with purple flowers before she gathered a handful of heather berries and sat in the sun with her waterskin to relax. The pintiach flower was the last ingredient Merdrid needed for the poultice that would relieve her father’s pain, and even enable him to wake and speak for a few precious moments. His disease left him with little energy and almost no ability to communicate. The windows of clarity the poultice brought when first applied were the only golden treasures Danai had. She loved Merdrid for giving those to her.


  The tartness of the berries lingered on her tongue, and the red from their juices stained her fingers. They were some of her favorites. She thought about gathering enough for a pie, but decided against wasting the time it would take to gather that many. Besides, she had no bag or sack to hold them. And her pockets would be a soggy red mess if she tried to climb down with berries inside. Ultimately, thoughts of hearing her father speak that evening pushed all other ideas out of her mind. As soon as her limbs regained their strength, Danai slipped over the edge of the rock wall and methodically descended.


  The ancient brass bell that dangled from a wire hook above Merdrid’s door clanged as Danai entered the apothecary. Danai had mentioned to Merdrid several times in the years she had been her assistant that the bell looked worn and dirty. Merdrid always defended the bell with a smile, declaring the age and wear were called patina, and that it made the bell even more valuable than a new one. Danai liked the bell, but the smell of the shop was what made it her second home. It was like freshly turned soil, harvested vegetables, ripe fruit, and a flower garden in bloom. At least, in Danai’s mind that was how it smelled. If she was honest, she would also admit it smelled a bit like a burlap bag of moldy mushrooms and mud from a barnyard.


  “I’m in the back, Sis.” Merdrid’s voice cracked.


  “Coming.” Danai hustled down a root-crowded aisle.


  Merdrid scraped the underbark from a section of kiltenmoss brush with a short, stout bone-handled knife. Her favorite. “You look a shabby mess! Sweaty face, hair mussed, and blouse untucked.” The older woman chuckled without moving her eyes from the section of bark. It was one of several odd things about Merdrid. She always seemed to see Danai without needing to bother herself with actually looking.


  Danai glanced up and saw strands of her blond hair dangling in front of her eyes as she unconsciously tucked in the loose tail of her shirt. “You didn’t even see me, Merdrid. That was a lucky guess.”


  “It is my business to know everything that happens in my shop. Of course I saw you.” Merdrid put the knife and bark down on the table and smiled with a nod as her eyes confirmed what she had said. “Just be glad that I was too courteous to mention your smell.” The older woman waved a short-fingered hand in front of her nose as if to ward away the smell and squinted.


  Danai’s own nose dipped toward her right armpit, and she took a half step back. The older woman was right. “Perhaps I should take a quick bath before working in the shop.”


  “Perhaps you should. But if you leave the pintiach flowers on the table, I can prepare them for the poultice while you bathe.” Merdrid pulled her heavy stone mortar from the shelf under the table and gathered the bark shavings into its bowl.


  Danai chided herself for momentarily forgetting the importance of the day. “What makes you so sure I found the flowers?”


  “Sis, I already told you. I know what happens in my shop.” Merdrid looked serious for a moment, with her stone-gray hair carefully pulled into a bun secured by two mixing rods. “Besides, you would not have been smiling so much had you not found them.”


  Danai could not argue with that. She loosened her belt pouch and placed the flowers gently on a clean section of the table near the bark. “When will the poultice be ready?”


  “By nightfall if we stop yapping and you clean yourself enough to get some work done.” Merdrid winked as her hands worked the pestle in the mortar. “Danai, let me give you two compliments before you go. You have earned them.”


  Danai had started turning toward the front door, but stopped. Compliments were rare from Merdrid, and always sincere.


  “First, I have never seen a young woman who stays as consistently cheerful as you, when life gives you few reasons to be so.” Merdrid’s look was serious.


  “Well, I get to climb all over the valley and am blessed to work with . . .”


  “Hush!” Merdrid stopped her. “I’m giving you a compliment. Let me give you the second one.” Merdrid paused long enough that Danai began to feel the urge to fill the silence, but she forced herself to stand still. Seemingly satisfied, Merdrid continued. “Second, I have never seen a young woman willing to sacrifice so much of herself for her family. What you do for your father is truly remarkable, Danai. These two things make you very rare, not unlike the pintiach flowers from your pouch.”


  “Thank you.” Danai remembered the way her mother taught her to receive a compliment when she was a little girl. This seemed to please Merdrid.


  “Am I correct to believe that you would do most anything to help your father?”


  “Of course!” Danai nodded.


  Merdrid paused for a moment, and Danai made herself stay still. “Sis, what if I told you I have been working out a way to heal your father completely from his illness, but it would take a bit of a sacrifice from you?” The look in Merdrid’s eye was a mix of sparkle and something else.


  Danai’s stomach clenched with ice. She had long beaten down any hope that her father might recover, since Merdrid and everyone else in the valley assured her that was not possible. Yet, Danai knew that Merdrid would not mention a possible cure unless she had found one. Merdrid would never hurt her like that; she was certain. Still, she did not want to open herself to that level of pain, and let hope creep in where she had safely locked out emotion for so many years. “You are serious, aren’t you?” Danai’s voice was a whisper.


  Merdrid’s mouth turned into a small smile. “You know I would not say such a thing unless I thought it was possible. Only possible, mind you.”


  The front door bell clanged as a customer walked into the shop. Danai clenched her hands into fists at her sides, angry that they might be interrupted right then. She glanced over her shoulder and saw the most handsome face she had ever seen. A dark-haired, tall man, about twenty years old, in a crisp gray uniform with green-and-gold trim walked toward them with an older well-dressed man behind him. Her nose dipped once more toward her armpit, and she frowned.


  Danai refused to think of herself as beautiful. When she was a child, she always felt beautiful, in part because her mother’s compliments were effusive. Mother always praised her for her golden hair and gorgeous eyes. Danai believed her at the time because Mother was a beautiful woman. She too had blond hair and blue eyes. She too had a dimple in her left cheek. The biggest difference beyond the gentle wear of years was that Danai’s younger face bore a smattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks. Mother had promised those would fade by the time Danai became a woman.


  Mother had not been right about the freckles fading; however, Danai believed her beauty had faded—her hair seemed paler, her eyes less dazzling. Even her dimple now looked too deep to be pretty. Danai wondered how much of the way she had viewed herself as a girl was shaped by her mother, or if she had truly been prettier as a child. Certainly a person’s looks can change, but she felt that was one more unfortunate turn of events that followed the summer her mother died. She knew she was not ugly, but believed most people would describe her as plain or pleasant. Neither term was what a young woman strived to hear.


  She decided right then that if she was going to meet this handsome soldier, it would not be as grubby or smelly as she then was. She might not turn all of the young men’s heads in the valley, but that did not mean she would stop trying to look her best.


  Merdrid hustled in front of Danai and whispered as she went by, “Slip out the back and get cleaned up. We can talk more later.”


  With another quick glance at the man in uniform, Danai sighed and did as she was bid, sincerely happy the shop had a back door.


  Danai would not want to admit it, but she sprinted the two cobblestone blocks to her home tucked behind the town well. She almost forgot how weak the front door was and nearly broke it off its hinges as she bounded into the small main room.


  “Father!” Danai dropped onto the stool next to her father and held his hand.


  He startled from sleep, and looked at her through drooping eyelids.


  Danai could see his concern. “I have great news! Do not worry. The poultice will be ready tonight, but that’s not even the best part.” She smiled and waited to make sure his eyes confirmed that he was alert and listening to her. Satisfied, she went on. “Merdrid hinted that she may have found a cure or at least a more effective treatment for the plague.” She reconsidered whether she should have told him about the possible cure, but decided she was right to give him a little hope. This way, he could be ready to talk about the possible cure when the poultice was ready that night. She also thought about telling him of the handsome soldier, but decided to keep that bit of news to herself.


  Father’s eyes closed for a moment and he seemed to shake his head from side to side. Danai decided he must be overwhelmed, as she was, at the hope of a cure. She stood and pulled her hand from his. “I need to clean up and hurry back to the shop. Merdrid needs me.” She poured the remaining water from their bucket into the pot and stoked the wood-burning stove to at least take the chill off. “I will fetch fresh water to fill the tub and get you a drink while the pot heats.”


  Several minutes later, the tub was a little more than a quarter full and the water in the pot was at least not cold. Danai helped her father sip down a glass of water, smiling and telling him about her climb that morning. It would have taken a full pot of boiling water to make the tub temperature comfortable, but Danai could not wait that long. After she added the water from the pot, the tub water went from icy to frigid. At least she would stop sweating. She pulled the curtain for privacy and made quick work of the task. She had taken colder baths before, but they had been accidental and involved mountain springs.


  Before leaving, Danai changed her father’s bed pot and helped him take a few more sips of water. She brushed long strands of graying brown hair back from his eyes and felt the heat coming off his forehead. He had a low fever, which was not unusual, so Danai ground some bitter bark into his water and helped him drink. It was not a high fever. She had long experienced his conditions and knew which signs should cause her to worry. This fever would likely respond to the bitter bark within a few minutes. She felt guilty about leaving, but could not get the image of the handsome soldier out of her mind. Besides, she had a hunger to know more about Merdrid’s cure.


  Danai kissed her father gently on the forehead and promised to be back by evening. She grabbed a hard roll to eat on the way and rushed out the front door like a rabbit with a coyote on her tail.


  Danai swallowed the last of the roll as she ducked into the narrow dirt alley leading to the back of Merdrid’s shop. Her blond hair pulled back into a tight ponytail dripped down her back, soaking a circle on her blouse. She regretted not taking a little time to dry it after the bath. At least she smelled fresh, like the soap Merdrid gave her for her birthday last year. Jinderberries and honeyblossom. Merdrid was going to tease her mercilessly. Danai only used the sweet-smelling soap on special occasions, and with her birthday coming tomorrow, she would likely get a fresh cake of the special soap. Danai peered through the window in the back door, hoping to see the handsome soldier, while she caught her breath. Instead, she saw Merdrid crumpled on the floor by her worktable.


  Merdrid sobbed. The sound halted Danai and broke her heart. The sweet, grandmotherly woman who had cared for Danai and her father for the past five years had been a rock. Danai placed a gentle hand on Merdrid’s back and knelt beside her. For a minute, Merdrid’s body shook with sobs, and Danai consoled her without words.


  Finally, Merdrid looked up, eyes swollen and red, cheeks wet and shiny. “I have failed you, Sis.”


  Confused, Danai scooted to where she could see Merdrid better. “You’ve never failed me, Merdrid. What happened?”


  “The soldier and the emissary.” Her voice quavered as she struggled to put words together. “They came on a mission from King Evenricht. They took it.”


  Danai patted Merdrid’s leg and leaned in. “What did they take?”


  The older woman took a deep, stuttered breath. “My mortar.”


  Danai cocked her head to the left. “Is that all?”


  “Yes.”


  “You must have another mortar in the shop. If not, we can get another from the merchant.” Danai used her best comforting voice, one she might use if she was coaxing a wayward goat into a pen.


  “You don’t understand, Danai.” Merdrid’s tears were now flowing from eyes that showed anger and loss. “Without that mortar, many of my potions, powders, and poultices will lose their effect.”


  The last of her words lingered in Danai’s mind. She just sat there, going numb at the thought that her father’s poultice would not work. “But why is that mortar so important?”


  “I was going to explain this to you before your birthday tomorrow, and I feel horrible that this is how you found out.” Merdrid’s eyes released their tinge of anger and showed nothing but compassion toward Danai. “My recipes are sound, and the cures and crafts I make would be of high quality without the mortar, but some of them require something more than herbs, roots, and berries provide.”


  Merdrid continued. “The mortar is made of a special stone that came from a very rare and deep mine—the mine caved in a very long time ago. The stone that was found is called by several names: hearthstone, bloodstone, oathstone, and mantle rock. It has the power to bind people to their oaths and give power to those who vow to use it for their promised purpose. This power is called, vivos sanguine in an old tongue, or vosang, for short. It means ‘life blood.’ ”


  Voice quivering, Merdrid went on. “The truth of the stone remains unknown to most, but not to the emissary and his protector. The king sent them to gather any remnants of that stone and hold it in a treasury to add to the king’s wealth. Unfortunately, where it is now going, it cannot help people who are in dire need. Like your father.”


  There it was—the fear carving a hole in Danai’s heart, put into words. It was an old wound that was tearing open. Danai’s eyes blurred with her own tears.


  “Oh, Sis. I am so sorry. You must think I am a fraud. I am embarrassed that I needed something beyond my own abilities to help my patrons.” Merdrid looked away and crossed her arms tightly. Silence loomed for many long seconds. Merdrid continued. “I didn’t want to let them take it, but they threatened to arrest any who stood in their way or prevented them from taking the bloodstone. I was so afraid that I did nothing to stop them.”


  A wave of darkness and despair threatened to overwhelm Danai, but what kept it at bay was the image of her father lying on his bed, suffering from fever, and straining in vain to talk to her. She would stay strong for him, at least until all hope was gone. “I will get it back for you.” Danai’s words were dry and brittle like old parchment.


  Merdrid coughed out a little laugh. “Danai, I wish you could, but they will already be heading south to the highlands of Gretford. I overheard the young man tell the older that the horses were ready. Even as fast as your feet are, they cannot keep up with the king’s horses.”


  Danai thought a moment. “The highland road winds its way through the cedar woods on the east slope of the valley. That way will take them the rest of the day to reach the rim of the highlands to our south.” Danai wiped the wetness from her own cheeks, relieved that the plan in her mind had somehow stopped the tears.


  Merdrid shook her head gently. “Even if you follow them on foot, it will take you until midmorning tomorrow to reach the rim. By then, they will be farther down the road. Besides, the soldier wasn’t alone. He had a knot of five others with him. No doubt they will be watching the road behind. Even if you did catch them, how would you wrestle the mortar away?”


  Danai offered a weak smile. “The answer to the first problem solves the second. At least I hope so. If I climb the table steppe on the southern slope, and continue over the face of the rim, I could be there by an hour after nightfall. Well, if I leave right away, I could.” Merdrid shook her head, but Danai continued. “I have made the climb many times and know it well enough to finish the ascent in the dark. The solution this plan offers is that it places me in the roadway beyond the shelter of the tall pines. It seems unlikely the men would camp out in the open of the highlands when they have tall, sheltering pines to protect them from the vicious winds that abuse anyone who lingers on the long plateau. They will be watching the road behind them, but might pay less attention to someone coming from the road ahead.”


  Merdrid labored to stand, pulling herself up with the help of a firm grip on the worktable. It wobbled a little, but held together. She shuffled slowly toward a high shelf holding a row of bottles of various sizes. She reached up on her tiptoes to grab a slender red bottle with a cork stopper. “I’m a fool to let you go. But I know how stubborn you can be. Besides, your interest in this matter is every bit as important as my own.” Merdrid grunted a little as she turned, and favored her left knee. “I might as well offer what help I can.” She held the bottle out to Danai.


  Danai had asked about the bottles before and had received little information for her queries. “What is this?”


  “That particular elixir will help you get into camp unseen and get out safely as well. It has a powerful memory block, so none of them should remember seeing you if they do catch a glimpse. I warn you that your own memory might also be shaded. Unfortunately, it won’t help you find the mortar, so that part of the job will be up to you.”


  Danai gripped the cork stopper to pull it free.


  Merdrid yelped. “Not now, girl! There is one dose in that bottle and you want to drink it no more than ten minutes before entering the camp, which will give the potion long enough to take effect. Mind you, those effects will only last for a couple hours, so you must be sure when you drink it you are ready.”


  Danai could feel the blood flush her cheeks. “Sorry, Merdrid.” She was ready to sprint up the face of the southern steppe. Then, she remembered her father. What she was doing was dangerous, and if she failed, they both were in dire trouble. She wanted to tell him good-bye, but knew if she went home, she would only worry him. Still, he was expecting her to be home that evening with the poultice. Even if she succeeded in recovering the mortar, she would not return until morning. He would need help before then.


  “Sis, I can see your thoughts linger with your father. That is one of your tender strengths.” Merdrid’s weak smile comforted Danai, who was just glad to see the older woman had stopped crying herself. Merdrid continued. “I will visit him with supper and sit with him while you are away.”


  Danai thought her eyes were getting plenty of water today. “Thanks.” She choked out.


  A few minutes later, Danai set a fast pace to the south, shouldering her pack, with a full waterskin at her hip.


  * * *


  Shortly after dusk, when the few street lamps in the sparsely populated Brasin valley had begun to flicker, Merdrid waddled up the cobblestone roadway to the shanty where Danai and her father lived. She carried a maplewood bucket with too many cracks to be watertight, which held a bowl of soup on bottom and a napkin full of rolls on top. After a perfunctory knock (Merdrid knew Danai’s father could not respond, much less get up to answer the door), she entered. The home was pitiful. Small, adorned with furniture that seemed to stay upright by force of will alone, and smelling of illness. She reached a stubby-fingered hand into one of her several belt pouches and flung a large pinch of powder into the air. The powder ignited into a sizzle of sparks that quickly dissipated. Although the powder seemed gone, the smell of lilacs lingered in its place. Merdrid nodded contentedly.


  “Well, well, Haimer. You are looking rather ill tonight.” She said in a matter-of-fact tone.


  Haimer lay in bed, eyes open and wary. His mouth tried to move and muscles in his neck strained, but words and sound failed him.


  “Fret not, good man. I am here because Danai is on an errand for me. We had a run of unfortunate luck this afternoon that required her help to make it right.” Merdrid sat the bucket on a table near Danai’s father and pulled the items out one at a time. “I promised her I would bring you dinner and explain that she would be out late tonight.” Merdrid sat on a stool, but it groaned loudly enough that she put it aside and knelt on the floor near Haimer’s head. “I won’t be surprised if she is not back before you fall asleep for the night.”


  Tears leaked from Haimer’s eyes and he squirmed in the bed.


  “Steady. Don’t worry so. Danai will be home tomorrow morning when you wake up, I have no doubt. Trust me when I assure you that I have a very keen interest in that young woman. Almost as keen as yours.” Merdrid’s smile did little to comfort the man. She pulled a spoon from the bottom of the bucket and dipped it into the creamy soup. As she waited a moment for the soup to cool, she said, “Once Danai is back, we will complete the poultice, and then you can have a nice visit with her.” Steam still wafted up from the spoon as Merdrid lowered it to Haimer’s mouth. Her other hand gently steadied his shaking chin, and she smoothly slid the spoon in and tipped it up.


  Haimer’s shaking slowed a little and his eyes relaxed.


  “Did you expect my cooking to taste foul? Perhaps I should be offended.” Merdrid chuckled at the man. “One doesn’t get so portly as this without knowing how to make food that tastes good.” Merdrid turned sideways on one knee to exaggerate her girth.


  The more spoonfuls she put in, the more content, then tired, his eyes seemed. Merdrid chewed on a roll. If she had to answer honestly, she would have admitted she always intended the rolls to be for her. A half hour after she arrived, Haimer was asleep and she had fulfilled her promise to Danai. At that point, she went above and beyond her promise and cleaned the bed pot for Haimer.


  Merdrid popped another roll into her mouth, gobbling this one whole as she quickly put her things away, leaving the bowl in the bucket on the table and reaching into another belt pouch. Certain the man was asleep, Merdrid popped a pickled root into her mouth and pulled a wide, shallow silver bowl out of her pack. The surface of the metal gleamed and reflected like a freshly polished sword. She set the bowl on the floor, then pulled a dull brown bottle out of her robe pocket. The contents were bloodred as she poured them into the bowl. The liquid in the bowl turned clear when she added a bottle of water. Checking Haimer once more, she squatted on the floor and began to hum a catchy tune.


  * * *


  Danai cursed as the darkness made handholds more difficult to find. She had pushed herself near her limit in arriving beyond the southern steppe and more than halfway up the face of the mountain before true dark was upon her, but upon her it was. She was pleased that her waterskin was still bulging with water. She had used enough to avoid a light head or exhaustion, but still had plenty for the rest of the climb with some left for the return trip. Clouds had moved in near dusk, which would make the climb harder, but might aid her when she found the men’s camp.


  The urgency of acting—her father’s dire need—had put her on her path to find the handsome soldier’s group with little thought or planning. She had one potion she did not really understand, the cover of night, some skill in moving quietly through wilderness, and a knowledge of the area. The things she lacked filled her mind and sprouted doubts like cattails on a meadow pond. She had no weapon aside from a short-bladed root knife. That was just as well because she did not know how to use a weapon or fight. She did not know the strength of the men she sought, other than the fact that there were at least six soldiers counting the handsome one. She did not know if they would even camp, nor was she certain they would be coming along the highland road anywhere near where she would emerge. She also did not know where the mortar would be kept and how she might secure it. What if it was in a locked wagon? Would she be able to find the key and pilfer it?


  The doubts offered one benefit. They occupied her mind so she could climb quickly. Often she found that when her brain worked on a problem, her hands and feet seemed to find their own way up a slope. Even in the dark. No more than an hour after true dark, she neared the rim. Danai decided it was time to worry less and focus on the task before her. The wind had picked up, and gusts buffeted her body against the rock face, then threatened to pull her off. She slowed to be more certain in her movements and made sure she had three points of contact with the rock at all times.


  Coyotes called from peaks along the ridge. She was not terribly close to them, but just hearing their cry was like a splash of icy water to the face. When she was twelve, a pack of coyotes had followed her as she was on a climb by herself. Her father would scold her every time she came home from a climb alone, telling her to make sure she had a companion, but she never cared to find one. They would slow her down and make her talk when she did not want to. The evening the coyotes followed her, she regretted being alone, but not enough to change her practice. They followed for nearly an hour, getting closer and closer until she reached the safety of the valley. Ever since then, the cry of a coyote sent a shiver along her spine.


  Finally, Danai pulled herself over a jagged ridge and onto the plateau above, hearing a tear of fabric as she made it to safety. It was a pretty big rip on the stomach of her blouse. Her favorite blouse. She shook her head in disgust. She had worn the blouse because she wanted to look nice for the handsome soldier. It had been an impractical choice for a work shirt and an even less suitable choice for climbing attire. She only had three other blouses, and resolved to mend this one when she got home.


  As she stood, a gust of wind pushed her toward the cliff, but she was ready and leaned into it. Scanning around, she found a small cropping of rocks and quickly sat on the downwind side to catch her breath and drink a little water. It was then that she felt the first stinging droplet of cold rain. She mentally added “only bringing a light jacket” to the list of problems that was growing. Danai took solace in the fact that she had made it to the top of the climb before rain fell. It would have been a much larger problem if she were still on the wall.


  Moments later, with her light jacket offering a meager defense against the rain and cold, Danai found the highland road and turned left. She stayed to the side of the roadway, where her form would be more difficult to spot. In the dark and rain, she would be even more concealed.


  After looking for what seemed like an eternity, she was relieved to reach the beginning of the woods. The next stretch of roadway would be the most likely place for a camp. Danai slowed, walking quietly despite the muting rainfall. The drops became bigger, though still cold, and soaked her clothing to the skin and drenched the ground below all but the thickest of evergreens.


  The smell of wet earth was comforting, but the chill numbed the comfort and Danai’s fingers. She breathed on her hands, hoping her warm breath would restore feeling. A little farther down the road, Danai decided that if the rain continued and she got any colder, she would be unable to open the stopper on the bottle Merdrid had given her. She reasoned she had to be near the camp. Trembling fingers found the bottle and pulled it out. Relieved that it had not been damaged when she scrambled on the rocks, she walked slowly for a short while, looking around and listening. Hoping to find the camp. After thinking it through a little longer, she pulled the stopper and swallowed the contents. It tasted like vinegar and mint and would not find a place in any of Danai’s cooking recipes.


  For the next few minutes, she looked at her hands, felt her face with them, and even bit on one of her numb fingers. Why hadn’t Merdrid explained what the potion would do? She could not perceive a difference in herself, but Merdrid had warned that it would take a while to work.


  Time continued to pass, and Danai worried that she had gone too far down the road, mumbling to herself, “Why would I have thought they would camp right along the road? Far more likely, they would be well off into the seclusion of the woods.”


  “Far more likely indeed.” A deep male voice behind her answered.


  Danai nearly added to the wetness of her clothes at the shock she felt, and did jump more than a little. It was only due to her quick reflexes that when she spun to see who belonged to the voice, she did not fall in the mud. Gone was the soldier’s crisp uniform. Gone was the charming smile she had imagined on his face. Gone was the feeling of security she associated with the king’s soldiers. The man before her was still handsome, but a heavy cloak with a hood covering his head draped him in darkest black. His eyes, which she had not been able to get a look at in the shop, were dark and serious. He was tall. More than a half foot taller than she, and that placed him above most men in the valley. His shoulders seemed broader than before, but that might have been because of how close they were in the nighttime storm, or it might have been the thickness of his heavy cloak. She envied the warmth that cloak would provide. In contrast to the wetness on her outside, Danai’s mouth felt like a desert—she said nothing.


  The soldier shook his head, right hand on the pommel of a long-bladed knife on his right hip. “You were at Merdrid’s shop today, weren’t you?”


  Danai almost laughed as she realized she had run away from the shop earlier so he would not see her. She had not wanted him to see her smelling foul and grubby from a climb. As it turned out, he had seen her there and probably recognized her so easily now because she was once again dirty, shirt torn, likely smelling of sweat, and drenched on top of it. So much for making a good first impression. She simply nodded, not trusting how foolish she might sound if she spoke.


  In contrast to Danai standing stiffly at the side of the road shivering in small bursts, the soldier seemed comfortable, relaxed perhaps, or maybe just ready to act however he needed. He said, “Is there another road that we did not know about? Or did you come over the face of that cliff?”


  Danai cocked her head slightly to the side. Did the man seem amused? “I climbed the face.” She was relieved her voice did not falter.


  “Well, I’m glad to see you can speak. This would take much longer to get through if we could not converse.”


  Danai retorted without much thought, “I think you mean, you heard me speak. You cannot see the words.”


  He offered a mirthless chuckle. “I meant what I said. A good soldier sees as much as he hears when he is speaking with someone. I can see by your expression that you were startled and not entirely happy to see me. I can also see you are frightened, but determined, by the way you hold yourself.”


  “Can your keen eye see that I’m freezing?”


  The soldier folded his arms in front of his chest. “Yes, I can see that too. But you were the one who scaled her way into the highlands at night with naught but a light jacket.” He stepped a little closer. “Now we are going to discuss what you hoped to accomplish tonight. Will you tell me?”


  The rain grew colder and the wind blew harder. Treetops swayed back and forth like hands waving in a parade. Danai did not know what to say, so she said nothing.


  “We don’t need to make this any worse than it needs to be.” He pointed toward an enormous evergreen a short distance away. “Sit under those boughs and you won’t get any wetter.” He waited for her to start walking and then followed.


  The span of branches grew just above the man’s height and offered a large circle of dry needles and dirt. Danai no longer cared that she was a mess, and sat on the dry ground, knowing that her backside would be covered in mud and needles. She hugged her knees to her chest, hoping to get feeling back into her fingers and toes. She was not very good at lying, so she decided not to spin one here. “You took something that I need to keep my father alive.”


  The soldier stood near, and raised both eyebrows. “You admit you came to steal the bowl?”


  “No, I came to take back what you and your boss stole from mine.” She kept her tone even, and tried to keep her emotions under control. She must have regained a little feeling in her behind, because she realized several needles were poking her there.


  “Do you really believe all of that? You believe that your father will die without Merdrid getting the bowl back, and that she is its rightful owner?”


  Danai shifted her weight forward and brushed the seat of her pants to clear away the offending needles. “I do. I have gathered ingredients for my father’s poultice for years. He suffers from the blue moth plague, which killed many in the valley five years ago when it came. Without Merdrid’s poultice, the last several survivors will die. Without the mortar, she cannot infuse the poultice with the power needed to fight back the plague. You have no idea what that plague did to my father.” Danai decided that the soldier did not need to know about her mother dying from it. That was one more wound in her heart—one that would remain there as far as this man was concerned. “Whether Merdrid owns the mortar I had not considered; all I know is that she has had it as long as I have known her.”


  Not far from where they were speaking, a treetop creaked in the wind and snapped. It fell to the ground with a thud. “You willingly serve her then?” The man’s head shook slowly from side to side.


  “Yes. She has given me work and enough money to keep my father and me fed and sheltered. She also cares for him free of charge. Without Merdrid, my life would have been far worse. In the last five years, she has given me no reason to doubt her.” Danai felt the truth of her words shiver down her spine. She would have been an orphan without Merdrid.


  The soldier studied her for a while. “Your words ring true, but I cannot see how that is possible. We will need to talk a little longer, but you have at least interested me enough not to arrest you on the spot. My name is Kleed, Kleed Rancic.”


  Danai raised her chin in defiance. “Arrest me? For what? I have committed no crime.”


  “You came to steal the king’s bloodstone.”


  Danai rose to her knees. “Perhaps I came to ask you to return it to its owner.”


  Kleed chuckled, and seemed to do so with genuine mirth. “We both know your intent. But you are generally right that mere intent to commit a crime is not enough to warrant an arrest.” He ushered her to sit back down. “However, as one of the Kingsworn, my commission gives me certain rights. Any who hinder the recovery of the bloodstone are in violation of the law. That is my authority to arrest you. But as I said, I do not intend to do that just yet.”


  Danai could not believe the arrogance of the soldier. He was actually smiling. “You call the mortar bloodstone. I have heard this name, but I know very little of what that means.” Perhaps if she stalled, she would figure a way to get out of this hog’s pit of a mess. Besides, the potion should be helping her any minute, though she wished she knew how.


  “Miss, I will ask the questions. However, if you will start by giving me your name, I will consider your request.”


  Danai fought the urge to roll her eyes. “I didn’t actually ask a question or make a request. My name is Danai Walders.”


  Ignoring her near eye roll and verbal impudence, Kleed continued. “Thank you for your name, Danai. I cannot tell you about the bloodstone. And I cannot believe you risk your life for one, not knowing what it is. What I do want to find out is how a beautiful, smart young woman came to align herself with Merdrid.”


  “I already told you that Merdrid took me in and gave me work. She tends to my father and gives me moments of time each month where my father is much like his old self. Merdrid is strict, but fair, and she has a sweet side.” Her cheeks heated at his insincere compliment.


  Kleed chuckled once more. “I wonder what you will think of her a month from now, when she has no bloodstone to continue her ‘work’ in the valley.”


  Danai scowled, “If that happens, I will likely lose myself completely. My father will be dead and my heart with him.” She wondered why she ever felt attracted to the man who was now robbing her of her last treasures. “Why do you think Merdrid is so awful? Even if the mortar came from a rock that belongs to the king, she uses it to heal. In her hands, it does good for the king’s subjects in that valley.” She pointed sharply in the direction of the Brasin valley.


  Kleed breathed deeply for a moment, tapping one finger on his chin. “I will tell you this much. I have seen the truth of the woman, a truth that cannot be hidden from me. That truth does not square with your opinions of Merdrid. I fear she may have you bound in something so tightly that you can only see the truth she wants you to see. I considered arresting her this day, but she did nothing in her shop to prevent our recovery of the bloodstone. However, now that she has sent you to steal the stone . . .”


  Danai tried to think. Not only was her freedom and her father’s life at stake, but her actions would likely pull Merdrid into this quagmire. Those thoughts did not help her; she must think productively. How did he know to lead me to this tree, when almost all others failed to protect from the storm? She looked around and saw the answer: footprints and wet spots existed where neither she nor Kleed had been, at least not since she and he arrived at the tree together. She feared the man had followed her down the road, and may have even see her drink the potion. But the prints and wet spots showed he had been here, watching the road from here. The camp must be close by. She had been quiet too long. She looked up and let her lip quiver, which was easy to do as cold as she remained. “First, you tell me I am smart, and then insult my intelligence by telling me you can see the truth of a woman in an instant when she has fooled me for years. Then, you try to flatter me by telling me I am beautiful, when I know I am plain. Perhaps these tricks work on many girls, but I know who I am and I know what I believe. I am not one to be moved by false compliments and bold promises.” Danai knew she was laying it on a little thick, but also knew there was truth in both her words and feelings. She really did despise it when men used lies and compliments to get what they wanted from a girl.


  Kleed’s mouth hung open for a long second. “I meant what I said on both counts. I can see the truth of Merdrid because of something unique that has nothing to do with my intelligence. And, Danai, don’t bandy with me about your looks. Plain is a daisy. You are a rose.” Kleed’s head tilted a little askew and he rubbed the back of his neck.


  Danai looked around without trying to be obvious, hoping to find a rock that might be used as a weapon if she needed it, and found none. She also looked into Kleed’s eyes and saw he was earnest. She shook her head. How much would she have given when she first laid eyes on the man to hear him genuinely say what he said now? Now, she was looking for a way to hit him on the head and get free of him. Not only was life not fair in the Brasin valley, but it sometimes made little sense.


  Lightning and thunder joined the rain all around them, shaking the ground and flashing brightly for a split second before leaving them in the dark once more. Kleed continued. “You truly believe you are plain.” He took a step back and reached down the back of his cloak. “I think I may have found the answer. Sit still for just a moment.” His hand came out, clutching a leather cord. He slipped it around his head and removed a pendant of dark gray stone with golden flecks, cut into a circle and polished until it shone like burnished metal.


  Once the pendant cleared Kleed’s head, Danai felt something within her chest move, like her insides were all trading places. Whatever she felt must have paled compared to what was happening to Kleed. He swayed and dropped to his knees. When he looked up, his expression had changed into what appeared to be hopefulness. Keen hopefulness. At least, that was the modest characterization Danai chose to use. “Are you well, Kleed?”


  “Oh, yes.” His smile was gorgeous.


  Danai thought it unfair that he had such a perfect smile on top of all the other blessings he had been given. But she knew she should be thinking of something else. Her mind refused to work how she wanted. “Tell me how you know my opinion of Merdrid is wrong, Kleed.”


  He winked at her. “Say my name once more and I might.”


  Good heavens! Danai thought. Why is he acting so bizarre all of a sudden? The potion! Good golden lake of the gods! Why did Merdrid give her this potion? “Kleed . . .”


  He interrupted before she could continue. “I wear a bloodstone that lets me see things as they really are and prevents other bloodstones from affecting me.” He held up the pendant.


  Danai decided her mind, as muddled as it was, worked far better than Kleed’s was working. “Tell me what you know about bloodstones. Please, Kleed?” She batted her eyelashes like she imagined girls did when they flirted. She made herself blush by doing it.


  “If I tell you, can I give you a kiss?”


  Danai arched a single brow and said softly, “Why don’t you tell me and find out.” She almost made herself vomit.


  “All of the bloodstone found in this kingdom came from one place, the king’s mine to the far south. All bloodstone from that mine belong to the king. It is his decree that the stones be found and gathered that underlies my commission. A person can make an offering through a bloodstone, and if the offering is accepted, the blood of the one making the offer seals it in an irrevocable covenant. The power or blessings offered to the oathmaker are called vosang. The power comes from the dedication of life and blood of the offeror to serve the purpose of the promise.”


  “Who accepts the offer?” Danai’s head was swimming.


  Kleed continued. “Some say it is the gods themselves. And it must be an offering that is balanced on both sides. The stone I have protects the wearer from the power of other stones, but it was made by my offer to bring other stones to the king. I know that once an offering is accepted, amazing powers can be gained. That is why they are so dangerous and why the king wants them kept safe.” Kleed crawled toward Danai. “May I kiss you now?”


  The offer sounded really good. Somewhere in her mind, Danai knew it was not real, that what was happening came out of a bottle, but she did not care right then. She smiled and leaned toward him. They clasped hands, and Danai felt the cool smoothness of the stone pendant. Lightning flashed, thunder broke, and the trees swayed as they came together for a kiss. The ground seemed to buck, and everything went dark. Danai fell, but was unconscious before she hit the ground.


  * * *


  Unaware of how much time had passed, where she was, or even if she was really alive, Danai awoke. Her head felt as though it was being used to prop up the drooping corner of Merdrid’s shop as a makeshift cornerstone. It throbbed in time with her heartbeat. Her thoughts seemed to lurk at the bottom of a rather thick pea soup, and wanted nothing more than to stay lost in the depths of unconsciousness. The first thing outside of herself that she realized was some source of bright light beamed as though to burn through her eyelids and melt her brain. And her mouth was so very dry.


  “Ah, you live again, Sis.” Merdrid’s familiar and soothing voice beckoned her.


  Danai felt a blanket covering her, and she struggled to pull it over her head with her left hand; something was in her right hand, but she did not know what. Both hands and arms felt as though hundreds of tiny pins were pricking them and robbing all strength. She grunted something in reply that fell far short of a recognizable word.


  “Don’t play the turtle on me, Sis. I need you to come out and drink the tea I have prepared. It will help you feel better. Then we can talk about all that we need to do today.” Merdrid’s voice was still sweet, and in remarkably good spirits.


  Danai heard the part about tea and feeling better. She also realized Merdrid seemed happy, which was noteworthy in itself. “Close the drapes.” She managed to say.


  The sounds of scuffled steps moving away from Danai preceded the room going dark. Merdrid’s voice spoke from across the room, “It is nice and dark now, Sis.”


  When Danai lowered the blanket, she realized she was in her own room at home. It seemed strange to find Merdrid at her bedside. “I’m . . . sorry . . . Merdrid.” She managed to say around the throbbing spasms of pain in her head.


  “Don’t be foolish. What have you to be sorry for, dear child?” Merdrid’s cheerfulness grated her nerves.


  “I didn’t get it.” Danai felt the object in her right hand. It was circular, very smooth, and attached to a string. She thought she should recognize it by feel, but her mind was not working properly, and any effort to recall the prior night made her head hurt worse.


  “Please let me get some of this tea in you.” Patience was almost as foreign as cheerfulness with Merdrid. This was a rare day.


  Danai obliged and took the steaming cup. It was made of gray stone and had a few chips, but no cracks, which made it the best one in her home. She felt a tinge of embarrassment at her meager living quarters, but tried to forget her pride. The tea was warm, but not hot, and the bitter bark that she expected to find was well masked with a generous amount of honey. She felt better just drinking something warm. The object in her hand had a hole in it—like a ring. She almost pulled it out to inspect, but then decided not to at the last second.


  “What didn’t you get?” Merdrid asked, sitting on a wobbly stool next to the bed.


  It took Danai a moment to recall her own statement and realize what Merdrid was asking. “The mortar.” Her eyes focused on Merdrid’s shoes, which looked a little muddy.


  Merdrid’s chuckle filled the room and Danai nearly fell off the bed. “Of course you did not fail, Danai.” Merdrid leaned down and picked the mortar up from the floor, holding it where Danai could see its dark gray form with flecks of gold, the inner bowl glistening like it had been polished with wax. “I warned you that the potion might addle your memory, did I not?”


  Danai strained to remember getting the mortar, or even entering the camp, but could not. She wondered if she had met the handsome soldier, but try as she did to recall anything from the night before, no memory materialized. One question lingered in her mind above the others. “How did I get home?”


  “I suspect you ran down the face of the mountain, for you got home at the break of dawn.” Merdrid indicated with her hands to drink more of the tea. “The potion you drank was strong indeed. I would not be surprised if you had dreams you believed to be true. Reality and dream could easily be mottled together, Sis.”


  There was something about the potion that beckoned unpleasant thoughts in Danai’s mind. She was unhappy about the potion, but could not remember why. Then there was the handsome soldier, and her thoughts about him were uncertain. She drank the rest of the tea and tried to piece together the missing memories from the night before. “Are we safe? Will the men come back?”


  Merdrid’s smile sank a little. “I fear that they will. That is why I believe we need to move forward more quickly than I wanted with my idea about your father. We can try the cure on him today, and then if it works, we can quickly apply it to the others who suffer from the plague. Do you still want to help him?”


  Danai’s head hurt a little less, and the strength in her arms was slowly coming back. “Certainly. Is he okay?” Danai felt guilty that she had not thought to ask about her father earlier. She had never failed to check him throughout the night since he had become ill. She started to get out of bed to check on him, but Merdrid’s gentle touch stopped her.


  “He is well enough, Sis. I promised I would watch over him while you were on my errand, and I did so. He even ate a little soup last night.” Her smile returned, albeit a little weakly.


  “Thank you.”


  “You are welcome, as was he. It was a trifle compared to what you did for me, Danai. I will remember you all my days for that great service alone.” Merdrid started to rise, taking a rather long time to get her body upright. “You need a little rest, which the tea should help you with. I need to go to the shop to gather ingredients and a few items necessary for the cure. I will wake you when I return. I do not trust the safety of the shop—so we will put the cure together here at your home, yes?”


  “Of course,” Danai said. “But I have more questions about last night.”


  “We can talk when I get back. I won’t be long—get some rest.” Merdrid smiled brightly before she shuffled out of the room.


  Danai waited until Merdrid left the home, and then sat up on the edge of the bed, her vision darkening and dizziness threatening to empty her stomach, but after a little while, she was able to slowly rise to her feet. She looked down into her hands and saw the pendant. Gold flecks in dark gray, the same colors as the mortar, glistened from the shiny ring tethered to a leather cord. Seeing it made her think about the night before, and a picture involving the pendant tried to form in her mind, but never came together. After trying to sort her thoughts for a couple of minutes, she decided to try later.


  With considerable caution, Danai moved slowly across the floor. She poked her head out the door and saw her father sleeping on his bed in the main room. His low snore greeted her like a familiar friend. His brow was wet with perspiration. Danai remembered him having a bit of fever the day before, which must have broken. Merdrid probably helped him more in the night she was here than Danai helped him all month. Danai’s brow creased as she realized she could remember her father’s fever clearly, but so little of what happened after she reached the highlands last night.


  Satisfied that her father was doing all right and not wanting to disturb his sleep, Danai slowly returned to her own bed. Perhaps a little more rest would help her think clearly. She was yawning as she got back under the warm covers. Before she fell asleep, she put the stone ring in her large pouch on her belt that hung from the bedpost.


  * * *


  At the camp in the woods near the highland road, dawn brought order to the soldiers who had spent the night on alert, searching for the girl who had brought near ruin upon them all. The apothecant’s assistant had somehow subdued Kleed, but she had done worse to the emissary. The old man remained unconscious, his head wound still weeping blood. The men had looked for her most of the night, but could not track her in the storm. It had taken them an hour to find Kleed after she darted into their midst, stole the artifact, and slipped into the night like an arrow.


  In the clear light of morning, Kleed organized them, his temper fully engaged. The soldiers stood before him in line, at attention. “You wasted half of the night running in circles. She made fools of you. She made fools of us all. But the day will undo much of the harm done in the dark. By nightfall, she will be in chains, the mortar in stow, and we will be back on the road to the city.” He spat.


  He went on. “Pack everything but the tent. We will let the emissary rest. Tyngrid and Ellisen stay with him and notify me of any change in his condition. Keep his wound dressed and help him be comfortable. I will check in before we leave, but I want him kept here until he is fit to travel. You will keep the carriage and join us in the valley when you can.” He turned to the others. “Move out. Now!”


  Kleed felt like an idiot himself. Danai had taken more than his pride. She was not yet a woman, and she had lured him to take off his protective pendant. Now he would go back into the valley where a truly dark practitioner of the vosang lived, with only his skill and sword as defense. He checked himself. He was giving the girl too much credit. It was his arrogance and pride that had cost them. Had he put her in chains when he found her and conducted a proper interrogation, the emissary would not be on the verge of death. If the emissary did not live, he had no doubt their commission would end with the emissary’s burial and his own court-martial.


  * * *


  The next time Danai woke, she felt substantially better. Her pounding headache had reduced to a slightly annoying thrum, and the rest of her body was merely stiff. Humming from the main room caught her attention. Humming. Merdrid had never hummed that Danai could recall. Standing came easier, but this time Danai looked down and realized she was in her sleeping slip. Her cheeks warmed as she tried to recall whether Merdrid had seen her in the slip. Nobody other than her parents had ever seen her in her slip. She quickly dressed in some trousers and a blouse and secured her belt in place, remembering the pendant in the large pouch. She took a quick peek to see if it would jar more memories into place. It did not.


  As she was getting ready to leave her room, she saw a clump of clothes and shoes in the corner. It was what she had worn the day before. Around the clump was a puddle of water on the stone floor. She remembered stinging rain and instinctively pulled her arms around her body, remembering her limbs and back aching from the cold.


  “Danai, are you awake, Sis?” Merdrid called from the other room.


  Danai tried to keep a picture in her mind of the storm so she could tease out more memories later. Before she left the room, she grabbed her only other pair of shoes, which were sturdy, though not pretty, and made from old burnished saddle leather. “I’m coming.”


  When Danai entered the main room of the home, she saw Merdrid standing at the worktable from the shop, with rows and piles of herbs, roots, and what appeared to be bugs on its top. Next to the herbs were three round black bottles with neat labels on them; Merdrid’s short, stout knife; and the mortar and pestle. Danai could not help but notice and realize the pestle was also made from dark gray stone with flecks of gold. The room was a little hazy with smoke coming from two trays of burning incense. Merdrid scooted around the table and across the now crowded room with a package in her hands tied with a red ribbon. She smiled and said, “Happy Birthday, Sis.”


  Danai had completely forgotten it was her birthday. During the past five birthdays, she could count on Merdrid getting her some small gift, but she would have otherwise been forgotten. She took the present and fought back tears. “Thank you, Merdrid. Thank you for remembering.” She fussed with the paper for a moment, then looked at her father and saw that he was still sleeping. “I want to wait and open it when Father is awake.”


  Merdrid frowned briefly and then nodded, “Of course. It is not much, mind you. So don’t go building it up in your mind.”


  “Has he been up today?” Danai cleared a space on their only shelf and set the package down.


  “Oh, yes. I cleaned his pot not more than an hour ago and gave him some of the tea I gave you. He has been fighting fever and it was starting to come back. I told him you were resting too, and I’m sure he was relieved to know you are safe at home.” Merdrid walked back around the table and started shaving a root with her knife. “It is no doubt for the best that we are making the cure today. He grows weaker with time and struggles to fight the lingering effects of the plague.”


  “What can I do to help?” Danai took her yellow well-used apron from a peg near the back door and put it on.


  “I started a fire this morning. Why don’t you fetch a half pot of water to put on the stove and stoke the belly until the sides glow like a church boy’s cheeks at a tavaranga dance.”


  Danai laughed out loud. “I haven’t heard that one before.”


  “You probably haven’t seen the tavaranga dance either.” Merdrid winked at Danai as the young woman walked out the door with the water bucket.


  After getting the fire stoked and making sure the pot was on the hottest part of the stove, Danai walked over and gave Merdrid a hug. The older woman only came up to Danai’s chin and felt soft like a pillow all around. “Merdrid, what can you tell me about last night?”


  Merdrid returned to scraping short, thin curls of giathen root into a shallow dish. “Unfortunately, I don’t know much more than I told you before. After you left, I made dinner and brought it to your father. I fed him and then attended to a couple things before spending the rest of the night here until you came home near dawn.” Merdrid seemed satisfied with the root scrapings and moved to a large bluish-colored nut that she grated into the same shallow dish. “You were soaking wet and nearly frozen when you came in. I built the fire to warm you, but you lacked the strength to stand in front of it. You changed out of your wet clothes in your room and then I warmed the blankets near the stove and tucked you in.”


  Having been outside, Danai could tell it was late afternoon. “Did I say anything about what happened?”


  Merdrid frowned, “No, Sis. Nothing more coherent than ‘brrrr’ came out of your mouth until after you slept.”


  They worked quietly for a long while after that, with Danai working by Merdrid’s side, restocking the incense, stoking the fire, and stealing looks at her father resting on his bed. They were used to working together without having to talk.


  Danai considered asking about the pendant, but had a nagging feeling that she should not. She still struggled to make sense out of her memories while cleaning the knife for Merdrid. She had only remembered the coyotes howling and nothing else beyond what she had already sorted out. “I recall you saying that I would have to make a sacrifice for this ‘cure’ to work. Is that right?”


  Merdrid started putting several of the ingredients into jars and little boxes, then stowing them in a large leather pack. “I did. I am sorry—I forgot we were interrupted when we were discussing this before. And you need to know what you will have to give for the cure to work.” She continued to clean the work area until all that remained were the mortar and pestle; knife; seven shallow dishes with various herbs, shavings, and fibers; and the three bottles. “But before we do that, you should open your gift. I think your father is going to continue sleeping for a while, which is for his good. The cure is at a resting point, where there is little we can do until the shoots and nuts that are cooking in the pot have softened. This might be the best chance you have before we finish the cure.”


  Danai smiled and nodded her approval. She retrieved the package from the shelf and made quick work of the ribbon, saving it to use in her hair. It would make a beautiful bow. The paper came off next, and she could see red satin fabric inside with glittering stones in a row. They turned out to be the adornment along the waistline of a gorgeous dress. When she saw the neckline, she felt her cheeks redden. It would not go far below her neck, but it would hint at much more than she was used to. “It is beautiful, Merdrid. Absolutely beautiful.” She held it up against her body and swished from side to side. The full skirt would fall just below the knee. All she could think of was when she would ever have occasion to wear such a dress.


  “I know it is not something you are used to wearing, and you probably can’t think of when you would.” Merdrid waited until Danai nodded, then continued. “And I will be mortified if you wear it to climb mountains. Yet, now that you are eighteen, there are some dances and other gatherings I think you might attend. Trust me when I promise that the dress will get more use than you now imagine.” Merdrid winked again. That was twice in one day.


  “As long as you don’t expect me to do the tavaranga dance in it. Whatever that is.”


  “I would be happy to teach you if you want.” Merdrid started to move as though she was going to demonstrate the dance.


  “Good golden gates of heaven, Merdrid. No, no, no. I have no need to redden any church boy’s cheeks.” Danai laughed a little.


  “No? Well then, how about you try your dress on for fit, and then I will tell you more about the cure.” Merdrid waved her hands to usher Danai toward her room.


  Danai spent several minutes wrangling the dress into roughly the right position and thinking she wished she had time to bathe before wearing the dress. She was relieved that her feet and legs had been cleaned since her long climb the night before, and her hands were clean as well. Gripping the sides of the dress with both hands and squirming a little, she was able to put everything into the right places. She smoothed the fabric with her hands and enjoyed the feel of it on her fingers. A lattice of cream-colored ribbon on the back still needed tightening and tying, but she really wanted to see how she looked.


  Feeling a bit nervous, she walked quietly to the polished oval mirror on the wall. It was not large enough to see herself from head to toe, but she could at least see herself from the waist up. As usual, she was a little disappointed by the plainness of her face. The band of freckles across her nose and cheeks were too many. The dimple looked wrong, and her eyes were too small. Her blond hair hung in waves, which always happened when she slept on wet hair. She could feel in places it was not fully dry. The dress was still beautiful, but her shape was thin and lacked the curves that men seemed to like. She offered a sigh and decided to make a smile. Her smile was nice, and it made her face look better than anything else she could do.


  Merdrid called from the main room. “Are you going to come out so I can see?”


  “In a minute.” Danai said absently, pulling her hair up and trying to picture how she would look if she tied her hair like that with a ribbon. As she did, a bit of the fog on her memory cleared and she remembered the handsome soldier’s mocking smile and words, telling her she was beautiful. No, that was not right. She thought he had been mocking her, but he seemed so genuine. Kleed. His name was Kleed.


  More memory cleared. He had told her that he was able to see her for who she was because of a bloodstone. She moved to the bedpost where she had hung her belt when she changed out of her regular clothes and reached inside. Her fingers felt the smooth ring of stone tied to a leather cord. She pulled it out and returned to the mirror, telling herself she was foolish to hope that if she put the pendant on, she might see something different. Yet, Kleed had seemed so earnest. Yes, that was the word she remembered feeling last night. Shaking her head, she decided she had nothing to lose and slipped the loop of leather over her head.


  Danai felt as though a heavy, wet coat had dropped from her, and rays of sun warmed and invigorated her whole body. She nearly fell to the floor with the forces moving her. She gripped the small table below the mirror and looked at her reflection. Gasping audibly, she saw her mother’s beauty, enhanced by youth, and bright blue eyes looking back at her. She grinned weakly and the face in the mirror grinned back. The dimple. Her mother’s gorgeous dimple, and not the misshapen, too deep dimple she was used to seeing, appeared on her face. Blond, dull waves were replaced by golden luster framing her face. Tears began leaking down her cheeks at the memory of her mother living in the image before her now.


  “Are you all right in there?” Merdrid asked. The sound of feet shuffling toward the doorway followed.


  Danai quickly removed the pendant and wrapped the cord into a small ball. She was relieved to find the dress had a pocket on the right side. She slipped the stone and cord into the pocket, hoping it would not bulge noticeably, and kept her back to the door. “Yes, Merdrid. I just saw how pretty the dress is on me and I’m being far too vain. I could use a hand tying the ribbon.”


  Merdrid entered the room and clucked in appreciation. “Yes, yes. That is a perfect fit.” Her strong, steady fingers gripped the ribbon and began tightening the lattice. “Tell me if I pull too hard.”


  Danai stole a look in the mirror and her plain self was back. She worried that the bloodstone might have changed how she looked, and was relieved in part that it had not. Yet, another part of her began to wonder why she looked plain without the stone and so different while wearing it. The stone had also removed many great weights from her that all fit snugly back around her now that the pendant was off. The vosang. She imagined that must be the source of what seemed to bind her mind and weigh her down. The pendant pushed it all away. She longed to put it back on, but there was more to figure out first.


  Merdrid finished working with the ribbon and stepped back. “Okay, Sis, please turn around so I can get a good look.”


  Danai turned around slowly, warily. The woman who had helped her father for all these years and been her mentor. The woman who had provided work to Danai, which kept her in a home, with food and clothes. What had this woman done to her? She remembered Kleed’s warning that the older woman was not what she seemed. Danai forced herself to look into the other woman’s eyes, and tried to keep her expression neutral. Like a puzzle piece clicking into place, Danai believed whatever had been done to her had been done by Merdrid. But why? What Danai longed to do most of all was put the pendant on and see Merdrid for who she really was.


  Doubts crept in. What did Danai know about the pendant? Only that which Kleed had told her. Perhaps the pendant made her see what she wanted to see, and made her feel as though she were weighed down with webs of vosang. She tried to make her mind believe that it was more logical to trust Merdrid, who had done so many kind things for her family for all those years.


  Merdrid had finished looking her over and was staring into her eyes. A twinkle that seemed something other than happiness shone in Merdrid’s. Merdrid’s smile was also unusual. More unusual than the simple fact that she rarely smiled. That alone was odd given the fact that she nearly lost her mortar and likely had the king’s emissary and protector combing the valley for them. Why was Merdrid so happy? Danai also wondered why the men had not shown up at her door yet. Too many questions.


  Merdrid’s voice was low and serious. “You look breathtaking, Sis. I think you are ready to talk about the cure.” The older woman turned to walk into the other room. “Come along, dear. It’s time.”


  As Danai entered the main room, she saw the worktable had been cleared of everything except the mortar and pestle, two black bottles, and an earthen bowl that now contained all of the ingredients that had been prepared. The concoction was a thick brown goo, and Danai tried not to think of what it looked like. She felt sorry for whoever would have to eat it. Perhaps it was to be applied to the skin, she hoped. Her eyes lingered on the bottles and she remembered the potion in the red bottle Merdrid had given her. The details came back to her. The potion had been an amour potion of some kind. When it took effect, Kleed acted like he loved her, desired her, and would do anything to have her. Then she remembered the kiss. It was her first kiss, and it was to a man she did not really know. She knew she too had been effected by the potion. But it had done more to her than just make her willing to kiss Kleed.


  Danai’s thoughts were interrupted by Merdrid, who now stood next to the mortar. “Sis, the cure is nearly ready, but I need you to do something, give something of yourself that might sound like a lot to ask. With the Kingsworn in the valley, I fear I will have to move on, so it is well that we have prepared the cure this day.”


  The reality of what Merdrid had said hit Danai like a blast of winter wind. Whether she trusted Merdrid or not, the older woman had been at the center of her life for five years, and she could not imagine what she would do without Merdrid. She started to object, but couldn’t find the words.


  “Hush, Sis, let me finish. We both know those men will not give up now that they know I have a bloodstone. Besides, if I can heal the last survivors of the plague, then my work in the valley is complete. You know enough to continue the work of healing in the valley, and I will leave the shop to you.”


  Danai stood statue still, not knowing what to think.


  “Let’s get on with the cure then, shall we?” Merdrid asked. Without waiting for an answer, she went on. “The bowl on the table holds all of the ingredients but two. The first is the potion in this bottle.” She held up one of the black bottles and swirled the liquid inside with a sweeping motion. “Once I pour the potion in, the last ingredient will need to be added within an hour. If it is not, the cure will sour and lose its efficacy. Once the last ingredient is added, the cure will be stable for a full day, but last no longer than that.”


  Danai thought of the other people sick in the valley and realized it would take her almost a full day to reach them all. She also knew that a horse or carriage would be useless to reach two of those suffering from the plague, as they lived in the upper reach of the west end of the valley, and a climb was needed to get to their houses. She had taken them the monthly cures herself since Merdrid was unable to climb. She knew she would have to be the one to administer the cure.


  “You have done a marvelous job in getting the monthly doses of remedy to those in need. I am sure you realize that with the time constraints we will be under, my body cannot make the trip.” Merdrid paused, looking serious and perhaps a little sad. “That is where the problem lies. The administration of this cure requires the use of a bloodstone and talent in the vosang.”


  While Merdrid paused, her words ignited a firestorm of thought in Danai. Would she have to take the oath on the bloodstone that Merdrid had taken? Could she even do it if she was willing? What impact would making an oath have on her life? Merdrid had warned Danai that she would have to make a sacrifice.


  Yet, the question that underlay them all was the one Merdrid asked, “Sis, do you trust me?”


  Even as Danai nodded yes, a thread of doubt grew to a strong cord within her. “What must I do, Merdrid?” The sound of her voice was distant in her ears, and she felt numb.


  “The only way the cure will reach everyone is if your ability to climb and travel is combined with my talent in the vosang in one body. We are going to have to trade places for a while.”


  “What does that mean?” The numbness was accompanied by a chill that made Danai shudder.


  “It means, we both have to enter a covenant, seal it with blood in the mortar, and allow the vosang to put my mind in your body and your mind in my body.” Merdrid’s tone was serious and somber, but there was a hint of eagerness.


  “Is that even possible?”


  “Yes. But it requires willing sincerity by both of us, and a sacrifice that is balanced on both sides. For myself and the Creators, they will be satisfied that the change will allow me to continue the work I have covenanted I would do. For you, it allows your father and others in the valley you love to be healed and live. There is symmetry in that bargain. Will you do it?” Merdrid’s hands rubbed together as she watched Danai.


  Danai needed time. She needed to think this through. But time was short and dwindling like the last rays of sunlight on an autumn evening. “How long will we be switched?” Somehow she knew that whatever Merdrid said would be a lie.


  “Only for one day, Sis. After I have healed them, we can meet in a safe location and change back.” Merdrid’s eyes were hawk-like. “You could stay here and care for your father. I have put protections on your home that should keep the Kingsworn away for a while.”


  Of the many things that bothered Danai about the idea, the one blocking other thought was that Merdrid would have a familiarity with Danai’s body that should be reserved for self and spouse alone. Closely following that concern was the realization that she would have that same familiarity with Merdrid’s body. Danai could not escape the nagging belief that if the switch worked, she would never go back to her own body. Yet, even if that were true, if it meant saving the lives of eight people, including her father, the price might be worth paying. She looked over at her father, his pitifully weak form lying in bed, wet with sweat, just behind Merdrid. Then, another chilling thought hit her, what if the cure was ineffective or an outright lie. If that was true, then her future was dark as the bottom of a bear’s den in winter. Her father would die, her boss would be an outlaw, and she’d have nobody to turn to for help. She felt very alone, abandoned.


  “Cheer up, Sis, things will work out just fine,” said Merdrid.


  “I need to know the truth before I agree to do it.” Danai resolved to a course of action and felt some warmth extend out to her limbs.


  Merdrid’s expression was serious, but her smile remained. “The truth about what?”


  Danai folded her arms across her chest and stood tall. “About many things.”


  Merdrid smiled more broadly. “I thought you trusted me; you just so much as told me so. Perhaps it is you that cannot be trusted. Let me ease your doubts. I will give you the truth to the question that is on your mind right now, and by my blood and the power of the stone, I will give you the rest of the truth after we have entered our covenant. You want to know if the cure will really work. The answer to that question is yes.”


  Danai studied the older woman’s face, trying to discern truth and lie. The best she could tell, Merdrid was telling the truth.


  “If you doubt me, why don’t you put that pendant on again and I will tell you once more.” Merdrid chuckled mirthlessly.


  Danai felt like she had been punched in the stomach. Her heart broke at the realization that she no longer knew whether anything she thought she knew about Merdrid was true. She wanted to hold onto it all, but that would be foolish childishness. Danai had defended Merdrid to Kleed. Worse yet, Merdrid knew about the pendant. She wordlessly pulled the stone and leather from her pocket. It was not much shelter from the crumbling of her world around her, but it was something. Her hands trembled as she put the cord over her head. Again, she felt as though the weight of an ox were lifted from her shoulders and strings wrapping all around her body were snipped away. Her mind quickened and she gasped.


  Merdrid’s smile returned. “Oh, but you are a beautiful young woman, Danai. Ask your question so I can assure you I speak the truth.”


  Danai could see Merdrid clearly for the first time. The loving, plump apothecant was as much an illusion as was her own plainness. Where a gentle old grandmother just stood, a mean-faced hag of a woman remained. Her body was frail, skin so old and thin that the veins stood out like lines on a map. Her hair was wispy and brittle, devoid of color. Her teeth were most troubling, sickly and jagged. Danai had never seen anyone who looked so old or so terrifying. “Will the cure work?” She gasped, realizing if she traded places with Merdrid, just how much of a sacrifice it would be.


  Merdrid’s smile showed too many teeth. “Yes, Sis.”


  The last word had seemed so endearing the past five years, but now sounded like a curse in Danai’s ears. A spreading warmth near the pendant let Danai know in her heart that Merdrid’s words were true. “Will you administer the cure after we trade?” Danai had to know the answer to that question.


  “I kept my promise to give you truth to one question, the one you wanted answered the most, but the rest of the truth comes after we have completed our covenant.” Merdrid folded her bony arms and said no more.


  Danai was not sure when she had started crying, but felt tears rolling down her cheeks. “If I cannot be sure the cure will be delivered and applied to all of the people from my village, I will not agree to the switch.”


  “You seem to think that your position in this bargain is superior. But do you consider the fact that a knot of soldiers is at this moment combing the valley not only for me but you? Search your memories now and you will see that those soldiers want to capture you every bit as much as they want to recover the mortar from me.” Merdrid’s eyes blazed like a flame about to devour a child’s wooden crib.


  Danai had the sickening feeling that Merdrid’s words were true. She searched her memory of the prior night, now free of fog. She remembered vividly all that happened until the moment that she and Kleed kissed. She saw herself and Kleed both falling to the ground. Something in the potion that had drawn them together had ignited when they kissed. She passed out, as did Kleed, but soon after she awakened and stood. She had Kleed’s pendant in her hand and carefully tucked it into her belt pouch. The rain fell like a dark curtain all around her. She used the storm as her cloak and found the camp that was nearby. Her memories were not the typical kind that played from her own perspective and were narrated by the thoughts that had been in her mind as the events happened. These memories were like watching a play involving herself and everyone else who appeared in the memories, with none of her own thoughts present. It was as if someone else directed her steps. She was a puppet and someone else pulled the strings, and there was no doubt who the puppet master was. She saw herself enter the emissary’s tent, search through his packs, and find the bowl. The emissary returned and caught her with the mortar. He called for help, but she struck him on the head with the heavy stone mortar. The older man fell, blood pouring from the wound on his head. Danai ran from the tent, soldiers in pursuit, and slipped into the dark of the night, losing all pursuers in the storm.


  Danai closed her eyes in a quiet prayer that the emissary and Kleed were alive, and asked the Creators to restore each of them to health. She also prayed in her mind to find a way out of this horrible situation. In her mind, she knew that Merdrid had been putting strings on her for a long time, and pulling them.


  Merdrid broke the silence. “You see the truth now. You murdered the emissary and the soldiers saw you do it. They search the valley now and will not give up. They want the bowl from me, but from you, the demand will be your life. Deny my request and I will walk away with my mortar and my cure. I may lose out on the chance to trade places with you—you will have your life and your body, but only until the soldiers find you. Then they will take your life, and without the cure, all eight people in this valley suffering from the plague will also die. You can imagine how long you will be safe from Kingsworn searching for Merdrid and her assistant when my wards no longer keep them away. And I imagine young Kleed will be motivated like a bronco with an ember under his saddle to find the girl who stole his bloodstone and murdered his charge. Which of us loses more if our deal is not consummated?”


  Danai realized that Merdrid’s words rang true. “Please. I have served you for five years without fail. If I give you my body, I know you will not come back. If I give that much, please pledge in the covenant that you will heal all of the sick before you go.” Danai realized the beautiful dress she wore was proof that Merdrid intended to do no climbing once the trade was complete. The dress was not a present for Danai, but Merdrid’s choice of what she would look like after the trade. Danai refused to consider what Merdrid would do with her body if the switch were made.


  The old woman’s smile became a smirk. “You know I will not. I will leave this valley within the hour. For your service to me, I will ease your mind two ways. First, fear not that you will be trapped within the form you see now—I have a supply of potion at my shop that will last several years. The potion sustains my life and alters my appearance. I can be the portly Merdrid you know. Or, I should say, you can be her. Second, I will tell you the last ingredient to the cure once the trade is complete, and perhaps I stretched the truth about needing the vosang to administer it. The paste will be viable for at least a week, and you simply need to feed it to those who suffer. The dose is one thimbleful. There, I have given you more than I promised. It is my last offer.”


  Danai’s tears flowed freely. “Your lies and deceit are like the leaves on a head of lettuce. I fear that if I accept anything you say, I will end up peeling all the leaves away and find nothing beneath.” The trap now sprung seemed inescapable. “But what choice do I have?”


  Merdrid nodded solemnly. “There is but one choice—you know what you must do. Let us make the switch, I will deliver the last secret of the cure to you, and I will leave. You can tell the soldiers how I beguiled you, took the bloodstone mortar and the pendant, and fled the valley. They may keep a presence here for a while, but they will have to conclude that it was Danai who was most wicked and the true target they seek. You will be in the clear, with your father and others in the valley restored to health, and you can live the rest of your days working as the valley apothecant, who saved everyone from the blue moth plague.”


  Danai had already decided she would give her life to save the eight people in the valley. She knew her decision. “I will do it.”


  “It will take but a moment to prepare.” Merdrid reached down into her pack and pulled out a long vial made of dark green glass. It had flakes of some kind within, but Danai could not tell their color through the dark glass. Merdrid continued. “First, you must remove the pendant.”


  Danai reluctantly pulled the cord over her head and felt the weight of vosang lay on her shoulders. The fog returned to her mind, though it was less dense than before. She saw Merdrid as the older woman she knew again, feeling nothing but loathing for her. Danai’s fingers shook again as she set the pendant on the table.


  Merdrid pulled the stopper out of the vial and shook a few flakes into the bowl of the mortar. The light caught them as they fell, glittering a brilliant gold. Next, Merdrid took up the stout-bladed knife. “Don’t worry, Sis; it will only take a little blood.” The older woman reached out and grabbed Danai’s wrist, pulling her hand over the mortar. Danai did not resist. The blade of the knife flicked against the side of her wrist, stinging like a wasp, and blood started dribbling into the mortar. True to her word, after a few dribbles, Merdrid placed a cloth against the wound and released her grip. Merdrid then added her own blood.


  Merdrid then spoke several words in a tongue Danai did not recognize, and she wondered if they were names or a whole different language. Instantly, the room felt colder, despite the fire burning in the stove. Danai was left with the distinct impression that they were not alone. She looked around, but saw no one there.


  The air grew thin and chilly; Danai gasped to find breath that satisfied her lungs. Merdrid’s words became recognizable and little puffs of fog left her mouth with each syllable. “I make this oath of my own free will, and commit my blood to seal it. By the power of the vivos sanguine, my body shall be hers and her body shall be mine. By my oath, I shall make this transfer to continue my work and dedication to your cause throughout all the days that blood may flow in my new body.”


  Pressure swelled in Danai’s head; it ached and throbbed. She nearly fell to the ground, but held onto the tabletop with both hands to stay upright. The pressure within her mind seemed to gather into a single entity, and became Merdrid’s consciousness. It was a strong, dark presence, ugly and brutal. She felt violated, like Merdrid was pilfering through her secret thoughts and memories. “Stop that!” she thought.


  “You need to say your oath out loud, and leave this body. Once you are gone, your memories will be with you.” Merdrid’s words bit like a venomous snake.


  Danai realized something, “You knew this would work because this is not the first time you have stolen another’s body.”


  Merdrid’s mind dwelled on a memory of this same oath with another girl. Even though she had not thought the words, Danai could see the image for a fleeting moment. That realization led to another. If Merdrid’s life were extended for all of Danai’s days, she would use those days not to heal, but to take lives and manipulate people to suit her own desires, or the desires of whatever being reached out to them through the bloodstone.


  “Say the oath, or I will kill you and your father right now.” Merdrid’s words stabbed, and her head ached with each syllable.


  “What is the last ingredient to the cure?” Danai expected the wave of pain that followed her question. She was not disappointed. Merdrid’s mind slammed her consciousness like an anvil falling from the sky. Danai thought she might die that very moment, but she did not. As Merdrid’s mind pressed against her own, Danai sought images or thoughts that would betray the answer to the question she had asked. For a split second, she saw the closer of the two black bottles with neat labels in Merdrid’s consciousness. As Danai recognized the bottle, Merdrid’s thoughts howled and ravaged against her own.


  Mentally, Danai curled up into a ball and cried out in thought, “I will not give up my life to save eight if it means you will spend a lifetime using my body to commit the atrocities I know that you have done and would do again.”


  That thought brought up more images, but Danai refused to see them. Whether they came because Merdrid wanted her to see what she had done, was capable of doing, or as an involuntary response to what Danai had said, Danai did not care. She was done letting this beast of a woman control her life. She realized her eyes had been closed. She forced them open and saw Merdrid’s face contorted into a mask of rage, mouth in a snarl, teeth bared and gnashing. Her eyes were the most terrifying part about her, they seemed rolled back into her head, showing nothing but the whites.


  Danai forced her hands to move, defying the pain ripping through her mind. She grabbed the pendant and tried to raise it.


  “No!” howled the older woman. Merdrid lunged over the table with unbelievable speed and force, arcing into the air with her rotund body behind her and bearing down with the stout-bladed knife in her right hand.


  Danai was frozen with fear, worrying that her mind would not move her limbs fast enough. All she could do was hold her hands up to ward off the attack, still holding the pendant cord. As Merdrid landed on her, the cord slipped around the old woman’s head and the blade of her knife sunk into Danai’s left shoulder.


  Pain seared into the shoulder and her arm went limp.


  Merdrid was up in an instant. Her ancient, hideous form was back and the rage on her face was feral and evil. “You want me to see the truth of anything? I know the truth. You think I need protection from your vosang? You have none!” She mocked, spittle spraying with each sentence. Then she stopped, cocking her head to one side.


  The coldness in the room receded. The sense of dread and hopelessness lifted a little.


  The creature that was Merdrid clawed at the pendant, trying to rip it off her head. Danai still held the cord with her right hand. She held fast and pulled down as Merdrid tried pulling up. The old woman howled and ravaged at Danai, but the younger woman took the blows and scratches. Soon, the attack weakened and waned. The older woman aged before her eyes. Her skin cracked and her eyes seemed to sink into her skull.


  Danai coughed and said, “This bloodstone not only shows the truth, but also protects the wearer from the vosang. Apparently, it protects you even from your own.”


  Before Danai had finished the words, Merdrid’s shell of a body crumpled to the ground beside her, all the vosang extending her days beyond what nature would allow sundered.


  Danai’s body ached and stung where she had been scratched and battered. Her shoulder pulsed with sharp pain. The knife was still buried in the flesh. Even though she hurt all over like she had never hurt before, her mind was clear and her own. It was free of fog, and Merdrid was gone from there too. She gripped the handle of the knife and pulled it quickly out. The pain dropped her to the ground, and she stanched the flow of blood with the cloth that had been wrapped around her wrist.


  Danai looked down at the dress and laughed. It felt odd to laugh, but that was the sound coming out of her. She would never do the tavaranga in that dress. The fabric was scratched, torn, and soiled with blood and other things she could not immediately identify. Danai wadded the stanching cloth into a ball and placed it under the fabric of the dress covering her shoulder, to hold it in place.


  Panic gripped her for a moment, and she checked the worktable for the cure and the black bottle she needed. With relief, she saw them still on the tabletop. Merdrid must have leaped completely over the table, without touching anything on it. Small, tender mercy, she thought.


  Danai was less pleased to see the mortar still in place, holding flecks of gold suspended in a mixture of blood. She considered throwing the whole thing in the fire of the stove, but she really did not want to touch it at all. Using her right hand, Danai lifted the black bottle to her mouth and bit into the cork. With a turn of her head, she pulled the cork free and poured some of the liquid into the earthen bowl holding the pasty concoction. The liquid smelled of oil and spices. She did not know the exact amount to add, but relied on instinct to decide when she should stop pouring. It took several tries and a lot of wrangling using her knee and body to pin the bowl, but eventually Danai was able to stir the mixture thoroughly with a wooden spoon.


  After digging through Merdrid’s pack, Danai found the dosing spoons, and chose the one equivalent to a thimble. Merdrid always had unusual standards of measurements, Danai thought absently. Danai scooped out a spoonful and took it to her father. She was unable to rouse him to wake, but did prop his head in an upright position and slipped the cure into his mouth. She carefully poured a little water in, and hoped he would not choke.


  Hard knocks at the entryway nearly made her drop the water bottle. She looked and saw cracks of light slipping through the door, which would buckle under any more strain.


  “Open for the Kingsworn!” A deep voice beyond the door demanded.


  Pangs of fear froze her. Was it Kleed? Did she hope it was him or not? She could not think clearly, but it had nothing to do with the vosang this time. “Give me a couple seconds. I am coming.” With care, she negotiated the room, now cluttered with things Merdrid had brought, and Merdrid’s dead body. She said a silent prayer before reaching the door.


  Kleed was about to pound on the door again when Danai pulled it open. His face, still handsome, but now fixed with stern purpose, took her in from head to toe. She then recalled how she looked in the low-cut dress, tattered in places, with a wadded cloth soaked in blood bundled at the shoulder, and wounds covering her front. Kleed’s voice was frosty. “What is going on in there?”


  Danai’s nerves hindered her mouth from forming words, but slowly they came. “You can come in . . . I will explain everything.” She meant it. She wanted to clear everything up, and face whatever consequences followed. Her only fear was what would become of her father.


  Once inside, Kleed ushered in several other soldiers. None of them were prepared for the chaos they met—clutter, death, and illness—and the room reeked of smoke from the woodstove, incense, pungent herbs, and roots, combined with the odor Merdrid’s body was exuding. On the whole, it was somewhere between unpleasant and disturbing.


  Danai tried to explain about Merdrid giving her a potion that was infused with vosang that made Kleed and her behave most peculiarly the night before, and then rendered her unconscious, allowing Merdrid to control her actions thereafter. She got no further than that when Kleed stopped her.


  Kleed shook his head, “I would like nothing more than to believe that story, but I witnessed what you did to me yourself. By your own oath, you swore for Merdrid’s honesty and said you were aligned to her unconditionally. Now you want to pin all of the evil that you did on her. My gullibility was stretched past its limit last night and will not be tested today. We are going to gather everything up from this shack and take you and whatever that is”—he indicated the husk of Merdrid’s body on the floor—“back to Brasin City and sort this out at the Grand Court.” He refused to meet Danai’s eyes, looking away contemptuously.


  A weak, whisper of a voice spoke from the corner, “Why don’t you put your pendant back on and see if what she tells you rings true.” It was Danai’s father. She hurried to the bed, tears flowing once again at seeing him speak. He was incredibly frail, but looked better than he had in five years.


  The idea was sound. Moments later, Danai helped Kleed pull the bloodstone from the head of Merdrid’s corpse. Kleed insisted the leather and stone be washed in boiling water, but while they waited, Danai’s father related the story of what happened once Danai returned at dawn. He told how Merdrid had laid a trap for her. He even told about the scrying the old woman had done in the middle of the night in the silver bowl of water. Everything he said confirmed Danai’s accounting. Once the pendant was adequately cleansed, the story was told again by both Danai and her father. It was late when they finished.


  While they talked, the other soldiers put the room to order, cleaning out the mortar and securing the potions and concoctions in Merdrid’s pack. Danai did not object to them taking whatever they wanted, with the exception of the cure. While Danai’s father spoke, Danai was able to change out of the dress and into her last clean outfit. She needed to do laundry, and committed to doing so if she was not arrested. The soldiers even helped dress her wounds after she changed. The first good news she received was that the emissary was alive. His wound was serious, but not life threatening. He waited in the carriage outside of the home, resting in the company of two soldiers.


  By the time both Danai and her father had completed telling Kleed everything, he was convinced they told the truth. Merdrid’s long use of a bloodstone was clear, and Danai’s lack of any use of vosang was irrefutable. Danai decided she liked the way he looked at her by the time they were finished talking. He took a break to relate his oral report to the emissary and let him decide what to do with Danai.


  She waited a long while, enjoying being by her father’s side. She helped her father drink some water and eat a little bread. Oh, how she had missed him. He was about to fall asleep when he opened his eyes and looked up into hers. “You did well, my beautiful Pugnox.”


  She even missed that horrible nickname. “I love you too, Father.” But he was already asleep.


  She was fighting off sleep herself when Kleed returned. “We will carry Merdrid’s remains to the edge of town and burn them. Some practitioners of these dark works leave threads that extend beyond death. Burning the body may help sever those. Then we will leave the valley and return the bloodstone to the king. You will have no charges set against you. However, I may have to come back and ask additional questions if the examiners request it.”


  “I would welcome you back. Thank you.” Danai realized she meant it.


  As the soldiers carried the body through the doorway, led by Kleed, something fell from the clutched hand. The soldiers did not see it. At first, Danai thought it was the knife that had stabbed her shoulder. Then, she remembered pulling the knife out herself. When she walked over, she saw the familiar gold flecks in dark gray stone of the pestle. She considered calling out to the soldiers, but did not. She eventually put the pestle away in a box that was put in a drawer. She would decide what she wanted to do with it later.
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  Tira tossed and turned in her sleep. In her dream, the skies opened up and a great torrent of rain washed over her parched village. Becoming lost in the deluge, she almost drowned.


  But, then, suddenly, she was somewhere else.


  Dripping wet, she stood on a patch of soft green grass that tickled her bare feet. In front of her was the kindly figure of an old man lounging on a gnarled throne of thick roots that appeared to belong to a single tree—or at least she thought it was a tree. Having never seen a tree before in her twelve cycles of life left her slightly uncertain.


  Across the old man’s brow was a crown of woven branches with green leaves and the budding sprouts of new growth. Above his head, tiny songbirds flittered and landed on the leaves while singing in their high-pitched voices. She marveled at their songs, which warmed her inside and chased away the tingles coming from the wetness of her exposed skin.


  When the ancient figure opened his mouth to speak, the very earth rumbled in deep, sonorous waves, and she felt every word he spoke resonate within her body as if they were somehow a part of her and had been known to her all along. She did not fear the man, nor was she frightened by what he had to say. And when he finished speaking, she awoke from her slumber feeling a glorious sensation that filled her heart with joy, for she knew what would occur this day.


  Safely back in her cramped quarters, she blinked away sleep and stared at the ceiling. Dust motes danced above her head in a shaft of light that shone through a window high up on the wall nearest her small cot. She rose and broke the sunbeam with her outstretched arms, yawned, and slipped into a pair of woven sandals she’d left on the packed-dirt floor.


  Today would be her day. She knew it. Today there would be a Choosing, and she would be the one they selected to go to the place without thirst, the place where there was plenty to eat, and best of all—trees. Lots and lots of magnificent trees.


  With a bounce to her step, she left her tiny bedroom behind and entered the kitchen area of the small wattle-and-daub dwelling she shared with her mother.


  “Good morning, child,” her mother said in greeting.


  Tira beamed at her. “I had a wonderful dream last night,” she said as she took a seat at the table.


  Her mother nodded, but said nothing more.


  It was difficult for Tira to contain her enthusiasm and not share the wonderful dream she’d had with her mother, but she had promised the old man in her dream that she would not tell another living soul what they had discussed. Still, it was a secret that itched inside her to come out, and she worried she might let it slip if she were not careful.


  “That is good, child,” her mother said as she removed a blackened kettle from a hook suspended above a smoldering cooking fire.


  Tira opened her mouth to speak, then stopped herself. No, she could not tell her secret, but she really, really wanted to.


  Her mother stared at her for a long moment, then nodded again and filled two cups resting on the thick tabletop. Steam rose from the cups and drifted toward the ceiling. Tira scooted the cup closer and inhaled, to savor the sharp, grassy aroma of the tea. She then swirled the liquid in her cup and watched as it climbed the sides, coming ever closer to spilling out over the rim. But she would not let it spill. To do so would be to waste something precious. The steam alone was what her father had once called “the god’s share,” and to spill even a drop of the tea would be seen as an insult to them. Plus, the water used to make the tea was nearly half their combined ration for the day, so she stopped when the swirling liquid threatened to spill out. She waited for it to settle and then sipped it slowly, letting the hot water and tangy herbs soothe her parched throat.


  The entire village’s water supply was running low, and this cycle was shaping up to be even worse than the last. But, after today’s Choosing, it would all change, and Tira knew she would be the one responsible for changing it. Her dream had told her so. Though she wasn’t completely sure. She also had a nagging fear at the back of her mind. What if her dream was only that? A dream. She had dreamed of her father and brothers before. She had seen them alive and healthy and happy even though they were now all dead. And she had dreamed of many other places she could go where there was no pain or sorrow or thirst.


  So . . .


  “Mother,” she asked hesitantly, “there are so few of us left, do you think they will even allow a Choosing to take place today?”


  “It is true, little one. This cycle has not been good to us or our village.” Her mother quickly looked away, staring at the light leaking through the doorway. Her face was as black as a starless night, and the creases lining her skin went deep, like newly furrowed earth waiting for seed. Only the whites of her eyes stood out, and they shone brightly in the morning light. In them, Tira could sense the unease that was present, but not the cause of it.


  Sighing, her mother rose and made a quick meal of grain and sun-dried lizard meat and set it before Tira with a half smile on her lips, as if apologizing for the meagerness of it all.


  “Don’t you want some too?” Tira asked as she held up a strip of the stringy dried meat.


  “I am not hungry, child.”


  Tira knew that was a lie. Her mother was thin and wasting away. Her bones even showed when she moved.


  “Please, Mother. Have something. This is too much for me to eat. There is plenty for the both of us.”


  “No, child. You will need all your strength today.”


  Tira’s mother got up to return her clay teacup to the shelf.


  “But I’m not hungry. I’m too excited to eat.”


  “No, you must eat. Please, little one.”


  Even though Tira did not want to eat in front of her mother, she did as she was told, but only managed to finish half.


  “Mother, please eat the rest, I cannot finish it all.”


  Her mother smiled back. “You must.”


  “I can’t. I’ll be sick to my stomach if I eat that much.”


  Tira pushed the remains of her meal in front of her mother. “Please, Mother. For me? Eat?”


  The lines on her mother’s face cracked like dried mud, and hints of her white teeth showed. “Okay, child. Go change, we will need to leave soon, or we will be late.”


  Tira returned to her room to dress. She had trouble deciding which of her two outfits she should wear. Both were threadbare and had been mended so many times that there were more patches and sewing thread than original garment. Neither seemed appropriate for a Choosing ceremony, not that she had been allowed to see one yet.


  When she returned, her mother was waiting for her, ready to travel.


  “I am ready, Mother. You did eat, yes?”


  Her mother nodded once but did not look at her. “You are a very special child, dear. I do not say that often enough.”


  The statement puzzled Tira, but she was not about to ask her mother what was meant by it.


  “I love you, Mother,” Tira said.


  “And I, you, child.”


  Her mother said nothing else as she lifted the cloth covering the doorway and let in the bright light of morning.


  Tira raised her head scarf and stepped outside their dwelling. There were many other buildings around her. Most were lined with fissures and cracks and would need to be repaired when the rains finally came. The thatched roofs were bone-dry as well and also suffering. They had not been repaired in many cycles because not enough of the tall grasses that had once grown in the plains to the north had become tall enough to replace them.


  The rains as far back as Tira could remember had been weak and had been growing weaker with each passing cycle. There was talk from the elders, of times when the rains would continue for many days, but all that Tira had ever seen were the short bursts of rainfall that occurred after her mother had returned from a Choosing.


  This cycle she knew would be different, and she wanted to tell everyone that she was about to meet all about it, but she knew that she couldn’t. If she did, then her dream would not come true.


  The searing heat of the day was already rising as she and her mother started toward the sacred circle a good distance to the east. The heat would soon become oppressive, and it would take most of the morning to get there. The tea that she had consumed had done little to slake her thirst, and it was going to get even worse as they walked through the mountain pass, where the sides of the rock faces trapped and reflected the heat.


  “Can we go now? It is a long way to go, but I am excited to finally see the sacred circle.”


  “Are you sure that you are ready?”


  “Yes, I am. I am sure. I have waited all my life to see it. And, Mother, I will be the one they choose this cycle. I know it.”


  “Your assurance frightens me, Daughter.”


  Tira’s hand went to her mouth when she realized she’d almost let her secret slip. Her mother stopped and kneeled down in the dirt before her and pulled her hands down and gazed into her eyes for some time. Her mother was old and worn, but she still had beautiful green eyes flecked with gold. Tira had taken comfort in those eyes after she had been so hurt by her father’s and brothers’ deaths.


  “Daughter, listen to me. I beg of you. Do not stand out from the others today. I do not wish to see you become the Chosen One.”


  “But, Mother, it is a great honor. Don’t you want me to go to the place without thirst?”


  Her mother stood. She paused to lick her lips. “No, I do not wish to see it.”


  “Why?” Tira asked.


  Her mother looked away and hid her face, but not before Tira could see the worry in her eyes. Tira nodded slowly, still not understanding her mother’s unease. With the nagging question on her mind, she pulled her head scarf down to cover her face and fell into step beside her mother.


  The sun was already high in the sky when they reached the sacred circle. Heat waves shimmered off the surrounding mountains and blurred the white stone behind the valley. Tira peered down at the great stone floor. Pillars rose from it, ringing the entire perimeter. Each of the stone pillars was many times taller than she was, and most appeared as if they had been snapped off by some giant’s hand. The basin at the lowest point was covered with what looked to be a single piece of stone, swept clean of dust and sand. In the very center of it sat a single rectangular slab of rock that was surrounded by a series of circles carved into the floor and radiating outward.


  This was the first time she had been allowed to see the sacred circle. She had once tried to sneak past the guards to get a glimpse of it, but they had caught her, and she’d been scolded and turned away. What she saw now was far beyond what she had been expecting. She’d seen nothing like it, not even in her dreams.


  “Who made this, Mother? Has it always been here?”


  “It has, child. As to who created it, I do not know. The elders say the gods, but I do not believe that is true.”


  “Why?”


  Her mother only shook her head and sighed.


  Tira took in everything she could about the mysterious place as she followed her mother down into the valley. The place felt ancient to her, perhaps even as old as the gods. Maybe, she thought, it could have been there when there were once . . . trees?


  Others from the village stepped aside to let her and her mother pass, knowing that today, Tira was a candidate for the Choosing ceremony. Some villagers bowed. Some grinned beneath their head scarves of faded red and blue and orange fabric. Tira smiled back at them all, regardless of what look they gave her, hoping her good cheer would help her gain the support of the village when the time finally came.


  Her mother took her by the hand and held it gently in hers. She spoke softly, “Go now, child. Answer truthfully, but know that I wish for you to stay with me and not go to the place without thirst.”


  Tira nodded. Her mother turned away and separated from her hesitantly.


  “I will not fail us, Mother. I will be the Chosen One today. You will see.”


  Walking gracefully with her head held high, Tira went to the center of the concentric circles. Two large men, both slick and shiny from the oils that coated them, lifted her onto the flat surface of the stone in the middle of the valley. There were two other girls already on the stone. Both were Tira’s friends—Cass and Ulra. But Tira knew that only one of them would be selected, and she was certain that she would be the one they chose.


  Elder Quin, the leader of the village, entered the stone circle dressed in a flowing purple robe laced with golden threads. He was a funny-looking man, Tira had often thought. His head looked just like the puffy pink flower that bloomed in the plains outside the village. Some of the other children used to make fun of him in private, knowing if they were ever caught, their punishment would be severe. Tira never made fun of him. Not because she was worried about being punished, but because people can’t always help how they look.


  The village leader turned to face the three girls on the flat stone. “Remove your head scarves so that the gods above may gaze upon your faces.”


  Tira was nervous about removing her covering. Showing one’s face in public was frowned upon, but she had been instructed to do so by the most prestigious village elder, so she had to comply.


  She tentatively removed her head scarf, as did the other two girls. Without the bit of faded cloth in place, she felt almost naked, and the hot sun began to prickle her like a thousand tiny thorns.


  Elder Quin stepped before the first girl, Cass.


  “Young child, how old are you this day?”


  Cass replied, “I’m nearly thirteen cycles, Elder Quin.”


  He bobbed his head once. “Who is it that brings us life?”


  She answered without hesitation. “Our mothers and fathers, Elder Quin.”


  He did not react and moved on to Ulra.


  “How old are you?”


  “I’m nearly thirteen cycles, as well,” Ulra said, then quickly looked down and added, “Elder Quin.”


  “Who is it that brings us life?”


  She paused to consider, then said, “The sun, Elder Quin, the sun brings us life. That and the rains, yes, the rains bring us life as well.”


  Elder Quin mumbled something under his breath and moved to stand in front of Tira. She wanted to shrink away, suddenly feeling wholly inferior to the other two girls. A sharp fear raced through her, tickling her spine. She was almost a cycle younger than both of the other girls and was certain now that she was not nearly as pretty as they were. She also stood almost a full head shorter than they did. And her skin was not nearly as smooth. And her hair was too curly. And her nose was too large.


  She was suddenly very self-conscious. How could she have ever thought that she would be the Chosen One? She had been foolish for believing so or that she could ever please the gods.


  She trembled inside, but stood firm.


  “How old are you, child?”


  “I am twelve cycles, Elder Quin,” she said in as level a tone as she could.


  Maybe if she just pretended that she was not afraid, it would convince them just how unafraid she could be. Maybe if she acted strong, that would make her stronger inside.


  “Who is it that brings us life, little one?”


  Tira’s mind stumbled and her mouth went dry and her tongue did not seem to want to work. She was certain the words would not come out right and was too afraid to say anything at all. But, she also did not know what she could possibly say that would impress Elder Quin. She’d had far more time than the others to prepare her answer. Still, nothing came to mind. Nothing at all.


  Elder Quin did not appear to have appreciated the other girls’ answers, so the answer he sought to his question had to be something different from what had been said so far.


  What if she was wrong here too? What if one of her friends had answered correctly?


  She was now so confused that she looked to her mother for support, but that did not help either. She closed her eyes and thought of her dream and the ancient figure in it, trying to recall the inner warmth she had felt in that magical place. But even that had not prepared her for this. The old man had only told her she would be selected to go to the land without thirst. He had not told her what she needed to say to get there.


  She opened her eyes and saw Elder Quin. His eyes said everything. They were large and round and white with deep black pupils. And they were now scowling at her, which made her search for an answer even more difficult. She simply could not think of anything that he might wish to hear.


  He broke eye contact with her and began to move back to Cass.


  Then it came to her.


  Tira stumbled over her words, but spoke directly from the heart, “The gods, Elder Quin. The gods bring us life.”


  She wanted to cover her mouth. She wanted to take the words back. It certainly was not the right answer. It couldn’t be. She was so sure of it.


  But . . . it had to be.


  Elder Quin briefly nodded and locked his gaze on her again. She held it and tried not to blink. Had he nodded for the others? Maybe she had just insulted him? Maybe she had insulted the gods? Renewed panic welled up inside her and she stopped breathing.


  No . . . she was right and she knew it. She had spoken from the heart and had said what she truly believed. She relaxed and stood as tall and straight as she possibly could.


  Elder Quin broke away again and turned on his heel, purple robe swishing in the air behind him. Tira watched as he walked across the concentric stone circles to meet with the other assembled elders of the village seated nearby.


  After a few minutes of hushed conversation, Elder Quin returned to stand before the three girls.


  “Thank you all,” he said, addressing all three at once. “Your obligations for this cycle have been fulfilled. The choice has been made.”


  He reached up and took the hand of the girl standing farthest from Tira.


  Tira’s heart dropped in her chest. She readjusted herself on the stone, feeling the ancient strength of it under her feet. No, it couldn’t be her. Not Cass.


  Elder Quin then shook his head no. Cass’s smile vanished in an instant, and two men stepped forward to help her down from the raised stone.


  Tira scrunched her toes against her sandals in anticipation. She looked at the crowd, searching for her mother. When she located her, she smiled, but her mother did not smile back. Instead, her mother was holding up both hands in front of her face as if she were too afraid to see what might happen next. That puzzled Tira. Usually her mother was so strong, so self-assured.


  Don’t be afraid, Mother, Tira wanted to say, I will bring the rains. I will save us.


  Elder Quin stepped in front of Tira next. She looked straight at the man, holding his gaze and not blinking, using the strength she’d learned from her mother, from her father, and from her brothers. She had to be strong enough for them all. She had to be strong enough to save the entire village.


  But deep inside, she held an even greater fear. If she were not selected this cycle, she could never again participate in another Choosing ceremony. She was only allowed this one and only chance.


  Her belly rumbled, and she did her best to ignore it.


  Then she noticed the girl next to her raise her head. From the corner of her eye, Tira saw her mother’s hands drop. She was no longer holding them in front of her face.


  Through it all, Tira continued to hold Elder Quin’s penetrating gaze and did not waver.


  He blinked once and moved away from her to stand in front of the remaining girl.


  Panic and fear raced through Tira. No! No! It wasn’t right! She should . . . She knew . . . She would—


  She held still, chin raised.


  “No, child,” Elder Quin said to Ulra as he reached to take her by the hand. The girl let out a deflating breath, and the two men helped her down from the stone.


  Yes!


  Tira beamed brightly. She had won. She was going to be the Chosen One. She was going to the place without thirst.


  Elder Quin raised his hands to the sky, palms held upward.


  “The choice,” he bellowed, “has been made!”


  Tira let her gaze roam the crowd. They simultaneously broke into a cheer, fists going high in the air all at once. They were cheering for her. She wanted to take a moment and bask in the glory, but when she glanced to where her mother had been standing only moments ago, her mother was no longer there.


  “It will be all right, Mother,” she whispered. “I will make everything better. I will bring the rains. I will not falter.”


  Tira was led away by the two bronze-colored men and escorted through the cheering crowd. The men took her to a sturdy-looking building at the far end of the valley. Once inside, she was enveloped by a group of older women from the village, and they led her into a back room lit by guttering torches, had her disrobe, and then sat her down on a chair made of real wood, which made it a very special honor. She shivered, more from the excitement than from the coldness of the room.


  Food was brought in, and water in plentiful amounts. She drank and ate her fill, almost to the point of being sick. She knew she needed her strength for what was to come next. It had been many cycles since she’d had a full belly, and all the food she’d eaten made her feel sluggish. She hoped the feeling would wear off by sundown when she would perform the dance and sing the songs.


  They wiped her down with wet rags scented like wildflowers, another luxury. Then they applied perfumed oils and combed out all the tangles in her curly black hair, added beads, and braided her hair into tiny rows.


  One of the women working on her hair asked, “Do you know the dance, child?”


  “Yes, my mother taught it to me when I was very young.”


  “The songs?”


  “Yes,” she said with confidence. “I learned them from the elders’ teachings.”


  She had memorized everything that would be required of her, as all the girls her age had, but she worried about when the time came and she had to perform in front of so many—would she remember the songs and the dance movements then?


  One of the older women kneeled close to her. “Understand this, child. You must not fail us. We have been too long without the rains. If we do not see a heavy rainfall this cycle, we may all perish.”


  What if I do fail? Tira suddenly thought. The idea filled her with dread, but she owned that fear and swallowed it, just as she had when faced with Elder Quin’s question.


  She would not fail.


  They continued to poke and prod and preen her, adjusting her dress until it fit her perfectly. It was hard to chase away the nervousness. She felt as if insects were buzzing around inside her stomach, and she kept growing light-headed and had to concentrate on her breathing.


  Time seemed to slow to a crawl, but the night eventually came.


  “We must go now,” one of the women said, and helped Tira with her robe. The weight of the robe on her shoulders was great. She’d never worn something so heavy before.


  They assembled into a procession and led her outside.


  Tira looked up at the sky. It was filled with a band of stars so dense, so white, that she, after everything that had been done to make her beautiful, still felt outclassed by the grandeur of the heavens.


  Following her to the sacred stones was a twin line of young women dressed in multicolored silk dresses. They were those who had gone through a Choosing ceremony before and had not been selected to go to the place without thirst.


  All eyes were focused on Tira. Both the men and the women stared at her with the same desperate need for salvation written on their shiny faces.


  Tira raised her chin to display her strength and confidence to them all. Inside, she was trembling furiously. The very air around her had begun to chill, and she struggled to control the other coldness welling up deep inside her.


  She must be brave. She must be worthy. If she could not gather the spirit of goodwill from her village and channel it to the gods, then she would fail miserably and be shunned for the rest of her days.


  I will not fail! she told herself. I will be brave and I will please the gods. I will bring the rains!


  She pushed all dark thoughts aside and marched onward with as much grace as she could muster. She kept her eyes trained ahead of her, but also tried to scan the crowd for her mother, wanting to pick her out from the shadowy faces.


  Another fear struck her and caused her heart to flutter—had she told her mother that she loved her before joining the other girls? She had been so caught up in the excitement, she might not have. Her mother just had to know it, though—right? Still, she longed to say it just one more time before starting the dance.


  No, she scolded herself. She was the Chosen One now. She belonged to the entire village. That meant she had only one duty—to bring the rains and save her people from the incessant drought.


  Upon reaching the stone circle, two women helped her remove the robe covering her thin silk dress, which barely seemed to cover anything. She blushed as they took away the robe, hoping the darkness would conceal her lithe form. She had never worn so little in front of so many.


  It was time.


  After kicking off the fancy slippers they had given her, she walked barefoot into the stone circle.


  I will not fail. I will succeed. I will please the gods and bring the rains.


  She started the dance by sinking low. The drumbeats began, slow and deep. The soft dress she wore slipped easily across her skin, allowing her complete freedom of movement. Leftover warmth radiated up from the massive stone at her feet, warming her as she kneeled even lower and prepared for the first movements of the dance.


  Twisting her head toward the cloudless sky, she rose to her feet at a pace no faster than the shelled creatures that roamed the desert. She was bathed in the starlight from above as she drew in a measured breath and used it as a solitary source of reassurance. She stretched her arms toward the heavens and spun slowly while lifting herself up on tiptoe.


  She began to sing the ancient song softly, lovingly. Her voice came from deep within, but it was frail and tinny. She gave more of herself to it, and her confidence began to build and her voice raised just above the beating of the drums. She sang the first verse meant to summon the gods and bring the rains, and then she started in again, pleading, asking, cajoling anyone who would listen to her. When she reached the end of the verse, she looped the melody again and mixed the song with the dance in a way she was confident would please the gods.


  She climbed again on tiptoe, twirling on the big toe of her right foot. She lowered herself gracefully to the stone, then back up to the sky, keeping pace with the verses as they rose and fell.


  The energy from her faceless audience began to swell and swell. She swooned, feeding off their goodwill as they added their collective mumbled chants to her dance. They cheered for her in their own way, swaying side to side, undulating in a wave that raced around the stone circle. Their arms also reached for the sky and, along with her, asked for the gods to bring the rains.


  A trickle of sweat ran down her spine. Her breathing deepened and her heart throbbed mightily in her chest. She continued the dance, spinning on her toes to the incessant beat of the drums, grinding her bare skin against the rough stone at her feet. It hurt, but she ignored the pain.


  Never would she stop. Not until the gods heard her call. Not until the rains came.


  Despite her labored efforts, no clouds came to blot out the stars. The sky above twinkled with brilliant pinpricks of light as if it planned to mock her throughout the entire night.


  The dance kept going and the crowd engaged further, but when she glanced at her people again, some had already started to wilt. They must be the old and sick, she thought, too feeble to continue. She must be strong enough for them all and lend them her strength.


  But she was also growing weary.


  She searched the crowd for her mother again. She needed to see her, needed her strength of will and stamina. Just a look, a glance, anything to reassure her that she really was the Chosen One. But she could not find her mother anywhere, and that frightened her. Still, she did her best, giving everything she had to the dance, moving as gracefully as she could across the stone, to the rhythm of the drums, letting the song resonate within her and giving it voice.


  Her feet began to sting and ache.


  She chanced a look down at the stone circle. A trail of dark footprints followed her on the rough stone. She had cut her feet and they were bleeding.


  She missed a step, stumbled, and recovered.


  No clouds appeared above her.


  The dance continued. The drums continued. The torment intensified. Her feet, cut and rubbed raw by the stone, left even more wet footprints wherever she stepped.


  She kept dancing.


  It hurt so much.


  She could not give up.


  The pain . . .


  She would not give up.


  One by one, the crowd fell into silence, no longer holding their hands up in the air.


  They were leaving her. They were giving up.


  And still the drums did not falter. They continued to beat their pounding rhythm.


  I will not fail, she told herself again. I cannot fail.


  She reached deeper into her soul, seeking whatever will there was left in her that would allow her to continue. She alone would be the one who saved her village. She would go to the place without thirst. She had only the dance to give, only the song to sing, and she knew she was doing it to the best of her abilities.


  But she had not felt the spirits of the gods enter her as she had expected that they would. The stars above continued to laugh at her and mock her for even daring to believe she would be good enough to save her village.


  The silence surrounding her turned to grumbles of anger. Her people were no longer with her. They were turning against her.


  Exhausted, she collapsed to her knees, panting heavily, rejected by her people, rejected by the heavens, rejected by the gods.


  And, at that moment, she realized she was not the Chosen One. She had failed her people. She would never be happy again and would now live in misery and shame for the rest of her days. And if the rains never came again, the village would die out slowly and painfully, and she would be the cause of all their misery.


  She wanted to curl up on the cold stone and go to sleep and never wake again.


  But the drums pounded away incessantly.


  She thought of her dream again, of the greenness, of the trees, and of the love she had for the figure on the throne. The figure had filled her with such great joy when he had told her that she would one day join him. That she would see trees and never be thirsty again.


  And that made her think.


  Who was it she loved most? Was it her village? Was it herself? Had she been so vain to think that being the Chosen One was what mattered most of all? Was this really all about her wishes and not the wishes of those she had committed to saving? While she had professed her love for her village, did she unconditionally, wholeheartedly love them, or did she think that she loved them because the feelings of glory she received back from them made her feel better inside?


  She suddenly felt sick to her stomach. She’d been so selfish and childish.


  And now she was terrified.


  She could give up. She could give in and stay there on the cold stone. They might eventually forgive her. They had to. There were so few of them left alive. It would be so easy just to lie there and to not get back up. The drums would stop, and everyone would go home disappointed. Maybe there was still time and they could pick one of the other girls? It hadn’t been done before, but maybe one of the others was more worthy of being the Chosen One than she was.


  With this realization of her complete failure, something deep inside her fought to break through to the surface. Her mind reached into a once-untapped place where an even greater power hid, locked away in a long-forgotten corner. She suddenly thought of her father and his sacrifice, of her brothers and the sacrifices they had made for the sake of the village.


  A strange feeling washed over her, filling her with renewed purpose. They had died courageously so that others would live. They had not done so for the perceived glory of it. They had done so because of the true love they had for others.


  There was no glory in being the Chosen One. The selfless sacrifice was what mattered.


  She rose and straightened painfully, then she restarted the dance, laboring for every breath taken.


  Everyone around her became only a blur.


  She ached.


  Everything hurt so much.


  But she persevered.


  Then she tripped once over her own feet and fell to the stone. Her wrist cracked and bent at an unnatural angle. The crowd collectively gasped, stopping their grumbling. Searing pain shot up her arm, but she did not yell out because of it.


  Gritting her teeth, she stood again and readied herself to continue. The drums had slowed, but had not stopped. They then picked up and continued their relentless drive and grew stronger with her every step. Every movement was as painful to her as being burned by fire, but she was not going to fail those she loved above all. Now that she knew her true purpose, she knew she could do it.


  Stumbling, wincing from the pain, she began the dance once more from the start. Her limp, useless hand dangled from her arm and ached so much. Her throat was ragged and raw, and if she tried to sing out, she worried she might scream in pain instead. She bit down on her lips to keep her mouth closed. Wobbling unsteadily on her feet, she stepped on a sharp edge carved in the stone, tripped, and fell over again. This time, her head slammed hard against the ground and yellow spots swam across her vision. She again tried to rise, but only managed to collapse again into a heap.


  Then the drums ceased.


  She had failed them all. She pulled her legs up to her belly and curled into a ball on the ground. She closed her eyes and resigned herself to her fate. Everything hurt so much, but the pain inside hurt worst of all.


  The crowd began to murmur. She opened one eye. Her head throbbed, replacing the sound of the now silent drums. When she looked at the sky, the stars were no longer there. The clouds had rolled in and had blotted out the stars from the night sky. A sudden flash of lightning blazed across the heavens, casting tendrils of white-hot energy through the air. She closed her eyes against the brightness. It hurt so much to look at it.


  Did I do it?


  A second later, thunder rolled past with a deafening roar. Then another flash appeared, followed by an even louder peal of thunder.


  How?


  She no longer cared what happened to her, or where she went, her body was no longer hers to control, only her mind. There was still one thing left to do, and it had to be done alone. It had to be done under her own willpower.


  Using her unbroken hand to push herself to her knees, she crawled to the flat stone in the center of the concentric circles. Reaching up to steady herself, she climbed to her feet and locked her trembling legs to hold her there. She glanced down, thinking she might pass out.


  No! She was so close. I will not fail!


  The world shifted around her, tilting and going in and out of focus. Her feet, wet with blood, sent spikes of renewed pain racing up her legs as she attempted to stand to her full height. With great effort, she rolled over and onto the flat stone and lay there on her back, panting, staring up at the sky. More lightning and more peals of thunder came, but no rain as of yet. She stretched out on top of the flat stone as she’d been instructed to do and put her head back, taking shallow breaths, trying to recover her strength for what she must do next.


  The crowd remained as silent as a desert mouse and shapeless in the far distance of her vision. She barely saw them from the corners of her eyes.


  But she did see her mother. Yes, she was there and stood out from the others as if a beam of light had been shone down on her that only Tira could see. Occasionally, during the brief flashes of lightning, other individual faces resolved into her friends, her people. And she loved them, each and every one.


  I am the Chosen One, she thought to herself, and I have not failed to do my duty.


  It came quickly. Tira’s pain-racked body felt only the briefest shock. She tried to turn her head, but her exhausted muscles no longer responded to her mind’s commands.


  A flash of lightning lit the knife in Elder Quin’s hand. The bright silver blade held a thin line of red.


  He does have a funny-looking head, she thought.


  “You did well, child,” he whispered. “We honor the sacrifice you have made for us all.”


  Tears formed in her eyes. Through the quickly fading agony, she felt a single drop gently splash on her face. Then another came, and another after that.


  Rain.


  She tried to smile, but was unable to tell whether or not she managed to do so before the world slipped away, and she was taken to the place without thirst.
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  On Friday, the following remarks were delivered at the Central Park Zoo by Wykoff Zenger during the dedication of a plaque honoring his son, the explorer and naturalist, Cassaway Zenger:


  “Cassaway had, as a boy, all the passions peculiar to that peculiar species: swordplay, secret places, and especially dragons. He spent half his days among the swamps and rocks where this zoo now stands, catching snakes and skinks with ingenious little traps, and observing them to discover what they might reveal about their monstrous cousins. The other half of his days he spent hunting for books that mentioned or alluded to American dragons, as well as for trappers who might have seen one out west. The third half, for Cassaway had boundless energy and slept very little, he spent training himself to hunt dragons, should he ever find one. He ran and swam, shot and slung, and he learned how to survive in the wild, that is, the farms around Hamilton Square.


  “Boys being boys, I figured he would eventually trade his passion for dragons for something else, perhaps cricket or rowing. As a lawyer, I held out hope for Blackstone. In the autumn of 1830, though, when Cassaway was twelve, he spotted a notice in the Evening Post for an exhibition of paintings called ‘The Catskill Dragon,’ and he insisted I take him. I could not have realized as we set out that our attendance would mark the start of his celebrated career.


  “As you could expect, I may have taken him, but he led the expedition. In sheet rubber boots fresh from England, he summoned a cab that took us to Bond Street, where we switched to the new omnibus. The cab would have gotten us to the Battery more quickly, but Cassaway had not taken the omnibus yet, and that situation was intolerable.


  “You would have seen the man in the boy already when the driver ignored his hail and Cassaway grabbed one of the horse’s collars. He then argued, successfully, that the driver should halve our fare because his overcrowded carriage only afforded us each half a seat. As his initial investor, I appreciated my son’s economy, paid the driver, and pushed in behind him.


  “During the rickety trip down Broadway, Cassaway told me the story he hoped was behind the exhibition:


  “‘In 1753, west of Hurley, New York, which is west of Kingston, the Vanderberg clan lived high in what they still called the Blue Mountains. As they had since Hurley was known as Neiu Dorp, they trapped, hunted, and kept to themselves. On the 2nd of September, a trader stopped at their settlement and bought several pelts. On the 14th, returning from Albany, the trader stopped there again. This time he found the settlement destroyed. Most of the cottages and barns had been burned along with the surrounding trees. The rest had been ripped apart as if by a tornado. The stock was gone, except for the chickens, which didn’t know any better. And scattered around the settlement lay the largely devoured bodies of the Vanderbergs.


  “‘The next day, having awoken in the woods, Gerd Vanderberg wandered into Hurley. She was ten, covered in blood, and the only survivor. The townsfolk pressed her about the massacre, but the girl recalled nothing of the eleven days between the trader’s visits, as if they had never happened.’


  “Some in Hurley said the clan had turned on itself. Others blamed catamounts or the Esopus Indians, who’d burned Hurley a century earlier, even though both had become rare in the region. To Cassaway, and the collection of Knickerbocker mysteries where he had read the story, the cause was obvious: a dragon.


  “If that were not enough to excite him about the exhibition, the painter was one Gerd Vanderberg.


  “‘Could it be the same one?’ he said as we reached the Battery. ‘Has she retrieved her memories and depicted the terrible events, including an actual dragon?’ Cassaway told me that none had been sighted in the New World since Spanish clerics reported their being attacked by feathered wyrms in Mexico. Like his readers later, I found myself captivated, however extraordinary his facts.


  “The gallery was in the basement of a disreputable building scorched by the Great Fire. Cassaway loved this. He felt nothing interesting ever happened in anything new, and he leaped down the stairs, howling with delight. A moment later, I found my son pacing the gallery, dismayed.


  “The paintings depicted the Catskills’ ferocious landscape, and I would have judged them crude examples of the Hudson River School were they any less strange. I had traveled in that rain-soaked region, so I noticed the absence of moss on the artist’s boulders and tree trunks. Then I noted her meadows had no grass. Instead, bright flowers floated whimsically above rocky soil while berries danced about bushes with bare limbs. Indeed, no tree, even the evergreens, had leaves, except in the paintings set during autumn. In these, splotches of orange and red, yellow and brown swarmed naked branches, as if the leaves were appearing from thin air, not from their stems.


  “Cassaway said, ‘Where’s the dragon?’


  “I said, ‘Where’s the color green?’


  “‘That’s the same question,’ the proprietor said, emerging from the back room. ‘Much of the world is not in what we see, sir, but in what we don’t.’


  “Cassaway said, ‘I don’t understand.’


  “The proprietor, an elderly man named Sam van Buren, explained. He was a painter himself, and he had gone to Hurley in June to find some picturesque vistas. Two of Gerd’s paintings were hanging in the inn, and when he admired them, the townsfolk quickly produced the rest for sale and told him about the Vanderbergs.


  “After the massacre, they told van Buren, Gerd had seen the world in an increasingly fanciful light. ‘Everything floats until it falls,’ she would say, and, ‘Corn’s a flame without a candle.’ At some point, the girl had been encouraged to paint as a mental coolant, which exposed her native talent—and that not only couldn’t she see the color green, objects that were green did not exist for her.


  “Van Buren said that whatever killed her family must have scared the green right out of her, and what surpasses the fearful greenness of a dragon? To him, Gerd’s landscapes were more sublime than those by trained artists because hers revealed the dragon in the visible creation by making that awful work of God invisible.


  “A beautiful notion, I thought, but Cassaway, who had to see everything, would have none of it.


  “‘It’s a cheat!’ he said. ‘A dirty cheat. There are dragons out there, and I’ll find them. I’ll bring them back. I’ll show them to the world.’


  “Which, as you know, he did. The St. Louis Blue. A Mountain Silver. The Pacific Worm. All and more were considered fabulous before he installed them here in the Central Park Zoo.


  Cassaway loved this place. He would not have traded it for anything. Nor would I. Before he left for the Vanderberg settlement last March, he asked me whether I regretted taking him to van Buren’s exhibition because it had inspired him to face so much danger. I said no. His passion for dragons might cost him his life, but it also gave him a life worth living.


  “Instead I regret that he could not give us the memorial he wanted most—an occupant for that empty enclosure at the end.


  “It has been assumed that on his last expedition, the Catskill Green must have seen Cassaway before he saw it. Me, I believe my son is still out there, he is still on the hunt, and one day he will return from the mountains to laugh at the prematurity of this plaque and to display his longest-sought quarry. That day cannot come soon enough. My world is colorless without him.”


  * * *


  A.P. to Zenger File


  September the 11th, 1863


  Private. Not for Distribution.


  



  Cassaway Zenger began his first book, “One must set down the facts, however extraordinary.” One must also set down his debts, I think, and his lies to keep them straight.


  Cassaway’s father, Wykoff, lives in a neat white house in Hamilton Square on the east side of Manhattan. Not wanting to leave my card at his home, I waited for him this afternoon at the corner of Lexington Avenue and 66th Street, which he would likely pass while returning from the dedication of Cassaway’s plaque.


  I had my copy of The St. Louis Blue with its engraving of his father, but I knew Zenger instantly from seeing the boy in the man. Cassaway walked with that same rolling confidence. His eyes penetrated as deeply. And no one was beneath his courtesy, although grief constricted the smile Zenger offered every passing lady. He’d make a fine detective, I thought.


  His walking straight to me and asking my business confirmed my opinion—and my fear that two years spent behind a desk in Washington and rebel lines in Virginia had blunted my street craft. I should have hidden his son’s book in my pocket.


  To allay his suspicion that I was a grasping fanatic, I introduced myself as Maj. E.J. Allen and said I’d had the honor of accompanying Cassaway to the Vanderberg settlement in March. This only made Zenger more wary, because his son had told him, according to my instructions, that he was going to the Catskills alone in order to avoid making a spectacle of the expedition. When I said I had news about his son, however, hope overruled his fears, and Zenger invited me to his home.


  In his library he served a fine Scotch whisky in recognition of my brogue and his loss, then I told him the expedition had not been Cassaway’s idea. It had been Lincoln’s.


  The president, I said, had reasoned that Antietam would not be the last battle fought on Union soil and he’d need greater weapons than a general who either wouldn’t fight or, having fought, wouldn’t pursue. What he required was a dragon, so last February I’d summoned Cassaway to a secret meeting at the White House.


  Zenger was proud of his son for saying he’d never use the zoo’s creatures as monstrous machines. The president agreed with Cassaway, though. “They’re just exotic pets,” Lincoln said. He preferred a wild dragon, “a storm to flood the field with terror and drown the rebels in flames.” The Catskill Green, if found, could be brought to Otsego Lake and barged down the Susquehanna into central Pennsylvania, where the war would likely come (and did in July). Cassaway continued to refuse to help until Lincoln showed him the pictures from Antietam that Brady hadn’t exhibited, the ones I’d confiscated because they depict soldiers burned and devoured. “The rebels have a dragon,” Cassaway said, and promptly pledged his aid. “Fire with fire,” he added.


  I told Zenger that five soldiers—actually, my agents—went with us to the settlement, the center of many disappearances and possible dragon sightings over the past two centuries. The region’s more settled now, many of the mountains scarred where timber was felled or bluestone quarried, but the Vanderbergs’ mountain remains savage, full of shadows and queer sounds. Tumbled stone walls surround the settlement, crumbling chimneys watch over it, and, strangely, no trees grow there. A hunter’s trail runs through it from Hurley.


  While one of my agents, Blass, scouted farther up the trail, Cassaway stood on a stump and oriented himself with the help of a map he’d drawn in his little green notebook. Having already found nothing in the potential lairs nearby, he’d marked a few spots from which a dragon might have flown, provided the Green had wings. A moment later, my agent screamed.


  We found him in an abandoned well, which Blass had found by leaving the path to relieve himself in the brush. Fortunately, the shaft had collapsed, and he was only twenty feet down with a sharp pain in his foot. We hauled Blass up with a rope and discovered a dragon’s fang had been driven through his boot.


  Cassaway suspected that the creature had gotten stuck in the shaft, perhaps by a belly full of Vanderbergs, and died. He wanted the remains, which were packed with dirt, so we lowered him to inspect them. In his excitement, he failed to notice that Blass’s fall had largely dislodged the body. Under Cassaway’s weight it broke free. The rope was jerked from our grasp, and the shaft, unsupported by the clot, did collapse, and Cassaway disappeared into the earth. Every effort we made to recover him failed.


  Zenger nodded and poured us both another dram. “Cassaway died doing what he loved,” he said. We reflected silently, then Zenger smiled and related several wonderful stories his son had not included in his books or lectures. I hope I’m so well eulogized.


  When Zenger showed me to the door, I confessed that I had had no authority to speak with him, given our mission’s secrecy; nevertheless, I owed it to Cassaway to tell him what had happened. Zenger said, “You honor me, sir, and him. Thank you.”


  Would he have thanked me knowing how I’d lied to him, just as I had to Lincoln?


  Blass didn’t fall into the well. He was dragged. From the trail, we saw a pale, hairless arm reach up through the loam behind him. An impossibly long hand with even longer claws grabbed his ankles, squeezed them together, and yanked Blass waist-deep into the ground. Cassaway dived at the scrabbling man as another claw rose to clutch the agent’s pack. Cassaway caught one of Blass’s wrists, but the claws tore him away, and Blass was swallowed by a maelstrom of collapsing leaves.


  “Those were no dragon’s claws,” Cassaway said. “They were more like a girl’s made monstrous.”


  He crawled to the now-exposed shaft, stuck his head in, and said he heard the agent screaming. He called for rope to lower him.


  I said I’d go; the agent was my man. Cassaway said, “Yes, but I led him here.”


  He descended with a lantern and his dirk. We unspooled all two hundred feet of our rope. The lantern became a spark. Cassaway yelled, “I see the bottom.” Then the rope jerked and stretched. Cassaway yelled. We started reeling in, but the rope snapped. The lantern went out. My calls went unanswered.


  We drew up the rope. It had been slashed.


  What rope we had left wouldn’t have reached bottom, so we spent the day with our rifles leveled at the hole. I’d have sent a man to Hurley for more rope, but that could’ve compromised our mission. Others would’ve come back to help, news would have spread, and my being there with Cassaway might have signaled to the rebels we wanted a dragon for the war. These frogs may have given the nation a president, but they also feed the Copperheads.


  Near dusk, my courage snapped. We walked to the village of Hurley, unwilling to spend a night on the mountain.


  Around the inn by lamplight, the villagers hawked dragon gimcracks, shoddy copies of Cassaway’s books, and cards reproducing Vanderberg’s paintings. I asked the ancient book dealer whether the creature had been spotted recently, and a slattern sprawled miraculous on the porch called me a fool. “The stories,” she slurred, “were meant to lure us Reubens to Hurley and get us to buy their goods.” There was nothing on that mountain. She didn’t think there’d even been a massacre, certainly no Gerd Vanderberg. I’d have questioned her further, but sharp looks from the villagers and a blow from the book dealer’s stick sent her staggering away.


  I saw what I saw, though, dragon or not, and if the war hadn’t intervened, I’d have already torn the mountain asunder to find it. I will in time. I owe Cassaway that as well, having doctored Brady’s photos to lure him there.


  * * *


  Hurley Village, N.Y.


  Friday, March 20th, 1863


  



  My Dearest Brother Broos,


  I’m sorry I haven’t written for a week, and please forgive my shaky hand. I’m in a bad state, and now I have little time. I think they’re going to take me up the mountain soon.


  I’m not sorry for speaking to that Reuben. I know I should have kept my mouth shut. I know we need the Reubens. If it’s not one of them, it has to be one of us. Old Sam’s told me that more times than I deserve. It shouldn’t be anyone, though, and when I saw that Reuben outside the Bridge House asking about the dragon, I couldn’t stop myself, even with Old Sam right there listening. He ran me off, and now through my window I can see him coming down the street to speak with Moe.


  It won’t be like when I took you up. Moe was so proud of you. When she tossed you in the air, you looked like an angel in your whites. When she helped me into my greens, she nearly hugged me. She held my hands before slipping on the gloves, and she smiled a bit while putting on the hood. I still felt like a fat bean. I wish I’d been as tiny as Moe and Groot were at that age. I spent half the walk worried I’d burst and humiliate Moe. I wonder if I’ll get whites or have to wear this filthy dress. If I do, I doubt Moe will help me put them on.


  She’ll say, I bet you’d like to change places with a Reuben now, Muil. And when I break down and say yes, she’ll call me a willful fool and say nothing can be done about it. She’ll be happy, too. Moe doesn’t like Old Sam gulling the Reubens to go up any more than I do, but that’s because she believes it must be one of us that’s taken.


  She fears Old Sam’s broken the bargain already. Some days, Moe says the savages are coming and they’ll burn Hurley again. Other days, she says the Redcoats won’t spare us this time, and they’ll burn Hurley the way they did Kingston. I tell her there aren’t any Esopus left in the county, and the British are decades gone too, so on those days she says it’s the southern traitors that’ll sneak through Pennsylvania and burn us in our sleep.


  So I can’t count on her defending me to Old Sam, nor could I defend myself. He wouldn’t let me blame the drink. Or my willfulness. Or Mr. Zenger for telling me the last time he passed through that, yes, the truth must out, however extraordinary. It was all of those things, though, Broos. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had the strength to say a word. And now I’m sure they’ll take me up the mountain for it. Old Sam is speaking low and steady to Moe downstairs. That’s never a hopeful thing.


  I expect he’ll tell Moe that he’ll take me up, then she’ll say, No, Sanne’s my daughter; I let her stray, so I will. Decrepit as Moe is, she’s been itching to put on her greens again. She keeps them folded and fresh in the cedar chest. She’d never pass up a chance to show our neighbors how things used to be done. Once the Reubens started going up, they forgot their roles and what it meant for one of us to be taken.


  She’ll march me over the bridge to join them at the apple tree where Taylor was lately hanged as a spy. I don’t imagine she’ll lift my hood and kiss me the way you did, and our neighbors won’t wrap themselves around us. They’ll be relieved. No one will thank me, and they’ll put me out of mind afterward.


  I’m scared already, Broos. I wish you were here. I’ve never seen anyone be as brave as you. You didn’t hold my hand when I took you up. You let me hold yours. All the way, you sang your little songs. In een groen-groen-groen-groen knollen-knollen-land, daar zaten twee haasjes. Near the top, you said, “Don’t worry, Sanne. Everything will be glorious, then everyone will be safe.” I nearly cried. I would now if Old Sam and Moe wouldn’t hear me.


  When we get to the old house, Moe will prop me on the stump where you sat, then wait for me to disappoint her the way I have my whole life. I hope I do. I hope my taking is quick and boring and inglorious, and I hope she comes off the mountain feeling empty and frustrated, not because I’m being taken, but because of what she said after you were.


  I came off the mountain and rushed into the circle of our neighbors. I wanted to scream at everyone. I wanted to call them monsters. Then Moe stepped toward me. She seemed clothed in the sun from all the lanterns, and she held out her arms. I flew to her. I couldn’t help it. I squeezed her, smelled her, and laughed louder than I ever had. I said, “I know what living’s like now, Moe. Thank you for choosing me.”


  She shoved me away and, in front of everyone, slapped me twice. She said, “Stomme meid. I didn’t choose you. I chose Broos. He was my best child, and you’re disgracing his taking.” Then she started weeping and ran back home. She was supposed to ask me what I saw. I was supposed to tell her for everyone to hear so they could know the manner and price of our protection. She never did ask. I broke that night, Broos, and I don’t know if it was because of what I saw or because I didn’t get to share it.


  To this day, I can’t stop seeing Gerd leap out of the brush at you. I can’t stop hearing you scream or the sound of something snapping inside your chest, then something else, then you collapsing to the ground. I can’t stop smelling Gerd as she squatted over your hips, bony and pale, filthy and naked and no bigger than you, no more than a girl herself. I can’t stop feeling those terrible claws scrape your chin, your lips, your pudgy cheek, then pinch off a bloody chunk and pop it into her mouth. And I can’t forget how I just stood there, amazed that Gerd really couldn’t see things that are green and that I would live, when I should have been defending my beautiful little brother, Old Sam’s bargain be d—med.


  Old Sam and Moe went outside. He’s speaking to a crowd of neighbors, furiously calm while Moe is calmly furious. It won’t be long now. I could sneak out the back, but where would I go? All roads lead to the mountain, Moe says.


  I can only pray that she’ll tell our neighbors a dozen times over all the terrible details of my taking, and they might be so appalled that they refuse to let Old Sam send one of us up afterward, which is why I’ve been trying to scare off the Reubens in the first place. It’s a poor bargain for me, a cheat, really, but no better than a sinner like me deserves.


  Considering my state, I’m sorry if this letter is less graceful in the reading than I imagine it to be in the writing, and if it is my last to you, please remember me affectionately as, forever,


  Your loving sister,


  Suzanne Vanderberg


  * * *


  



  Please deliver or mail, postage due, to


  Mr. Wykoff Zenger, No. 181 East 65th St, NY City


  



  West of Hurley, NY


  Mar. 20th 1863


  



  Dear Father,


  



  I hope we’re reading this letter together over a glass of whisky in the library. If not, don’t be alarmed. The expedition has gone awry, but in such an extraordinary way that Mr. Harper will surely pay handsomely for my true account. Indeed, you might copy out the beginning below and submit it as an advertisement for the rest:


  Instead of going through Hurley, where I would have been recognized, I approached the Vanderberg settlement from the west on the old trail. A few hundred yards away, I happened upon a hunter watering the underbrush. As I waited to hail him, a pale arm punched through the loam, its long hand unfurling even longer claws, and before I could shout, it clutched the man’s ankles, yanked him off his feet, and dragged him into the earth.


  I dove at the hole only to hear the man thudding down a deep shaft. My bullseye’s light couldn’t reach the bottom. The walls had been gouged by dozens of desperate fingers. The stench of rot and excrement rose into my mouth. Nonetheless, I thought I heard the man scream, so I knotted my ropes together and secured one end to a black oak, doffed my pack, and slid after him.


  Forty yards down, the shaft became a limestone chimney. Had the Vanderbergs dug the shaft as a well or latrine, I wondered, accidentally freeing the creature from a cavern below? Or had the creature dug its own way out? Was it a pech? A wight? A native demon? Had I improbably discovered another hidden creature relegated to legend?


  Fifteen yards farther, my bullseye found the hunter. His legs splayed unnaturally at the bottom as if he’d been dropped the way turtles are by eagles. His trousers had been violently torn open, his legs tentatively so. His torso had slipped into a space beyond the shaft, and I didn’t want to imagine what the creature was doing to it. Then the rope jerked above me.


  From a niche I hadn’t noticed, two claws were deftly shredding my rope. I all but released it, needing just seconds to reach what safety the bottom might bring, but the rope snapped. I tumbled, my head smacked the limestone, and darkness took me.


  I woke on my side. Pain hammered my skull. I swallowed my vomit. I faced a long, bone-strewn gallery, lit by my bullseye, that doubled and tripled until I squinted. Past my feet I saw the shaft, which met the cavern like a dumbwaiter’s would, ten yards away. The creature must have dragged me away from the hunter to save me for later. To ensure later never came, I reached for my dirk, and toes scraped the rock behind my head.


  My body clenched. I doubt I breathed. The creature leaned in, stinking of sweat and vinegar. It drew its claws over my cheek, pinching, prodding, at one point, cooing. I’d have wailed like a soul in hell had another’s wail, a woman’s, not echoed down the shaft.


  The creature bounded off to listen. In the light reflected by the cavern walls, it took shape: short and slight with overlong arms, bony, pale as the grave, female. Was it a feral human, lost for ages as the dragons had been? Whatever the danger to me, I couldn’t kill the creature. It was no dumb beast. I could, however, capture it. I reached for the rope dangling from my waist.


  The creature turned to me. It had a doll’s face, the picture of a proper young lady, until the creature smiled with shards of teeth, growled, and scuttled toward the surface.


  I left my bullseye as a decoy and waited beside the shaft. The woman, I hoped, would make the trip more safely than the hunter had. He stared at me from the bloodstained floor with empty sockets and smiled with a lipless mouth. Oddly, his torso and arms remained untouched, though his jacket was no thicker than his trousers.


  The woman shrieked. Leaves and needles rained down the shaft. I made a loop with my rope. I’d get the creature around the neck, pin its arms to its sides, and bind it before what strength I had ran out. The women yelled, “No, please!” A moment later she bounced into the gallery in a cloud of gin, miraculously unhurt.


  Had the woman been sober, she’d have broken every bone. Instead, drink had stuffed her with rags. She rolled and moaned, which drew me instinctively to her side and gave the creature its chance. It sprang onto my back.


  We danced around the cavern. I tried to throw the creature down by its hair, while the creature twisted my head like the stuck lid of a mason jar. Our baffling echoes, the uneven floor, the bullseye flashing while we reeled, all disoriented me. For a moment the bullseye went out, and I stumbled to one knee, thinking I might never rise again, then the light returned like a locomotive’s, roaring past my face to slam into the creature’s head. It groaned and loosened its grip. The light slammed again, and something in the creature snapped. A third slam snapped something else. The creature fell off me, staggered two steps, and collapsed, dead.


  The woman, bent and heaving, set one hand on my shoulder to steady herself. The other held my freshly dented bullseye. She’d donned the hunter’s jacket, which hung to her knees and with the collar up, nearly enveloped her head. At my look, she said, “Gerd can’t see green,” and collapsed herself, exhausted by drink and exertion. She’s still asleep, dreaming with the smile of a child.


  Although the creature bears no ritual marks and carried no crafted objects, I suspect it belonged to a tribe. A breeze and brief foray suggested the gallery connects to a complex that could rival Howe’s, and unless my mind was playing tricks, I heard queer sounds coming from it, and I felt watched. So I’ve opened the bullseye as wide as possible, which does my headache no good, but at least makes it easier to write.


  What I can’t make easier is knowing that, since I was a boy, I’ve been chasing a phantom. The legend of the Catskill dragon was probably stitched together from accounts of this creature. Was it originally called Gerd before the name migrated to that of the surviving girl, if such a girl ever existed, with the dragon then invented to take the role of creature? Or did the girl’s name migrate to the creature? Were it possible for anything to live so long, I’d think the creature and girl were one, the latter turned over time into a regional bugbear like the Jersey Devil. That this bugbear was real is small consolation for a dragon that isn’t.


  As soon as the woman awakens, we’ll head into the complex in search of an exit. We can’t climb the shaft, and I left my pack with my provisions above. We do have water, my canteen and the hunter’s, so we could survive for a week unmolested. I’m not excited about having to eat bugs again.


  In case we don’t make it, I’m sealing this letter inside the detached cover of my diary and leaving it at the bottom of the shaft where, with luck, it’ll be found only by someone who can see the color green. I’ve also chalked warnings on the walls that the finder should turn back. I won’t have anyone follow me into danger.


  Whether I’m gone for a week, a month, or more, I’m sorry for your worries—and for a letter less buoyant than I’d originally intended. At least my absence will heighten interest in my full account, which will include what the woman can tell, if she’s willing to, about the creature. As always, I’ll share my discoveries with you first over whisky in the library. That day can’t come soon enough. Until then, I have the honor to be, sir,


  



  Your devoted son,


  Cassaway Zenger


  



  P.S. Father, this is for you alone:


  



  You said you didn’t regret taking me to van Buren’s exhibition because my passions might cost me my life, but they also made my life worth living. You’ve never been more right than now. Standing at the edge of an abyss, I haven’t felt this alive since heading up the Hudson to find the Blue.


  At the same time, I’m terribly ashamed. By promoting the Green as real, how many people have I lured into the creature’s clutches? So many have disappeared during the last three decades. That, I can’t live with. After this expedition, after I tell the world what the dragon really is, I’ve decided to put away my childish passions and take up a new pursuit. In fact, I’ve already thought of one:


  What would Blackstone say about the rights of American dragons? The zoo has done excellent work taking care of mine, but I suspect they’ll soon be confiscated in order to put them to a monstrous use. I must protect them.


  —WAY


  


Stephen S. Power


  [image: Image]


  Stephen S. Power's novel "The Dragon Round" was just published by Simon & Schuster. His has recently appeared at "AE," Daily Science Fiction" and "Flash Fiction Online," and he has stories forthcoming in "Amazing Stories" and “Lightspeed.” He tweets at @stephenspower, his site is stephenspower.com, and he lives in Maplewood, NJ.


Her Glimmering Facade


  By Eleanor R. Wood | 6,000 words


  My aunt Toshiko disappeared two days after my wedding. She was beaming at the ceremony, seated beside my parents at the banquet, hugging my beautiful bride and welcoming her to the family. She waved us off on our honeymoon, cheeks flushed with champagne, her glossy black hair trailing from its bun. It was the last time I saw her.


  Gia and I spent ten days basking in the glow of love and warm pearlescent beaches. Until I saw the lavender seas of Pathos 5 for myself, I didn’t believe the brochures. We stayed in a beachfront chalet overlooking a bay ringed by teal-forested mountains. Bright parrot lizards perched in the trees, lending their colour to the vista’s rainbow palette. We ate spicy fruits and fresh seafood and watched psychedelic sunsets. Gia taught me yoga; I taught her to surf.


  Dad picked us up from the spaceport. He smiled and hugged us, but with quiet tension. He let us tell him about our holiday before he brought us fully back to Earth with his news.


  “I hate to spoil your mood so soon, Carlos.” He threw me a sad glance from the driver’s seat. “Ma and I didn’t want to worry you on your honeymoon. But it’s Toshiko. She’s missing.”


  “What do you mean, ‘missing’?” Gia asked over my perplexed silence.


  “No one’s seen her in over a week. She’s not home. Her car’s outside. Her purse and phone are still in the house.”


  I found my tongue. “Are you saying she’s been abducted or something?”


  Gia squeezed my hand, in fear or reassurance.


  “We just don’t know. The police haven’t found anything unusual. They’ve traced her last known movements, and nothing seems out of the ordinary. We’re just waiting for news. Any news.”


  The honeymoon glow was already a fading memory. While my wife and I had been on an exotic planet, captivated by each other and its surreal beauty, tragedy had befallen my family. Toshiko wasn’t my aunt by blood. She was my mother’s dearest friend, and I’d called her “Aunt” my whole life. She’d always been there for me, in her warm, levelheaded way. She used to take me to basketball practice, let me hang out at her place after school, listen to my woes about unrequited crushes. She’d encouraged me to study engineering. She’d introduced me to Gia.


  “How’s Ma?” I could imagine her anxiety.


  “Much as we’ve all been. Searching. Alerting missing persons sites. Uploading posters. Worrying for her friend. But she can’t wait to see you.” He smiled at me in the rearview mirror, but I couldn’t smile back.


  “You okay, bear?” Gia asked me, caressing my palm the way she did when she was worried. Sorrow had replaced the joy in her green eyes.


  I put my arm around her shoulders. “I don’t know.”


  Dad took the skyway route—more traffic than the road, but faster. When he pulled up at home, Ma was sitting on the front porch, book in her hand as ever, beside a jug of blackberry wine and a tray of snacks to welcome us. She threw her arms around Gia and me in turn.


  “How was your honeymoon, my loves?”


  We smiled and told her of the wonders we’d seen, but I was distracted. Gia sensed my impatience and took Dad aside to show him our photos so I could sit with Ma.


  “Dad told us about Aunt Toshiko.”


  Ma’s face fell, and she reached for my hand. “There’s been nothing, Carlos. No news at all. Not even a hint as to where she’s gone. It’s as if she vanished into thin air.” I heard the hitch in her voice.


  “Have the police spoken to her family?” She had few relatives, but her elderly uncle lived nearby and she had a brother in Japan.


  “They haven’t heard from her. Her poor uncle’s fraught with worry. I feel so helpless. I can’t think of anything else to do ...” She broke down in tears and I held her, feeling numb.


  I visited Toshiko’s house the next day. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Her hanging baskets decorated the cottage with clusters of colour and bustling aromas, while her roses bloomed red, pink, and orange in their beds below. I stood before her front door and had to believe it was all a mistake. Surely she was inside, preparing food or weaving on her loom or designing some miraculous technology to be shared only when she’d got it just right?


  But when I let myself in, the house was silent. Only the ticking of her clocks broke the stillness, like tiny ripples on a pond. I walked through the rooms, watering her neglected bonsai and picking up fallen petals from an orchid. Her rear garden was as lush and bright as the front, but she wasn’t sitting at her patio table calculating ratios or pruning potted trees. Her absence rang loud in the silence. I opened her patio doors and let in the sounds of birdsong she couldn’t hear, and I finally knew that she was gone.


  I let the dread wash over me. Every memory I had of Toshiko assailed me at that moment. I longed for her to breeze through the door and laugh at our foolish worries. After a while, I longed for her to appear so I could chastise her for terrifying us all. But I knew she would never do that to us, and my tears flowed with fear that she might never come back.


  My phone chimed. When I answered, Gia looked up at me from the screen and halted whatever she’d been about to say.


  “Oh, bear. Don’t do this to yourself. Come home?”


  I wiped my face with one hand. “I’m coming back now.”


  “Good. I love you.” She smiled sadly and hung up.


  As I locked the front door, a wave of dizziness hit me. I stumbled against the porch frame and struggled to get my bearings as the world whirled about my head. It passed after a moment, leaving me light-headed. By the time I got home, I was ravenous.


  “It’s just the shock and worry,” Gia assured me as she cleared away the supper dishes. “Have an early night and see how you feel tomorrow.”


  I kissed her and apologised for not helping clean up. Sleep sounded great. I dozed off wondering why I still felt as though I hadn’t eaten in days.


  * * *


  “Sorry to hear you’re not feeling too good, sport.” Dad looked concerned.


  “Probably just something I picked up on the trip home. Space flights are basically germ dispensaries, right?”


  “Plenty of bed rest!” I heard Ma’s voice from the background. Dad pointed his phone at her, and I had a glimpse of her shaking a finger at me before he came back on screen. I had to smile.


  “The police want to speak to Gia and me. Apparently, we’re the only ones from the wedding they haven’t interviewed yet.”


  “Well, it was the last occasion Toshiko attended. They’re trying any lead available.”


  “I know. It makes sense. They might come by today, although I’ve told them I’m not feeling great. I’m sure we’ve got nothing new to tell them, but everything helps, I guess.”


  “You bet. Heard you went by her house yesterday.”


  “Yeah.” I closed my eyes against a new onslaught of vertigo. “Yeah, that was tough. Had to see for myself, though, you know?”


  “I know. Listen, bud, you look pale. Get some rest. We’ll talk again later.”


  I waved good-bye and bent my head between my knees, fighting unconsciousness. I lost and blacked out.


  * * *


  There were wires, and tubes, and something covered my face. I was too weak to pull it away. Dark metal. Plastic ... rigging? My hands felt thick and cumbersome and the ringing in my ears wouldn’t stop. I shook my head and giddiness spun me into the black again.


  * * *


  I woke up in bed. Gia stood over me, with Dad just behind her.


  “He’s coming around,” she said, relief on her face.


  “The doctor’s on her way,” Ma said from the bedroom doorway. “Oh, love, you’re awake!”


  “Don’t crowd him, Rita,” Dad said. “The lad needs to breathe.”


  “What happened?” I asked, still feeling faint.


  “You passed out,” Gia said. I’d always teased her about the frown line between her eyes. It didn’t seem so cute when she was worried. “I couldn’t wake you ... I called your parents. Your dad helped me get you up here. How do you feel?”


  “Weak ... hungry. I had the strangest dream.”


  “I’ll get you some soup and bread, love,” Ma called, already on her way downstairs.


  “I didn’t know you could dream while passed out.” Dad looked puzzled.


  “It was horrible.” I leaned back into the pillows. “Frightening and claustrophobic.”


  “It’s all right, bear.” Gia kissed me on the forehead. “You’re safe. You’re going to be fine.”


  I closed my eyes for a while and wished Toshiko were here. Much as I loved my family, their fretting wasn’t helping. Toshiko would have ushered them all out and delivered remedies in her sensible, pragmatic way. Where was she? I fought tears, feeling miserable and pathetic. I wasn’t myself. This wasn’t right.


  “The doctor’s here!” Ma called from below.


  I struggled to haul myself upright, and the room spun a dance around my bed. No ... please ... not again ... Nausea crept up my throat and my consciousness dissipated once more. Gia’s anxious face was the last thing I saw.


  * * *


  Can you wake up in a dream?


  That’s how it felt the second time; not as though I’d fallen into the sleeping awareness of a dream reality, but as though I’d regained consciousness and found myself somewhere else entirely. The ringing in my ears was louder this time and I plunged into claustrophobic panic. Disorientation fuzzed my brain as I sought my bearings. Everything looked dim, as if through sunglasses. Goggles. I pulled at them, but they remained in place, and my fingers felt nothing as I touched them. My hands weren’t my hands. My motions were slow and fluid, as though I was suspended in something. My heart fluttered in increasing terror as I flailed and yelled and tried to free myself, aware of nothing but the blank, all-consuming panic shoving out any rational thought.


  After a minute or an eternity, I ceased my struggling, exhausted and breathless. I forced myself to calm, to breathe, to extend my senses and figure this out. The ringing wasn’t in my head, I realised. It sounded like some kind of alarm. I lifted my clunky hands in front of my face and saw they were encased in firm gloves. The backs looked like plastic robot hands, and the fingertips and palms were padded. My T-shirt and shorts had been replaced with a skintight suit. When I yanked off one of the gloves, it dangled from the sleeve by wires like a child’s mitten on a string. My skin looked pasty. With my fingertips free, I felt for the goggles again and discovered they merged with the suit, which covered my head. Only my mouth and nose were exposed. I scrabbled at the back of my neck, searching for a fastener that would release me from this inexplicable second skin.


  I found it. A tiny concealed zip began under my chin and wound around my neck and down the back of the suit. Despite my trembling fingers, I managed to unzip the hood, peeling it back from my face and ridding myself of the clumsy goggles. I looked at them in bewilderment. Their surface resembled a screen rather than a clear lens, and there were more wires and exposed microchips on the inside.


  I could see properly now, although my surroundings made no sense. The dizziness, worse than ever, didn’t help either. I was rigged up to some sort of mesh hammock, inside a black metal frame with wires and screens and tubes running along the inside. My feet were locked into boots connected with more wires to what looked like a sophisticated treadmill. To my left was an opening. Beyond it, I could make out a metallic floor and dusky, yellowish lighting.


  I pulled off the other glove and twisted to work out how to free myself from the hammock contraption. Elastic clips joined it to the suit, so I unclipped them and managed to stand up in the weird, springy boots. My head spun and I clutched at the framework in order to remain upright. Something heavy hung at my side. I looked down and saw, to my horror, that I appeared to be attached to a large bag of my own waste. Had I slipped into some sort of coma? Was this a hospital? Repulsed, I tried to pull the bag away, but a sharp, gurgling tug in my gut dissuaded me. I had no idea how to disconnect the tubes entering the suit and my flesh beneath.


  I swayed as nausea bulged up from my stomach. Just how ill was I, anyway? And where were the nurses who’d clearly been caring for me? No one had come at my panicked yelling, and that alarm was still ringing.


  Still leaning on the frame, I freed my feet from the boots and stepped out through its opening. I emerged into a room that looked nothing like a hospital. The walls were the same dull metal as the floor and supported several banks of machinery. The dim yellow light came from a panel in the ceiling, and the incessant alarm emanated from a computer bank to my left. Directly opposite was a machine framework identical to the one I’d woken up in. Its opening faced me, and I could make out another patient suspended inside. At least, I hoped we were patients. My mind tried to suggest alternatives, but they left a frightening chill in the pit of my stomach and I pushed them away.


  I no longer believed I was dreaming.


  I turned to the alarm’s source. A red light blinked in time with the high-pitched beep. The display panel flashed an Urgent Message alert. I looked around, still half expecting someone to come in and take over. There was a door panel at one end of the room, but it remained closed. The effort to extricate myself from the mechanical structure had drained every last drop of my energy. I didn’t even have the reserves to walk the few paces to the door. I turned back to the display instead, and touched the screen.


  The alarm stopped, although the light continued to blink. The message appeared on the screen, pale text against a dark background. I read it three times before it began to register.


  Carlos, if you’re reading this, something must have happened to me. You need to do three things immediately. First, open the panel below this screen and remove one of the nutrient packs inside. Unhook the spent pack from your feeding tube and replace it with the new one. Second, repeat the procedure with the colostomy bags on the shelf below. Third, you’ll find a datacard secured to the inside of the panel door. Remove it, insert it into the slot below this screen, and return to your harness unit. Hook yourself up, and I’ll explain everything. I’m so sorry you have to face this alone. —T


  My body shivered. The combination of fatigue, hunger, and bewilderment had dissolved my nerves and I wondered whether I was hallucinating. Feeding tube? I looked down and saw a nozzle protruding from my abdomen. Reminiscent of a hose connector, it was clearly designed to attach to something. I stumbled over to my contraption and saw a squat mechanism tucked behind the hammock mesh. A loose tube dangled from an empty bag attached to it. I must have dislodged the tube during my initial panic. The mechanism whirred softly, and I deduced it was a pump for pushing the bag’s contents into my digestive tract. I felt queasy.


  T.


  T ...


  I didn’t want to think about it. A horrible, creeping certainty uncoiled itself from my stomach and tingled up my spine. My back was to the other unit. I told myself I was imagining the scent of decay that lay over the barren room. Dread seemed to permeate the air as I turned towards what I’d assumed was my fellow patient. With leaden feet, I approached the unit and looked in at the figure hooked up to a harness identical to mine. The goggles were in place, the gloves and skintight grey suit encased the body, but it hung limply in the harness, the mesh hammock loose around it. The stench of death clung to my nostrils and I gagged.


  I tried to look away. I tried to tell myself the sunken cheeks and sallow flesh made her unrecognisable. I tried to believe her remains belonged to someone else, someone I’d never met and had no reason to mourn. But I knew. I knew as soon as I saw her. I knew when I looked through the dim screen of the goggles and put her features together, however lifeless and hollow. I’d known her face all my life.


  I sank to the hard floor and let the pain take me.


  Toshiko ...


  I clutched my lank hair in my hands and wept, long and hard. I had no reserves to draw on, save the agony of grief.


  * * *


  The wave of sorrow receded and left me drained and aching. I had never felt weakness like it. Toshiko’s message flooded back to me, and I knew I had to meet my body’s needs before it failed me altogether. I crawled to the panel below the computer screen. Inside were stacks of pouches, fat with nutritious fluid. Below them were empty bags, ready to receive the fluid’s remnants after my intestines had processed it. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t have food. Was there something wrong with my stomach? I felt the warm weight of the bag against my hip and supposed maybe there was.


  Swapping empty and full bags was straightforward enough, though surreal. I wondered again just how long I’d been out cold and who had performed these surgeries. My brain was too hazy to decipher my predicament, but I needed answers. Had someone kidnapped me and Toshiko? What had happened to her? She’d clearly been alive when I got here, or she wouldn’t have left me her message.


  It was time to fulfil the final part of that message.


  I found the tiny datacard and inserted it into the slot. Returning to the harness contraption, I connected the feeding tube to the port in my abdomen and set about clipping myself in. I attached the hammock, pulled on the hood and goggles, and donned the gloves. I had no idea what to expect, but Toshiko’s instructions were all I had in this bizarre, alien environment.


  The goggles darkened to opacity. A disorienting sensation washed over me, from my fingertips to my toes, with a dip of fresh vertigo. I think I passed out again.


  * * *


  I stood at Aunt Toshiko’s front door on a bright, sunny day. The intoxicating scent of her hanging baskets would have placed me there even if I’d had my eyes shut. I looked around. Was I home, safe, as if nothing had happened? The accursed blackouts were messing with my brain. The door stood open, as if inviting me in. I entered, expecting police or detectives.


  But it was Toshiko’s voice that called to me from the garden.


  “Carlos? I’m out here. Come through.”


  I had to be dreaming. I walked through her cottage, as real and familiar as ever, and found her on the back patio, secateurs in one hand, a straw hat on her head, and a bonsai on the table before her. She turned to me and smiled.


  “You made it.”


  Emotion choked me. “You ... you’re here. You’re all right.”


  Her expression saddened. She put down her cutters and came to me, wrapping her arms around my chest. Her head reached my chin, and I placed my cheek on her hair and hugged her.


  She pulled away gently. “Come, sit with me. I have things to tell you.”


  I sat on a patio chair and she took the one beside me. “I got your message. But I don’t understand how you’re here. You were ... I saw you.” My voice trembled at the memory and the discrepancy of her sitting with me now.


  She took a breath, as if steeling herself. “I died. Didn’t I?”


  “Yes, but ...”


  “Carlos, I’m so sorry. I tried to protect you from all this, but I should have told you before now. I just couldn’t bring myself to shatter your world. And now I have to, and it breaks my heart.” Her eyes shimmered with tears. My belly was a knot of ice.


  She gazed around her fragrant garden and caressed one of the bonsai’s gnarled branches. “This world—our world—is an illusion. It’s a simulated environment, a place I created for us to live. Everything you’ve ever known was designed just for you. Every moment of your life since toddlerhood has been spent inside a virtual reality. This reality.


  “I built it. I’ve maintained it. I’ve kept our bodies healthy while our minds have lived here, experiencing a life we could never have had otherwise. I always knew you’d be in trouble if something happened to me. That’s why I set the alarm and coded the program to infiltrate your perceptions if I failed to come around at my weekly time. I wrote this program, the one we’re in now, to provide you with answers. I’m a simulation, Carlos. Until now, you’ve always interacted with the real me, just as I’ve interacted with the real you. But now I’m a message I left you in case you needed it.”


  I couldn’t breathe. I could barely take in what she was saying.


  “You’re not making any sense, Toshiko. You’re telling me, what, the world isn’t real? How can that be? I’ve lived in it all my life!”


  She took my hand in that immediately calming manner she had. “I know you have. I designed it for that very purpose.” She paused. “Where did you think you were when you woke up?”


  “What, when I found your message?”


  “Yes.”


  “I thought it was a dream. When I realised it wasn’t, I thought it was some kind of hospital, that maybe I’d been in a coma or something.”


  “It’s not a hospital. It’s a room in the real world. Your body’s there right now. So is mine.”


  My head was spinning again. I pulled my hand from hers and stood up to pace her lawn. The garden was a sensory banquet of colour and scent and birdsong. The grass felt springy under my feet. The air was soft and cool in my lungs. How could it be an illusion?


  Yet the cold room in which I’d awoken, stripped of life and colour, had felt just as real. Its hard walls, blaring alarm, yellow light. The claustrophobic suit. The weight of my own waste against my leg. The sickly odour of death. I suddenly understood that if one was real and one designed, the designed one would be bright and safe and welcoming. If reality was bleak and harsh, what better way to escape it?


  I turned back to Toshiko. Her expression was patient and sad.


  “Why?”


  She sighed and spoke in slow, measured tones. “You and I are all that remain of an extraterrestrial colony. Our parents were scientists who left Earth with two dozen others to found a satellite habitat to orbit and study Venus. I was a child when my family emigrated into space; you were one of the new generation born on board the space station that became our home. We established ourselves and thrived above the yellow planet for decades before a catastrophe destroyed us.


  “Venus doesn’t have the protective magnetosphere of Earth, and of course it’s nearer the sun.” She took a deep breath and met my eyes. “A massive solar storm hit the planet and swept us out of orbit. It knocked out our communications, destroyed half our solar panels, and left us hurtling through space. We were helpless, adrift, with no means to contact Earth and no way to know how badly they had been affected by the storm. As a satellite, we had no long-range propulsion. Our power source was halved. We had to crowd into a fraction of the station’s living space to conserve energy.


  “Some blamed the crowded conditions, others said our radiation shields had been damaged, and without the power to grow enough food we were certainly malnourished, but whatever the cause, illness took hold. Contagion spread. I managed to fight it off. You seemed to have a natural immunity and escaped it altogether.” Her voice faltered. “By the time it finished its rampage, we were the only two left alive. Me, a thirty-one-year-old programming engineer, and you, an eighteen-month-old boy at the very beginning of life. There was still no contact with Earth. I couldn’t maintain the station’s full systems on my own. I couldn’t face a blank, lifeless future, and I couldn’t consign you to one.


  “So I adapted the station’s VR equipment and built onto its existing software to develop the most sophisticated program I’ve ever encountered. I programmed the surgical bots to fit us with neural implants and digestion tubes. I created us somewhere to live.”


  I slumped back into my seat. Numbness crept over me. I didn’t know how to begin processing what she was saying. I cleared my throat and grasped the first coherent thought that came to me.


  “What about Gia? And Ma and Dad? Are they on Earth, or in another colony, hooked up to other machines?”


  Toshiko closed her eyes before answering. “No ... Carlos. I told you. Even if Earth escaped the brunt of the storm, we have no way to communicate with them.” She took my hand again. Hers was slender and warm. “Your family, my family, all of our friends and loved ones ... they’re part of the simulation. I wrote them. For us. So we could live normal lives and engage with other people. You and I are the only ones with physical counterparts.”


  My insides felt as though they’d been plunged in freezing water. I couldn’t register Toshiko’s words. “Are you saying they’re not real?” My voice came out as a whisper.


  A tear rolled down her cheek. “They’re as real as I could possibly make them. They’re as real as they are to both of us. I wanted you to have a family, Carlos. Parents to love and cherish you. I could have played that role, but ... I wanted you to know people of all ethnicities. I wanted to populate your world with as many kinds of people as I could, so you’d get to experience humanity. It was a sort of tribute to them too ... all those we’ve lost.”


  I thought of everyone I knew. I’d never noticed it before. My parents—Latino. Gia—fair-skinned and freckled, with auburn hair. My best friend at school—tall, with dark skin. Toshiko—petite and Japanese. She’d made our world a memorial for everyone she’d known. A requiem for humanity.


  But how could I go back, knowing it was all fabricated? How could I begin to accept that everything I’d ever known was an elaborate pretence?


  I realised I was sobbing. My face was wet, the salt liquid gathering at the corners of my mouth. Every sensation seemed acute, as though I had to feel it all in sharp detail, goading my mind to deny its existence. Its reality.


  Toshiko was crying too. She reached to pull me into her embrace, but I couldn’t take it. I couldn’t let myself feel her warmth and essence and know she wasn’t real. I saw her putrefying remains, stark in my mind. She’d left me. She’d created a universe for me and then left me all alone in it.


  I walked away from her then. I didn’t want to hear any more. I couldn’t begin to consider what I was supposed to do now. I went back through her house and out the front door. I don’t know where I was heading. But I jolted back into my clinging harness, in the dark, metallic confines of my VR pod. The disorientation was nothing like the first time, but it still hit me with its wave of vertigo. The program had ended. She hadn’t written anything besides herself, in her home, talking to me.


  I yanked myself free of the suffocating tangle of suit and webbing and stumbled out of the unit, landing painfully on the steel floor. My tube came free again, but I felt stronger for the nutrients coursing through my bloodstream.


  I stood cautiously. The insipid light still coated the walls. The stench of decay still choked my nostrils. The closed door still occupied the wall beyond Toshiko’s unit. I couldn’t bring myself to confront her remains again ... but the door. Behind that door lay a deserted space colony. The place I’d come from.


  My knees felt weak as I approached the door. I set my shoulders and opened it. A waft of cold, stale air gusted past me. Beyond was darkness. When I stepped through, some long-abandoned power source flickered to life as my motion woke the lights.


  I wandered those corridors and chambers that still came alight as I entered them. I found grey bulkheads, and empty quarters, and the remains of a community that had grappled with survival and lost. I found dust, and debris, and chilly dampness. I found evidence of the living, and no one left alive. When I came upon a wide viewport, I stumbled in shock at the raw expanse beyond. Space travel had never frightened me before, but I wasn’t travelling now. I was stranded.


  I knew Toshiko would have exhausted every possibility over the last twenty-five years. But it was one thing to hear my fate from her simulation. Surely there were records. Computer logs, video diaries, something to confirm everything she’d told me.


  The station’s computer was easy enough to boot. Obviously the remaining solar panels were keeping some systems alive. Including your whole world, a snide voice whispered in the back of my mind. It took me a few moments to find log entries, but there were dozens of them. Some were password protected; others had public access. I scrolled back to the last cluster of entries and opened the top one.


  It showed a recording of a gaunt man, pale-faced, with sores on his forehead.


  “Magda died this afternoon. There are five of us left. Two children, three adults, and all but one of us are showing symptoms.” He coughed, a hacking wet sound that made me wince. “I’ve tried one last time to mend the communications array, but without Anwelo’s skill, we’re screwed.” A child began crying in the background. The man looked on the verge of joining in. He opened his mouth to continue, but swallowed hard and signed off instead.


  The next entry was three days later. I opened it, and a young Toshiko looked out at me. There were tears in her eyes. She held a dark-haired toddler.


  “We’re the last two,” she said. “I jettisoned Will’s body this morning. It’s just me and little Carlos.” She held the child close. He was all she had left. “I can hardly believe it, but I’m better. It’s as if I was meant to survive to help this little one. If I’d died too ...” She broke off and kissed the side of his curly head. A lump blocked my throat. That was the end of her entry.


  She’d left later accounts of the VR development: her excitement at the initial idea, programming glitches, physiological and hygiene issues, descriptions of fitting me with new suits as I grew.


  I stepped away from the computer, hit by the depth of Toshiko’s love. I wouldn’t have survived without her. I wandered away in a daze.


  * * *


  As I stood beneath the flickering light cells of a large communal chamber, gazing at abandoned furniture and discarded personal items, it assailed me. The hideous weight of a loneliness so crushing I thought I’d never be able to stand again. It bore me to the ground and I crouched, cowering like a frightened animal, my arms over my head and my breath choking out in hoarse gasps. I felt eviscerated, hollow, terrified. Out here, I was the only human. Utterly alone.


  I don’t know how long I huddled there, but after a time the lights went out due to my stillness. Even then, I couldn’t bring myself to move.


  It was the thought of Gia that roused me. My wife. My wife who consisted of binary coding and artificial, programmed intelligence. A fresh sob strangled me at the thought, which was also the realisation that artificial coding was all I had in the world. It was my world. Not this cold husk of an extinct population. That complex, all-encompassing, glimmering facade was all I would ever have. I could return to it, immerse myself in it, and share my life with the people Toshiko had fabricated for me ... or I could stay here, in this cold, lifeless reality until I lost my mind to it.


  It was no decision, really. I retraced my steps to the only room I’d ever lived in and hooked myself back up. Later, I would find a way to jettison Toshiko’s body and perhaps learn how she had died. Later, I would reload the program she’d left me and ask her how to maintain my equipment and keep myself alive, as she had always done for me. I could return to the station and scour the diagnostics for something the colonists had missed. If that proved fruitless, I could consume myself with overseeing my personal reality. But now, all I wanted was my beautiful wife. She was waiting, mercifully alone, when I came around. I pulled her into our bed with me and lost myself in her sweet, tangible reality. For that moment, there was nothing else in the world.


  * * *


  It’s been years since Toshiko taught me everything I needed to know. I’ve quizzed her virtual persona on everything she could possibly impart. She helped me write the satellite program, establishing a place in my world where the colonists are thriving in their Venusian orbit, making lives and discoveries and babies. I’ve railed at her, and wept with her, and done my best to express my gratitude for everything she created for me when she was alive. There’s nothing left to ask her now; nothing else to say.


  But still. Every now and again, when I miss her the most, or need to touch the last remaining link to my physical past, I bring myself back to the metallic room and load her datacard. Her front door is always open, and she always calls,


  “Carlos? I’m out here. Come through.”


  


Eleanor Wood


  [image: Image]


  Eleanor R. Wood’s stories have appeared in Pseudopod, Crossed Genres, Urban Fantasy Magazine, Flash Fiction Online, and the Aurealis-nominated anthology Hear Me Roar, among other places. She writes and eats liquorice from the south coast of England, where she lives with her husband, two marvellous dogs, and enough tropical fish tanks to charge an entry fee.


  She blogs at http://creativepanoply.wordpress.com.


  Fantasy
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  The fisherfolk wanted to leave the body where it lay in the wet sand by the edge of the tide. It was bad luck to save those already claimed by the sea, they insisted. Besides, they were searching for a child, and even at a distance, the body clearly belonged to an adult woman. They eyed the body warily, shook their heads, and moved on to continue the search farther up the beach.


  But the mender hung back. Even with the walking stick, his limp caused him to make slow progress, leaving him at the back of the group that wound along the sand like a row of seabirds searching the shallows for dinner. He paused, still on dry sand, to study the body. If a gale had raged without reaching the shore, the mender would have felt it in his bad hip. Any closer and he would have gotten wet. He didn’t try to outrun the storms anymore. No, there had been no storm on the island to throw a ship against the reef that protected the bay, and no wreckage told the tale of a doomed vessel farther out to sea.


  As the search continued on without him, the mender slipped out of his sandals and took a halting step forward, bracing himself for the chill of the approaching wavelet. Once his feet remembered the cold that never seemed to leave the sea, especially here in the northern waters, he waded in with his slow stuttering gait toward the motionless form. He had no intention of denying the sea her prize. He merely wanted a closer look, to see if the woman had legs or if she was some sort of fish creature found in the old tales and birthed by the sea.


  Even as he reached her side, the mender still couldn’t tell. Her dark garments clung to her form in tatters, leaving long strips to dance with the incoming tide and obscure her lower half. He considered pulling her out of the surf to satisfy his curiosity, but he doubted the strength in his leg would be up to the task. The undertow dragged sand from beneath his bare feet, and were it not for the walking stick, waves that barely reached halfway to his knees would have threatened to topple him.


  As he contemplated his precarious position, the mender caught sight of toes in the foam of a retreating wave as the sea pulled at the stranger, trying to reclaim her prize.


  The mender shifted momentarily toward the horizon, leaning more heavily on the stick for balance as he breathed in the smell of salt and let the sea spray mist his face. He inclined his head slightly. The sea had spoken; the mender would not interfere with her claim.


  Turning carefully, he stepped around the crown of feathery dark hair, which hid the woman’s features from view and branched out like the tentacles of a sea creature trying to hinder his already uncertain steps. Momentarily mesmerized by the movement of hair and cloth, the mender caught a glimpse of a dark crescent marring the pale skin of the woman’s upper arm. At the sight of it, the mender’s blood ran colder than the seawater that lapped at his ankles.


  The stranger wore the islands on her arm. Guardian.


  Without taking his eyes from the spot, once again obscured by torn fabric, he tried to call to the others. His voice failed to issue from his damaged throat in anything above a harsh whisper. He paused, carefully inhaled a deep breath of salty-wet air from the sea, and putting his power behind it, the mender tried again. The result was painful on his abused throat, but his voice carried down the beach, and the last of the searching fisherfolk turned back. Heedless of the water, the mender dropped to his knees, abandoning the walking stick to the tide, and tried ineffectually to move the waterlogged body that was firmly anchored by the sand.


  “Mender, you cannot defy the wishes of the sea,” a returning woman chided him from dry land. She had turned at his shout and retraced her steps, but she made no move to assist him. Instead, she stood on the shore with one hand raised to shade her eyes against the sun. “We need to finish searching this part of the beach before the tide comes in at sunset,” she reminded him patiently as though wading out into the waves was perfectly natural and he simply needed to be directed back on course. Practical, imperturbable Kirsi. Normally, the mender appreciated that about her.


  “No,” he tried to respond, but his voice came out in a croak, and he shook his head as it set him to coughing. When he could continue, he explained, “She’s a Guardian!” The mender couldn’t see Kirsi’s eyes, but her mouth opened and closed without speaking. After a pause to call to the rest of the fisherfolk, she gathered her skirts and splashed out to join him, shoes and all.


  Guardian. Guardians protected the islands. Guardians called dragons from the sky.


  * * *


  Itziar swam through fevered dreams. Tumbled and tossed, attacked on all sides by unseen sharp objects. For long stretches of time, she couldn’t breathe. Her lungs burned until she encountered a fleeting pocket of air that was snatched away too soon, causing more salt water to burn down her nose and mouth. She tried to cough, to expel it, but there was only more, more, more. It was everywhere.


  Questions drifted toward her, spoken by voices she didn’t recognize. They drifted up from the dark water that swirled her around. The words were different, but the meaning was always the same. What happened? What happened, Itziar? What did you do? Slowly, the dark water drained away to be replaced by a myriad of faces—attractive and plain, striking and common, and one that looked like she felt—haggard like a scrap of wet shoe leather left in the sun too long.


  None of the faces remained stable. One moment, stormy gray eyes looked out from a delicately freckled face, which was surrounded by soft short curls that seemed to have taken their inspiration from the pelt of a seal and reminded her of the feeling of salt when it dried on the skin. In the next instant, that face was replaced by eyes the blue-green color of the southern sea set in features built from the scrap of old shoe leather and framed by wispy strawberry-blond curls. That face would stay long enough to raise the hair on the back of Itziar’s neck and ask its question before swirling back into the mix of features. The pale green eyes were always laughing and brought with them a smell that blended many fragrant flowers. The unkempt stringy dark hair was accompanied by a sense of displeasure, but also kindness. The soft sun-kissed brown skin never lost the tension in its jaw, nor the attractiveness of its features.


  But it didn’t matter how many different combinations presented themselves. They all demanded something Itziar couldn’t give. Each cycled back to silence, accompanied by the image of a woman: intricate black braids that tamed wild curls, the too-still, broken rune–covered features, and eyes that would have been brown had they been open. Of them all, that was the only face Itziar recognized.


  Some part of Itziar knew that when her strength and magic had failed, she had plummeted into the sea. She only wished that it would stop tormenting her and finish its task. After countless tides of faces, she came to realize that it wasn’t the sea that held her in its grasp. She no longer felt the mad desperation of lungs burning for air, or the chaotic tumble of the relentless surf. No, her body was racked with a different kind of pain: shivering-hot fever chills laced with fire-hot slices of wounds, new and old.


  At some point, she managed to outrun the pain enough—or maybe she took to her dragon form and flew—to leave the fever dreams behind. Not a single face haunted her slumber.


  * * *


  Itziar’s first thought upon waking was how thirsty she felt. But her eyeballs scratched against her eyelids like sand whenever they moved, so she left them closed and still. She pushed aside the thirst and ignored the aches and pains at the edges of her awareness, kept at bay by something numb and pleasant that crackled through her. Her own magic allowed her to feel other magic, but the lingering smell of food distracted her from determining whether the crackling feeling came from whatever was numbing her wounds or from something—or someone—else nearby.


  She suspected there might be more than one source, because along with the hair-raising crackle, she felt an undercurrent of the tight sensation produced when ocean water dried on skin. Both were laced with the distinct buzz that told her magic or a magic user was close.


  Near her head, a chair creaked, and she decided to open her eyes to find out more.


  “Well met,” the man said, his voice low and gravelly. His face was composed of fragments of the fever dream that had never quite aligned—storm-gray eyes set in old shoe leather surrounded by unkempt stringy dark hair that failed to be contained by its tie. The old shoe leather skin and the lines around his eyes made him seem older at first, but upon a closer inspection, Itziar suspected him to be closer to her age, around his mid-thirties. At the moment, the expression mixed understanding and caution. He set aside the piece of cloth—it looked to be a garment of some sort—he had been mending, and added, “Welcome, Guardian.”


  “Don’t call me that,” Itziar said, her voice coming out dry and harsh, as though unused, but the anger and pain behind her words didn’t diminish.


  His eyebrows drew together, and Itziar could see a question forming on his lips, but something drew his attention to the other side of the bed. Itziar heard it too and shifted, startled to find another man, slightly younger than the first, on her other side. He held out a clay mug, nodding for her to take it before he spared a scowl at the man who had spoken. This one accounted for soft seal curls, blue-green eyes, and sun-kissed brown skin. These features worked in harmony to form a uniquely beautiful face.


  “Thank you,” Itziar croaked, her voice seeming to lose ground against the dry patch, as she took the mug. She drank before adding, “I’m Itziar.” Only pausing slightly before looking back to include the first speaker in her introduction as well. She could hardly blame him for calling her Guardian if she didn’t give him another name to use.


  The man had already moved to retrieve his work, but he paused before pulling out the needle and nodded to his companion, adding in a voice that maintained its rough tone, “We call him Nalu. He doesn’t speak.” With that, he returned to his task.


  “And you?” Itziar asked, her voice leveling out at something akin to its usual low pitch.


  He raised an eyebrow, holding up the garment, which she could now see was a child’s dress, and said, “I’m the mender.” Itziar noticed that while the rest of the room was sparsely furnished, collections of tools and materials clustered here and there. She wondered if it was a workshop of some kind.


  “Is she awake, Mender?” The owner of the remaining features—strawberry-blond wisps, freckles, laughing green eyes, and the scent of flowers—breezed in with a basket on each arm. Without waiting for an answer, she asked Itziar, “Is he giving you a hard time?” In addition to the smell of flowers that seemed to belong to her, Itziar caught the scent of baked goods. Her stomach rumbled, distracting her from the question and causing her to wonder how long it had been since she had eaten. It didn’t seem to matter that she hadn’t responded as the woman shot the mender a scolding look before turning back to Itziar. “I’m Kirsikka. You can call me Kirsi. Don’t let this crusty old salt make you nervous.” She dropped one basket unceremoniously on the mender’s lap, and set the other on the end of the bed, opening it and causing the smell of bread to increase tenfold. “He’s just hungry.” She tossed the mender what appeared to be a roll without looking. He was in the process of setting her other basket on the floor and almost didn’t look up in time to catch it.


  But he did, and Itziar thought she caught a smile before his expression vanished into chewing as he took a quick bite. Kirsi handed Nalu and Itziar a roll, keeping one for herself.


  “I would have brought more,” she explained as she retrieved a chair from the corner and positioned it at the end of the bed, “but I didn’t know you’d be up and about today.”


  Itziar shook her head as she struggled to pull herself into a sitting position, discovering several wounds that she didn’t remember and a few that she did in the process. “Don’t worry, I don’t think I’m likely to be up and about just yet.” She took a bite of her roll—it was sweet and flaky and warm.


  Itziar remembered the rocks near the shore. The ocean had smashed her against them as she came in with the tide. She had barely noticed in the confusion—she was trying too hard to keep her head above water—but the rocks must have scraped her arm and her side. Her bandaged right hand ghosted over the matching bandages on her left thigh. Underneath, she felt a dull sting that echoed the one on the side of her face. Burns. She remembered getting those.


  Kirsi—Itziar wasn’t sure she had paused for a breath—switched tracks. “That was a nasty burn—looked like it got infected before you were dumped in the ocean. Otherwise, the salt would have cleaned it out. Right, Mender?”


  The man nodded without comment, his hands alternating between eating the roll and mending the dress, but he spared a few intent glances in Itziar’s direction.


  “I make sure he doesn’t starve,” Kirsi explained as though Itziar had inquired into their relationship, “and he teaches me how to sew without making the cloth all lumpy.” She wrinkled her nose at the thought before adding wistfully, “And sometimes, he tells me of the sea.”


  “Using salt water to clean wounds is hardly a riveting tale,” the mender returned dryly.


  “Believe me,” Kirsi assured Itziar. “Any story is impressive when you normally have to pry more than two words out of a person.”


  “Immhmmm,” Itziar responded with a noncommittal noise while trying to hide her own bemused expression. She couldn’t imagine most people would get the chance to say more than one word in a conversation with Kirsi.


  “Kirsi,” the mender quietly interrupted. It took her a minute to wind down before he could ask, “What’s the news?” A shadow that hadn’t been present during their earlier banter deepened the lines around his eyes and mouth.


  Kirsi’s expression sobered as well before she responded, “Not good, Mender. There have been no signs of the first two, and another has been taken since.” Kirsi’s eyes darted from Itziar to Nalu, whom Itziar had almost forgotten sat on her other side quietly munching his roll. “Now is not a good time to be an outsider in this village,” she told them quietly.


  “Do they need help with the searching?” the mender asked. “I’m willing to do what I can,” he offered, gesturing to the door, but Itziar didn’t understand the reference—all she saw was a walking stick and a cloak.


  “People are disappearing?” Itziar started to ask, struggling to pull herself further upright. She had forgotten about the burn on her palm, and her arm collapsed beneath her, dropping her weight on the bed and sending a spasm out from one of the wounds on her back. One jerky movement in an effort to alleviate that pain threw her off the side of the bed. Everyone in the room rushed toward her, but only Nalu was fast enough to catch her before she hit the ground. Before the sparks of pain overwhelmed her senses, she had a clear view of his handsome face and his concerned blue-green eyes.


  * * *


  The next time she awoke, Itziar found Nalu alone in his former position beside her bed. He gave her a quick bright smile, left the room through a door she hadn’t noticed before, and returned moments later with the mender. The mender’s gait was halting, as though one leg didn’t work properly, and he carried a steaming plate of food. Setting it on the bed, he helped Itziar sit up before resuming his seat. While she ate, he asked how her wounds were feeling, and she assured him they were much better. The pain had dulled to a background annoyance, and she no longer felt the buzz of healing magic, so she suspected that whatever it was had done its part.


  When she finished eating awkwardly with her left hand, Nalu took her empty plate and disappeared through the second door. With him vanished the salt-on-skin feeling, leaving only the hair-raising crackle of nearby magic. Itziar quietly decided that both men had power, and the former belonged to Nalu, while the latter signaled that of the mender.


  Itziar realized she had been staring at the mender when he asked, “How would you like to stretch your legs?”


  Carefully swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, Itziar assured him, “If I can walk, I’ll be on my way. I’ve imposed on your hospitality long enough.” She added more quietly as she stood, “You don’t want the kind of destruction I bring.”


  Putting a hand under her elbow, the mender steadied her before retrieving the intricately carved walking stick that stood by the door. He handed it to her with a nod of agreement and said, “Okay, let’s see how far you make it.”


  She took the stick, surprised that he hadn’t protested.


  “I won’t chase you,” he told her, limping toward the far corner where another, plainer, walking stick rested before adding, “but if you walk slow enough for me to keep up, I’ll help you back when your strength gives out.”


  Itziar started forward, wincing at the tendrils of pain that spiderwebbed out from the burned area that ran the length of her left leg. It remained steady with each step. Itziar waited for the mender at the door in tacit agreement to his plan. As it turned out, the fastest pace she could manage was about the same as his. As they walked, she studied him and decided that whatever had caused his limp was an old wound. He had a few scars on his weather-beaten face, and they traced down into the out-of-season scarf he wore around his neck, which made her suspect there were more that she couldn’t see. As she watched the determined set of his mouth and the pain-filled creases on his face, she decided not to ask, knowing that old wounds could hurt just as much as fresh ones.


  They only made it as far as the edge of the trees that day, but over the course of the next week, their walks became a daily routine. When they made it close enough to smell the sea, Itziar asked about the missing children. Three had been taken during heavy nighttime rains in the last month. The water obliterated all traces that might have remained.


  “At first, they suspected me,” he explained. He didn’t tell her why he would be worthy of suspicion, and he didn’t need to—the mender might have lived here for years, but it wasn’t difficult to see that he was still an outsider among the fisherfolk. “It was easy to convince them otherwise. They know I do not have the physical strength to wrestle a child away from its home.”


  “But do they know you have the power?”


  She hadn’t meant the question to be accusing—she didn’t think it likely that he was stealing children—but he glanced at her sharply, pulled his mouth tight, and didn’t respond.


  “Do they not know?” she asked, genuinely curious. She was fairly certain his power had helped mend her wounds. How could the fisherfolk not suspect that their mender had a little bit of healer in him? “I felt the wards around your house,” she explained. “They’re strong.”


  He nodded thoughtfully, studying her a bit longer than necessary. Itziar hoped that he didn’t know which kinds of magic users could feel the power of others. “The wards are in place to keep Nalu inside the house. The village also suspects him—we found him shortly after the first child was taken. I bound him inside the house because if left to roam free, he tries to throw himself into the ocean. But now the wards serve an additional purpose. They hold, proving that it is not he who is snatching children in the night.”


  Itziar chose not to tell him that she was pretty sure Nalu had the power to break through the wards, perhaps even to rework them unnoticed. She had already told him too much about herself, and she didn’t want him to guess what she was. Besides, Nalu had been nothing but kind and gentle toward her. She doubted that he was guilty of this.


  Itziar had another reason for keeping her secrets safe. Although the mender hadn’t accused her directly, outsiders were suspects. She would be on the village’s list, and she didn’t need to make them more suspicious by revealing her other set of powers. It was better that they believed her to be a Guardian, tasked with protecting the islands.


  In the evenings, the mender worked quietly on his ever-constant pile of garments. As near as Itziar could tell, Kirsi brought him the linens of the entire village to repair, but he never objected, simply applying himself to them one at a time. Itziar considered offering to help, but she didn’t know the first thing about sewing. She’d always been better at tearing things apart than putting them together.


  Without work of her own, Itziar usually sat on the bed playing sea stones and glass against Nalu on a small homemade board. While Nalu didn’t speak, Itziar rarely had difficulty reading the enjoyment in his expression and his sparkling eyes as he beat her time and again. Occasionally, Kirsi joined them—the mender was apparently giving her knitting lessons—and when she did, the small room was filled with her constant stream of cheerful chatting.


  On one such night after Itziar’s wounds had improved considerably, Kirsi left shortly after darkness had fallen. When she opened the door, a strong breeze swept the scent of a storm to where Itziar sat on the bed. She caught a concerned look in the mender’s eye as he closed the door behind Kirsi. He picked up his work and Nalu gathered the game pieces, before they retired to the other room.


  Alone, Itziar got ready for bed, and lay down. Because she was still exhausted from her ordeal, she had not found dreams awaiting her when she slept since her initial recovery. As she drifted off, she was grateful that she didn’t have to dread what she would find.


  At first, she thought the storm had blown in, and perhaps thunder had awakened her. Then she remembered the dream that had more than a passing resemblance to a memory. In it, she had felt a brief surge of unbelievable power before a scream shattered the air. At a distance, a man’s voice called, “Stop! You’re killing her!” Startled, Itziar released her grasp, and that too-still, rune-marked face collapsed to the ground. Not moving.


  Itziar’s sleep-muddled mind reoriented itself, stuffing the memory back in the past where it belonged. But even as she came fully awake, power still thrummed through the air. More power than she’d ever felt from Nalu or the mender. It beckoned her like the gentle lullaby of the sea, from somewhere outside the house. She had her hand on the rough surface of the door before she had even thought about standing. A misty rain seemed to hang in the air, tasting of salt and power. Reaching her undamaged hand, without flinching, into the cold rain, she could feel the echoes, but the power wasn’t close enough for her to absorb. She needed to find the source.


  Half limping, half stumbling forward, without heeding the weather, Itziar followed that call. Her walks with the mender had always been toward the sea rather than the village, but she recognized it when she arrived on the outskirts. The rain increased in intensity until Itziar could barely see an arm’s length before her face. Even if she had known her way around the town, she wouldn’t have known where she was. But she didn’t need to see; she followed the bone-deep feeling of power.


  Nothing but rain stood before her when a hand clamped over her face. Power saturated the fingers, and Itziar almost didn’t stop herself from latching onto that magic with her own and trying to wrestle it away from its owner. She only hesitated because the hand wasn’t the only place she felt power. It surrounded her, more power than she’d ever sensed in one place before. Before she could decide how to proceed, a voice whispered in her ear, “This does not concern you, dragon.”


  The voice, and its desire to dissuade her, gave her the last piece she needed to figure out what was happening. Now that she knew what to look for, she could feel a person-shaped space amid the thrum of power that stood before her. “Why are you taking children?” Itziar asked. She hadn’t decided if she cared about the fate of the children of this village, but she needed to buy herself time to decide her next move. Unbidden, the face that haunted her dreams rose up from her memory, and she added, “What are you doing to them?” She hadn’t been able to save her friend, but maybe she could do something for these children—if it wasn’t too late. She just needed a little more power.


  Before the voice could respond, Itziar decided she didn’t need the answer—she was in a position to determine her own fate and that of the children. Reaching across with her unbandaged left hand, she grasped the wrist of the speaker. To her surprise, for a being of so much power, the other didn’t have any wards in place to protect against leeching magic like that which Itziar possessed.


  A cry like the great waves crashing against the rocks reverberated throughout the circle of power surrounding Itziar, and the rain stopped.


  Blinking away the droplets of water, Itziar surveyed her opponents. A half-dozen people surrounded her, all with soft hair, sun-kissed skin, and blue-green eyes. With their uniformity, the sleeping child, a boy of eight or nine with floppy golden curls, stood out like a beacon. The moment she was distracted, the one whose wrist she held pulled away, and she let him go.


  What felt like a sheet of water slammed into her from behind, and she winced as some of the mender’s careful stitches in her back and leg gave way. But the attack wasn’t just water; it held power too, power that fueled its movement. It took her a moment to shift to the new, slightly different texture, but she absorbed it. And with that, she changed, flowing into her dragon form. She snapped her slate-gray wings out to their full extension and demanded, her voice filling the heads of anyone nearby, Leave the child.


  “False-dragon,” hissed the one whose arm she’d drained.


  If she’d had a human mouth, she’d have smiled. Instead, she agreed, No, worse. She swung her tail at the nearest of the group, but they seemed to melt away. A swipe with her front claws afforded the same results. Switching tactics, she beat the air with her wings until she barely cleared the treetops and dived for the child from above.


  The one holding him crouched down, reaching back with one arm as though to fend her off. Itziar simply grabbed the outstretched arm in one of her large clawed hands and began to pull power. She barely had to fight him—these people evidently didn’t know anything about shielding, or they had never encountered a leech before.


  But she’d paused too long, drinking in the unguarded power. As Itziar reached out to retrieve the child, something wrapped around her middle, just below the wings, and pulled her backward. While she struggled to free herself, the others attacked from all sides. A sharp object bit into the back of her already injured leg, forcing her to push magic to that area in order to begin to heal the wound. She didn’t have enough power remaining to maintain her dragon shape. Abandoning it, Itziar shrunk back down to her original form.


  As a human, she didn’t have the speed or the strength to fight them all. If she could just get a hold on one or two of them, she might be able to obtain more power. Catching one woman by the arm, she tried to lock her wrist in place, but while the woman fought her grip, she threw up a hasty shield to block Itziar’s efforts to latch on to her power.


  As Itziar struggled to get around her defenses, one of them slipped behind her. Something heavy connected with the back of her head, and she pitched forward into the muck. It started to rain again. Through the water kicked up by the droplets and the haze from her darkening vision, Itziar thought she saw one of the people lose their shape entirely, becoming a translucent outline that melted into the downpour.


  * * *


  A relentless pounding in the back of her skull accompanied Itziar’s return to awareness. The argument nearby didn’t help her headache as the sun warmed her face.


  “All I’m saying is that she could have been working with them,” a smooth baritone insisted.


  “But she didn’t arrive until after the second one was taken,” pointed out a grave and scratchy voice.


  The baritone countered, “Then why else would she have been out here in the rain?”


  Itziar decided to put a stop to it so that they would be quiet. “Because it’s my job,” she told them, and a pang of guilt hit her as she lied, “I’m a Guardian.” She lifted up her shirtsleeve so they could see the islands on her arm. She hadn’t opened her eyes to read their reactions, but they did stop talking. She added into the silence, “We can tell when trouble is afoot.” She saw no reason not to add to the myths surrounding the Guardians before explaining, “I tried to stop them from taking a child, but there were too many.” Finally, she forced her eyes open, squinting against the sun, to survey the ring of curious faces standing over her.


  “Well, who were they?” the mustached owner of the baritone voice asked.


  Itziar shook her head and immediately regretted it, but sat up anyway, explaining, “I didn’t get a good look, on account of the rain.” Most of the mud had dried, caked to her clothes.


  Finally, a familiar face broke through the crowd. “You’re injured!” Kirsi bustled over and said, “We should get you back to the mender’s house.”


  When Itziar objected to being carried, they found two sturdy fisherfolk to place on either side of her to keep her upright. They turned her over to the mender at his door, but one turned back to ask, “Will you find them, Guardian? Will you bring the children home?”


  Itziar used the pain in her leg and back to shut out the clamor of alarm that arose in the back of her mind at being called Guardian. She glowered at the fisherfolk and told them gruffly, “I have some ideas. They will regret crossing me.” She wasn’t willing to name herself Guardian a second time. With that statement, she turned and collapsed across the threshold.


  The mender, who had been standing just inside, tried to catch her, but only managed to slow her fall as her momentum pushed him backward into the wall. Itziar twisted, landing next to rather than on top of him.


  Outside, she could hear Kirsi shooing the fisherfolk away, “Let us be sure her wounds are healed before she faces them again.”


  Itziar didn’t have to turn to know the mender was studying her profile. “I said what I had to, but I am not a Guardian—I do not deserve the title, nor the faith they put in me.”


  “Well, I hope you have a plan. Because you certainly can’t tell them that,” he advised, “or they’ll go back to suspecting you.”


  She only sighed in response. The most prudent course of action would be to absorb the power in the wards that surrounded this place and fly as far as her wings would take her. But she had tried flying from her troubles once before, and she had run out of power before she ran out of ocean, losing her dragon form and splashing into the sea. The people she had faced during the storm had been powerful, maybe they had enough magic to sustain her without killing them. Maybe she could do some good here, and no one would have to die.


  “If their pattern holds, I have until the next storm to consider,” Itziar reasoned, levering herself to her feet as she told him, “They are unlikely to strike tonight.”


  Kirsi joined them, coming from the other room, rather than outside, carrying a roll of bandages, with Nalu in tow. Itziar studied him as he brought a large bowl of water to the bedside and assisted the mender and Kirsi as they tended her fresh and reopened wounds. His resemblance to the people taking the children was uncanny, but he didn’t seem out of sorts or ruffled by the events of last night, and the mender would have told her if he’d broken through the wards. He smiled kindly under her scrutiny, and Itziar found it hard to suspect him of being involved.


  * * *


  The next day, Itziar woke early, got dressed, and perched on the edge of the bed, waiting for the mender. He had barely entered from the other room with an armload of linens when she intercepted him. Tossing the fabric on the chair, Itziar put a hand under his elbow and propelled him toward the door, saying, “Walk with me.”


  Startled, the mender reached out to catch his balance on the door frame. Itziar felt a jolt of crackling power where her hand touched his arm, and she dropped it before she could be tempted to siphon some off for herself.


  “Sorry, I forgot your leg,” she stammered, trying to cover of up her confusion. “Is it your leg? What happened, anyway?” she asked abruptly. Belatedly, she realized that her attempt at a distraction was fairly insensitive, but she didn’t want to start her actual conversation until they were well away from the house, so she let it stand. The mender gave her a perplexed look before retrieving his walking stick and following her out the door. He didn’t seem inclined to answer, so she backtracked. “Never mind, none of my business.”


  He shrugged and matched her slow limp with his own halting steps. “Several years ago, I was convicted and hanged for piracy. The rope broke. I shattered my hip on the rocks below. I would have died had a passing ship not rescued me, but it never healed properly. Neither did my throat,” he said, and pulled down the ever-present scarf to show her the angry red knots of old wounds that ringed his neck.


  Intrigued in spite of herself, she asked, “Were you guilty?”


  “Of what?” his voice contained a wisp of surprise, like that hadn’t been what he’d expected her to ask.


  “Piracy.”


  “At one time, yes.” He turned his head to the side so Itziar couldn’t read his expression if she had wanted to as he explained, “But by the time I was caught, I had given up that lifestyle. When I was given a second chance, I took it and retired here to live a simple life.” The bitter note in the last few words pointed out what she already knew—his life at the moment was anything but simple.


  “What’s your name?” Itziar asked, “I mean, it’s not Mender, right?”


  “Cor-Coren,” he stammered as he turned to study her intently.


  She couldn’t tell if he was trying to wrap his mouth around the long unspoken word or if he was deciding whether he should trust her with it, but she frowned at him and asked, “Does it really matter? You paid for your crime.” Her tone of resentment was mostly directed at herself. She hadn’t. “Besides, no one will be looking for you here,” she told him, sweeping an arm to encompass the empty beach and the line of trees from which they had just emerged.


  A smile ghosted across his face, and he said, “My name is Corentin.”


  “Well, Corentin, did you know that Nalu is one of them?” They turned to continue up the beach, and she clarified, “One of the people that has been taking children?”


  “I suspected.” He confirmed her suspicion. “But he hasn’t broken my wards.”


  “Does he know that it’s his people?”


  “I don’t think so, but I don’t really know,” Corentin told her, shaking his head as he added, “It’s hard to tell since he doesn’t speak.”


  “I need to set a trap then,” Itziar amended, she had been hoping they could just use Nalu to make contact with his people.


  “So you’re going to do it then? Be the Guardian that they want you to be?” Corentin asked carefully without looking at her.


  “Yes,” Itziar lied, thinking, Perhaps I can, perhaps we can all get what we want out of this.


  As if in silent agreement, they turned and headed back toward the house. The soft whisper of their steps in the sand made a quiet counterpoint to the thundering crashes of the waves as they each sorted out their own thoughts in silence.


  They had just reached the tree line when Itziar asked, “How did you do it?” He gave her a confused look, so she clarified, “You said you had given up your life of crime. What made you change?”


  “I fancied myself in love with a beautiful woman—and decided to be good for her,” he responded. The wry tone of his voice indicated that there was more to the story, but Itziar was too wrapped up in her own thoughts to do more than take note of it. She was already thinking about the possibilities. He had been a pirate and changed his ways. All he had needed was someone to love in order to correct his course in life. She hadn’t been nearly as bad; she’d only lost control once. Nalu stood in the doorway as they approached the house, sweeping the workroom floor. Maybe all Itziar needed was someone to keep her on track.


  She didn’t notice Corentin frowning contemplatively in her direction as he gathered up his pile of linen.


  Nalu had set aside the broom when he saw them and went to retrieve a basket of muffins that Kirsi must have left behind. “Let me help you with that,” Itziar offered as Nalu doled out breakfast from the basket.


  He smiled and handed her the empty basket. She smiled back, and it almost felt natural. After breakfast, Itziar challenged Nalu to a rematch of sea stones and glass. They played into the afternoon, and he laughed at her silently as he won the fifth game in a row. Kirsi arrived with lunch and saved Itziar from continuing her losing streak.


  When they all had bowls of food, an unusually quiet Kirsi told Itziar, “The village wants to know what you plan to do to keep their children safe.”


  Gulping down a mouthful of stew, Itziar explained, “We’ll have to wait for the next storm, but I can tell when they’re close.”


  “I can help with the storm,” Corentin announced quietly. He didn’t look up or stop alternating sewing with spoonfuls of stew, and if it hadn’t been his distinct gravelly voice, Itziar almost would have thought he hadn’t been the one who had spoken.


  “Oh?” Itziar asked skeptically, “Are you a weather-witch, Mender?”


  He didn’t deny it. “It doesn’t always work, but sometimes, I can nudge a storm if it’s nearby.”


  Itziar nodded and said, “Okay, you get us a storm. I’ll get us one of them.” Itziar didn’t tell them how, didn’t tell them that she planned to drain the power from one of the child-snatchers. She had no intention of killing someone, just draining enough power that they couldn’t run away. “We just need to figure out where to set the trap, which house they’ll strike next.”


  Kirsi paused with her spoon halfway to her mouth and stared intently at her plate without seeing it. “I can’t believe we missed it.” She looked up at them and explained, “There’s a pattern—the houses closest to the beach. Only two of those that remain contain children.”


  “Then we move both the families out,” Itziar told them decisively. “If they choose wrong and the house is empty, hopefully they’ll correct their mistake.”


  Kirsi nodded and offered, “I’ll talk to the families. When should I tell them to expect us?”


  “How long do you need?” Itziar asked Corentin.


  He shook his head and said, “It’s not that exact. But if I start tonight, it’ll be here sooner than if I don’t.”


  “Just tell them we’ll be in touch,” Itziar told Kirsi.


  After dinner, Kirsi headed down the path to the village, and Corentin limped outside to see if he could feel a storm. Itziar didn’t really know what that involved, but she was left alone with Nalu.


  They were working together to fold the garments that Corentin had finished repairing when Nalu surprised Itziar by speaking. “Do you have the power to stop them when they come for the child?” his voice dropped off in places as though unused, but the strong, unfamiliar accent almost covered up the variations.


  Startled that he could speak and compelled by the earnest expression on his face, Itziar answered honestly, “I don’t know.”


  “What if I lent you mine?” he offered.


  She shook her head and took a step backward. “No, no, I can’t do that.”


  “I know they think it’s me, and I want to help,” he insisted. “But I’m stuck here, and I don’t know how I can be useful any other way.”


  “Why—?” Itziar didn’t know what question to ask first.


  He shook his head and told her, “I can’t explain. I know you’re a leech, and you can use my power. Let me help.” His earnest expression didn’t waver.


  For a moment, Itziar simply stared. “Nalu, I don’t want to hurt you.”


  He met her eyes with his blue-green ones. “You won’t. I trust you. Take me with you, and I’ll lend you my power.”


  “Are you sure?” Itziar asked, thinking about Corentin’s story. Maybe to steer a straight path, she just needed someone to believe that she could be good. But she couldn’t entirely dismiss the echoes of another voice in her past saying, “I trust you, Itziar, you wouldn’t hurt me. Take as much as you need.”


  Itziar tried to shut out the echo of her memories and the results of that other conversation. When Nalu nodded, she agreed.


  “Please don’t tell the mender,” he whispered quietly.


  “Okay.” She agreed to that too. She needed his power and his faith in her, so she didn’t want to betray him. She lay awake half the night trying to sort out why Nalu was there, why he had chosen not to speak until now, and why he wouldn’t explain.


  * * *


  Ultimately, when Itziar couldn’t figure out the answers to those questions, she decided to stick with the plan, which now contained the added wrinkle of slipping Nalu out of the house without anyone’s knowledge.


  On the surface, it was simple—Itziar would absorb part of the warding, let Nalu pass, and put it back. But she hadn’t worked out how to keep Corentin from noticing. He wasn’t involved in the trap portion of the plan, and would likely be at home in the workroom.


  As it turned out, she needn’t have worried. Corentin returned shortly after it started raining, soaked through. “The storm’s being temperamental,” he explained. “If you want a chance of it remaining in this area until nightfall, I’ll need to find some open sky near the shore and persuade it.”


  Itziar needed no convincing. She told him, “That would be best. But change into dry clothes first, and take this”—she handed him a blanket coated for water resistance. “And this”—she held out a covered bowl of leftover stew.


  He nodded. “Take care of yourself, Itziar.”


  “You too, Mender. Don’t, you know, fall in or anything.”


  As soon as he was gone, Itziar went to work on the ward. It was nicely done with a tight, even pattern. She had less trouble unraveling it than putting it back together—she wanted to take its power with her, but she knew that she couldn’t without making Corentin suspect Nalu. The sky had already darkened by the time she and Nalu were scrambling down the path toward the village.


  Not a single person was in sight as they slipped into the house. Itziar turned to Nalu and asked one more time, “You’re sure about this?”


  He nodded and held out his hand. “I trust you. This is freely given.”


  His hand remained steady, and she grasped it in her own. She tried to memorize the complete faith on his face and the confidence in his voice. He believed in her. She could do this without killing him.


  Closing her eyes, Itziar began drawing on his magic. His wasn’t the strongest magic she had ever borrowed, but it did have a unique flavor. In addition to the salt-on-your-skin feeling that marked it as belonging to him, it felt slippery in a different way than other power she’d encountered. She had begun to convert it into what she could use to shift to her dragon form when she felt the others approaching the house.


  It was too soon; she needed more power. She felt more than heard Nalu’s small gasp as she increased the amount she was draining. She just needed a little more, enough to take her dragon form and sit on one of them while she fought her way into their head and took their power. Nalu trusted her, the village was counting on her, and she would make it right.


  “Itz—” Nalu’s voice faded as he collapsed away from her.


  An attack from behind tore his hand out of her grasp. Itziar wasn’t sure she would have been able to let go on her own.


  Turning to face her assailant, she wrapped her fingers around his forearm. The child-snatcher set his jaw stubbornly, insisting, “False-dragon, you will not kill me as easily as the wayward one.”


  Kill? Kill? She hadn’t taken that much power. Had she?


  Itziar looked around wildly before spotting Nalu, unmoving, with two of the child-snatchers standing over him.


  “Get away from him!” she roared before finally converting enough power to slip into her dragon form. She shouldered between the child-snatchers and gathered Nalu up in her arms. She couldn’t tell if he was breathing. No, no, no, she chanted. In two steps, she had crashed through the open doorway and taken flight. He couldn’t be dead. He was supposed to save her.


  Fighting the wind to keep steady, Itziar beat her wings toward where she felt that distinct hair-standing-on-end feeling that wasn’t quite like that produced by the rest of the lightning. She landed next to Corentin, who had been sitting on a rock overlooking the sea, humming. He tried to jump back at the sight of her, but his bad leg didn’t seem to want to support his weight. Shifting back to her human form, Itziar addressed his surprise by explaining curtly, “That’s right—Guardians don’t call dragons. We become them.” Taking a step forward, she placed Nalu on the flattest section of rock and pleaded, “Fix him, Mender.”


  Corentin reached out a shaking hand to touch Nalu’s pale face, and asked with despair, “Oh, Itziar, what have you done?”


  Rain dripped down Itziar’s face, and thunder crashed out over the surf as she explained, “Before I was a dragon, before I tried to become a Guardian, I was—am—a leech, but I thought I could control it. I thought I could be the person he believed me to be.” Taking a shaky breath, she forced the words out of a suddenly dry throat and said, “Please tell me I didn’t kill him.”


  While she talked, Corentin knelt down beside Nalu looking for signs of life. “I’m not sure,” he murmured. “I think you might have leeched too much power. I don’t suppose you can put some of it back?” he asked, blinking up at her hopefully against the rain.


  She shook her head. “It’s not what it was anymore. And I’m no healer.”


  “Neither am I,” Corentin told her, adding, “Not by trade.” He moved his hand to Nalu’s wrist and announced, “He’s alive. Barely. Maybe you and I can work together and make sure he stays that way.” Itziar just stared at him numbly for long enough that he asked, “Are you still with me?”


  With effort, she pulled her mind away from thoughts of another face, another unmoving body. “What do you need from me?”


  “First, I need you to pull my power out of the storm and give it back to me.” For the first time, she noticed how tired he looked—she could see the shadows under his eyes when the lightning flashed. “I used up most of it getting the storm to stay in place this long.”


  Drain power from something she had no chance of killing? Itziar thought she could handle that. Raising both of her hands above her head, she felt for the pieces of the storm that held Corentin’s unique hair-raising signature. Traveling on the wind and strokes of lightning, she used her leeching magic to call those pieces to her. A metallic taste filled her mouth, and the feeling of electricity intensified until she wondered if lightning would begin to sizzle down her arms.


  She reached down and grasped Corentin’s outstretched hand. Resisting the urge to convert the power of the storm to her own uses, she poured it into him. Glancing down, she watched lightning dance across his features as storm clouds gathered in his eyes. This is what he must have looked like at the height of his power, standing on the deck of a ship surrounded by wind and lightning. He closed his eyes and the image was gone.


  Corentin remained kneeling on the flat surface of the rock, unmoving while lightning slowly died down to the occasional spark. No, Itziar realized it was moving in a repeated pattern across his skin. Before she could remind him he was supposed to be helping Nalu, he opened his eyes—they had returned to their usual dull gray—and told her, “You’re going to take the power back from me and put it in him.”


  It wasn’t a question, he wasn’t giving her a choice, but she took a step back, nearly losing her footing on the slippery rock. “No, I can’t control it, Corentin. I’ll hurt you.”


  He shook his head. “No, you won’t.”


  “He trusted me too,” she insisted, “and look where it got him.”


  “That’s the point, Itziar. I don’t trust you. If you had asked for my whole story, you’d know, I don’t trust anyone.” Lightning lit the area, and Itziar watched the muscle jump in his jaw before he explained, “I’m lending you a specific portion of my magic, that’s all. And I will fight you for the rest.” He held out his hand, telling her, “You’re the only one who can do this, and you have to do it now, or he dies.”


  Itziar met his determined gray eyes and slowly unwrapped the bandage from her right hand. She clasped Corentin’s outstretched hand with her left. She didn’t want to kill him, but his face was angry, not accepting like the others. Maybe he could fight her, maybe he had a chance.


  She rested the fingertips of her burned hand lightly on Nalu’s forearm, and carefully drew the power from Corentin. It felt different than it had when she’d retrieved it from the storm. The hair-raising feeling that was his magic still wove throughout, but it felt solid, almost like a rough woven blanket with tattered edges. Itziar tried not to change it as she transferred it to Nalu. She didn’t want to mess up whatever Corentin had done, but she hoped he knew what he was doing.


  He didn’t have the sheer amount of power that Nalu possessed, but it still called to her. With just a little extra, she could anchor Nalu in this world, correct her mistakes, and be the person everyone wanted her to be. She reached for it, only dimly aware that Corentin had pulled back, but she tightened her grip on his hand. He possessed more magical defenses than the child-snatchers, but he was at a disadvantage—he had already let her in to give her some of his power.


  His eyes widened, then narrowed into small slits of steel. He moved, not away, but toward her. Her hand spasmed in pain and released his. As she looked down, confused, at the small wound in the back of her hand, he smiled tightly and held up a needle, repeating, “I don’t trust anyone.”


  Itziar put the wound to her mouth and took a few steps away from them both for good measure. “Thanks,” she told him without meeting his eyes.


  After a moment of awkward silence, Corentin suggested, “Let’s get him back to the house, and we can all get dried off.”


  It wasn’t until then that Itziar realized it had stopped raining. The power she had pulled from the storm must have been what was holding it near the island.


  She looked down from watching the clouds recede in the distance to find Corentin studying her expectantly. “You’ll have to carry him,” he finally prompted, explaining, “I can’t.” He levered himself to his feet and took a limping step forward as if to remind her why.


  Itziar simply stared at him in horror. Even from several paces away, she could feel the power radiating off of Nalu once again. She took a stumbling step backward, trying to put distance between herself and them. “Don’t you see? It’s— I’m—” The words refused to express the devastation she felt, so she turned and jumped off the rocks onto the sand. Her wounded leg protested, but didn’t give way. As quickly as she could, she ran.


  Her plan hadn’t worked. If someone else’s faith in her wasn’t enough to control her leeching magic, what could she do? She had almost killed Nalu, then she had tried to leech Corentin. She was supposed to be a Guardian. She wasn’t supposed to destroy everyone she touched.


  Not knowing where to go, but knowing she couldn’t go back to the mender’s, Itziar started on the path toward the village. She met Kirsi going in the opposite direction. “Oh, Kirsi,” she gasped realizing what might have happened when she abandoned the plan and fled the house filled with child-snatchers in order to get help for Nalu. “Please tell me they didn’t destroy the village or take all the children?”


  Kirsi shook her head, a dumbfounded expression on her face, and assured her, “No, no one was at the house. We thought they’d taken you.” She seemed to finish processing that Itziar was standing in front of her, asking, “What happened? Did the plan work? Why are you coming from the beach?”


  Itziar shook her head. “No, Kirsi, I messed it all up. I almost killed Nalu and Cor— the mender.”


  Kirsi put her arm around Itziar’s shoulders and steered her back up the path. “It’s okay. Let’s get you dry, and you can tell me about it.” Itziar was relishing in the novelty of touching someone without power, someone that she didn’t feel compelled to drain, when she realized where Kirsi was taking her and spun away, protesting, “No! I can’t go back!”


  Ever-agreeable Kirsi simply nodded and said, “Fine, to my place then,” before starting in the opposite direction.


  Itziar hesitated a moment. She considered revising her original plan and choosing another direction to run, but Kirsi was so reasonable, and more than anything, Itziar needed someone else’s perspective. She couldn’t trust herself. After catching up to Kirsi, Itziar told her what had happened while they walked. As she talked, she marveled at the fact that Kirsi didn’t run screaming when she found out what Itziar was and heard about the events of tonight. By the time she finished her story, they were sitting next to Kirsi’s pleasantly crackling fire wrapped in blankets eating warm soup and bread. “I can’t go back,” Itziar resolved. “In fact, I should probably just leave the island like I originally intended.”


  “How do your people usually deal with this desire for power?” Kirsi asked. “I mean, no one would have magic if leeches drained everyone they met, right?”


  Itziar snorted a laugh. “They’re not the best role models. They enslaved the most powerful magic users they could find and used them as a source of power.” Too bad I befriended mine. Too bad for her that I couldn’t control myself. But Kirsi didn’t need to know the details.


  “You’re right, that’s probably not the best option here,” Kirsi commented dryly, taking another bite of soup-soaked bread.


  Itziar picked at the hem of her blanket. “I thought becoming a Guardian would give me my own source of power, but it just gave me more incentive to take someone else’s in order to be able to shift to my new dragon form.”


  “But maybe we’re looking at it wrong,” Kirsi insisted. Then she launched into an argument about how Itziar wasn’t a bad person, given her impulse to become a Guardian. Itziar pretty much stopped paying attention after that, nodding occasionally so that Kirsi wouldn’t suspect that she wasn’t listening. It didn’t matter if she was good or bad; her actions always resulted in destruction.


  Faces rose up to drown out Kirsi’s words. Nalu’s look of utter trust and confidence as he offered to help. Corentin’s eye-widening surprise when Itziar tried to take more than he offered. And always that pale too-still face from her dreams. They all told the same story. No matter how much others put their faith in Itziar, no matter how much she wanted to believe they were right, she couldn’t be the person they wanted her to be.


  Maybe it was time to stop trying.


  While Kirsi talked, Itziar formulated a plan. She couldn’t figure out how to turn herself into a proper Guardian, but she seemed to be pretty good at being a leech. By the time Kirsi wound down and said, “But we can tackle all of that in the morning.” Itziar knew what she was going to do.


  “Yes, I’m pretty tired,” Itziar agreed, pulling her feet up farther on the chair. “I’ll just sleep here if that’s all right with you.”


  “Of course,” Kirsi told her as she stood and picked up the soup bowls. “I can make up a bed if you’d be more comfortable,” she offered.


  “No, thanks, I’m fine.” Itziar closed her eyes and listened to Kirsi take care of the dishes and get ready for bed. It took longer than she expected for the house to quiet entirely.


  Finding Corentin in the storm had reminded Itziar that being able to feel other magic could be powerful by itself. Normally, it only worked in close proximity, from a few paces away, but during the storm, she had been able to feel Corentin from the air. Maybe that was because his power was connected to the storm, and maybe the ocean would work the same way.


  Itziar slipped out of Kirsi’s house and headed for the shore. It was full dark by the time she could hear the waves crashing against the sand. The barest crescent of a moon hung low in the sky. Itziar put her hand over her arm where the mark of the islands was covered by her shirtsleeve. Guardian or not, she wouldn’t let them down this time, but she would do it her way.


  Removing her shoes, Itziar stepped into the cold water, and the little wavelets lapped at her ankles. She didn’t feel anything other than wet feet, so she kept moving forward until she had to brace herself against the impact of the waist-high waves that sent a stream of spray dancing over her head. Her fingertips trailed through the calmer water between each foamy attack, but she didn’t feel any power. Her clothes, which had mostly dried by the fire, were soaked and heavily dragging against her as the waves retreated back out to sea.


  It felt relentless, insatiable, like it wanted to finish what it had started when she washed up on shore. With a heavy sigh, she decided she needed to get to the calmer swells out past where the waves were breaking, and it wouldn’t be a bad idea to submerge herself in the water. Maybe if she was surrounded by it, it would give up its secrets.


  Taking a deep breath, Itziar dived under the next wave. She felt a confusing buzz of crackling power that felt familiar but didn’t feel like the child-snatchers. Hands dragged her back, pulling against the current toward shore.


  Caught off guard, Itziar inhaled burning salt water and struggled wildly to free herself in order to reach the surface. One of her hands broke through to the open air, but before she could follow, a wave crashed down on her head, sending her tumbling end over end into shallower water, where she ran into something solid before scraping along the sand and shells of the shore. Rising to her knees, Itziar coughed, trying to get the salt water out of her lungs. Without looking, she heard hoarse coughs echo her own. Stumbling toward dry land, she muttered, “Corentin, you’re a fool.” Because she had finally figured out whose magic she felt.


  “What were you doing?” he demanded, following her at his slower pace. He explained without waiting for an answer, “I was just out walking, trying to sort out what happened today, when I saw you—were you trying to get yourself killed?”


  Itziar didn’t deny it, although that hadn’t been the first step of the plan. Instead, she said, “I was trying to find the children.”


  But he caught her omission and took a step back. “But did you plan to return with them?”


  She could have dodged by saying she hadn’t planned that far ahead. Instead, she answered truthfully, “Isn’t it best for everyone if I fulfill my duties and eliminate the cause of so much potential destruction?” She threw back her wet hair and glared at him defiantly.


  “No!” he shouted back. “You don’t get to take the easy way out. You don’t get to sacrifice yourself heroically and avoid the consequences of your actions.”


  “Why not?” she demanded. “I could have killed Nalu. I could have killed you.”


  “Do you think he cares? Nalu adores you. He’s alive, you know. And asking for you. But then, I suppose you already knew that he could speak.”


  She nodded, though it wasn’t really a question. “I tried,” she insisted, “I tried to be what he believed I was, but I can’t, so I may as well embrace my destructive side and do some good before it consumes me too.”


  Suddenly the anger left him, his shoulders drooped, and he just looked tired. “That’s not fair, Itziar. I did that once, tried to let someone else be my conscience. You asked how I changed, but you never asked how I got caught by the authorities. I fell in love with a beautiful woman.”


  “The one who convinced you to change your ways?” Itziar asked, curious in spite of herself.


  He nodded. “The same. She convinced me to let her guide my actions, and I did. I thought I could be happy being good for her. She told me I needed to make reparations and give the gold back to those I’d wronged.”


  Itziar followed to the logical conclusion. “She turned you in.”


  He nodded, the bitterness in his expression matched his voice, but Itziar wasn’t sure whether it was directed at the woman or himself. “She robbed me, ratted me out, and testified against me at the trial.” He looked down at his hands as he added, “She nearly destroyed me too. If some of these kind fisherfolk hadn’t found me and brought me home, I’d have died on those rocks. It was Kirsi who pestered me into rejoining humanity, exchanging mending for necessities. For a long time, I was angry at the woman who betrayed me, but then I realized it was my fault for letting her be my moral compass. If I had been making my own decisions, perhaps I would have noticed earlier that she didn’t love me in return.”


  “But if I trusted my own decision-making, I’d have murdered two people earlier,” Itziar said, pointing out the lack of parallel in their situations.


  Corentin shook his head. “I don’t think so, I think I—and probably Nalu—talked you into trying what you did earlier. You knew it was too dangerous to try on your own, but we convinced you otherwise.”


  “So I just shouldn’t use my powers?” she asked, a hopeless note creeping into her voice. Never cast another spell? Never fly again?


  “Maybe take up sewing,” he suggested. “It’s what I did.”


  Itziar was distracted from responding. She felt the child-snatchers before she saw them, more than she’d ever felt in one place previously. They came in with the tide, rising up to form themselves from the waves. The woman in the lead finished solidifying before nodding to Corentin and saying, “Storm-summoner, it has been many tides since you graced our waters.” She turned to Itziar and informed her, “False-dragon, we have no quarrel with you.”


  She started to turn away, but Itziar stepped forward, reclaiming her attention.


  “That may be true, but I am a Guardian, and these islands are my domain. The people here are under my protection. You are taking their children. If you do not return them now, then I have a quarrel with you.”


  “Don’t do this, Itziar,” Corentin hissed at her.


  The woman inclined her head. “We only seek what is ours and what we are owed.”


  “Then you should have asked instead of taking what didn’t belong to you.” Itziar rushed forward as quickly as she was able, splashing into the surf, and clamped her undamaged hand onto the nearest child-snatcher’s wrist. Behind her, she heard humming and felt Corentin’s power grow.


  The woman struggled to remove her wrist, but Itziar held on, searching for an opening in her defenses to get through to her power. Behind Itziar, Corentin’s voice broke, interrupting his melody. His power dissipated, but he started up again, this time with more determination.


  Two of the child-snatchers moved to circle Itziar, and she spun her captive, trapping the woman’s arm so she could keep her hold and move if necessary. Itziar forgot about their ability to shift form until hands rose up out of the waves and pulled her feet from beneath her.


  She tumbled backward, dragging her captive along. Instead of simply disappearing into the water, the woman twisted, using her free hand to stab Itziar in the shoulder with a knife that appeared to be made from rock. The ripple of pain nearly overwhelmed her, while a wave took the opportunity to roll her toward shore. Each time her shoulder slammed into the sand, she was hit with a fresh spasm of pain, leaving her disoriented for a few seconds after she came to a stop at Corentin’s feet.


  He moved awkwardly in an ungracefully jerky pattern, like his body remembered the moves of a dance that it could no longer perform. Itziar stood and backed up to give him some space. The knife had come free from her shoulder and disappeared before she reached shore, but the wound throbbed painfully. Surely, Corentin wasn’t summoning a storm—storms gave the child-snatchers power too.


  A few of them advanced cautiously, but they seemed to be watching Corentin too. Finally, he slowed before executing a final flourish faster than Itziar had thought possible. He turned and flung both hands at her. Itziar felt like a boulder had slammed into her as she was hit with a solid wall of air. It drove her backward until further movement was prevented by a tree. She struggled to escape to the side, but she couldn’t get around the pressure—it was just enough to hold her there without hurting her.


  Turning a confused glare on Corentin, she shouted, “How dare you!” as he moved to face the people in the waves. The sinking feeling in her stomach told her that she knew he was going to do exactly what he’d scolded her for earlier. When it was clear he wasn’t going to pay attention to her, Itziar focused on leeching the power from the spell that kept her in place.


  As it turned out, he was listening, it just took him a few more steps in his pattern before he responded, shouting hoarsely, “It’s different!” His dance had become more complex as he evaded his opponents, but he continued speaking with several halting pauses, “I haven’t disappeared in the night, leaving my loved ones to wonder what became of me.” His voice grew rougher as he shouted the last few words, “The woman I fancy knows full well what I’m doing.” As Itziar watched, helplessly pinned, Corentin’s leg collapsed beneath him, sending him sideways into the arms of the leader of the child-snatchers.


  Itziar attacked the spelled air with redoubled effort as the woman told him, “Perhaps you can be of use after all.”


  She turned as one with her people and dived into the next wave, dragging Corentin below the surface with her.


  As Itziar watched him disappear, she felt as though she’d had the wind knocked out of her. She didn’t know Corentin well enough to love him, but she knew her life would be less if he wasn’t in it. She hadn’t realized how much she’d come to value their conversations and their friendship. And now she might have lost him forever.


  To make matters worse, he had gone into the sea, he’d sacrificed himself, thinking that no one cared if he lived or died. The only way he could justify his action as being different from hers was if no one actually cared about him. For all his advice and storytelling lessons earlier, he hadn’t really understood anything at all.


  But then, neither had she.


  Too late, Itziar’s magic ate through the defenses and absorbed the spell. She dropped to her knees and took a few deep breaths, pushing away the pain of the wound in her shoulder. The leader had said Corentin would be useful. That meant he should be safe until they got what they wanted. She had also said they were looking for what was theirs and what was owed. Itziar assumed that what was theirs was Nalu, but she had no idea what they felt they were owed. Still, it was more information than they had to go off of before. Maybe Nalu would be more forthcoming with his explanations now. Itziar turned her steps and trudged toward the path that led from the beach to the mender’s house.


  She arrived at the same time as Kirsi, who came up the path from the village. Kirsi did a startled double take. “You disappeared from my house. I thought you might come here. Did you go for a swim first?”


  Itziar ignored the question generated by her soaked state. “I’m sorry, Kirsi, I thought I could fix things.”


  Nalu opened the door, looking half-dead, which was a fair piece better than the last time Itziar had seen him. “Did the mender find you?” he asked Itziar, explaining, “He said he was going for a walk, but it was rather late for that, and so I thought he might have gone looking.”


  Kirsi simply stared at him, speechless for once.


  Itziar ignored her confusion and answered Nalu, “Yes, but”—she rushed on despite their expectant faces—“the child-snatchers found us both. They came from the sea.” Suddenly, she felt very tired and took a step forward to lean against the door frame for support. Corentin’s wards sang to her, a crackling nonsense song, beckoning her to draw on them to heal her wounds.


  The little color that remained drained from Nalu’s face. “They took him? No!” He took a few steps back to where he could collapse on the bed. He looked up at Itziar and asked, “Why did you let them take him?”


  Itziar and Kirsi joined him inside, while Itziar clarified, “I didn’t let them. He took me out of play. They said he could be useful, and I just assumed they wanted information on what they’re looking for. But why are you acting like it’s more than that?”


  Nalu closed his blue-green eyes and responded. “Because I was sent here to kill him.” He put his face in his hands. “This whole thing is a mess. I stayed because I couldn’t figure out how to fix it, and now ... and now, it doesn’t matter.” He looked up without a glimmer of hope on his face and told them, “He’s probably already dead.”


  That seemed to release Kirsi’s tongue, and she protested, “I don’t understand any of this. One of you tell me what happened—from the beginning.”


  Nalu took a deep breath, saying, “Okay, but the mender won’t be happy if Itziar bleeds all over his workroom.” He gestured toward her shoulder.


  He waited until Kirsi retrieved the necessary supplies to dress Itziar’s wound before he began to speak again, “The mender—his real name is Corentin.” Itziar’s stomach sank, and it had nothing to do with the cloth Kirsi was using to clean out her wound. She had convinced Corentin to tell her his real name because she thought no one could possibly still be after him. They had been on the beach when he said it, close to the sea.


  Nalu explained, “Corentin was once a powerful weather-witch who would summon storms for any crew that flew no flag but one of their own. He brought destruction to the waves like you’d never seen before or since. Our people got caught in the crossfire or driven from our homes by the battles that raged on the surface of the water. We swore vengeance on the storm-summoner, and we almost had it. After he was convicted, we made sure he dropped into the sea, rather than hang, but fishermen rescued him before we could claim what we were owed. A few years passed before we heard whispers that he had taken up residence on this island. But we didn’t know who he was—we assumed he would have a family, perhaps young ones. They sent me to capture or kill him.”


  The uncharacteristically quiet Kirsi tied a bandage around Itziar’s shoulder and under her arm, while Nalu paused to study his hands before explaining how he had carried out his role. “I passed a night or two in the village but saw no one powerful enough to be this legend. I was about to dive off the bluff and return to my people, to tell them the rumors were false, when a few kindhearted fishermen saw me and thought I was trying to end my life. I allowed myself to be taken to see a man they called the mender, but I thought it best not to speak. I was afraid someone would recognize my accent, and realize what I was. I tried to slip away a few more times, before I realized who the mender was, but each time he caught me. By the time I put the pieces together, he seemed too kind and broken to kill, only a fragment of his former self. I didn’t know what to do, so I stayed.”


  Itziar frowned and asked, “How does your people taking the children fit into this?”


  Nalu shrugged. “Either they’re trying to find me, or they were hoping to draw him out. I’ve had no contact with them since I left, and they didn’t know who he was then.”


  “I think Corentin might have figured out who they were after just now on the beach. He got me out of harm’s way and sacrificed himself,” Itziar explained, muttering “Idiot” under her breath. “I can’t believe I was considering taking advice from a guy who turned around and did the same thing he was advising me not to do.” Itziar reached over to put her hand on Nalu’s arm.


  He flinched away, then looked at her apologetically and said, “Sorry, but I’m not eager to experience that again.”


  “I understand.” Itziar cut him off tersely, shifting back so he was out of arm’s reach as she explained, “I was only going to ask if you would be willing to show me where your people are likely to be keeping him and the children. I’d like to make this right.” Her expression softened slightly as she told Nalu sadly, “Or at least as right as I can.”


  “I don’t think you can get there without my help,” he told her cautiously.


  “And you don’t trust me.” Itziar said what he wasn’t willing to say, adding, “It’s okay, I wouldn’t trust me either. Corentin didn’t.”


  “Hey”—Kirsi turned back from where she had been returning the bandages to their shelf—“you’re a Guardian, Itziar, maybe you should start trusting yourself.”


  Itziar closed her eyes against the painful memories associated with that word. With her eyes closed, she felt the salt-on-skin call of Nalu’s magic, a shadow of what it had been previously. Beyond that, surrounding the house, the warding sang its sweet song.


  Eyes flying open, Itziar told them, “I might have an idea. If I absorb Corentin’s warding spell, it will take me some time to convert it into something I can use, and I won’t be looking for more power until then.” She told Nalu more confidently than she felt, “You should be safe.”


  “How long would that give us?” he asked.


  Itziar shrugged and admitted, “I don’t know.”


  Nalu held her gaze for a few moments before saying, “Well, then I guess we’d better get started.” The try not to kill anyone this time was implied by his lack of enthusiasm. Gone without a trace was the blind confidence she had put her faith in last time.


  Itziar nodded. She clearly had no ability to rein in her magic, so she thought it best not to say anything. She opened the door and crouched down, placing both hands on the threshold. She’d broken this spell once before, and it was relatively easy to find the resulting fissures where the notes of the song weren’t quite right for each other. She didn’t just break the ward this time, she drank it in. While it wouldn’t be enough power to allow her to shift to her dragon form, it should keep her satiated for the time being. She turned to Nalu and said, “Let’s go.”


  “Please just bring them back safely,” Kirsi called as she followed them out at a more reasonable pace.


  Itziar and Nalu ran for the shore with Nalu slightly ahead to lead the way. He steered them south of the beach where Corentin had been taken. Instead of smooth sand, the beach became rocky there with large fingers of rock jutting out into the sea. Nalu picked his way among the sharp points on one such outcropping.


  “You’ll want to hold your breath,” he advised. “I don’t know how long the swim is for a human.” With that, he shifted forms, becoming a translucent light blue with shifting shades of green and brown. After only a slight hesitation, he wrapped his arm around Itziar’s waist and swept her into the sea.


  His power, which seemed to increase in this form and with their proximity, called to her, but she closed her eyes, held her breath, and concentrated on converting the power she had stolen from the wards. Itziar could feel Nalu’s arm around her, pulling her against the current while the water streamed past them.


  Her lungs began to burn for lack of air, and she was just starting to wonder if she should try to signal Nalu somehow when they broke the surface. Rock arched over their heads to form a cave with no entrance. Lighted by a few torches that sputtered in the stale air, a slab of rock jutted out on one side, forming a dry area just above the water level. A cluster of children huddled on it, as far from the water’s edge as they could get. Itziar didn’t see any of their kidnappers, but she supposed that with such difficult access, they didn’t need to guard their captives. She saw no sign of Corentin either.


  She exchanged a worried glance with Nalu. “There’s another chamber,” he told her. “I didn’t think they’d use it because it gets more of the high-tide water. I’ll show you the entrance—it’s a shorter swim.”


  When they ducked under the water, Itziar couldn’t see a thing, but Nalu took her hand, and helped her to feel the place where the rock fell away to form another tunnel. They resurfaced, and Itziar told him, “Get the children out. If Corentin’s in there, I’ll find him and bring him back here.”


  Without waiting for his response, she dived back under the water. The tunnel was shorter, but the darkness was so disorienting that Itziar had time to wonder whether she could have made a wrong turn and would never surface.


  Finally, she spotted a watery light up ahead, and when she reached it, she found herself in a smaller chamber with one sputtering torch. Corentin sprawled on a small shelf of rock with one hand dragging beneath the surface of the water.


  Itziar swam over, but ran into some trouble when she attempted to pull herself out, forgetting about her wounded shoulder. She ended up just sort of rolling sideways onto the slab.


  Itziar sat up and scooted over slightly to get a better look at Corentin. She could see his chest rise and fall, so he wasn’t dead. “Corentin? Mender?” She prodded his upper arm with a finger.


  He groaned, tried to say something, and started coughing. “I thought I left you on the beach,” he commented when he recovered. Only then did he open his eyes.


  “Yeah, well, I thought you told me sacrificing yourself was stupid,” Itziar retorted. “How long had you known what they were after?”


  He shook his head without making any effort to sit up and told her, “Not until they called me storm-summoner. Only someone from my past would know that about me.”


  Itziar thought about how they had named her false-dragon and wondered if she should be worried about what they knew from her past.


  Corentin slowly sat up, moving as though it was painful. “Did you find the children?” he asked, looking around.


  Itziar nodded. “Nalu is getting them out. It will take some time.” Itziar tried to remember how many missing children there were, but she couldn’t recall and she hadn’t bothered to count when they were in the other chamber. “We need to get you back so Nalu can take you out when he’s done with the children,” Itziar insisted, nudging him toward the water.


  “What about you?” Corentin asked, narrowing his eyes as he caught her phrasing.


  Itziar wasn’t trying to hide it. “Too risky. We used your warding spell to protect Nalu from me, but it’s gone now.”


  “I could make another ward,” Corentin offered.


  But Itziar shook her head. “We were lucky it worked the first time.” Thinking about what she was saying, Itziar moved away to lean against the cave wall. “I should probably keep my distance from you too.”


  “So, that’s still the plan? Go down with the ship?” he asked with less accusation than the last time. “This isn’t even your fight. You didn’t bring any of this here—I did.” His shoulders drooped in defeat.


  But no one will make me pay for what I did, Itziar didn’t say what she was thinking. Instead, she told him, “Maybe we’re both wrong.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Something Kirsi said—that I need to trust myself,” Itziar reasoned. “Maybe just like we can’t put our faith in other people, we can’t let our past mistakes rule our lives. We choose who we are going forward.”


  “Nice speech, false-dragon,” the leader of the child-snatchers said from the water. “It sounds like something someone with a guilty conscience would tell herself to sleep better at night.” The woman rose halfway out of the water, maintaining her translucent form.


  Itziar turned to face her, drawing herself up to her full height. This time she was not unarmed. The power of the ward converted to her own use crackled around her. “No, just the thoughts of someone struggling to improve. Does atonement hold no balance against your judgment?”


  “How can atonement make restitution for the destruction caused?” she retorted.


  “But vengeance only leads to more destruction,” Itziar reasoned, following the logic as she shifted slightly to place herself between Corentin and the water. She didn’t have enough power at the moment to shift to dragon, but she was still in better shape than him.


  “So be it.” The leader closed her eyes and brought both translucent hands slowly up from her sides, water dripping water, and it took Itziar a moment to realize that the water level in the chamber was rising with them.


  “Itziar, they won’t stop until I’m dead.” Corentin clamped a hand down on her unwounded shoulder and insisted, “Save yourself.”


  He might be in worse shape physically, but his power had recovered. Itziar almost didn’t hear his last two words as the crackle of his magic called to her. She barely noticed as the water reached her knees. With that power, she might have a chance to fight them. At the edge of her vision, she could see the set of Corentin’s jaw. His scrap of old shoe leather face had become very dear to her, along with the man to whom it belonged. Then again, with that power, she might kill him—and end this.


  “You were right not to trust me,” she told him, placing her unburned hand firmly over his. Finding the rhythm of crackles that made her hair stand on end was easy—he wasn’t fighting her this time. She was a little hurt that he didn’t even seem surprised. As she began to siphon his power, his jaw tightened, and she had to maneuver backward to get her other arm around him in order to keep him on his feet.


  Itziar felt the fast-rising water creep up past her waist. When Corentin finally fell at her side, his face drained of color, Itziar held his head above the water and closed her eyes, concentrating on converting his power. She didn’t manage to get it all before water filled the chamber, leaving her with only one last breath of air. But Corentin’s power, combined with that of his wards, was enough.


  Itziar adjusted her grip on Corentin in order to hang on to him as she shifted to her dragon form. Lightning from the remains of Corentin’s magic danced across her slate-gray skin. She threw what power she could spare into a spell of destruction, aimed upward. She didn’t wait for the results, but beat her wings against the water, trying her best to shield Corentin from the rocks that plummeted around them.


  For the first few moments, she thought they wouldn’t make it. Her wings were clumsy in the water, and the rocks kept sending her spiraling off course. But eventually, they broke through to the open air.


  A crowd had gathered on the beach, and Itziar could see fisherfolk tearfully hugging their rescued children. She landed as far from them as she could without setting down in the rocky area. Placing the soaked and unmoving Corentin gently on the sand, Itziar shifted back and dropped down beside him.


  Without hesitation, she picked up his hand. There was no danger of her leeching his magic—she already had it all. Her back was to the water, but she heard small splashes as the leader of Nalu’s people stepped out of it. The woman crouched down gracefully on Corentin’s other side, and Itziar made no move to stop her. She held one sun-kissed hand over his face for a moment before glancing up with sharp suspicion at Itziar. “You’ve killed him.”


  Itziar nodded in agreement and said, “He made his choice. He was willing to die to save me and the children. Doesn’t that at least earn him atonement in death?”


  The other woman considered for a moment before nodding. “Our debt is paid. We will return to our homeland and trouble this village no more.” With a soft swoosh of fabric, she was gone. Delicate splashes announced her return to the sea.


  Itziar waited a few more agonizing heartbeats before she leaned over Corentin and brushed her lips across his. With that kiss, she returned to him what remained of his wards and his magic.


  She knew it wasn’t enough.


  She had used too much of it, she couldn’t replace what was lost, so she kept pouring power into him, giving him her own magic, and not just what she had to spare. Just like she had taken from so many others, she drew on the power that she couldn’t afford to lose. She didn’t know how much of her own power she could transfer, but she gave him everything she could find.


  When she pulled away, the world was dimming around the edges. “You’re the mender, Corentin. Fix yourself.”


  Unable to support herself any longer, she slumped forward onto the sand. She couldn’t feel the gritty texture against her face, but the cold water of the tide lapped at her ankles. And her final thought as she faded away from the world was that the sea was going to get her after all.


  * * *


  Itziar jolted back to awareness. She felt a familiar hair-raising crackle of power and smiled. “I think I’d like to learn to sew after all,” she said, her voice coming out dry and hoarse.


  “Welcome back,” responded a nearby gravelly voice, which she recognized as belonging with the magic before she opened her eyes. Corentin set down the shirt he was mending. They were back in his house, and Itziar was in the same bed she had woken up in the first time, although Corentin’s chair had found its way a bit closer to the bedside.


  “How—?” She struggled to sit up, but her body felt like it had been turned inside out and wasn’t quite working properly.


  “It’s okay,” he assured her, holding out his hand to keep her in place.


  She stopped struggling and stayed where she had been. “Are we both dead then?”


  “Oh, no,” he said, dropping the shirt with a look of alarm to squeeze her hand reassuringly. “You, you saved me, I think, in the only way you could that they wouldn’t come looking for me ever again.”


  “Good,” she told him decisively before asking, “Then why are you still here? And how am I still here?”


  “I’m still here because this is my home,” he explained. “And this is the place I am least likely to have a chance encounter with the people of the sea.” His mouth quirked up in a half smile as he told her, “I’m pretty sure you’re still here because you’re too stubborn to die.” He gave her a shy smile, adding, “And I took your advice.”


  She tried to remember what advice she had given him, and came up empty.


  “I didn’t sacrifice what I wanted for what someone else wanted”—he met her eyes—“and I wanted you to live.” He ducked his head as though unsure if he’d overstepped. Holding up the shirt he had been working on, he seemed to change the subject by explaining, “Sewing is a useful skill. I learned it mending sails. I think I used the power you gave me to sew a sort of patch between us, keeping us both alive—barely—until Nalu arrived to pour more power into my spell.”


  “Ah, thanks,” she told him, returning his smile. “And did Nalu rejoin his people?”


  The door flew open, making it unnecessary to answer. Nalu and Kirsi swept in, all smiles and laughter and the smell of bread. They saw that Itziar was awake and redirected their enthusiasm to inquire about her health and recovery.


  “Hey, Kirsi.” Itziar got her attention in a moment of calm while everyone was eating. “You were right—there’s not a quick fix. You just have to do the best you can in any given situation and keep moving forward.”


  Kirsi gave her a puzzled little laugh and protested, “Itziar, that isn’t what I said at all.”


  “I know,” Itziar assured her before smiling and reaching over to grasp Corentin’s hand, “but I think that’s how we ended up interpreting it.”
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  The golem was a thief. Nothing in the village, nothing in the whole vale for that matter, was safe. It was forever stealing and bringing its thefts to Braslava’s door, laying them on her step like a cat lays down dead birds and mice.


  One day it was the butcher’s blue-and-white Turkish stockings, the next it was cranky Petar’s new pitchfork.


  And then the golem would stand there, looking down upon her, and all she could say was, “You think you’re doing me favors? Take your inscrutable face and go sit.” And the golem would go and sit in the shade of her spruce, the sap sometimes falling to speckle the red clay of its bald head and shoulders.


  Braslava did not know: Was this God’s curse? Was it his blessing?


  The golem was anatomically correct in every way, except for the missing belly button. But if God was going to go to all that trouble, why not just send a man instead?


  Sometimes the thefts were not such a bad thing. For instance, the golem once brought her a shoe that months ago, Zvonka, the carpenter’s wife, had lost. It is a terrible thing to lose a favorite shoe, but the golem found it.


  The golem once brought Braslava a quiver of quality hunting arrows. Each had a black shaft with three yellow grooves running from the fine steel head. The grooves, the blood lines to speed the bleeding of the animal, had been painted to look like tiny, spotted snakes. Nobody in the vale had even heard of anyone—Croat or Hungarian—who used such markings, so Braslava was able to claim and sell them for a good price.


  These were the good things. But most of the time the golem brought things that it should not.


  And it did not matter how strongly the inhabitants of the vale locked their possessions up. It did not matter if they hid their treasures with great cunning. The golem would find them, and it would take them. It was an excellent thief. Quiet as stone. Quiet as the red mud and clay from which it was formed. The only way a victim might know he’d been burgled was by looking for the telltale crumbs of red dust that it sometimes left behind.


  This is how holy things steal.


  Of course, in the first weeks, some had questioned the golem’s holiness. They’d come one afternoon with a thick-toothed tree saw and a mighty axe. They’d commanded the golem to put its neck on the chopping block. It had done so willingly.


  Braslava scolded them. “A man, holy enough that God trusts him, creates this thing, and you’re so wise to kill it?”


  “You don’t know who made it,” said Eben, who was always one for dredging up the facts.


  It was true, of course, that she didn’t know exactly who’d made it. She’d found the golem down at the river in the late summer. She’d gone to gather an apron full of the spotted mint that flourished on the exposed sand and gravel bars there. Truly, anyone could have found it, but it was Braslava who had been standing in just the right spot as the orange light from the setting sun brightened the shorn bank, illuminating the undressed tree roots, the rocks, and the upper side of the golem.


  At first she’d thought the river had dug into the stained bones of an ancient graveyard. But a person could not get close to the golem, a person could not liberate its shoulder and face from the dirt, and think it was mere bones. It had looked like someone caught far too long in the womb, struggling for birth.


  Who fashioned it and buried it under a forgotten twelve feet of dirt, Braslava did not know. But did she need to know such things when God was involved?


  She folded her arms and looked at the array of bearded men before her.


  “You forget,” said Boric, “wizards in Pharaoh’s court had power to turn staves into snakes.”


  “And even if it was made by a holy man,” added Eben, “what does that mean? Men always spoil God’s gifts. Just look at Adam.”


  “You all think like rutabagas,” she said. “A golem is an angel of sorts. And you do not kill angels. It’s just not done, even if they do make off with your prized cooking pot.”


  The men did not listen. Braslava stood back. If they wanted to call down fire from heaven, she was not going to stand so close the flames would engulf her.


  They put the two-man saw to its neck and pulled. The teeth bit in, but when they’d sawed only part of the way through, the saw stuck fast.


  Radovan, the massive woodcarver, attempted to free the saw. He spat on his hands, heaved his mighty axe above his head, and brought the blade down. The axe sank into the golem’s neck, but if Radovan hadn’t immediately wrenched his blade out, the neck would have also claimed the axe.


  The men stood there, looking down. The golem knelt at the chopping block with the saw stuck in its red neck.


  Braslava herself was surprised, but then she saw the meaning. “All things created by God are good,” she said. “This one is to show nothing that is ours cannot be taken in a moment’s notice.”


  And so it was. But this did not mean that sometimes, the Lord be blessed, the divine message was not annoying.


  Now and again the golem disappeared. The first time this happened was after All Saints Day. Braslava expressed her gratitude for the Lord’s favor in both the sending and the taking. But it was apparently not enough, for the golem returned one week later carrying a long-haired goat.


  The nanny desperately needed milking, but Braslava knew the brand in its hide. If she milked it, the goat’s mingy Magyar owner would probably claim she’d stolen a sip and demand payment. So she took the nanny from the golem, tied the animal up on her cart, hooked old Ephraim, her bull, to the yoke, and then proceeded down the trail to the river to deliver the goat, unmilked, to its owner.


  She admired the sun and the red and orange leaves blazing in the trees and littering the path. She savored great quantities of air thick with the smell of leaf mold. At all this beauty she heaved many sighs. But when she approached Mislav’s farm, the sighing stopped.


  She decided she would wave to Mislav as she passed by. Even now she always had to decide. Mislav wasn’t a rich priest, wasn’t one of those Romans, but an Orthodox, a Byzantine who believed in marriage and in the propriety of full beards. He was diligent and laughed too loud and was the only man who’d ever even thought of her as someone worthy of being a wife.


  Mislav stood in front of his house, chopping wood. He saw her and put his axe down. He wiped the sweat from his brow and motioned at the goat with his chin. “So, God is not through with you then?”


  “He’s never through with any of us, is he?”


  “Perhaps help is on the way. I have heard that our Croatian ban knows of your little problem. He is sending men to collect the blessing.”


  “What does he want with a golem?”


  “Think,” said Mislav. “It will not be long before the Bosnian dukes fall. And then the Turks will be here at our very doors. What if the ban can direct its stealing? The Turks will wake up one morning and stand in shock: ‘Where are the mountains of arrows? Where are the multitudes of horses?’ And what if golem is sly enough to obtain a sultan or two? It could become a mighty weapon.”


  Braslava shook her head. “This golem is not so reliable. I know this thing because I have tried to direct its stealing myself.”


  Mislav cocked an eyebrow.


  “Bah,” she said and dismissed him. “Even you would not be able to resist. Think about it—can you say you would not be sorely tempted to kife the Roman’s silly hat?”


  “I would resist temptation,” he said.


  “Not for long,” she said. “But the Lord would save you because it seems all requests and commands are answered with the same thing. I’m telling you, the ban will be disappointed. He will get nothing but tiny speckled eggs.” Eggs, even when all she’d asked for was one purple Turkman’s tulip.


  “Perhaps the golem will listen to a Christian. Perhaps it will listen to a ban.”


  Braslava rolled her eyes. “Even Christian bans need to learn that God is not our slave to be running to and fro.”


  Nina, Mislav’s wife, opened the door. She held a baby boy, with dark curly hair like his father’s, in her arm. She smiled her genuine smile. “Brasa,” she said. “Come in for tea and tell us about this goat.”


  Such an admirable woman. It could have been Braslava there at the door. She felt an emptiness lurch inside her. She waved her hand in dismissal. “What is there to tell? I open the door to turn my pigs out into the oaks, and there’s the golem, silent as stone, with the goat.”


  “Where does it sleep?”


  Braslava did not want to answer that question. Of late it had been laying itself down on the floor next to her bed. She did not know what to make of that. She thought that perhaps the golem was like a cat, but when she’d looked down into its clay eyes that never blinked, never closed for rest, she knew it was not a cat. The proximity of that clay body at night was a bit unnerving.


  “Since when does dirt sleep?” Braslava asked.


  “She’s got a point,” said Mislav.


  “Faw,” said Nina. “Come in and have tea.”


  Braslava motioned at the nanny. “Look at these teats. If I were to milk them, you know I’d never hear the end of it. I’ve got to be going.”


  “What about the bear?” asked Nina.


  An old sow bear had been seen prowling the river bottoms, breaking up the fishing weirs. Everyone told Braslava that this is precisely why she needed a dog. But dogs only made her eyes burn and her nose weep. She patted Ephraim on his flank. “One old bull will have to be enough,” she said.


  Nina accepted this and blew her a kiss. Mislav gave her that look, the one he’d been giving her ever since she’d told him in tears that, yes, she wanted with all her heart to be his wife, yes, she wanted with all her heart to be Christian, but God had made her Jewish. And how could she honor the dead and at the same time abandon them?


  Braslava kissed her hand and waved good-bye. With each step she told herself to forget Mislav and Nina. She told herself to forget that beautiful baby. There were immediate problems to consider. And, indeed, thoughts of the bear took her mind from Mislav. She crossed over the river bottoms, the Lord be blessed, without incident and made her way to the village.


  The village men and children were busy in the apple orchards. The wives stood in the yards, maintaining the fires to boil and pickle the fruit. Most of the women ignored her. But there were some who waved, albeit with a grave smile.


  When she stopped at the well to draw a drink, Anja, the widowed basket weaver, came marching up. She took Braslava by the hand. “Sweetling, you leave that goat and you come with me.”


  “The Magyar—”


  “Forget him,” said Anja. “This cannot wait.”


  Anja, always organizing someone’s life. Of course, she was also often the first to arrive and the last to leave when there was work, and such a person had to be listened to.


  Anja told her to tie her bull at the post by the barn. Braslava did.


  In the garden next to the barn there was a small boy collecting ripened gourds. He looked up and stared at Braslava.


  Anja stood in the doorway to her stone hut. “Come,” she commanded. “Quick, quick.”


  Braslava entered the house. From the ceiling beams hung dozens of drying bundles of lavender and rose. The smell enveloped her like a blanket. Some of the petals had fallen to the floor.


  Anja pointed at an oak chair positioned next to a small table. “Sit,” she said.


  Braslava sat. Anja dragged a chair woven from willow withies from the hearth and set it close. She sat, smoothed her dress. “I was just about to hike up to your house.”


  “And at your advanced age,” said Braslava.


  Anja did not respond to the joke. She put a hand on Braslava’s knee. She took a deep breath through her nose. Obviously this was important.


  “This thing you found at the river,” said Anja, “it should not be naked.”


  This was the great urgency?


  “We have been talking, and this is what we have decided.”


  “Who decided?”


  “People. Now, surely you can make it a pair of pants.”


  “Who am I to tell God how he should dress his servants?” she asked. She was not so rich as to have extra cloth lying about.


  “Even God made a coat of skins for those in his keeping,” said Anja. “We gathered a few old beet sacks.” She stood, walked to the dining table, picked up a tidy pile of sacks lying folded there, and returned. “Take them.”


  It was ridiculous, but Braslava took them.


  “Good,” Anja said. “It must happen today. That’s the first thing.” She sat back down. “Now, the second.” She leaned in close.


  Braslava waited. Through the window, she could hear the boy working in the garden.


  “This thing, it is important to know where it sleeps.”


  An urge to tell Anja it was none of her business flashed hot inside her, but Braslava resisted it. It would do no good because Anja would lay siege. She was an indomitable general when it came to such things.


  “Tell me you haven’t let it inside,” said Anja.


  Braslava sighed. “It’s like a cat. Sometimes it curls up in a corner of the house, sometimes it goes to the barn and makes a nest. What do I care where it sleeps?”


  “It is what we suspected.” Anja sat back. “You must move, or we must find you a chaperone.”


  “Two months this golem has been running around, and now suddenly somebody is worried about how it’s dressed?”


  “Sweetling,” said Anja. She took both of Braslava’s hands in hers. She looked her in the eyes. “Sometimes it takes two months for people to finally think. Sometimes it takes that long to remember the Nephilim.”


  There was a story written in the first book of Moses about the times before Noah, about the Grigori, the two hundred angels who were set to watch over humanity, but fell in love with the daughters of men instead. They abandoned their duties and bore children to the women they took as wives. The children of those unions, the Nephilim, had grown up to be monstrous and hungry. So hungry they began to prey on the very people that raised them.


  This was madness. “It’s a golem,” said Braslava.


  “And what is this golem, eh? You said so yourself.”


  “It’s not that kind of angel.”


  “How do you know?”


  How did she know? That was a question.


  “For one,” said Braslava, “it did not fall. It was stuck in the dirt.”


  “Did the Lord not deprive those fallen angels of their flaming fire garments? Were they not clothed in ordinary dust? Did Noah’s flood not bury and bind them in the valleys of the earth?”


  Braslava was speechless.


  Anja nodded. “These are things to think about. But even if it is nothing more than a forgotten golem, how do we know it’s not a Jonah? Surely the Lord has greater purposes for it than pilfering goats.” Was this why the creature was sleeping on the floor next to her bed and bringing her gifts? To woo her? Even if it wasn’t one of the ancient angels that fell, the idea of this holy thing desiring her, of it taking her to its bed—she was horrified.


  “Do you see?” asked Anja. “We are not thinking of chaperones. We are thinking of the Nephilim. We are thinking of giants.”


  Yes, they were thinking. Thinking horrible things. Probably thinking as well that it was all her fault. “I did not make the golem,” said Braslava. “I did not invite it to my door. And we are most certainly not courting!”


  Anja patted Braslava’s hand. “Of course not. Nobody here is accusing you. Not yet. Nevertheless, you must remember: God can do what he likes, but you and I must keep ourselves beyond reproach.”


  When Braslava exited Anja’s house, the boy in the garden was waiting, leaning up against his little wooden wheelbarrow. He pointed a crookneck squash at her. “You’re the one with the husband of clay, aren’t you?”


  “No,” said Braslava. “I am not married.”


  The boy narrowed his dark eyes and shook the gourd at her. “If you get pregnant, you will only give birth to goblins and trolls.”


  Anja waved him back to his work. “Oleg, you lazy slug. I am not feeding you to sit or to speak.”


  The boy scowled and turned to his gardening.


  Anja gave Braslava a look that said, Do you see?


  “I have done nothing,” said Braslava. “You know that.”


  “You and I must be practical, dear. We must start with pants.”


  * * *


  Braslava returned the Magyar’s goat and then moved in with Anja. She made the golem pants. Up to this point she had not touched the creature. But it did not know how to pull the pants on. So Anja held the pants while Braslava lifted one of the golem’s legs, and then the other. Braslava felt firsthand the suppleness of the clay skin and the surprising fact that the legs and the spot on the golem’s back where she’d braced herself were warm.


  For two days the thing ran around in sackcloth. But it did not improve the situation. The golem ceased its visits to Braslava’s house and now appeared at Anja’s. On the third day, it came home from its thieving with nothing but shreds of cloth hanging around its loins.


  Braslava made it another pair, and then another. They abandoned sackcloth then and tried leather, which was not inexpensive. They dressed it together and fastened the pants with a sturdy belt. They stepped back to examine their work, the clay dusting their hands. The golem stood before them, handsome in its way, looking like a red barbarian.


  A slip of pride flittered through Braslava’s mind: perhaps men did not have eyes for her, but it was possible this holy thing did. She wondered how she might determine the truth of it.


  Such a thought, she realized, and immediately squashed it.


  The next day, the creature returned with a teacup that had tiny red flowers painted on the side. The leather pants and belt were gone.


  Anja threw up her hands. “This one is like Adam before he ate the fruit.” She sighed and looked up. “You could help,” she said, apparently addressing the Lord himself.


  This could not continue. Braslava was not made of gold. Anja had even less.


  Braslava took the teacup and shooed the golem away. A part of her felt sorry for the creature. But then, holy things were probably made to withstand continual rejection.


  Anja clapped her hands. “Of course, it is like Adam. And that is precisely what we shall tell them: this thing was created to be naked and unashamed.”


  “That does not help me,” said Braslava. “We must fetch the rabbi from Zagreb.”


  “What will he do that the priest from Draga cannot?”


  “Since when has a priest known how to deal with a golem?”


  “Who is going to go, with the mountains between here and Zagreb full of bears and Turks?” asked Anja.


  “We must do something.”


  “You don’t have to do anything,” a man said.


  Both women turned.


  Mislav stood in the yard, his beard tucked into his tunic. “The ban’s men are in the vale; I saw them cross the ridge only minutes ago.”


  “The Lord be blessed,” said Anja.


  But Braslava felt a small pang of loss. Of course, it was ridiculous. It was wrong. It was an evil thought. And she would not be an unstable woman.


  The ban’s men rode in on horses slick with exertion, their sides lathered in sweat. A four-horse team drew a sturdy wagon with a cage bolted to its bed. The wagon clattered and rumbled down the rutted road and rolled to a stop by the well. A number of the villagers had gathered.


  The soldiers wore padded surcoats of blue and carried shields with the gold fleur-de-lis and blue field of the Croatian ban. The captain of this crew addressed the villagers. “Where is the Byzantine priest?”


  Mislav stepped forward. “I am here, Captain.”


  “Bring us the golem and the witch.”


  Mislav bowed. “There is no witch, sir. But I can lead you to the golem.”


  “My orders, you heretic, are for a golem and a witch.”


  Mislav bowed even lower. “I cannot deliver what does not exist.”


  The captain’s eyebrows rose in annoyance. He picked up his riding crop and urged his horse forward.


  Mislav was going to get whipped in the face by that crop.


  Nobody moved.


  Braslava wondered, what were they doing? Protecting her? She opened her mouth to speak. But Anja grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her back.


  “You want a witch?” Anja asked. “I’ll be your witch.”


  “No,” Braslava said.


  Anja strode up to the captain boldly. “My family has been Christian since Koloman was king. I pray seven rosaries every day. And every Sabbath, I travel over the mountain to go to church in Draga. So this thing comes to my doorstep. If that makes me a witch, then I’m a witch.”


  The captain turned to another man sitting astride a huge, shining, black stallion. He carried no shield, but his coat of arms was stitched on the chest of his purple sable-trimmed surcoat—a yellow field with a black checkerboard slash. Braslava had not seen them before. She looked at his face. His eyes were like those of a dead fish, flat and lifeless.


  The man urged his horse forward until he was close to Anja. He slid his foot out of the stirrup and with the point of his boot, lifted Anja’s chin and turned her face. He took a good long look at her.


  “A witch never had power to make a golem,” said Anja.


  The man dropped his boot from her face and turned his attention to the villagers gathered about. He looked at each in turn. When he came to Braslava, she forced herself not to look away. His gaze lingered on her, and then he smiled, a dead smile that never reached his eyes. “Just get the golem,” he said. He spoke it in Hungarian, which meant he was some sort of noble.


  The captain motioned for Mislav to lead. Mislav took them to Anja’s barn where the golem was sitting placidly in the dirt, a spade across its lap.


  “Come,” said Anja to the golem. “Get up. These men are here to take you away.”


  The golem turned its head to look at Braslava.


  The captain motioned for his men. Two of them brought manacles and heavy chains.


  “Get up,” said Anja.


  The golem ignored her.


  “Get out of the way,” the captain said.


  Two soldiers with lances leveled them at the golem. The three with bows drew their strings. The men with chains pushed past Anja. One said, “You shoot me in the back, Rati, and I’ll kill you.”


  They approached the golem like they would a bear, slow, ready to spring away in a moment.


  The golem regarded one of them. “We are friends,” the soldier said. “Do you see the pretty chains?” He showed the golem the iron collar. He let it hold a chain. While the golem was fingering the links, he reached out and clasped the collar gently around the golem’s neck.


  The second soldier slipped the spade from the golem’s lap.


  “Pretty chains,” said the first soldier. “Now we will put them on your ankles and wrists.”


  They commanded it to rise and get in the cage. It rose, exited the barn in a hobbled walk, and climbed into the cage. They commanded it to sit. It sat. They locked the cage door and mounted up.


  The man with the dead fish eyes addressed Braslava. “So what does this thing eat?”


  His look was unnerving. It was as if something else other than a man lived in that face. She had never seen the golem put anything into its mouth, and so she said, “I suppose it eats dirt.”


  * * *


  The very next morning, just before the sun crested the mountains, the golem returned to stand on Anja’s doorstep. The heavens had dumped down a freezing rain that morning, and the creature’s skin was dark, glistening like wet rock. The chains were broken, half the manacles missing.


  “Always running home,” said Braslava. “I told you this thing was like a cat.”


  “Holy Mother,” said Anja, and crossed herself. “Let us pray that this golem has not committed murder.”


  Braslava’s joy turned to ash. She looked at the golem’s powerful hands. The soldiers would return with anger. It was possible she and Anja would be taken and hung. It was possible the ban would send a hundred men to burn the village to the ground.


  “We are guilty of nothing,” said Anja. “We will not run.”


  “Lord,” Braslava prayed and then stopped. She was but a little person. Nevertheless, wasn’t David little when he slew the giant?


  “What?” asked Anja.


  “Nothing,” said Braslava, ashamed at her lack of courage.


  It was well into midmorning when Braslava heard the galloping of horses and the rumble of a wagon moving at speed. She and Anja exited the garden where they had been digging onions and walked to stand in front of the house by the lane that led through the village to meet their fate.


  The mounted soldiers rounded the bend at the far end of the lane. It was still cold, and the horses’ breath looked like smoke. The soldiers reined in around the two women, the horses sidling, stomping, snorting in a ragged group.


  A cluster of children that should have been digging sugar beets clustered in front of one of the stone huts to watch. The village women looked up from their apple pots. Cranky Petar came as far as the middle of the lane, carrying his pitchfork.


  The noble with the dead fish eyes pushed his expensive horse between the soldiers’ mounts. He said nothing. He simply looked at Anja.


  A silver cross hung on a chain around his neck. But it was no ordinary cross, for at its base coiled a serpent.


  Braslava and Anja had discussed the noble at length. That cross confirmed their conclusion—he was a volhov. And only the Lord knew the darkness he weaved.


  Anja held up her hands to say she had nothing to do with the golem being here. “It is on the roof.”


  The soldiers all looked to Anja’s slate roof. The golem squatted at one edge, its knees drawn to its chest, so that it seemed to perch there. Two sparrows perched on the peak next to it.


  “Call it down,” said the volhov.


  “Of course,” said Anja. “But I must tell you that it comes and goes of its own accord. I don’t know that it can be tamed.”


  “I did not ask for the opinion of a woman.”


  Anja nodded.


  She was going to get herself killed if she did not shut up. She walked over to the edge of the roof. “Golem,” Anja said. “You must come down.”


  The golem turned its head to look away. Then it changed its perch so that it faced away from them.


  “Shoot it,” said the captain. Two soldiers unwrapped their bows. They retrieved their bowstrings from the helmets atop their heads. The golem paid them no mind. Soon both had an arrow nocked and drawn.


  “Shoot,” said the captain.


  The arrows sped forth. The sparrows took flight. The golem scratched its ear.


  The arrows struck it high in the back. But only the very tips penetrated its skin. The arrows came to rest at odd angles. Then the golem shivered, and the arrows clattered to the roof.


  “Get up there with a rope,” the captain said. “If it won’t come willingly, we’ll pull it down.”


  He commanded Braslava and Anja to bring ladders. He ordered four men up. Before they ascended, Braslava saw two of the assigned soldiers glance at each other, and she could not tell if they were divvying up work with their glances or looking to each other for courage.


  The soldiers clambered up the roof. Three carried spears. The one with the noose straddled the peak. The other end of the rope was tied to the back of the wagon’s bed. The soldier cast the noose easily around the golem’s neck and yanked it tight. The driver yelled and flicked his reins. The horses surged forward. But the golem simply reached up and, with his thumb and forefinger, snapped the rope.


  The soldiers, the villagers, the volhov, they all watched the wagon clatter a number of yards up the lane dragging the rope.


  They turned back to the golem.


  The soldiers on the roof stood in confusion. One screwed up his face, growled, and charged as best he could on the slate. The butt of his spear struck the golem where a man’s ribs would be. But the golem did not even sway. It was as if it were affixed to where it sat.


  The soldier slipped on the slate, then regained his balance. He set himself and shoved the butt of the spear into the golem’s head. By this time the other two soldiers had joined the first, poking and ramming the thing. But a slate roof after a freezing rain is not such a good place to fight. The first soldier lost his footing. His spear flew wide and he tumbled down to fall into Anja’s now dead marigolds.


  The golem batted the spears out of the other two soldiers’ hands. Their spears clattered and rolled down the roof to the ground. The larger soldier with a blond beard changed his stance as if he were about to close with a wrestler. But before he took one step, the golem reached down and grasped the edge of the roof. It swung down like a monkey, hand over hand along the edge, and dropped to the ground. Then it crossed the space between Anja’s hut and Petar’s, grabbed the edge of his roof, and swung up. In moments it had taken a new perch.


  This was not going to work. Even Braslava could see that. She folded her arms and glanced at Anja, who gave her a look that said, Idiot men.


  Idiots, maybe. Violent, most certainly. Braslava knew they would start burning the huts down. They would tramp through the gardens. She walked over to Petar’s house and looked up at the golem.


  “It would please me,” she said, “if you went with them.” Once she’d said the words, she knew it was not right. But what could she do now? Command it to run away? That wizard would kill her for sure.


  The golem looked down at her.


  On the other hand, maybe she was right to dupe it so. Who knew what it was? Who knew if it was even holy? And even if it wasn’t pitching woo, a most certain abomination, it was only a matter of time before it stole something that would bring danger—a bear cub, someone’s child. Hadn’t it already done so, drawing a wizard with dead fish eyes?


  “Just go with them,” she said.


  The words hurt in a small way. But even that was cause for alarm because it meant her affections were turning. And when such turnings matured, who was to say what she might desire?


  The golem gazed at her for a few moments more with those unblinking red eyes. Then it unfolded itself and walked down the roof.


  * * *


  The next morning Braslava woke with a vast emptiness in her belly. She thought of the golem riding away in the wagon’s cage, a thick collar around its neck fastened to a ship’s chain. It looked like it had been sold into slavery.


  She said nothing to Anja about it, but all day she expected the golem to return. When the sun set and Anja warmed two cups of plum brandy, she reminded herself that it most often returned in the early morning.


  It did not return the next morning or the next. Braslava sometimes caught herself scanning the forest edge for it, but the golem did not return that week. On her sabbath, Anja traveled over the mountain to visit her priest. She traveled back with a new rye dough starter that she wrapped in waxed linen and kept warm and living at her chest. The next week, they harvested the potatoes at Anja’s and then moved up to Braslava’s to bring in the last fruits. Two weeks passed. A day and a night of strong winds stripped off nearly all the colored leaves, leaving the naked tree bones clutching at the sky.


  Mislav came to visit them at Braslava’s hut, but they did not talk of the golem. That night after he left, Anja said, “We were practical.”


  Braslava sipped her hot tea, looking into the fire.


  “It had to go,” Anja said.


  “Perhaps,” said Braslava.


  “Yes,” said Anja. “Perhaps.” She stood. “I shall return.” She opened the front door of the hut to go to the outhouse and gasped in alarm.


  Braslava looked up. She turned, spilling the scalding tea onto her legs.


  There stood the golem on the porch.


  Anja backed away, her hand on her chest.


  The wind blew in a dusting of snow.


  Braslava put the teacup aside and stood. The golem was blue in the light of the moon, orange in the light from the hearth. Its perfect skin had been marred and chipped. It looked like it was missing a piece of its jaw. But the worst was its right eye. It was gone, mangled like someone had taken a stick and shoved it into the clay of its face.


  “Dear Lord,” said Braslava. “Come in, golem. Come in.”


  The golem stooped to walk through the door. It strode past Braslava to the hearth and squatted before the fire. Then it reached in and with its bare hand rooted around and plucked out a red-hot coal. It turned its head, as if looking up at her, as if she perhaps was not supposed to see.


  Braslava turned to give it privacy, but she still caught it out of the corner of her eye, and what she saw was the golem putting the glowing, smoking coal into its mouth to chew and swallow.


  “Brasi,” said Anja. “Yet another theft.” She stood at the hut’s open door, looking out into the yard.


  Braslava regarded the golem for a moment. So it was holy then. She should not have doubted. She crossed the room to join Anja on the cold stone of the porch. Tied to the post of the pigpen was a young ram.


  The golem had never before tied its animal thefts like this. It had always carried them in its arms. Braslava walked out into the wind and cold, crunching across the thin skiff of snow frozen in places to the ground. The ram turned its head to eye her.


  Its back was flat and level with the shoulders, its stance strong. Both testicles hung free of the body. The curved horns did not come too close to the head. She looked over its ears in the moonlight. There was no marking of ownership.


  The ram was still not sure of her and tried to step away. In the morning, she’d have to check to see if its eyes were clear, check the nose, listen for the quality of its breath. She would have to check it for foot rot. If all was good, then this would be the golem’s best theft yet.


  Braslava untied the ram and put it in another pen. All this time, Anja stood watching at the door. When Braslava came back in, Anja asked, “What are we going to do?”


  “We are not going to give the golem to that wizard. That’s one thing.”


  “I think the golem can take care of itself,” said Anja.


  “Maybe,” said Braslava. “Maybe not.”


  They both went inside Braslava’s hut and shut the door. The golem still squatted before the fire.


  “Maybe it is time to risk both bears and Turks,” said Braslava, “and fetch the rabbi of Zagreb.”


  Anja nodded. “I will go. I was the one who kept you from going earlier.”


  “We’ll go together.”


  “We will be eaten or flayed,” said Anja.


  “We won’t be flayed.”


  “Ask Mislav. You do not know the Turks.”


  Braslava walked over to the hearth and reached past the golem for the hanging kettle. She poured herself another cup of tea, straining the mixture at the spout with a scrap of cheesecloth.


  “I will ask Mislav. I will ask him for his horse.” She opened a small crock of honey on the table and added some to her cup. “We can ride doubled up.”


  Anja nodded. “Nina’s a good one. She will take care of the animals.”


  They decided to be practical and go to sleep, but neither could. Instead, they began packing for the trip. Depending on the roads, it might take most of a day to get to Zagreb. They would certainly have to stay overnight.


  “The volhov will come,” said Braslava.


  “Then we will leave even sooner,” said Anja. “And the golem will follow.”


  “And stir up the hornets in Zagreb. I don’t know if this idea will work.”


  In all this time the golem had not moved from the fire. But now it jerked its head as if it had just heard something. It stood.


  Anja and Braslava stopped their packing.


  The golem ran for the door, threw it open, and rushed outside.


  Braslava and Anja looked at each other.


  “Does it always do that?” asked Anja.


  Braslava shrugged. She’d never seen it do that before. She crossed to the doorway, careful lest the creature should return in haste and knock her over. She looked out. The moon had set. The night was dark. The golem could neither be heard nor seen.


  She began to close the door and stopped. There were lights coming up the trail to her hut. From the way they swayed, she guessed they were lanterns held by men on horse.


  Braslava turned. “The volhov. Get the packs.” Both women already wore shoes fit for travel. Braslava picked up her sheepskin cloak, her mittens, and her hat.


  They would have to use the trail that led to the springs and then down to Mislav’s. Anja was ready. Braslava threw water on the fire so the light would not give them away when they opened the door. The smoke billowed up the chimney and into the room. They rushed to the door. Opened it.


  Braslava ran around the corner of the hut, away from the lanterns coming up the trail, and ran straight into the arms of a man wearing a leather breastplate. He caught her hard by the arm, grasped her tight around the waist.


  Anja turned to escape, but the man simply lifted Braslava and yanked Anja back by the cloak.


  “Two witches in the night,” said the man. His breath stank. His clothes smelled of wet dogs.


  Braslava tried to struggle free, but the man pushed both her and Anja up against the hut’s stone wall and held their faces to the rock with his vicious hands on their necks.


  He yelled to the other men. It wasn’t long before the soldiers came with their horses and lanterns. The volhov slipped off his mount.


  “Where is it?” he asked.


  Braslava didn’t answer.


  “We know it’s here,” he said.


  “It fled,” she said.


  The volhov nodded. He motioned for his man to release her and Anja. The freezing rock had bitten into her face. Braslava reached up to cover the skin, but the volhov threw off her hat, grabbed a fistful of her hair, and yanked her head back. He marched her outside the circle of men and faced the dark woods and hillside. “I’ve got her!” He yelled at the trees. “She’s a witch and deserves a witch’s death. But you can save her. Do you hear me! You can save her!”


  The volhov turned Braslava and marched her into the hut. He ordered his men to start a fire. Then he ordered them to stand watch. Anja was shoved into a corner. Two soldiers brought in a medium-sized barrel and stood it on its end.


  “I should have seen it sooner,” said the volhov. “I should have known it would come for a Jewess. And it will come. What I need now is a scream.” He crossed over to Braslava. He ordered the soldier guarding her to remove her cloak. “Tie her to the chair and bring me two stones. Make one of them flat.” He turned to Braslava. “I’m going to crush your finger. Then I’m going to pull its nail.”


  Whatever this man said, Braslava knew she would not deliver the golem to him. She would remain silent.


  “If you do not give me what I want with the first, then I will continue with another finger, and then another. Sooner or later you will call him in.”


  The soldier shoved her into a chair and tied her fast. He went outside and returned moments later with two stones. He tied her left hand open on the flat stone and then held her fast. The volhov picked up the jagged piece of granite. He looked at it. Looked at her hand. Juggled his grip to get the right surface pointing down. Then he slammed it down on her pointing finger with a sharp crack.


  Braslava saw white. Pain shot through her hand. She wanted to groan, but bit it back, took a short breath. Panted. The finger was already swelling. He’d broken the knuckle, she was sure. Her eyes began to well with tears.


  The volhov held a pair of pincers in his hand. Where he’d gotten them she did not know. He grabbed her finger. She could not help but squirm when he touched the broken finger. He fitted the teeth of the pincers over her fingernail and clamped them down. He wiggled them to make sure he had a good grip. “If we had time, I would take this more slowly. But I have already wasted weeks. Now we will see how a witch screams.”


  “Dear Lord!” said Anja. “No!”


  He yanked the pincers.


  The pain consumed Braslava’s hand.


  But the nail wasn’t completely out. He yanked again.


  She could not help herself. She cried out, moaned. She whimpered. She tried to stop. Tried to breathe.


  The volhov held the bloody fingernail up in the pincers and examined it. Then he set it on the table and waited, watching Braslava. The pain burned horribly. Blood rose from her torn fingertip and ran onto the flat stone.


  “You’re stupid,” he said. “But nobody is strong enough to resist. We will wait for the pain to double back. Just a few moments more.” He put the pincers down and picked up his stone.


  There was a shout outside. The door flew open and slammed into the wall.


  The volhov turned.


  The golem rushed in, and before the volhov could do anything, the golem swatted the hand holding the rock. The rock flew from his hand and crashed into a closed shutter.


  The volhov stepped back. The golem swung his red arm in a backward arc and slammed it into the volhov’s chest. The blow lifted the volhov off his feet and threw him across the floor and into the wall.


  The golem followed. The volhov tried to stand, but the golem bent to him and began with two hands to crush his throat.


  The soldier in the room charged the golem with a large hammer, but the golem reached up and caught the hammer haft in one hand before the man could land the blow. It wrenched the hammer out of the soldier’s hand and threw it in the man’s face.


  The volhov was spluttering. His face flushing red. He fumbled in a black purse that hung around his neck.


  The golem turned back to the volhov with both hands, but the volhov retrieved something from the purse and shoved it into the golem’s open mouth.


  The golem shook its head. Its grip on the volhov loosened. It shook its head again more violently. It stepped back, clutched at its throat, its features contorted in a painful rictus. The golem took another step back only to stumble and crash into the table and onto the floor. It tried to stand, but could only get to one knee.


  The volhov stood, gingerly holding his own throat, and stepped over to look down upon the golem. He smiled.


  “At last,” he said. “Perfect.”


  * * *


  The golem lay on the floor like a dead man. Braslava sat tied in her chair. The volhov had let her finger bleed until the blood coagulated into a gobbed mess on its own. Anja, under the watch of a new soldier, bent to serve the volhov a cup of tea. The wounded solider had been dragged out of the house.


  “Who in the vale has recently had a baby?” asked the volhov.


  Anja looked him square in the face, righteous anger burning in her eyes.


  “You need to think about next month, next year. I am only doing what must be done.”


  “What could you possibly need from a woman who has just given birth?” asked Anja.


  “I do not want the mother,” said the volhov. “I want the child.”


  Anja’s grip on the tea kettle changed and Braslava thought she was going to throw it in the volhov’s face.


  “Would you rather sacrifice one child to me or a dozen to the Turks, who will hold their feet and dash their brains out against a rock? They will rape you and your Jewess here. And if they do not kill you, they will sell you as slaves.”


  Braslava knew this already. The Turks were excellent at burning fields and killing villages. They were excellent at cutting off the heads of men to collect their sultan’s bounty.


  Anja did not answer.


  “I will beat them back,” said the volhov.


  Braslava laughed. Giddiness washed over her like an unexpected wind. She should not have felt such mirth, should not have laughed.


  The volhov turned.


  She nodded at the golem with her chin, suppressed a lunatic giggle. “You’ll beat back the Turks with that?” He was a fool.


  “No,” he said. He narrowed his dead fish eyes. “No. I will first make this golem into a molech. I will make it into a god. And then, when they are lined up in their beds at night, when they are clustered around their fires, I will send it in to steal their lives. I shall send it in to take the breath breathed into Adam’s nostrils.”


  A molech. What was this wizard that he could even consider such a thing?


  “I knew all along,” said Anja. Her hand was in a pocket of her tunic. She yanked her hand out and shoved a string of garlic at his face. “Vampir!”


  The volhov did not flinch. He reached up and loosened a clove from one of the heads, slipped the meat from its skin, and popped it into his mouth. He began to chew and said, “I am not a vampir. I am a man who wishes to protect his family, his king. Nothing more. Can’t you see that this golem is a gift from God?”


  “You shall have no other gods before me,” quoted Braslava.


  The volhov heaved a sigh. “This is what I get from talking to women. I am not going to serve this god. It is going to serve me.”


  He paused.


  “I need a child to feed to the golem,” he said. “Just one.”


  But Braslava knew that wasn’t true. A molech had an appetite. It would require many children. A multitude of roasted babies.


  Anja set her jaw in stubborn defiance and stepped back.


  The golem stirred.


  “Ah,” said the volhov. “I was wondering how long it would take the shem to fully digest. Rise, golem. Stand before me.”


  The golem stood. Something about the lines of its face had changed. This was not the pleasant and calm golem from before. This was something else—ferocious, wise, angry? She could not tell.


  The volhov pointed at the golem’s loins. “This holy thing was created to multiply and replenish the earth. Of course, it could not mate before, but my shem has now removed all such bindings. I shall have not only a molech, but I shall also have its progeny. A dozen children could rout an army. Do you see? You will help me one way or the other.”


  Anger flooded her. Men! Eve may have been duped to make a mistake, to take a little bite, but men, men could swallow great quantities of evil.


  The volhov stood. “I am going outside to fetch some water. You think.”


  Braslava’s face went slack with horror.


  Who could have predicted this? Who could have guessed that the golem, which she had fancied like a stupid girl, would turn into an abomination?


  Even if she did not tell them who had recently given birth, the volhov would find them. He would go door to door like Pharaoh’s men and demand his sacrifice. And the very first door he would thrust open would be Mislav’s. That lovely baby boy would be his first sacrifice.


  She could not let it happen. But who could resist the power of this wizard?


  Would to God, she thought, we had an Elijah’s fire, a Gideon’s horn, an Abraham’s ram.


  The thought rebounded back at her. It possessed her. An Abraham’s ram. They needed an Abraham’s ram. She looked up at the golem. Was it possible?


  Outside, one of the soldiers said, “This ram ought to make a fine dinner.”


  The ram bleated.


  The golem’s ram that had appeared in the moonlight to be whole, without blemish or spot.


  She pitched her voice low. “Anja,” she said.


  Anja glanced at the soldier and stepped closer. The golem stood like a statue.


  Braslava whispered, “Take the mint gathered at the river. Take the ram. Get them to Mislav. Tell him we must have the blood for the lintel and posts of this golem.”


  Anja shook her head. “Mislav is not a Jew. He is not even a proper Christian.”


  “He is a holy man,” said Braslava. “Confused or heretic, he is all we have.”


  Anja nodded. She stood taller, set her jaw, adjusted her tunic. The old general was back. She turned and walked out the door. Outside, a soldier commanded her to halt.


  “If we are going to sacrifice,” she said in a loud voice. “We are going to do it right. You tell your master I shall bring the sacrifice within the hour.”


  Braslava heard the door of the pen, where the ram was kept, open. She heard it shut. A man commanded two soldiers to go with her, and Braslava feared— Would Anja be able to make the sacrifice?


  Shortly thereafter the volhov returned. “Golem,” he said. “You may untie her.”


  The golem moved behind Braslava. It undid the ropes that bound her.


  The volhov said, “You are wise to cooperate.” He held a cooper’s hammer in his hand. He went to the barrel the soldiers had brought in and pried off the lid. The shutters were still closed and the hut fairly dark, otherwise she didn’t know if she would have seen that the contents of the barrel shone with a sickly green light.


  Braslava held her damaged hand to her chest. She rose from the chair, glanced up into the golem’s face, and stepped over to look inside the barrel.


  The volhov ignored her, unrolling a leather bundle of odd iron tools onto the table.


  Four eels, each as long as one of her legs, swam in the water, twisting their thick mud-colored bodies around each other. They had tiny pig eyes. Their mouths hung open, showing their needle teeth. She could not tell if it was the pale belly of the eels or the water itself that glowed. The water stank of old brine. One of the eels rolled to the surface and gulped in air.


  Something red lay at the bottom of the barrel. Was it a rock? She peered closer.


  “It’s his eye,” said the volhov. “An eye so that I may see. A shem in his stomach to break his bindings and govern his will.”


  “What are these eels?”


  The volhov did not answer. She wondered. Did they carry his life? Were they his familiars or talisman? Were they his masters?


  He pushed the table to the side to make space on the floor. He ordered his soldiers to bring the wooden bath. He turned to the golem and commanded it to fetch the barrels from the wagon.


  The golem turned and exited the hut.


  “Very soon, I will take his heart to keep his life safe in my hands.”


  A few minutes later two soldiers brought an empty wooden box the size and shape of a coffin into the room. The inside was the light color of maple. Outside, it had been varnished in red. There was no lid.


  Braslava knew this was not a box to be put in the earth.


  They placed the box in the center of the floor.


  The golem returned, carrying a barrel a normal man would be forced to roll.


  The volhov walked over to the golem and removed the bung. He pointed to the box. “Dump it inside.”


  The golem did. It brought in three more barrels, all filled with what smelled like seawater brine, and emptied their contents into the box as well.


  Braslava wondered where Anja was. She’d had more than enough time to reach Mislav’s. More than enough time to slaughter the ram.


  The volhov motioned one of his men over to help him. Together they lifted the barrel of eels and dumped them into the box.


  “Come, golem,” said the volhov. “Stand in the waters.”


  The golem turned its gaze to look at Braslava with its one eye.


  “Golem,” commanded the volhov.


  The golem held her gaze a few moments more, then stepped into the box.


  One of the eels gently wrapped itself around his leg.


  Where was Anja?


  “Lie down,” said the volhov. “Lie down and cover yourself in brine.”


  Braslava did not know the magic of this wizard. But she knew this bath of stinking water was a grave, a death from which her golem would not return.


  “No,” she whispered.


  The golem sat, like a man in a bath. The glistening back of an eel broke the surface of the water and moved past the golem’s waist. Then the golem laid itself back and, with barely a disturbance, slipped beneath the brine.


  She looked down upon it under the water. The eels swam over the golem, caressing its body with their fat lengths, nuzzling its crevices with their broad and bearded heads.


  A commotion rose outside. “Where is the volhov?” It was Mislav.


  The volhov looked up, a smile of triumph on his face. He crossed the hut to the door and exited. Braslava followed him.


  Mislav stood in the yard, his baby, wailing and red-faced, in his arms. Nina was held back by two soldiers.


  Anja lagged behind, but there was no bottle, no jug, not even a covered bowl of sacrificial blood.


  Braslava’s heart fell.


  “We are honored,” said Mislav.


  Something suddenly locked into place in her mind. It was Mislav who had alerted the ban. Mislav who had called this wizard.


  She would not believe Mislav was involved with this great evil. And yet, there he was, one knee to the ground.


  Anja walked through the yard, skirting Mislav and the volhov. She walked up to the door, panting.


  “What happened?” asked Braslava.


  “Inside,” she said.


  When they stood in the house, Anja turned to the soldier there. “Your captain says he has your payment. If you don’t get it quick, he’ll give it to another.”


  The soldier turned and walked out the door.


  Braslava turned to Anja. “What—”


  Anja cut her off. “Quickly,” she said. She withdrew a small pot from her tunic and a small bundle of fresh mint. She put them on the chair.


  Braslava’s heart soared. She should have never doubted Anja. They had to get the golem out of the water. “You take the feet,” said Braslava. “I’ll take the shoulders.”


  “The golem’s too heavy,” said Anja. “We’ll both take the shoulders.”


  Braslava considered the eels for only a moment, and then she bent over and plunged her hands in. The brine burned her damaged finger. But she ignored the pain and looped her arm under the golem’s armpit to pull it out. Anja knelt on the other side.


  One of the eels thrashed, turned sharply, and bit into Braslava’s arm.


  Braslava yanked her arm back and gasped.


  “Quickly,” hissed Anja.


  Braslava clenched her teeth and reached in. She bent low trying to get a good hook on the golem.


  The water roiled with the eels’ thick bodies. Another bite. Another. There was venom in those fangs. Braslava could feel the burn creeping up her arm.


  Anja growled. “Lift,” she said.


  Braslava heaved with all her might. The two women dragged the golem partway out of the box.


  An eel clung to the back of Anja’s arm, hanging out of the coffin. They heaved again, and the golem slipped wetly onto the floor. The eel dropped from Anja’s arm and writhed next to the golem, gulping air.


  Anja retrieved the pot and unstopped it. She dabbed the mint leaves in.


  “But we’re women,” said Braslava. “Shouldn’t Mislav—”


  “Sometimes,” said Anja, “the Lord uses a Deborah and Jael.” She withdrew the cluster of mint leaves, red with blood, and wiped them across the golem’s forehead. “Sometimes he uses a harlot.” The smell of the blood and mint mixed with the brine. She dipped the leaves again, and wiped the golem’s arm.


  The solider Anja had sent out pointed at them. “You! Stop!” He charged.


  Anja dipped again, but the soldier had crossed the space between them and delivered a kick to her head that sent her reeling. The crock of blood and mint leaves flew from her hands. Anja tried to roll to her knees, but the soldier shoved her aside.


  Braslava picked up the stone the volhov had smashed her fingers with.


  The soldier bent to recover the crock.


  Braslava struck him in the head. She struck again. He stumbled back, a look of surprise on his face. With all her might she smashed him one last time in the temple.


  The soldier fell sideways to the floor.


  Braslava dropped to her knees and grabbed for the pot and mint. Her arm was swelling from the venom. Most of the blood had spilled on the floor. She sopped up the blood, turned, anointed the golem’s other arm. She anointed its right leg. Sopped up more blood. The smell of mint and blood filled her. Her arm felt like fire.


  The doorway darkened.


  Braslava did not look up.


  “No!” snarled the volhov.


  She anointed its other leg. Smeared blood on its chest.


  A soldier yanked her back by her hair. She fought to get her legs underneath her, but he dragged her along the floor.


  “No,” repeated the volhov. “No!” He grabbed one of the empty barrels, scooped up water from the box, and splashed it over the golem.


  The blood did not wash off.


  “A cloth!” he yelled. He dropped to his knees. Scrubbed at the blood with his tunic. “Come off!” he commanded, but the blood had soaked into the clay.


  The golem sat up. It raised one hand and took the volhov by the throat. It convulsed, then rolled over to its hands and knees, dragging the volhov with it.


  It convulsed again, violently, and spat a black and slimy lump onto the floor. The shem.


  The golem stood and walked over to the small barrel. It reached in and fetched its eye, the volhov still struggling in its grip.


  The soldier released Braslava’s hair and backed up.


  The golem stuffed its eye back into its head. Then it turned its attention to the volhov. Its face was terrible.


  Fear flashed through her. What bindings had the volhov broken?


  Steam rose from the bloodstains on the golem’s red clay. But it wasn’t steam. It wasn’t anything she’d ever seen—wisps of light that hovered and flowed like heavy smoke.


  Glory.


  It was glory. It was God’s divine burnings.


  Glory smoked from the golem’s eyes. It flowed from its mouth.


  The volhov fumbled in his coat.


  The golem’s hand and forearm burst into flame.


  The volhov screamed.


  The golem lifted the volhov off the ground by his neck.


  The fire spread, curling the volhov’s beard, smoking the linen surcoat. Then in a whoosh, he caught flame like a piece of dry grass, blazed into a pillar of fire. Smoke flooded the room, billowed along the ceiling.


  Braslava coughed, dropped to her knees. The brightness of that fire hurt. She shielded her eyes.


  Anja moaned.


  Outside, soldiers shouted. On the roof, the slate shingles clattered and clinked. Dirt blew into the room, followed by a blast of wind that slammed the door and shutters against the wall. Debris flew into Braslava’s face. Something struck her in the back. And then the wind turned into a gale.


  The room was a furnace. Her hair crackled and curled in the heat. Braslava thought of the burning bush, the smoking mount—they would all be immolated by God’s glory.


  She heard a huge crack. Felt herself being pulled up by the wind.


  It gusted again, and she swore in the rush of wind she heard music or singing. Then the whistling moved outside, the wind retreated. She gulped in a breath of air. It stank of burning flesh, but it was not full of smoke.


  Something large thumped to the floor.


  She took a breath. And another. She was alive. That in itself was a miracle. She brushed sand from her face and eyelashes. When she opened her eyes, the golem was lying on the floor. The volhov was gone.


  Braslava rushed to the golem. The red clay shone in places like porcelain. In others it was black.


  “Golem?” she said. She touched its shoulder, its arm.


  “It’s dead,” said Anja.


  Braslava looked up. Anja was holding her jaw in obvious pain. Her hair was almost all burned away. Anja motioned at the golem’s legs. “It’s nothing more than baked clay now.”


  Braslava looked back down. The leg was cracked open down the middle like a loaf of bread. The stomach, chest, arms—the whole body was spidered with fissures like poorly fired pottery. She touched its handsome cheek and the head rolled to its side, free of the body.


  “Golem,” she said.


  * * *


  When Braslava and Anja staggered out of the doorway and into the yard, they found Mislav prostrated in the dirt, arms stretched out, praying into the dust. Nina was standing in shock, her hair wild and filled with debris, holding her babe.


  Two of the soldiers lay dead in the yard. Of the rest, Braslava could see none.


  She walked over to the spruce next to her hut where the golem used to sit and stood in the bed of needles. She held her throbbing arm. The lintel of the door frame, the tops of the windows—they were all blackened with smoke.


  She thought of the prophet Elijah, of the fiery chariot coming for him, and the horses of flame, and him going up in a burning whirlwind of smoke.


  Was it not a burning whirlwind that had claimed the golem’s spirit too?


  To have survived such a thing! She should have felt gratitude. She should have been filled with praise. But she looked down at the bed of needles and saw clumps of the tree’s tacky sap. Unbidden, tears came to her eyes, and she felt only a horrible loss.


  * * *


  Two days later, when they could all think, Braslava insisted Mislav, who had distracted the volhov so well, must take the relic of the golem’s body and keep it hidden and safe. She did not, however, know what to do with her hut, covered as it was in divine smoke. Did it mean the rocks and timbers themselves were now holy? If so, what person could simply wipe that away?


  In her mind, this was where the golem died vanquishing the volhov. It should be a hero’s monument. Besides, hadn’t the Lord accepted the ram as an offering? You did not clean away the memories of such things. It was just not done. So Braslava left the hut and moved in with Anja.


  However, that did not mean they had to abandon her garden. And so, one day before the snows came in earnest, the two women went to dig in Braslava’s garden for turnips to make into a mash. Braslava’s eel-bitten arm still ached. Nevertheless, they worked well into the afternoon. It was then, when they came back round to the front of what they now considered the golem’s hut, that they found a Turkman’s tulip lying on the doorstep.


  A doorstep that had, only hours before, been swept clean.


  The tulip was purple with white ragged stripes. And around it, scattered on the porch stone, lay crumbs of red clay.


  Anja looked at Braslava with raised eyebrows. Both women shaded their eyes with a hand and searched the yard and hillside. There was nothing but the sun, the brown autumn grass, and the wind whispering through the spruce.


  “You would think,” said Anja, “that one golem in a lifetime would be enough.”


  Braslava stooped and picked up the flower.


  God had sent her a man, with clay and fire and beating heart. Had he also sent her a husband? Or was she wrong? Was it she that had been sent to deliver this Jonah from the belly of the earth, and these were gifts of gratitude? The golem’s body was dead. Of this she was certain. But that did not mean it could not leave a message.


  The tulip glistened in the sunlight.


  “This is to show,” Braslava said, “that even little things are not forgotten.”


  And so it was. Even if sometimes, the Lord be blessed, the divine message was both wonderful and terrible.
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Gretel and Hansel
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  Hansel wanted to go back.


  Even after endless weeks in a cage, even after Gretel scrubbed and swept and scoured for the witch, even after she pushed the frog-skinned crone into the oven, Hansel wanted to go back.


  They stood at the edge of the forest, where the grass grew wild and sharp and brambles grabbed at their skin. The trees above reached their branches toward the ground as if they might scoop the two up and carry them away.


  “She’s dead,” Gretel said to him.


  Hansel stared into the woods.


  “I killed her,” she added.


  He shook his head, the movement so slow that at first, Gretel didn’t take its meaning.


  “You didn’t kill her,” he said, his words as dead as the witch should’ve been. “She’s alive.”


  Was she? Could she be? Gretel stretched her hands in front of her, palms skyward. These hands. They’d shoved from behind. They’d murdered. The crunch of bones, the sizzle of hair and flesh. The thick smoke that had filled her mouth and throat, the plumes laced with the stench of rancid meat.


  No one could live through that. No one, perhaps, except a witch.


  “Why do you want to go back?” she asked.


  A smile lit his face, the same sort of look she’d seen their father cast toward their stepmother, the same look Millie gathered from men in the tavern. Although some men reserved that gaze for the pint of ale they held in their grip. When Hansel licked his lips, Gretel hoped he wouldn’t answer.


  He didn’t.


  Every year, on the anniversary of their escape, Gretel would find Hansel at the edge of the forest. She’d stand with him while the sun dipped below the horizon, the slanting light flickering against the trees, shadows growing and leaping. The branches appeared to elongate as if beckoning them to step inside the wood.


  When there was just enough light left to navigate home, Gretel would ask, “Why do you want to go back?”


  Hansel never answered.


  Every year, she took his hand—a limp, clammy thing—in her own, and tugged him from the edge. With each step, her legs ached. With each step, the urge to shove him toward the woods grew stronger.


  Go! Run to her!


  Only the feel of Hansel’s hand in hers kept her steady on the path home. But maybe she was wrong. Maybe they all were. Hansel lived as if his heart, his soul, still resided deep in the woods, in a gingerbread house. At odd times, she’d catch him licking his lips, and she knew. She’d tasted the sugar too. It had left both of them empty—she without her brother, he without his heart’s desire.


  The year they turned sixteen, Gretel climbed the path to the woods only to find Hansel’s spot empty. Pulse fluttering in her throat, she bent low. Her fingers skimmed the dust trail. In the dim light, she barely made out a boot print. It was enough to go on.


  Gretel scampered down the path, grabbed her cloak from the hook inside the cottage door, and raced back up the hill. Before she could catch her breath, before she could gather enough courage to venture inside the woods, a hand gripped her wrist.


  “Stay back, girl. Don’t go after him.”


  The voice was lilting, filled with sorrow and knowledge. Not her father, then. Gretel turned to confront Millie from the tavern.


  “I have to go,” Gretel said. “He’s my brother.”


  “Not anymore, he isn’t. He hasn’t been yours for a very long time.” Millie tugged on her wrist, a gentle, coaxing sort of thing that had Gretel stumbling forward. “It’s too late. Once the witch has you, she doesn’t let go.”


  “Yes, she does.” She wrenched her wrist from Millie’s grip and held up her hands for the woman to see. “I did it once. I can do it again.”


  Gretel pulled her cloak tightly around her and plunged into the forest.


  Brambles wielded their thorns like daggers, their sharp points shredding her cloak. Branches grabbed at her hood. Eventually one plucked it from her head, the force choking her until she undid the drawstring.


  On she ran until the woods opened onto a stream. The stream led to the gingerbread house. Gretel halted, letting the fringe of trees around the clearing conceal her.


  The path to the house was covered with brittle, the air perfumed with spun sugar and melted chocolate. Even from this distance, desire churned in Gretel’s belly. Yes, she’d tasted the sugar. Yes, she’d thought of returning. But after that unbearable sweetness, the cream curdled in her mouth, the sugar scorched her tongue. She’d purged, not far from here, next to the stream while Hansel had continued to consume the treats as if they were the only thing that could sustain him.


  The witch stood in the entryway to her house, but this was not the frog-skinned crone of Gretel’s memory. The witch glowed like spring itself, her skin the color of a pale crocus stem, her hair long and flowing, as white as lily of the valley and as soft as spun sugar.


  Hansel lounged against the rail, a candied apple in his hands, the fruit so big and bright it seemed to throw off a glow into the night. The witch curved a finger beneath his chin, and with no more than that, urged him inside.


  Gretel threw herself forward, but the rock-sugar fence that surrounded the house barred her way, new segments sprouting across each path she tried. She flung herself against the fence. A second later, she sprang back, her palms stinging. She turned her hands and watched the blood, black in the moonlight, drip between her fingers and onto the ground.


  “I’ve failed him,” she said, out loud and to the forest, for every creature to witness.


  “Whoo?” came the soft call of an owl.


  “Me. I have. I have failed my brother.” Gretel studied her bloodstained hands. Certainly this was proof of that.


  “Whoo.” The call came again, long and soft, a lullaby rather than an admonishment.


  One by one, feathers dropped from the night sky, floating downward until they landed on Gretel’s palms. Each feather soaked up its share of blood before disintegrating. When a lone feather landed against her cheek, she sank to the forest floor and fell asleep.


  The blaze woke her hours later, the gingerbread house lit with flames. The odor of burnt sugar and charred sweets filled her nose, her mouth, her throat, the stench so caustic it felt as if a noose had tightened around her neck.


  “Hansel?” She called his name again and again, her cries too thin to cut through the thick smoke that billowed from the house. “Hansel?”


  Near dawn, the fire burned itself out, the rock-sugar fence a slag that oozed its way through twigs and leaves. Only the witch’s oven remained, squat and low to the ground. It was from here a figure emerged, movements tentative as a newborn calf.


  Gretel leaped across the slag and ran to her brother.


  Hansel took her by the shoulders, his fingers thin and tight. “I had to go back. I had to be the one to kill her.” He shook her then as if that would help her understand. “Me, not you.”


  His blond hair had turned ashen. If she brushed it from his eyes, Gretel thought it might crumble to dust against her fingertips. He reeked of burnt sugar and acrid smoke, but when she turned his palms up, they were clean and pink, like a child’s hands.


  She took him by one of those hands and led him to the path that would take them home.
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  Pagus leaned into his work, moving the rake efficiently among the hedgerows of his master’s private garden. It was light toil, really. In some ways, he rather enjoyed it. The garden was beautiful, to be sure, a flowering profusion of sweet scents and vibrant colors. More importantly, it was a place of quiet, the one location to which he could escape to be alone with his thoughts. Sometimes, while laboring among the plants and shade trees, he was able to forget almost completely the truth of his place in the world. Despite the aches and pains and occasional blister, it was perhaps the most enjoyable of his duties.


  He bent to pick up a stone. As he came up, another bounced at his feet, as though falling from an overhead tree. He looked up, scanning the foliage. Sure enough, there was Fabius, crouched on a portico rooftop that lay beyond the encircling wrought-iron fence, upon the perimeter of the surrounding peristylium, his ruddy face creased with a stupid grin. Pagus watched as the son of Master Cornelius reached into a leather pouch, pulled forth a stone, and flung it right at him. It was a good throw. Pagus actually had to dodge in order to avoid a nasty thump to the skull.


  Biting back his anger, Pagus turned to collect the stones. He could hear Fabius’s laughter as he worked, and did his best to ignore the continuing barrage, other than to note where each missile had landed so that he could retrieve it. He wondered briefly how severe might be the punishment should he decide to throw one or more of them right back. It might well be a price worth paying. Nevertheless, it was a passing thought. He had no wish to embarrass himself or his master, who would suffer insults from the community for having selected such a rebellious youth as his chief servant. Nor did he wish to give Fabius the satisfaction of a reaction of any sort. In the end, it was best for all to just keep silent.


  “Fabius,” a voice rang out severely.


  From where he knelt, Pagus glanced up to see Cornelius Jucundus, duumvir of Pompeii, cutting a path through the inner courtyard. The master’s eyes were fixed upon his son’s rooftop position. From the corner of his eye, Pagus watched as Fabius withered beneath his father’s stern gaze, abandoning his assault and slinking from view. When he had gone, Master Cornelius produced a key and stepped through the gate that marked the entrance to his garden, approaching Pagus’s location.


  Pagus rose to his feet and bowed. “I am sorry to have offended him, Master.”


  Cornelius shook his head. “It would seem my son is offended with life, these days. We can only hope he will outgrow it.”


  Pagus bowed again.


  “May I?” Cornelius asked.


  Pagus stepped out of the way, allowing his master to walk past until he had reached an array of rosebushes that sprouted in the exact center of the garden. One rose in particular stood tall and proud among the others, its stem stripped of thorns, save one. Cornelius did not hesitate, but reached up and pressed his thumb squarely upon the tip of the thorn, wincing only slightly as he drew blood. He then tipped his head back and drew a deep breath, closing his eyes against a stream of sunlight. At last, he turned and walked back toward the garden entrance, pausing to place a hand upon Pagus’s shoulder as he went.


  “Life grants us another day,” the older man said.


  Pagus nodded, then faithfully repeated his half of the ritualistic exchange. “Let us do with it as we may.”


  Cornelius patted the younger man on the shoulder, leaving him to his work.


  * * *


  Pagus lay in his private quarters that night, thinking as he often did of who he was and who he might one day be. He had just about fallen asleep when the attack woke him. Though he could not remember any sensory triggers, he must have felt it coming, for he bolted upright in bed an instant before it happened, his eyes snapping open to stare into moonlit darkness. As soon as he did so, the attacker was there, pressing a dagger against his throat. Pagus held his breath as a sneering face thrust into view.


  Fabius.


  Pagus blinked several times to be sure of what was happening. He started to speak, but the other signaled silence. A moment later, Fabius whispered, “We’ve been summoned.”


  Pagus swallowed hard and nodded, doing what he could to disguise his fear. He must have failed, because Fabius’s smirk only widened as he pulled Pagus to his feet.


  Moments later, they had worked their way outside the house and into the streets. A gusting wind blew down the roads and alleys, chilling Pagus’s skin. Pagus shivered, but said not a word. He glanced continually at Fabius, who prodded him forward with the dagger, saying nothing about where they were going, or why.


  At the end of the block, Fabius shoved him into an alley. There, Pagus came face-to-face with a young man, a beggar by the looks of him. After a moment, however, Pagus was surprised to realize that he recognized the lad.


  “Lucretius,” Pagus whispered in stunned greeting.


  Lucretius hissed at him to be silent, then motioned both Pagus and Fabius into the deep shadows. There, he took a moment to look Pagus up and down, as though sizing him up for some task. “Congratulations, Pagus,” he said finally. “You are about to win your freedom.”


  Pagus stared at the young man, dumbfounded. Lucretius was well known to him, a chief servant with whom he had often met. The boy’s master was none other than Sallust Severus, a close friend of Master Cornelius and a prominent citizen in his own right.


  Lucretius cast about furtively, then produced a folded square of leather. He opened it up to reveal what appeared to be an oily frog skin.


  “Poison,” he explained. “A venom that, when it reaches the bloodstream, can fell a horse within minutes.”


  Pagus studied the item, then looked up at Lucretius, making no attempt to hide his confusion.


  “My master wishes to be elected duumvir next month. He would not care to lose to yours a second time.”


  Pagus gaped wordlessly. He glanced at Fabius. “You’re going to poison your father?”


  Fabius snickered. “No, Pagus. You are.”


  Pagus groped for a response that would not come, his lips forming any number of unspoken words. “I ... I have no cause,” he stammered at last.


  “No cause?” Fabius laughed quietly. “You’re a slave, Pagus.”


  “You are being given an opportunity,” Lucretius agreed, pulling forth a scroll and extending it to him. “Do this one thing, and my master is prepared to secure your freedom.”


  Pagus accepted the scroll, and after a moment’s hesitation, read its inscription. A sudden twinge tickled his spine. The writ was a proclamation of freedom, signed already by Sallust Severus, duumvir of Pompeii. Help the man to assume the position, and he would be free.


  Pagus glanced quickly between the two conspirators, horror and disbelief vying for control of his features. “Why me?”


  Again, Fabius laughed, this time, without any trace of mirth. “You are the only one, other than Father, with access to his private garden. Who else?”


  “I am to poison the man in his own house?”


  “The venom must enter the bloodstream,” Fabius said, reiterating Lucretius’s description. He stared at Pagus meaningfully.


  Pagus shook his head, as if by doing so he might clear away this curious nightmare. What had Master Cornelius ever done that he should help to take the man’s life? “I cannot do this,” he said at last.


  “Be smart,” Lucretius urged him. “Your master is not long for this earth. Do not suffer for some misguided loyalty. Take this opportunity to profit from his demise.”


  Pagus turned back to Fabius. He could deduce easily enough the son’s stake in this affair. With Cornelius gone, Fabius would become master of House Jucundus. What would it be like working as a slave under the ill-tempered youth?


  But Fabius was quick to abolish any such notions. “Refuse this act,” he said, “and I will see you branded a thief. You will not escape the lions this time.”


  Lucretius took back the scroll and plucked forth a bag of coins, which he pressed into Pagus’s hand. “This is but a first payment,” he promised. “You shall be paid thrice over when the deed is done.”


  Pagus stared wide-eyed into the open bag, feeling its weight bearing down upon him. He looked slowly from one face to the other, still unable to believe this was happening. He had heard of such murderous intrigue, certainly. But to be drawn into such a plot, here and now ...


  He continued to glance from one face to the next. He could not trust either of these men; that much was obvious. But considering the choices ... He stared down at the bag of gold, more wealth than he could spend in a lifetime. He thought of all the good he might do with it. He thought of the words of his own master, who had often shared with him philosophies concerning the cycle of life. Death is necessary, Cornelius would claim without a hint of regret. The old must die that the young may take their place. A more natural progression did not exist.


  A cloud passed overhead, dimming the light of the moon. A night bird offered up a shrill cry. Pagus wondered suddenly whether one of his children or servants would one day be crouched in an alley, plotting his own unnatural demise.


  “Give me the poison,” he said.


  * * *


  A blustery wind swirled in the garden that day, shaking boughs, stirring leaves, and freezing Pagus to the bone. The events of the previous night were a blur. Only when he had awakened that morning to find the bag of gold and leather-wrapped poison skin did he believe that the strange encounter with Fabius, son of Cornelius, and Lucretius, servant of Sallust, had actually taken place. The very idea of what they had asked of him was absurd. But what was he to do? Run to his master with the story? With the evidence in hand, he might just convince the old man of the truth. But to what end? If Fabius and Sallust were determined to see Cornelius dead, what would stop them? Should this attempt fail, another would be undertaken. Even if the two conspirators were rooted out and convicted for their crimes, how long would it be before another followed their lead?


  The questions were maddening, a vicious circle of logic and illogic that had made Pagus sick to his stomach. He had gone about his chores that morning without an answer in sight. Although he wanted to deny it, there was a certain amount of temptation that he could not quite overcome. All of a sudden, his dreams were not just fantasies, but possibilities. In any case, this affair was not his decision. He was but a tool being used, as a hammer by a carpenter. If a murderer was caught in the act, which was destroyed—the knife, or the wielder?


  He was still pondering these questions as he went into the master’s garden that day. He was still pondering them as he smeared the venomous frog skin onto the master’s rose thorn. Enough for one prick, Lucretius had said, and one prick only. But one prick was all it would take. A fitting end, really. For Master Cornelius had explained to Pagus the philosophy behind his strange ritual as the need to remind himself each day that if he could still feel pain, then he was still alive. Only on this day, the scale by which he measured his life would tip in the other direction.


  Pagus thought of this as his master approached, stepping through the iron gate. He reminded himself that it was his master’s choice, his master’s ritual. He was merely a servant, someone who did what he was told. That was his place in the world.


  “Good day, Pagus,” Cornelius greeted. The old man looked down at him with that kind and knowing expression, seeing right through him, and continued past.


  Pagus began to tremble. What had he done? He remembered suddenly another of Cornelius’s philosophies, shared with him on the day that the elder statesman had brought a starving urchin, caught thieving from the master’s orchard, into his magnificent domus. Whereupon that surly, shamefaced youth had snidely congratulated the old man on all his marvelous accomplishments, only to be told that it was not the treasures accumulated during one’s life that mattered, but the manner in which they were claimed.


  This before the esteemed Cornelius had spared that filthy, criminal vagrant, offering instead a place of service, of belonging, in his household.


  In an instant, the truth was revealed, the arguments and excuses that had covered it skittering away like dry leaves. Pagus knew in that moment that he had been deceived by his own aspirations. He knew in that moment that he had been blinded by the selfish need to improve his station in life. And he knew in that moment that he would sooner perish without achievement or the comforts it might bring than to steal from another that which he had not earned for himself.


  Casting aside all other thoughts, Pagus dropped his rake and rushed after his master. He caught the man in two easy strides, then lunged past. Without slowing, he reached the rosebush and pressed his thumb deep onto its lone thorn. One prick, and one prick only. But one prick was all it would take.


  He shuddered, feeling a warmth course through his veins, feeling all doubt and fear drain from him in an instant.


  “Pagus?”


  The slave turned slowly toward his master, his eyes upon the ground. “I have failed you, Master.” He looked up. “Life grants you another day.”


  Cornelius said nothing for a moment, then smiled sadly. He stepped to one side, sweeping his arm out wide. Through the entrance to the garden, Pagus watched as Fabius was drawn into the courtyard by a pair of guards, thrashing against their hold.


  “Unhand me!” Fabius screamed. He stopped when he saw his father. “It was Pagus!” he cried. “He threatened me to keep silent! I wanted to warn you, but he ...”


  His tirade tapered off as he caught sight of Lucretius stepping free of an alcove, followed by the boy’s master, Sallust Severus. The elder man nodded to Cornelius.


  Cornelius returned the greeting, then turned his back to his son. He stepped forward and reached out instead to his chief servant. Pagus made no move as the other slipped free the wide leather belt encircling his waist, that which carried the brand of the family Jucundus, the symbol of Pagus’s slavery.


  “You have proven your loyalty, young Pagus,” the older man proclaimed softly. “You are free.”


  Pagus blinked in confusion.


  “There is no poison,” Cornelius explained. “The council asked that I nominate a new aedile, a member of my household. It was assumed I would select my son, but I was uncertain of his worthiness.” He paused. A heavy sigh rattled from his chest as he glanced back at a sullen Fabius. “The council agreed to let me test it—and yours—before a decision was made.”


  Pagus shook his head, aghast, humiliated, ashamed. “Master, I thought to profit at your expense.”


  Cornelius offered a compassionate smile. “Had you not been tempted, it would not have been a sacrifice.”


  “Master, I—”


  “Life grants us another day,” the older man said.


  The young servant studied his master. In the courtyard beyond, Lucretius nodded encouragingly.


  Pagus swallowed his pride, swallowed his shame. “Let us do with it as we may.”
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  Timothy Williams was extraordinary in several ways. He had, in his youth, been exceptional at the video game Excitebike for the Nintendo Entertainment System. His skills with the Alt+Tab function of the Windows operating system were precise and efficient. He could time his avocado selection to correspond with a desired date of ripeness nearly every time.


  This was generally where the list ended.


  The morning was fresh and bright, and smelled comfortably like new laundry and warm apples. The Laundromat across the street and the apple tree near the train platform were, respectively, to blame.


  The train was late, but that wasn’t so bad. Tim leaned forward on the uncomfortable bench, smiling when his eyes met those belonging to the girl at the end. She looked away and adjusted her dark brown hair.


  “Where are you headed?” he said, in a moment of unusual bravery that would almost certainly be added to the list.


  She turned to face him in her seat. “Downtown. I’m starting a new job.”


  “Good luck,” he said with a grin. “Are you nervous?”


  She shook her head, her curls bouncing over her shoulders. “I’ll be fine. I have nerves of steel.” Her smile was bright and eager, and Tim couldn’t help but laugh.


  “What about you? Going to work?”


  He nodded as he stood and walked the few steps between them. “Yes, but it’s not a new job. I do data entry for a software company. Really boring stuff.”


  The train arrived and they climbed aboard.


  “By the way, I’m Katie.” She reached out a slender hand. Tim shook it and introduced himself.


  “So, Katie, what do you do at your new job?”


  “I’m a research psychologist at the university.”


  “So you’ve been analyzing me, then?” Tim suddenly felt his personality to be underdressed for the occasion.


  She laughed, a pretty sound, causing her head to tilt back attractively. “No, I’m off the clock. And anyway, your motives are clear enough, even for a nonpsychologist.”


  He blushed at that. “I guess I am pretty obvious. ‘No sense in dancing around it.’ That’s what I always say.” Tim rarely ever said it.


  Tim’s regular stop was quickly approaching. “I guess I’ll see you again tomorrow? Provided they don’t fire you on your first day.”


  She smiled and nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be around.”


  Pretty good day. Tim thought to himself as the train doors opened. He stepped out onto the platform.


  And then he fell. Hard. He tripped and fell face-first onto the pavement, his skull bouncing off the concrete like a medicine ball.


  As the train pulled away and he looked up from the platform, he could just barely make out the look of shock and mostly disguised amusement on Katie’s face.


  It was nice of her, at least, to not laugh right away, Tim thought. He pulled himself to a seated position and brushed off his pants, ignoring his head, which was simultaneously ringing, throbbing, and aching.


  After the embarrassment had worn off slightly, leaving mostly the physical pain, he started the short walk to work. As he stepped off the curb to cross the street, a car raced by inches away, its driver blasting the horn and shouting unintelligible obscenities. Tim shook his head, still disoriented, and looked more deliberately left, then right. He hurried across the street and into the safety of his familiar building.


  He leaned against the wall as he waited for the elevator, cradling his still-tender head. A glass of water and to sit down, he decided—that’s what he needed.


  Office policy stated company-issued laptops were to be taken home each night, or locked up in a desk drawer. Tim didn’t like taking his home on the train, and further, didn’t care for the added obligation of a job that couldn’t be left at the office, so he opted to lock his computer up.


  He produced his key and turned it in the familiar lock. He slid open the drawer—and found it empty.


  Crap, he thought.


  A hot ball of anxiety started to form in the pit of his stomach. He tried to remember the previous day’s events. He would’ve remembered taking it home, if he’d had a reason for doing so. Right?


  He slid the drawer closed, and checked the other two drawers for good measure. No computer. Maybe he forgot to lock it up? Whenever that happened, his manager would typically move it to her office for safekeeping.


  He absently rubbed the tender spot on his head as he approached her office. She was sitting behind her wide oak desk, typing furiously in a designer blouse and tight gray slacks. Tim knocked on the open door. “Jane? Did you happen to see my laptop? It’s not in my drawer and I think maybe I forgot to lock it up.”


  Jane turned in her chair, still keeping her fingers on her keyboard as she finished the last line of an e-mail. “Let me check,” she said. “I don’t remember picking up your computer, but I usually put them in my drawer.”


  She finished the last of her keystrokes with emphasis and turned her attention to a desk drawer. Sliding it open, she found it empty.


  “Hm,” she said. “I guess I don’t have it. Are you sure you didn’t take it home?” She stood and walked out of her office, her steps brisk, used to constant hurrying.


  Tim started the walk back to his workspace, increasing his pace to match Jane’s stride. “I guess I must have, but I don’t remember doing it. My regular routine is to lock it up.” They had reached Tim’s desk, and to punctuate his point, he slid the drawer open.


  There sat his laptop, just as it did every morning.


  He looked up at Jane sheepishly. “Huh. I could have sworn it wasn’t there before.”


  Jane patted him on the back. “Weird joke, Tim. Let me know if you need anything else today.” She half smiled at him and power walked back to her desk.


  Tim picked up the laptop and tucked it under his arm. Only a few other people were in the office so early, but he assumed one of them must have been playing a trick. He walked a lap around the small office, alert for any indication of the prankster, but he didn’t receive anything from his coworkers other than benign smiles and distracted glances.


  He gave up on the search after a few minutes—his head was still throbbing and he still hadn’t had his water—and returned to his desk. He opened the drawer that had held his computer, half expecting a note or some other message from the culprit, but he found nothing. He was disappointed; it at least would have made for some excitement in his day. He stashed his cell phone in the drawer and slid it closed, and turned his attention to his work.


  Data entry is boring and unappreciated work, but at least it’s steady and quiet. Tim fetched a glass of water and some aspirin, and after a short time, found that his head was feeling marginally better.


  Coworkers shuffled in and took their places at their desks. Tim typed away dutifully, answering e-mails and comparing voluminous spreadsheets.


  For lunch, a tall man—whose name escaped Tim—who worked a few desks over had brought salmon. “Sorry about the smell,” he said from the break room to no one in particular.


  Usually Tim didn’t mind the smell of fish, but he suddenly found himself repulsed and nauseated at the faintest whiff. He raced for the bathroom and barely made it to the toilet before losing the contents of his stomach.


  He walked slowly from the bathroom, first returning to his desk, then reconsidering and heading for Jane’s office. Again he knocked at the open door, and again she was typing furiously, this time with her phone balanced on her shoulder. She held up a finger and mouthed “one minute” when she saw Tim, and he leaned against the door frame.


  “What’s up?” Jane said as she hung up the phone.


  Tim cleared his throat. “I just—got sick.” he said. “I think I’m going to head home for the day. I can take my laptop and work the rest of my hours tonight.”


  “Sure, Tim, whatever you need to do.” Before her last word was even spoken, Jane had returned her attention to an e-mail, her typing a signal that Tim was dismissed.


  He returned to his desk and finished the report on which he had been working. He clocked out for lunch, intending to use the break to travel home and possibly take a nap. He disconnected the computer from its dock and slid it into his shoulder bag.


  His phone was still in the drawer, and he opened it to retrieve it. The drawer sat empty, nothing but blank gray metal. Just as before—no note or anything. He slid the drawer closed and laughed, thinking maybe the culprit would hear and react. No response from any cubicle neighbors.


  There was a troll doll—the kind with long neon hair and a gem in its rotund belly—that occasionally made its way around the office as a prank, being secreted in desk drawers and behind monitors. Tim had half expected the doll to be in the drawer or on his desk, a sign that a joke was indeed being played. He leaned out of his cubicle to glance at the desks of a few neighbors. Not seeing his phone, he returned his attention to his own possessions. He checked the pockets on his bag, then those on his pants and jacket.


  He considered another trip to Jane’s office but decided against it. He looked on the floor around his desk and everywhere on top of it, to no avail. He checked the drawer above and the one below the empty one, still finding nothing.


  He decided at last that perhaps he’d missed it the first time, and gave the drawer another look. The phone slid to the front as he pulled the drawer open.


  He pulled the phone out tentatively, as if unsure he’d actually be able to grasp it. He turned it over several times in his hand, looking around with less suspicion than confusion.


  Tim returned his gaze to the drawer; it sat empty again, but it had appeared empty before as well. He was sure of it. He hadn’t missed or overlooked his phone. Certainly not his laptop. They’d been there when he closed the drawer, and were not there when he next opened it.


  He took a pen from the top of his desk and placed it in the middle of the drawer. He slowly slid it closed, and realized he was holding his breath. After waiting a moment, he opened the drawer again.


  It was empty.


  He felt the bottom of the drawer for any opening or trick. He examined every angle he could see and felt the back of the filing cabinet and the cubicle wall behind it, finding nothing that seemed unusual. Leaving the middle drawer open a crack, he slid the bottom drawer out. There had to be some kind of mechanism or trapdoor—a catch or lever that was activated when the drawer closed, and moved its contents to a secret compartment.


  But where was the compartment? He’d checked the top and bottom drawer; there was no sign of a space that could conceal anything. The other drawers were as plain as the middle one, five pieces of flat steel without any seams or breaks.


  He opened the middle drawer, and—as he expected—the pen had returned.


  Tim had felt the back of the cabinet with his hand but decided to get a better look. Maybe it would hold the answer. He shimmied the heavy thing out a few inches at a time, until there was a space of a foot or so between it and the wall behind. He climbed below his desk and examined the cabinet thoroughly, using his phone as a light. He looked at the space on the carpet where the cabinet had been, and tilted it up to peer beneath it. Nothing looked out of place or strange. It was by all accounts a normal filing cabinet.


  He stood and brushed off his pants, then considered the phone in his hand. An idea struck him. He opened his camera and turned on the flash. He placed the phone faceup in the drawer. He set the timer for ten seconds, started it, and slid the drawer closed. He waited just a moment and opened the drawer, verifying the trick had worked—the phone was gone. At least he’d see the inside of whatever compartment the phone ended up in. Maybe he’d even hear the camera click, or see the flash go off.


  Ten seconds passed, and Tim didn’t see or hear anything. No worries, he thought, let’s see what this compartment looks like. His heart beat a little more quickly as he pulled on the drawer, revealing his phone, just as he’d left it.


  He lifted the phone and opened his pictures. Most of him expected an out-of-focus, up-close view of a gray metal drawer, but he was still excited as he pulled up the most recent photo.


  No part of him expected what he saw. The camera was pointed at what appeared to be an arched stone ceiling. The picture clearly showed the seams between large carved stones, tan-colored blocks streaked with white and brown. The arch reached its peak above the camera, showing the picture to have been taken from more or less the center of the room. Pillars reached to the ceiling along the sides of the picture, and Tim found there was an increased feeling of falling the longer he stared at it, a tightness in his chest that wouldn’t release him.


  He slid his chair away from the cabinet slightly, eyeing it warily. This “prank” was getting weird. And weirdly elaborate.


  “A photo,” he whispered to himself. It’s just a picture of a photo stashed inside the compartment. Right?


  Tim sat still for a long moment. Video, he decided. He’d take a video, and then he’d be able to see where the phone went, and that it was just a photo and there was a trapdoor or a false bottom and there would be a rational, tangible solution.


  His head hurt. He tapped the screen a couple of times, started the video recording, and lowered the phone into the drawer. He closed it gingerly and immediately opened it again, ensuring it was empty.


  He waited for as long as he could stand, which turned out to be about three minutes, before closing and reopening the drawer to retrieve the phone. He leaned over the drawer, surprised at the look he saw in his own face displayed on the screen. It was fear.


  Tim stopped the recording, then waited in agony as the phone processed the file. He pressed Play, his eyes glued to the small screen. The video went dark as the phone was closed into the drawer, then almost immediately, bright light flooded the screen. Once again Tim was staring at an arched stone ceiling, but it was undeniably real. He could feel it, sense it—so real it was almost living.


  There was a faint sound coming from the phone. Tim increased the volume, bringing the phone closer to his face while keeping his eyes fixed on the screen. The noises didn’t sound like anything in particular, but Tim knew at once they weren’t sounds from his office. He strained to make sense of it, and thought maybe he could hear footsteps. The video drew to its last few seconds, and Tim was about to set it down on his desk when he saw a black shape fly across the screen. Then darkness, and the drawer opening, and Tim’s face.


  “What was that?” Tim whispered.


  A bird, he thought. Must be a bird.


  He played the video again, skipping to the end. He paused it and stepped through slowly, but the bird—the thing—was too fast. And too large.


  With too many limbs.


  Tim put the phone down and rested his face in his hands. I’m not crazy, he thought. I’m pretty sure I’m not crazy.


  He sat for several minutes, until his heart rate slowed and he could stop his hands from shaking. He reached for his phone again. He ignored the part of him politely insisting that he run from the building screaming. Tim rummaged through another drawer until he found what he was looking for: a binder clip, the black plastic kind for holding stacks of hundreds of pages. And also, it happens, perfect for holding a phone upright. A handy little office-supply tripod.


  He started the video recording again and placed the phone in the drawer. He sent the phone away again, confidently, as if he were mailing a letter. He waited only a minute before retrieving it, eager to see what else was in the room with the stone ceiling.


  He replayed the video with a shaking hand, his heart pounding in his chest. It showed a large room stretched out in front of him, with pillars near the wall that looked as if they’d thrust themselves out of the ground rather than been carved or constructed. They stretched hungrily to the ceiling, fleeing the depths of the earth.


  Tim brought the phone closer to his ear, and he could definitely make out voices. Several of them, echoing in the chamber. They were chanting something he couldn’t understand, but it sounded eager, and unkind. Threatening.


  The video ended without any flying creatures, but Tim was unnerved all the same. He had an awful feeling about the chanting. It put images in his mind he was sure weren’t there before. Deep water and stone tombs, and icy-cold blackness.


  Tim’s hands shook as he held the phone. He considered leaving; he’d been sick, after all. He tried to get up but found that his body resisted. His curiosity was too strong a force, a gravity that pulled his mind continually back to that place. The drawer. The stone room.


  He had no desire to hear those voices again, but found himself reaching for the drawer. He chose a new angle for the camera’s focus as he placed it, then slowly closed it. He let several moments slip by, then watched in horror as his hands reached for the drawer and its nightmarish contents.


  Once again the phone had captured the chanting voices, but the new angle also captured their source. As Tim reviewed the video, his eyes widened. His breath caught in his throat, and the phone almost fell from his hands.


  A simple wooden throne rose from the otherwise bare stone floor. In the seat was a man, his arms and legs bound and his head hanging down toward his chest. On either side and behind the throne were tall hooded figures, swaying from side to side and droning the oppressive chant. Tim assumed it was coming from them, though their faces were shadowed by their gray robes. At least two of the figures held long curved knives in their hands. As the video drew to a close, Tim thought he saw the man struggle slightly against his bindings.


  He slid the phone into his pocket and stood from his chair. He looked out across the cubicles filling the floor.


  It’s a portal, he thought. It’s some kind of opening to a different world or dimension or something. He continued looking around, not sure what he was expecting to find. His coworkers continued their tasks, oblivious to the crisis he was experiencing.


  I have to help him, he thought. Don’t I? He was unsure of the protocol of the situation, but assumed that if things were reversed, he would want a stranger from another world to at least make an effort.


  Tim noticed a door on the far wall that he didn’t remember ever seeing before. Maybe there’s another portal, a way to get to that other room. He crossed casually to the door, noticing there was no sign or indication of its contents. He tried the handle and found the door locked.


  Beverly, another data entry employee, walked by. “Beverly?” said Tim, “do you know what’s behind this door?”


  She glanced at the door and then at Tim. “Are you okay? Jane said you were heading home sick.”


  “Yeah, I’m okay. I just—I don’t remember what’s in here.” Tim felt his face flush, aware that his story would seem insane to anyone else.


  Beverly seemed to consider it for a moment. “No, I’m not sure. Well, feel better, okay?” she said, and she continued past him.


  Tim sighed and watched Beverly as she turned a corner. He tried the handle again. To his surprise, he heard a click, and the door cracked open. He pulled it open and slipped inside the room, letting the door close behind him. It was pitch black, and Tim felt for a light on the wall.


  The wall. It felt different. Wrong. It was hard stone, rough against his hand, and he couldn’t find a switch. He felt along a seam in the stone, following its path on the wall for a few paces. The door had closed behind him and it was pitch-black in the room.


  He remembered his phone and pulled it from his pocket, using the screen as a light. Its blue glow spilled over the floor, revealing a mosaic tile pattern he’d never seen before. There was no furniture in the room, and it seemed to extend beyond the reach of his phone’s light in every direction but behind him. His footsteps sounded dull against the tile, and echoed eerily. The room smelled of dust and damp, and it carried a feeling that it was far older than the rest of his office building. Older than any building Tim had ever been in. He pointed the phone in several different directions, finding only stone floors and walls. He exhaled a slow breath and pointed the light at the ceiling.


  He found it looked very much like the one he’d taken a picture and video of. The image of the flying creature flashed across his mind, and he pointed the light away from the ceiling, though he wasn’t sure if it would be better to see one or not.


  Tim oriented his body away from the door through which he’d entered and began to walk. His eyes grew accustomed to the low light, but there was nothing to see in the darkness. The floor sloped slightly downward, and Tim felt eerily as if he were descending into the belly of some ancient beast.


  He’d walked for several minutes when he saw a dim shape in the distance near the floor. An opening, with a light on the other side. He turned his phone off, both to save the battery and because it was little help in the suffocating darkness.


  Tim walked slowly, counting footsteps and watching the shape slowly grow larger. The damp smell grew stronger as he continued toward the light, and after a time, he thought he could hear something. At last he could identify the sound; it was the low, repetitive chanting of the hooded figures.


  He stopped walking and paused to listen for a moment. However he had felt hearing the sounds from the recording on his phone, it was immeasurably worse to hear it in person. Somehow he began moving toward it again. The opening was growing much closer, and becoming vaguely door-shaped.


  He increased his pace, something within him eager to reach the entrance, despite the rest of his consciousness recoiling at the prospect of what would be found on the other side. The progress went easily, aided by the slight downward slope of the floor. As he came closer to the door, Tim could make out some details of his surroundings, thanks to the light from the opening. The bare floor had a tile pattern suggesting waves that seemed to be flowing toward the doorway.


  He followed the waves, floating as much as walking, until he crossed the threshold into the lit room. It was a cathedral as much as it was a room. The arched ceiling extended over his head, all at once majestic and oppressive with its gray stone and massive pillars.


  Not thirty paces into the room was the throne, and the hooded figures, their voices joining together in a frenzied chant. The throne sat empty; the bound man was nowhere to be seen. The figures seemed not to notice Tim, or possibly to be indifferent to his presence. He froze before entering the chamber, suddenly realizing he had no plan, and no means of helping the man, wherever he’d gone.


  Suddenly there was another sound, filling the room and silencing the hooded figures. It was a sound like rushing water, coming from all around. Tim noticed windows, placed high on the walls near the ceiling, all around the room. Through the windows, water began dripping down the walls. The water started slowly, Tim staring in curiosity at the shining trails it made down the smooth walls. He watched for several minutes, captivated along with the robed figures, the flow of water increasing until each window held a waterfall, cascading into the room and crashing against the tiled floor.


  Tim began to back up, then turned to flee the way he had come. The sounds of rushing water coming down the path dissuaded him, and he returned to the room. He looked around frantically for an escape. There were no other exits from the room, and the only furniture was the throne, not even halfway tall enough to climb on to reach a window.


  Before long the water was lapping around his knees. He splashed through it, not going any particular direction, but looking desperately for anything that might help. Over the sound of the water came an awful sound from one of the windows, like the final cries of a drowning man. Something moved against the outside of the wall, something huge. Tim could hear something scraping and grabbing just outside.


  The water was up past his waist and seemed to be rising more quickly. Something reached in through a large circular window—a tentacle, green and foul-smelling, and covered in layers of sea life. The water lifted Tim and—he noticed—the robed figures. The water continued to rise, and as they neared the ceiling, it began to take them toward the circular window.


  Tim tried to resist the pull, swimming against the flow of water. He began to panic, his head dipping under, his nose and mouth filling with the brackish seawater. He struck his head against the ceiling as the room continued to fill. He glanced back and saw the tentacle was gone. His vision began to blur, and as looked to the window, he saw a single eye, huge and green, and then he lost consciousness.


  Tim awoke with a scream in his throat, his limbs struggling to swim in the air. He kicked his feet against a coarse white sheet. Something beeped, and as Tim moved, he pulled against cords and wires attached to his body. His legs were bare beneath the sheet, and he found it was only with great difficulty that he could move most of his body.


  He felt sore and tired, but his mind thrashed at him to stay awake and find answers. He looked for his phone and his clothing but saw neither. He heard the click of the door to his room, and a doctor entered. He was clean-shaven, with thinning hair and overly large glasses perched on his nose.


  The doctor approached his bed, nodding a greeting to Tim, and wordlessly placed cold fingers on Tim’s scalp—which he suddenly realized was shaved down to stubble.


  “. . . stitches are healing nicely . . .” the doctor muttered, half to himself. He pulled a small light from his pocket and shined it in Tim’s eyes, first one and then the other. “And how are you feeling today, Mr. Williams?”


  Tim opened his mouth but managed only a stifled noise. The doctor answered with an agreeable “uh-huh” and returned his attention to Tim’s scalp.


  “You’re quite fortunate your friend recognized the signs of an aneurysm. Much longer and . . . Well, you’re very lucky.”


  Tim stared at the man with his mouth hanging open. “What?” he managed to say.


  The doctor was taking notes in a binder. “Judging from the bruise above your eye, you took a nasty blow to the head earlier today. The impact dislodged a blood clot in your brain, which accounts for your vomiting and erratic behavior.”


  Apparently satisfied, he cleared his throat. “Psychiatric should be in shortly,” he said, then he left without further conversation.


  Tim’s hands moved tentatively to his head, where he felt every bump and divot on its hairless surface. He recoiled when he felt the stitches, folding his hands on his lap and attempting to steady himself.


  The door opened again, signaling the arrival of the psychiatric staff. Tim’s eyes grew wide as he saw Katie, the woman from the train, enter while making a note in a file. She pulled a chair next to the bed, her smile friendly.


  “Hi, Tim,” she said. “Today I hoped you could tell me more about the temple beneath the sea.”


  Tim’s hands settled into his lap. “Sorry, what?”


  “When the paramedics arrived to pick you up, your coworker who made the 911 call said you were muttering something about a temple under the sea. Does that sound familiar?”


  Tim looked around the small room, its every surface clean, the taste of the air nearly making him gag. “No,” he finally said. “I don’t know what that means. Did we meet this morning? On the train? Or did I imagine that?”


  Katie used a pen to make a note in Tim’s chart. “No,” she said, and cleared her throat. “You didn’t imagine it.”


  There were a few more questions, ones Tim could hardly care about, and then Katie excused herself from the room. Before she left, Tim asked if she would help him find his personal items: his wallet, his phone.


  They located a small bag in a drawer, and as Tim settled back on the bed with the bag in his lap, he heard Katie leave, closing the door behind her.


  He pulled the phone from the bag. It felt heavy and alien in his hands, and he turned it over for several minutes, his fingers avoiding the buttons. Finally, his curiosity overcame his fear, and he unlocked the screen, opening the folder where recent pictures were stored.


  The picture was there, the one of the stone ceiling, just as he remembered it. He swiped to the next file, and pressed Play on the video. He silenced the phone; in his mind he could still hear the chanting, and it was a sound that sickened him. He skipped to the end of the video, but there was no flying thing on this viewing.


  Tim’s brow knit in confusion. He swiped again and played the last video, huddled over the screen like a starving man with a crust of bread. He knew, even as the first moments played, that it was not the same video he’d taken.


  The hooded figures were visible, and the throne in the cavernous room, but they circled the throne rather than standing around it. One of them, taller and broader than the others, produced a long knife and held it over his head. The crowd of figures converged on the man on the throne, and then the video ended.


  Tim realized his heart was racing, and that his finger had brushed the Play button again. This time the crowd’s positions had shifted again; it was the same video, but instead of playing again, it had started where it previously left off. The figures converged around the throne, flanking the one wielding the knife.


  Tim’s hands shook, and the phone slipped into his lap just as the knife came to bear on the man on the throne. In one-minute increments, his face frozen in horror, Tim watched the scene continue, replaying the same video but watching it change every time.


  The hooded figures cut the man from the throne and took his body away. There was a sound that echoed through the room, and even on his small phone’s speakers, the volume barely at a whisper, it filled Tim with a profound despair. It sounded like a screech and a howl; it was the sound of ancient buildings succumbing to time, the sound of flesh tearing and bones breaking and a river of black water.


  The next minute of video showed the room beginning to fill with water. Though it was fresh in his memory, he continued pressing Play and watching the slow progress of the encroaching sea, watching the level creep up the walls one minute at a time.


  In the middle of the room, then, Tim saw a man. He had to start the video over again to watch the man, clearly out of place, push his way across the room in the waist-deep water. Tim realized he was watching himself.


  The man, starkly opposed to the surroundings, was Tim. For reasons he would never be able to explain, Tim, in his hospital bed, watched Tim, in the flooding chamber, for several more one-minute periods.


  As the water level continued to rise and the Tim on the phone panicked as he neared the ceiling, Tim in his hospital bed placed the phone facedown on his meal tray.


  He folded his hands in his lap, paralyzed with the horror of watching his own final moments. Tim stayed in the hospital for two weeks, until he was deemed fit to return home. He quit his job without ever returning to the building, and pursued a life in produce at the local grocery store.


  He never looked at the phone again—he kept it (ironically, he thought) in a drawer in his home, never knowing if the videos were showing his future, or his past, or what would happen if he kept watching—but never quite able to let the phone go.
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Juliet Silver and the Realm of Impossibility


  By Wendy Nikel | 6,000 words


  In the burgundy-tinged light of the teahouse, the air pilots didn’t look so different from anyone else. They gathered there with their mustaches neatly trimmed and their collars buttoned tightly, sipping their oolong and Pu-erh and muttering in soft undertones, pretending they were merchants or bankers or clockwork tinkerers taking a midmorning break from their shops.


  Juliet knew better.


  She knew who they were from the moment the first one sauntered in, setting the golden door baubles jingling. He raised a hand to tip his hat with an automatic motion like a wind-up doll, and in that act, his sleeve slipped down his forearm, momentarily exposing a tiny tattoo in the shape of an airship’s propeller. The pilot must have seen Juliet’s curious change of expression, for he tugged his sleeve and glanced away, suddenly very interested in the brassy light fixtures dangling above the tables.


  Perhaps it was because he didn’t seem much older than herself or because his face gave the impression of innocence (or at least good intentions), but Juliet let him keep his secret . . . for the time being. After all, what business was it of hers if this stranger wanted to risk his life by breaking the embargo on sky ships?


  “Peace and prosperity to you.” She welcomed him with the traditional greeting of Ms. Chari’s teahouse, as if he really were a merchant or banker or clockwork tinkerer, and showed him to a table near the front window. His mouth turned up ever so slightly, as though he knew she was only playing along. “What would you like to drink?”


  “Black tea, please.”


  Juliet gestured subtly to his napkin before nosy old Jarvis Marken in the corner could take note of the man’s mistake. With an “Oh!” of sudden realization, he tucked it onto his knee and mouthed, “Thank you.”


  She felt his gaze following her to the back room. His eyes were as blue as the sky.


  Slowly, others arrived. They filed in one at a time, always with the same, jerky salute at the door. Juliet smiled and nodded and balanced their drinks in precarious towers of brass trays. She’d have liked to pry from them stories about their lives on board their sky ships. She’d have liked to see if the tales she’d heard were true—if there really were dark beings of wisp and smoke that hid among the clouds, and if that was the true reason for the long embargo.


  But the most Juliet could do was weave through the tables, her glass kettle poised, straining her ears to catch even the slightest bits of their conversation. She felt like the mongrel that hung around the teahouse’s back entrance and begged for any scrap of stale biscuit she might toss its way (which she did, whenever Ms. Chari wasn’t looking).


  “—he ought to have known better, steering the Skydancer into those clouds.” The speaker possessed a glimmering monocle that he only seemed to need whenever Juliet approached his table.


  “He couldn’t help it, Stenson,” muttered a man beside him whose suit fitted too tightly over his broad shoulders. Of them all, his disguise was the least convincing. “Clouds like that are where the devils dwell.”


  “Devils?”


  “The Wispers, of course.”


  “Gasoline greaseboxes!” The old man called Stenson slammed a hand on the table, drawing the attention of the tea shop’s other guests. He wiped his monocle on his vest and muttered a halfhearted apology. When the other tea drinkers looked away, he grumbled more softly, “No such thing as Wispers, I tell you. Scientifically impossible creatures. Fairy tales!”


  “Of course they’re real.” This time it was the young pilot, the first to arrive. Juliet left her washrag half wrung out in the rollers of her wringer belt attachment as she stopped to listen.


  “How would you know, Brenton?” another man asked.


  “I’ve seen ’em myself,” Brenton said. “Back on old Matthews’s Perdition.”


  The men hung their heads as one, and Juliet tried to recall where she’d heard the name before.


  “He was a good man,” the broad-shouldered man muttered.


  “But you couldn’t have been more than a tyke then,” Stenson argued.


  “True and true.” Brenton blew on his tea. “He was a gentleman and an expert pilot, excepting the day he got it into his head to pursue that pair of cloud creatures. Those Wispers worked their way into his head and those of the other crewmen. I was there on the bridge to see it all.”


  “But you didn’t jump too?” Stenson rubbed his monocle again, as if clearing the lens would help him understand the situation better.


  “Would I still be here if I did?”


  “How’d you survive, then?”


  “You said it yourself: I was just a tyke.”


  “Juliet!” Ms. Chari’s face appeared over the tea counter, though the rest of her remained hidden behind haphazard piles of tea boxes. “Stop your dawdling and get back here at once!”


  The men all looked up at her and realized their error: she’d heard every word they’d spoken. The broad-shouldered man caught her wrist, pinning it to the table none too gently.


  “I trust you won’t be saying nothing to any authorities, miss?”


  Juliet smiled serenely, trying to still the pounding of hot blood through her veins. “What’s there to tell, sir? All’s I’ve heard here are fairy tales.”


  * * *


  That evening, Juliet wiped the tables until they gleamed, washed the dishes, and counted the copper coins in the rusted old register. She threw her coat over her shoulders, snatched up her cycle goggles, and stepped out the back door. The mongrel was there, waiting for his evening meal with sad eyes. Juliet tossed him the remains of a crumbly tea biscuit that she’d rescued from beneath a table.


  Her cycle was still leaning against the alleyway lamppost where she’d left it, but someone tall was standing beside it, his face hidden in shadows.


  “You ought to know, I have a blaster in my jacket,” she said loudly, with more confidence than she felt.


  “Well, I sincerely hope you find no reason to use it.” The voice was familiar, though it took her a moment to place it.


  “You’re the air pilot, the young one, from the teahouse today.”


  “Tyler Brenton, at your service.” He bowed low with a cordial sweep of his arm. “Though I’d prefer you’d use a lower voice if you’ll be speaking so candidly of my occupation.”


  “At my service? Indeed?” Wouldn’t that be a change, for someone to serve her for once?


  “I’m here to offer you a proposition.”


  Juliet reached into her jacket for the purely theoretical blaster.


  “A business proposition,” Brenton clarified. “It would pay quite well, I assure you.”


  Juliet narrowed her eyes, but pulled her hand out of her jacket, which Brenton obviously interpreted as an invitation to continue.


  “You see,” he said, “the authorities have come down hard on air pilots as of late, and we’re getting a mite anxious to get back in our ships. Life on land doesn’t suit us so well. We’d arranged our meeting today to discuss plans to put an end to this embargo. See, the chancellor believes he is protecting the citizens and their goods by putting a ban on all air flight.”


  “Protecting them from what?”


  “Why, from the Wispers, of course. We were losing at least a ship a week, sometimes more, before they closed down the ports. Bad weather, poor piloting . . . all terrible excuses, but the people believed them. The chancellor has been covering up the true threat for years. You didn’t really believe they were fairy tales, did you?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Exactly. That’s why you’ll do quite well indeed.”


  “Do what?”


  “Why, fly, of course.”


  “That’s preposterous. Now if you’ll excuse me—” Juliet reached for the handlebar of her cycle, but Brenton placed his hand on hers.


  “I know how to stop the Wispers.”


  “Oh, do you?” Juliet raised her eyebrow and slapped his hand away.


  “I do. Like I said in there, I watched what happened, and I’ve been studying them, trying to work it out ever since.”


  Juliet pulled her cycle upright and started walking, but she couldn’t bring herself to fire up the engine and drive away. “So? What did you find?”


  Brenton jogged to catch up. “Well, for one thing, the Wispers haven’t been around long—only the past few decades. Before Gerald Hoffenstein created the flying particle disrupter, folks flew these skies for generations without ever spotting them. They’re nowhere in history, myth, or legend.”


  “So you think that they have something to do with the particle disrupter?”


  “I think they have everything to do with the particle disrupter. A friend of mine is a scientist, and I’ve asked him to study the disrupter’s effect on cloud masses. He succeeded in creating a very small Wisper under isolated conditions in his laboratory, solely from the fumes of the disruptor.”


  “Why can’t the pilots just stop using the particle disruptors in their ships, then?”


  “That’s the plan. Most of us have already outfitted our ships to run without them. The problem is that the chancellor still won’t lift the ban until all the Wispers are gone. They’re still too big a threat, traveling out there in that massive formation and driving men to insanity.”


  “What makes them so hostile?”


  “We do.”


  Juliet drew back. “Pardon?”


  “Well, not you, of course. But men. They only began wreaking havoc when men started hunting them, trying to find ways to blast them out of the sky. A useless pursuit: up until a few weeks ago no one could find anything that would harm them, but they still try, nonetheless. Sir Leon Bartholomew was the first to do so, about twenty years back, with an electrical current that only seemed to infuriate the creatures. Since then, it’s as though they’ve gone on the attack, and they target those who they believe will harm them: men.”


  “And just how do you plan to stop these destructive, vengeful creatures that are impervious to harm?” Juliet asked. They were approaching the little run-down apartment where she lived, and she suddenly felt rather ashamed of its rusted wrought-iron handrail and the door with the locking mechanisms that you had to strike just right to get them to work. “You’ve discovered how to stop them?”


  “Oh, no, not me.” Brenton shook his head. They stopped at the bottom of the apartment steps. “But my friend has. It’s a reverse particle disruptor. He tested it on the Wispers he created in his lab. The problem is, we can’t use it so long as the ships are grounded. If I could only get close enough to the creatures, I could try it on them, and it ought to reduce their size, if not eliminate them entirely.”


  “Sounds like you have it all figured out. What do you want me for?”


  “The Wispers hate men. Not women. Not children. They left me and my mother both alive on the Perdition, though they killed off the rest of the crew. I have a ship. I have the device. I even have a way past the blockade. All I need now is someone by my side up there—someone who isn’t a man—to help me keep a steady head and ensure that the job gets done.”


  “Well! Good luck with that, then.” Juliet leaned her cycle against the rusting handrail and pressed the button on its handlebar. A spring uncoiled. Gears shifted and strained as the mechanical padlock wound itself around the metal bars. As soon as the cycle was secure, Juliet started up the steps. It was late, she was tired, and although the air pilot’s story was fascinating, if they kept talking like this, right outside Mrs. Perogi’s window, the grouchy old landlady would surely ream her out in the morning. Besides, try as she might, Juliet couldn’t imagine herself doing what Brenton described, being that person for him. It sounded daring—brave—too much so for a simple teahouse girl like her.


  “Wait!” Brenton pleaded. “Hear me out. The other air pilots have made a pact. Whoever can get rid of the Wispers and lift the embargo gets ten percent of the other air pilots’ earnings for the rest of their lives. That’s ten percent of twenty other air pilots’ income. I’ll split it with you. Fifty-fifty. It’s still plenty for either of us to live on.”


  Juliet paused and stared at the exposed mechanisms of the door frame. From this close, she could clearly see the problem: one small gear had gotten bent out of shape, causing a whole series to loop around the same track over and over. Only a hard thunk would knock it out of its rut. Maybe this young pilot with eyes as blue as the sky was just what she needed to knock her out of hers.


  “All right.” She clenched her fists. “Tell me what I need to do.”


  * * *


  The sky was bright and cloudless as the Realm of Impossibility launched skyward. Persuading the blockade guards to look the other way must have come at a rather great cost. Juliet tried not to think on the price of that or anything else, not now that she’d turned in her serving belt to Ms. Chari and moved her meager belongings out of Mrs. Perogi’s small second-floor apartment.


  The berth Brenton offered her was twice the size of her old room, and the bed was so large that Juliet worried she’d become lost deep in the thick fluffy blankets and mountains of pillows. But when she tried to protest, reminding him that she had no money for fare, he shook his head and refused to hear it.


  “You’re part of the crew,” he said. “Your room and board is part of your pay.”


  “The crew sleep in bunks downstairs, not in fine state rooms like these.”


  “I certainly can’t have a woman sleeping in the crew quarters. It wouldn’t be proper. Besides, it’s not as though we have passengers for this trip; it’d be a shame for these rooms to remain empty. Wasteful, in fact.”


  Juliet liked how he made it sound as though she were doing him a favor, so she shrugged and set down her bag.


  “I’ll let you settle in,” he said. “If you need anything, I’ll be just down the hall; my cabin is nearest the bridge.”


  “I thought the captain’s cabin was traditionally in the back of a ship.”


  “Of a sea ship, perhaps. Things tend to go wrong more slowly at sea. An air captain must be prepared for trouble at any moment, even while he slumbers.” With another of his jerky salutes, he left Juliet alone wondering what sort of trouble he expected to befall them.


  A large, bowed window took up most of the side wall, and when Juliet drew back the curtains, she felt like a bird. She was flying through white clouds as thick and plush as her pillows, with small snatches of blue bursting through. The sun shone more brightly than she’d ever seen, and way, way down beneath her buckled boots, was the solid ground she’d left behind.


  “It only just occurred to me,” Brenton said, leaning back into the doorway, “I don’t believe I know your full name.”


  Juliet focused on a silver scribble of river far below, glimmering as it made its way to the sea. “Silver,” she said. “Juliet Silver.”


  For the briefest of moments, Brenton looked puzzled, almost as though he somehow knew it was a lie. Then he nodded. “Good. In that case, welcome aboard, Ms. Silver.”


  * * *


  The following morning, Juliet was woken from a beautiful dream of white-feathered swans by the dinging of a bell. It took her a moment to discover its source: a pneumatic delivery chute beside the door.


  She pulled herself from bed with a stretch and a yawn, wondering how she’d ever again go back to sleeping on a lesser mattress. The delivery chute’s latch popped open at the slightest touch of her finger, and out dropped a brass ball. She turned it over in her hand, and it snapped open, revealing a paper folded in fourths.


  “Juliet,” it read. “I hope you had a restful sleep. When you’ve woken and breakfasted, please come find me. We have much to discuss. Sincerely, Ty Brenton.”


  Since the note didn’t seem terribly urgent, Juliet took her time bathing in the deep tub, whose metal surface and plethora of knobs and spigots made her feel as if she were in a submarine. She ate her breakfast at the window seat—along with a cup of bitter black tea, the crew’s favorite—before making her way down the corridor to find Brenton.


  He wasn’t among the uniformed men calling out to one another on the bridge, but his cabin door was ajar, so she knocked politely and waited for an answer. Silence.


  She hesitated, but her curiosity compelled her to press gently on the door until it swung open, revealing a state room not terribly unlike her own, though with the personal effects of someone far more at home on the ship than she was. Beside the door stood a round wooden table whose single leg, bolted to the floor, reminded her a bit of the peg leg of pirates in the stories of old. The table was cluttered with letters, memoranda, and telegraphs, but among them, Juliet spotted a tintype image of Brenton’s smiling face. She glanced around, then snuck the picture out from underneath the other letters.


  Ty Brenton was crouched beside a group of small children who clung to him like rust on old iron. Their faces, though smudged and messy, all shone with bright smiles, and above their heads was the archway of an old building with a crooked sign whose letters Juliet had to squint to read. 


  “Portmouth Children’s Home?” she whispered.


  Juliet flipped the tintype over but only had time to decipher a few words—Thank you again for your generosity—before the jingling of the washroom handle startled her. She slid the photograph back under the other papers and called aloud. “Mr. Brenton?”


  Brenton didn’t seem surprised to see her there, though his hair was still wet and rumpled from bathing. “Good morning, Ms. Silver. I hope you’re well rested. We’ve a lot to do today.”


  “Is that so?”


  “Of course. Many of my men spent years learning to pilot a ship such as the Realm of Impossibility and fend off pirate attacks in the process. You’ve a matter of days or weeks, depending upon how quickly we can find the Wispers. Or rather, how quickly they find us.”


  “Pilot the ship? Fend off pirate attacks?” Juliet’s voice wavered, betraying her sudden, crippling apprehension. It was one thing to linger over customers’ tables as they spoke of such terrible, exciting things, but the thought of taking part in them herself was, to say the least, unnerving.


  “If Wispers drive all the men insane, and you’re forced to tie us belowdecks to keep us from leaping to our deaths, you’d better be able to steer us out of harm’s way.” Brenton must have read her surprise, for he turned to her with a crease worrying his brow. “You didn’t imagine that you’d be spending the voyage sitting in your cabin, sipping tea and reading penny novels, did you? You’re here because I need your assistance.”


  Juliet pursed her lips shut, for that was precisely what she’d been imagining. When he’d spoken of her keeping the Wispers from driving him mad, she’d imagined herself directing him where to maneuver if the creatures somehow altered his perceptions, making him tea and wiping the perspiration from his brow, or perhaps even so much as slapping the sense back into him, if it came down to that. He’d never said anything about piloting the ship or defending it from marauding pirates.


  “One moment.” Brenton opened a trunk at the foot of his bed and sorted through the contents, pulling one particular item free. It was made of leather and brass plates, with nets of chains hanging over the top like the glimmering of diamonds in the sun. Juliet drew nearer, trying to discern its purpose.


  “Here.” Brenton held it up. “You’ll feel much braver with this on, I assure you.”


  Juliet took it from him and examined it. It was armor, but with a delicacy and lightness that surprised her. “I’m to wear this?”


  “It’s designed to slip on quickly over your clothing.” He lifted the armor piece and slid it over her head in one smooth, deft motion. It fit snugly around her torso and arms and down past her hips, with a hood in the back that could cover her entire face, save for a long eye slit. The layer of leather nearest her skin was soft, yet allowed air to pass through it. The individual links of chain clattered in and out of their rows and columns as she shifted and moved, so that the armor never bunched up or pulled too tight. Between the layers were thin plates of brass.


  “This is incredible.”


  “Each of the crew has armor to don if the alarm goes out that there is danger nearby. The pirates have many tricky ways of boarding an airship from nearly any direction, so once they’ve been spotted, there’s no time for muddling about with tricky clothing.”


  A ding of the delivery chute interrupted, and Brenton read the message to himself. “It seems that your first lesson will have to wait. Will you meet me again after dinner? Good. Keep that armor with you. I doubt we shall need it before reaching the Mage Sea, but better to be safe.”


  As he turned to leave, his eyes still on the note in his hand, Juliet spoke up. “How is it that you happened to have a set of women’s armor lying about?”


  Brenton looked up and gave her a melancholy smile. “It was my mother’s.”


  * * *


  From then on, Juliet trained with Brenton every moment that he wasn’t eating, sleeping, or flying the Realm of Impossibility. She attacked each lesson as a challenge, a test of her might and daring. Brenton was a tough instructor, giving her the same firm commands that he would any other member of his crew, but every once in a while, Juliet’s keen eyes would catch a poorly concealed look of pride—and perhaps something else—and she took secret pleasure in these small glances.


  By the end of the first week, she knew all of the parts of the ship, from the sharp bowsprit protruding from the front all the way to the powerful rudder on the stern; from the crow’s nest high over their heads to the holds that carried their cargo far below.


  The second week, she learned how to tell when bad weather was coming, the speed of the wind, and what rain smelled like from above the clouds. She learned navigational skills in the third week: how to read a compass and the stars.


  By the fourth, Brenton determined that she was finally ready to learn the crewmen’s duties. The two of them dangled high off the ground in leather harnesses and goggles, with nothing to hold them but a pulley and rope as he demonstrated how to repair minor tears in the ship’s giant bladder.


  After that, she learned to pilot the ship, to single-handedly man the bridge, to maneuver the ship to fend off pirate attacks, and all the ways they’d try to stop her.


  Throughout these weeks, Brenton taught her swordplay as well—something for which she had a natural aptitude—so that as the sun set on the fourth week, and they finally reached the notorious Mage Sea, Juliet finally, for the very first time, found herself poised over Brenton’s body with her blade pressed against his throat, instead of the other way around. Her eyes met his sky-blue ones, and for a moment, the two simply remained there, breathing shared air. 


  Juliet lowered the blade.


  “Well,” Brenton said, pulling himself up from the floor. “If I didn’t know you quite so well, I’d be concerned that you’d try to seize my ship out from under my nose. You’d make a fearsome pirate, Juliet Silver. I daresay you could beat half the lugs on this crew. Have you ever considered a life in the clouds?”


  Juliet blushed and replaced her sword in its scabbard, which had been skillfully affixed to her armor. “With five percent of twenty men’s wages, I shouldn’t need to work again at all. Isn’t that the idea?”


  Brenton gazed out the window as the dusk-pink clouds floated by. “I’d rather be poor in the air than rich on land.”


  It struck Juliet as a curious sentiment, until she remembered the tintype she’d found among his letters so many weeks before. “You’d give it all away,” she suggested boldly.


  “Ah, so you did see the photograph that day. I’d thought my mail was a bit out of order.”


  “Who are they?” she asked.


  “Children.”


  “The world has many poor children,” Juliet challenged. “Why them? Why the Portmouth Children’s Home?”


  “They saved my life,” he said simply. “I only wish to return the favor.”


  * * *


  Juliet knew that the day would come eventually, that somewhere in this vast and peaceful sky, the Wispers would find them. She’d only hoped it wouldn’t come so soon.


  The alarm sounded in the middle of the night, and Juliet rose and donned her armor, praying that it was merely pirates. Weeks before, she’d have laughed at the thought of preferring pirates over anything else, but pirates were mere people, and Brenton had taught her of their strategies, their ways, and how they fought. Pirates would certainly be cause for alarm, but Wispers . . . Wispers still terrified her, for she hardly knew what to expect.


  She passed Brenton in the corridor. He, too, was armored and ready, though it wasn’t a sword in his hand as she had hoped, but the small black box that contained the reverse particle disruptor.


  “Wispers, then?”


  He nodded, his face looking paler and more tired than she’d ever seen it. “The crew are already locked up in their cabins. The time has come to test your mettle.”


  Through the massive windows of the bridge, Juliet saw the dark cloud and immediately knew that this surreal, unnatural formation was indeed where the Wispers dwelled. It looked as though instead of water, the foreboding cloud could rain down pure malevolence and death. It grew larger and larger in the window as the Realm of Impossibility drew nearer.


  Then, suddenly, it was upon them.


  “Quick!” Brenton shouted, squeezing his eyes shut as if in pain. “Give me the blindfold and the earpiece. They’re already at work. I can hear them beckoning.”


  Juliet brought him the items he needed and helped him set them in place, just as they’d practiced.


  “The device!” he shouted, louder than he needed to. Was it due to his own impaired hearing, or to be heard over the Wispers in his head?


  Juliet placed the reverse particle disrupter in his hands and closed his fingers around it. She kept her hands on his for longer than necessary. Just as she was about to pull away, he reached up to her face and leaned in toward it, planting a single soft kiss on her lips.


  “I’ve never had the courage to do that before,” he shouted. “Now it’s your turn. Be courageous for me.”


  Brenton attached one end of his lifeline to the base of the ship’s wheel and the other to his harness. Though blindfolded and deaf, he traversed the ship gracefully, expertly, and was gone, out the portside hatch, before Juliet could gather her thoughts or stop the spinning in her head.


  The slamming of the hatch, however, acted like a jolt of electricity. Juliet recalled where she was and what she was to do. She planted her feet before the ship’s wheel and—with a breathless prayer—steered the Realm of Impossibility directly into the center of the terrifying, stormy cloud of Wispers.


  Brenton’s voice came through clearly in her earpiece, with the same clipped, steady tone that he’d used when they’d gone over their plan. They passed into the cloud, and it closed around them, casting a shroud around the ship and obscuring Brenton from view.


  “I’m powering it on,” he said. “Hold her steady!”


  Juliet braced herself against the wheel. Across the bridge, alarms blared and red lights blinked of danger, but Juliet didn’t waver, pushing the warnings to the back of her mind.


  The reverse particle disrupter sprang to life with a click and a whir, and Juliet’s heart leaped as the thick clouds surrounding Brenton swirled and thinned. His figure slowly came into view, a ghost in sparkling armor, balanced on the edge of the ship. One hand clutched a handhold and the other grasped the spinning device. His teeth were clenched tightly, and his head was thrown back as if in pain. “I won’t do it . . . I can’t . . .”


  “You can do this, Ty Brenton,” Juliet shouted, hoping against hope that he’d hear her through his earpiece over the voices filling his head. “It’s working. Just hold on. Just a few seconds more. Don’t give up. Don’t you dare let go.”


  The cloud swirled around, and now even Juliet could hear the howls and roars of the Wispers. They pressed their ghastly, half-formed bodies against the window glass, their faces distorted and ever-morphing. They’d discovered her deceit. They saw her purpose there, and with that realization, they called to her too.


  Let go . . . Join us . . . Come and fly with us . . . Leave that silly ship behind and join us . . . Join us . . . Join us . . .in the air.


  Juliet squeezed her eyes shut and shouted nonsense words, listed flavors of tea from the menu of Ms. Chari’s, recited her times tables and poetry she’d memorized in grammar school. Anything to keep them from her head. Anything to keep them away.


  Over the chaos, she heard a familiar voice, one she’d grown to love.


  “Juliet!”


  At the sound of her name, her eyes sprang open, for she knew somehow, deep down, that it wasn’t just a cry for help. She knew, somehow, it was good-bye.


  Clear blue sky nearly blinded her. The Wispers, barely visible now, floated away, high up in the atmosphere, to gather with harmless cirrus clouds. Their voices were silenced, the hostility that had thickened the air gone, as if it’d never existed.


  And hanging out of the portside hatch, a severed lifeline whipped in the breeze.


  * * *


  Even after Juliet landed the Realm of Impossibility, the world seemed to spin around her with dizzying speed. At the air docks, she left the ship and the crew, not daring to look behind her for fear that she’d crumble to bits. Without Brenton, she couldn’t seem to get her bearings. The world seemed so different now that she’d seen it from above.


  Mrs. Perogi’s apartment seemed even less welcoming than before, even staler and danker and—above all—too still. Sometimes the air seemed unbreathable. Ms. Chari accepted her return to the teahouse with a curt nod and the bellowing order, “And hurry up! There’s dishes to be washed!”


  Every jangle of the golden baubles above the door reminded her of that day he’d first walked in. In the end, she took a broom handle and smashed them, calling it an accident. She saved one piece of the shimmering metal for herself.


  With the baubles broken and nothing in place to announce the customers’ arrival, Juliet was taken aback when, one morning, someone spoke her name.


  “Juliet Silver?”


  “Who are they asking for?” Ms. Chari bellowed from the back room.


  “I’ve got it,” Juliet hollered, then dropped her voice. “Who are you, and what do you want?”


  The man wore the dark suit of a lawyer, and Juliet wondered if her little adventure had finally caught up to her. The blockade had been lifted, so she couldn’t imagine that they’d be after her for that, but still . . . She reached for the sharp sliver of bauble-bit in her pocket.


  “My name is Uric Lindenheim, and I’ve come to ensure that you receive that which is due you.”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  Lindenheim turned the dials on his briefcase, and from a slot in the top popped a stiff document. “You have inherited an airship, Ms. Silver, one by the name of Realm of Impossibility.”


  * * *


  The ship dived and weaved, bobbed and cut in, until it was close enough to the Bearer of Bad News that they could haul it in. The crew laid planks between the two so that their captain could board the opposing ship. Heavy boots fell on the planks, and when the hatch burst open, the crew of the Bearer looked up from where they were cowering with expressions of shock and surprise.


  “Who are you?” the Bearer’s captain asked, sheathing his sword. If he’d had his monocle, he might have recognized the air pilot standing before him as a teahouse girl who’d once served him a cup of Earl Grey.


  “My name is Juliet Silver, the captain of the Realm of Impossibility, and I’ve come to collect what I’m due.”


  Stenson turned to his crew with a chuckle. “Stand down, boys. She’s just a girl. I’m afraid, though, young lady, that I don’t know what you mean.”


  “Ten percent of your earnings to the pilot who rid the skies of the Wispers. That pilot, old man, is me.”


  “I’m afraid you weren’t part of the deal.” Stenson’s face suddenly turned stony.


  “Perhaps not, but Ty Brenton was, and he’s left me in charge. I won’t be put off by a technicality.”


  “I don’t want to harm you, girl.” Stenson narrowed his eyes and drew his sword.


  “Oh, I assure you. You won’t.”


  * * *


  Ten minutes later, Juliet Silver released the Bearer of Bad News back into the skies, a few hundred golden coins lighter.


  “Do you think that he’ll do it?” her first mate asked. “That he’ll tell the others that you’re calling them out on their refusal to hold up the bargain?”


  “He does pilot the Bearer of Bad News, does he not?”


  “You do know that we’ll be considered pirates now, ma’am?”


  “Someone once told me that I’d make a good pirate. I suppose now we’ll see if he was right.”


  The first mate nodded thoughtfully. “Where to now, Ms. Silver?”


  Juliet’s hand strayed to the belt in her pouch, to the tintype that she kept within it. “Next stop, Portmouth Children’s Home. We’ve a delivery to make there.”
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On the Other Side
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  When I was young, I opened doors.


  Big doors. Small doors. Gymnasium doors. Assembly room doors. Bathroom doors. They swung in; they swung out. They slid open.


  It was Cape Town, South Africa, and it was the ’90s and—then like now—many doors were locked. So, I learnt to pick locks. Kept opening doors. Doors at home. Doors at friends’ houses—their parents did not appreciate it. Doors at school—even less appreciated.


  Always hoping to find something else. A forest full of snow and firs and talking creatures. An underwater palace of mermaids and singing clams. Wide, open plains with migrations of gargantuan creatures fourscore deep.


  But I never did.


  At first, my parents watched attentively. Back then, it was my bedroom door—or theirs. Our front door—white plywood slats lying crosswise. Or the kitchen door—glass set in pale milkwood. Close, familiar doors with smudged handles.


  They’d watch. I’d open. Their shoulders would droop. My mom would snort and pace away. My dad would pat my shoulder. “Next time, next time.”


  At night, sometimes I would creep to the top of the stairs and listen to them talk in the TV room, with the TV on. They whispered. I crept closer. They didn’t catch me. They never did.


  “We can’t wait forever,” my mom would say.


  “She’s our daughter,” my dad would say.


  And later:


  “One trip, Malcolm, just one,” she would say. “We won’t be long.”


  “Not yet, Bernice,” he would say.


  And eventually:


  “Only a few days.”


  “All right. Just this once.”


  I was eight the first time they left without me.


  They left me with Sarah, who had looked after me since I was a baby. I wasn’t alone. But even that first time, it felt like they were abandoning me. Like they’d given up.


  They told the school that they were going on a business trip. Organised the finances with a tall, thin, warm-coloured man named Paul. Paul who always smiled with a mouth full of teeth. “Only a week,” Dad said.


  But how would they know what a week was? Was a week there the same as it was here?


  They didn’t book plane tickets or accommodation or car hire. When they were ready, they packed some clothes and stepped through their bedroom door. No flash, no thunder, nothing. But when I opened the door, it didn’t go anywhere but their bedroom. Their empty bedroom. Filled only with the smell of pine—like a strong air freshener.


  I trudged down to the kitchen to help Sarah bake cookies.


  When they got back, they came in through the front door. That first time, anyway. Almost normal. They dropped a bag of something glowing and whirring, and Dad swung me into a tight embrace. He started telling me about a wide white world where everyone lives in caves—enormous ones, dark, you’d think, but full of light. Made by worms and crystals and huge flying bats.


  I’d always loved his stories before. But I wriggled out of his arms and ran back up the stairs. They’d been gone six weeks.


  When I crept downstairs that night, I heard them arguing.


  “Not again,” he said. “Never again.”


  “She’s perfectly fine.”


  “She’s not.”


  “She will be.”


  They stayed for two years.


  My mom never watched when I opened doors now. My dad did. He tried to encourage me. He’d tell me stories of where they’d been. Or have me tell stories of where I’d like to go. He’d never read the children’s books from this world. He didn’t know about Narnia or Hogwarts or Camp Half-Blood. Sometimes we’d sit in the passage, swapping stories for hours. Then I’d try. I’d fail. And he’d pat my shoulder, or sometimes I’d curl up in his lap. We didn’t cry. At least, not together.


  Until the next time they left. I cried. I wailed. I clung to his leg. Sarah had to pry me loose. But they left anyway. This time, for only three weeks.


  They were planning to go again.


  That’s when I started opening doors anywhere, everywhere. At school, I opened closets and classrooms, offices and empty lockers. They called me in. They called my parents.


  My dad came. He apologised to the school. And when we drove home, he held my hand most of the way. Even though he was driving, even though it was dangerous.


  We got home and he opened the door between the garage and the house one-handed. He held my hand so tight, so fast. I knew he wouldn’t leave me again.


  But when we got inside, Sarah came running. My dad let go of me and ran. I followed. Out the back door, into the garden, and under the wide-spreading oak, there was my mom. Lying there, shaking. I’d never seen it before. But I’d heard them talk about it—in whispers in front of the TV. One of the reasons they had picked this world. It knew how to make the medicine.


  Sarah ran the vials out to them. I huddled in the doorway. He injected her. She calmed. Then, he supported her up the stairs, brushing straight past me. She slept. He hovered.


  And two weeks later, they left again.


  Again through their bedroom door. Leaving the thick smell of blooming flowers and freshly cut lawns in their wake. I didn’t see them leave. I got home from school, went upstairs, and caught the smell in the passage. The smell of another world.


  I lay on my bed, dry-eyed, for hours.


  By the time I reached high school, they were leaving for months at a time. When they were home, they fought. My mom ignored me. She had no interest in this world, in its schools, its books, its history, its politics. She had no idea why people treated her funny. And she didn’t care.


  Dad listened. He found it fascinating. They’d chosen this place for its cleanly mown lawns, its straight streets, its friendly people, its medicine, and its place on his maps. He hadn’t noticed that all the people in this neighbourhood were one colour—some worlds were like that. He could blend in; he was a world-walker, after all. Mom could and didn’t. Didn’t care what other people saw or thought—or felt.


  Even when he understood, he called it “apart-hate” (which makes sense as far as it goes). I heard him sometimes, talking to Paul about it. Thin, tall Paul and his spreadsheets, who shook his head at the strange—rich—man who invented things everyone needed. My dad had enough money for Paul to answer the questions about the country they both lived in. Strange man, enough money.


  But the more interest Dad took in me and my world, the angrier my mom got. Her attacks got more frequent. And when she was awake and she was well, she fumed. The only way to mollify her would be another excursion.


  They never warned me. They never left when I was home.


  Dad said he didn’t want to hurt me.


  But I hated that, coming home to the smell of far-far-away. That’s when I found a girl at school to teach me to pick locks. There had to be a door somewhere that would work for me. My door, I thought. I’d stopped fantasising about other worlds. It was all doors now. Wide, double-panelled stinkwood doors with bronze handles. Small, thin pine doors, cracked and hidden behind gates.


  There had to be one.


  The first time the police brought me home, all the blood drained from Sarah’s dark face. She sat me down in the formal lounge, and she scolded me. I’d never heard a cross word from her in my life. She was so quiet. Often serious, but never stern.


  I cried. And she cried.


  Until she sat down next to me and we cried together.


  The next time I got caught, Dad was home. I saw Sarah over his shoulder, shaking her head. He didn’t know what to do. He stared at me after the policeman left. Then he said, “Sweetheart, it’s not about the door.”


  I stared at him. I looked away.


  “I love you, no matter what.”


  I brushed past him. Took refuge in my room. But later that night, I crept down the stairs to listen to them talk.


  “You have to accept it,” she said. “She’s not like us.”


  “She’s my daughter. It doesn’t matter.”


  “Of course it does.”


  “Not to me.”


  They stayed home for a long time after that. She was subdued—no fits and no fuming. He kept to his workshop, out in the garden. They were quiet, so quiet, both withdrawn into themselves. But they were there.


  And now and then she tried. She’d buy me a shirt at the shop—of course, it was the wrong size. Or lean over my homework and correct a sum. Then she’d try to explain it with symbols from another world. She tried baking cookies—and burnt them. But she tried.


  And then, one day, after a weekend where we’d all watched Little Women together—laughing and crying together—I came home to a house smelling of brine.


  It took months to wear off. We couldn’t invite anyone to visit. But even when it wore off, they hadn’t returned. Months wore on, seasons changed, the school year finished and restarted. But they never came back.


  I waited, and waited.


  Sarah waited with me. I clung to her. She was such a quiet, tiny woman, and she was all I had. At last, she told me that her real name was Thembi.


  I cried when she told me. Of course her name wasn’t Sarah. But I’d never asked. Why had I never asked?


  I made her move into the house. I hated being alone. She moved into the downstairs guest bedroom. Months later, she asked if her son could have the outside room. He’d look after the garden.


  I agreed, but I didn’t care if the pool turned green and the garden fell apart. It didn’t matter, not anymore.


  My school fees were paid. And my university application fees. And then my university fees and a stipend to live on.


  Paul kept the money flowing, and the cover story going. He asked if I wanted to sell the house. I refused. I lived in Fuller Hall, a university residence; Thembi looked after the house. She’d call if . . .


  I’d stopped opening doors. I stopped going home. I called Thembi once a week. But I didn’t visit.


  When I finished my years at the University of Cape Town, I thought about going overseas. Not hard. Not for long.


  I got a flat—all open-plan—in a leafy suburb full of schools and in the shadow of the university. Paul paid for it.


  I took out all the bedroom doors. I left only the front door and the front gate. My only nod to security, normality, my world.


  My first job took ages to find. Cape Town is small. I got offered two jobs in Johannesburg, one even in Durban, but turned them all down. Went back to university.


  Met Rob. Fell in love. Got married. Told him my parents were dead. Died somewhere exotic. Told him once. Could never remember whether I said Thailand or Indonesia. Refused to talk about it again. Too painful. No other family. Both parents only children.


  Too bad, so sad.


  His family was enormous, overflowing with aunts and uncles and cousins. Everyone seemed related to everyone in a hundred different directions. I asked Rob to draw a chart, but even he got confused trying to get it all onto one page. I laughed. He laughed.


  And then we had Stella.


  Beautiful, perfect Stella. Absolutely tiny when she was born. Mottled pink and grey and brown. But soon she was a plump, caramel-coloured baby. Perfect, with all her toes and all her fingers. But I would have loved her with any amount.


  From the day I found out I was pregnant, I promised her that I would love her. No matter what.


  When she was two, she disappeared for the first time. Rob was frantic, searching everywhere. I sank down onto the floor of her nursery in our big open-plan house. We’d bought a house; we’d left my flat. A very open-plan house, but there were still doors. Her nursery had a door. And she was gone.


  Rob went downstairs to call the police. I restrained him. And then we heard her, gurgling upstairs. We found her back on the floor of her nursery. He didn’t call the police.


  She was two years old, and she could have been anywhere.


  Anywhere is a dangerous place. Back when I was young, my dad had explained it to me, drawn me maps and diagrams. Talking about nodes and paths and nexuses. And power. Dad was weak. He could jump node by node, one at a time. All the nodes close to my world were safe. They’d checked before settling down. Even two or three nodes out was safe.


  And there were places to go, world-walker places, and ways to find them. A bar here, a clearing there. Somewhere safe to wait.


  Mom was stronger. She could jump farther, much farther. Her maps were different. Her viewpoint. She navigated on feel and intuition and an ability to peek before she leapt. Not like Dad. Not methodical at all. Strong and far-seeing.


  But when she was little, even she jumped only two or three nodes at a time.


  Where had Stella been?


  She was only two.


  I took away her dollhouse and wedged her door open. I threw a fit until Rob let me leave it open all the time. We had a gate on the bedroom wing to keep intruders out; her door didn’t need to be closed. We had to be able to hear her.


  When she disappeared the second time, only I was home.


  She was three. And it wasn’t for long. But I was hysterical. And by the time Rob got home, I had taken out all the doors—like in the apartment I’d never quite been able to explain.


  When I calmed down, I told him everything. I had to. It would happen again. It would definitely happen again. He stared at me. He thought I was mad. He stared at Stella.


  He asked her questions. Before, he’d thought her gurgled stories a blossoming imagination. Now, he wasn’t so sure.


  I left him with her. Drove to the old house. My house. Thembi let me in. I told her what had happened, short and fast and clipped. She nodded and we went into my dad’s workshop. Found his maps and notes. And I took them home.


  Showed them to Rob.


  He stared. He shouted. He accused. How could I marry him and not tell him? How could I have a child and not warn him? Not warn that she might be a . . .


  When he saw her, he trailed off. But he couldn’t look at her for long. He slept in the guest room. He didn’t say good night, not to me, not to her. I didn’t cry. I told myself he would come round. He’d understand. He loved me. He loved Stella.


  But the next day when I got home from work, he was gone, and so were his things. I held Stella, holding her tight against my chest as she squirmed. When I put her down to sleep, I drew up a chair and sat by her all night.


  Her father had left. But I wouldn’t. Under my breath, I promised her again and again. No matter what.


  But she was my daughter and I couldn’t protect her. I couldn’t protect her from her daddy being gone. And the grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins who stopped visiting. I couldn’t protect her when she disappeared. Never for long.


  Until she turned five.


  She’d left the smell of smog and thick cloying air behind her. It didn’t smell good. I pulled out Dad’s maps. Two nodes over, it looked like. Two nodes, and she was only five. Not a nice world, but not a dangerous one. At least, not for a child. I hoped Dad’s assessment still held.


  I’d told her everything I could. Drawn her pictures of where to go, what to do.


  But she was only five.


  And I couldn’t protect her. I couldn’t go after her.


  I slept in that room, cramped on her child-sized bed, with the smog-smelling air. But in the morning, she hadn’t returned. I called her nursery school to say she was sick. I called work to tell them I was. And I waited. And waited.


  Two days, it took. Two days.


  Two days of waiting and watching. And when she came back, she wasn’t alone. They came into my bedroom. Stella bounced straight up onto my bed.


  “Look who I found, Mommy,” she said.


  I pulled her close and stared at my mother over her head.


  World-walkers aged slowly. But my mother looked every day of that extra decade. Grey had filtered into her thick, dark hair, swept back, untidy and messy. Lines had crept in around her eyes. She stared back at me.


  What do you say to the woman who abandoned you?


  What do you say to the woman who could protect your daughter?


  What do you say?


  I felt numb, holding Stella close. She got bored of that quick—she always did—and squirreled out of my iron grip. Off to check on her pink plastic ponies. To brush their hair and rearrange their bows.


  I led the way to the kitchen. I couldn’t address this in my bedroom. Not somewhere so personal, so intimate. I sat on the couch, a soft, leather couch that Rob and I had bought only a month after we moved in. Our first co-purchase. My mother took a chair. A thin fancy chair that I hoped was very uncomfortable.


  At last, I said, “Where’s Dad?”


  She sat up straighter. “I was about to ask you the same thing.”


  “What do you mean? He left with you.”


  “But he didn’t stay long.”


  “I don’t understand. You left me. You both left me.”


  She sighed. “I left you. But I didn’t tell him. I didn’t warn him. Until we were far, far away. And then, not at first. I knew he’d be mad. But I thought, once he saw what was out there . . .”


  “He’d forget me.” I stared at my hands.


  “But he didn’t. And he wouldn’t. He was so angry. He insisted I bring him back. I refused. We were so far from anywhere we’d ever been together. Anywhere he could reach on his own. But he wouldn’t accept it. He couldn’t. So he left.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “He left me. He up and opened a door and left. All on his own. I searched but I couldn’t find him. I don’t see things the way he does. I didn’t know which worlds were close. I found a map maker, and I searched. I heard rumours. I kept searching. But I never found him.”


  “Where did he go?”


  “He tried to get home.”


  A lump formed in my throat. He tried to get home. To me. But he hadn’t made it. But he tried.


  I stared at her. “How could you?” I said at last, speaking through my tight throat.


  “How could I?” she said, standing, pacing towards the window. “He was my husband. He was mine. I should never have listened to him. But he wanted . . . and I thought you’d be . . . and then you took him from me.”


  “Took him from you?” I said, standing myself. “You took him from me. You were my mother.”


  She shrugged like that meant nothing. “I thought . . . without you . . . he’d remember what it was like . . . before . . .”


  I stared at her. “Just get out.”


  “Fine, I will,” she said. She stormed towards the door, but she didn’t make it. Halfway there, she fell. And then she started to shake.


  I’d never seen her so close when it happened. Lying there on the floor, helpless. And I felt nothing but anger. I wanted to kick her. Kick her while she was down. I wanted to drag her outside, onto the pavement, and leave her there. I wanted to, so badly. It coursed through me, burned through my veins. I hated her.


  But I found her meds, in a backpack she’d arrived with. I plunged the needle into her arm. I hoped it hurt. And then I dragged her to the guest bedroom. And closed the door behind me.


  I stood there, wanting, wishing that I never had to speak to her again. That this could be it. That I could throw her out in truth.


  But as I stood, waiting while she slept, I knew I couldn’t.


  I couldn’t help Stella. But she could. She could protect her.


  And I wouldn’t be the kind of mother who put her own needs first. I wouldn’t.


  When she woke the next morning, I was sitting in a chair at the foot of her bed. She saw me out of her bleary eyes and slowly straightened up. She stared at her hands and then back at me. She looked so old, each line etched more deeply, the grey tangled through her hair.


  “Thank you,” she said, her voice cold, “I’m not very good at being alone.”


  I knew then that’s all I would get. All the apology she would ever offer. All the forgiveness she would ever ask for.


  But she was right. She wasn’t good at being alone.


  And much as I wished she were, that I could abandon her, I needed her. I needed her to protect Stella.


  I sold the house I’d bought with Rob and left those memories behind. Left Rob and his table and his couch. He took most of them. I didn’t care. We moved back in with Thembi. I took my parent’s bedroom and Stella took mine. Stella learnt not to disappear for too long. My mom learnt how to make dinner conversation. She lives outside.


  Thembi’s son has a wife and family and moved out years ago. So, my mother lives there now. And I buy her medicine for her.


  I’ve invented an asthma complaint for Stella—to explain her absences from school. Stella loves it, as it gives her an endless excuse to avoid physical education classes.


  She’s more responsible than my mother. And better at judging time. Doesn’t disappear for too long. Doesn’t miss too much school.


  She’s my daughter, and I love her, just as she is.


  I think of my father often. All my memories have been washed clean. He did love me. He did. All those years when I dreamt of him, he dreamt of me. So I can grieve, a good, clean grief. An aching loss, and the tiniest hope.


  I don’t open doors anymore—at least, only when other people do. I don’t expect to find any strange new world on the other side. Not anymore.


  But I do watch doors. Because you never know who might come through them.


  


Amy Power Jansen
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Salt and Water


  By Charlie N. Holmberg | 12,000 words


  The sound of his dying breath played a broken melody on the strings of Chellis’s thoughts. The silence of the tiled chamber amplified the haunting song; only the occasional shifting of chains disturbed it.


  She tried not to weep, for only when she stopped crying long enough—promising no wasted tears—would they release her back to her chambers. A chamber that sat empty, for the Hagori whom she served had killed little Temas.


  Chellis had suspected ulterior motives from the Hagori when her unexpected bunkmate arrived two months before, and a child at that, only eight years of age. A Hagori orphan, not even a Merdan like herself. But after a week of Temas’s smiles and songs, Chellis had come to believe that her dian—her “caretaker”—had come to pity her. That her dian felt guilty over the beatings and the harsh words all dians used to make their Merdans cry. That perhaps she thought eighteen months of loneliness had been too harsh, even for a slave.


  Another tear squeezed between Chellis’s eyelids, absorbed by the spongy blinders pressed against her face. A lie. Another lie, but that one crueler than the rest. The Hagori had merely waited long enough for Chellis to grow attached to the boy, to love him, before slitting his throat right there in her chambers. And then her dian had snapped the blinders over her eyes, unwilling to risk wasting a single drop of Chellis’s lifesaving tears. Healing tears that only a Merdan stolen from the sea could weep.


  She shifted in the chains that suspended her over the shallow vat—chains that bound her arms and ankles to the wall behind her. The edge of the vat dug painful, deep lines into her scaled knees, its gaping mouth waiting for any tears that might escape the blinders. The manacles dug into the scar tissue over her wrists. Her shoulders were numb from supporting her body, which leaned forward with only the chain preventing her from toppling into the vat itself. Her webbed feet tingled. The small fins around her ankles felt like ice, though no ice could be found in the desert home of the Hagori, save within the empty cavities of their chests.


  Chellis breathed through her nose, trying to calm the convulsing muscles in her abdomen. Trying to dry out the hurt and relieve the twisting barb that mangled her spirit and sliced her soul. She blinked against the wet sponges in the blinders and willed herself still.


  Suspended over the vat with silence her only companion, Chellis could almost smell the sea. She let her tired mind believe that she did, let it whisk her away to the wide-open waters, blue as sky, where she swam weightless among whales and alongside her kin. So few in number, the Merdans. The slave fishers’ relentless hunt for them dwindled their people and shredded their families. The Hagori only saw the Merdan as a balm for their war. Not once had the warmongers tried to barter for the lifesaving tears. They’d only taken.


  Three sets of footsteps entered the collecting room, echoing off the tiled walls so loudly it seemed an entire army had come for her. Chellis distinguished the soft sounds of her dian’s sandals from the heavy boots of the guards. She held still as her dian reattached the fine chain leash to the metal collar encircling Chellis’s neck. Only then did the guards unlock the manacles around her wrists and pull her back from the vat. Blood surged into Chellis’s webbed fingers. She bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out. The soft bones in her knees wrenched and popped as the leash hauled her upward. Blood flowed into her feet, marking every new bruise along its path.


  “Hold still, Naki,” Lila-dian warned, calling Chellis by her Hagori name. The two guards stood close enough that Chellis could feel the shroud of heat rising from their skin, smell the cactus oil in their beards. It made her itch—made her want to scream and swim away—but Chellis held still, unsure that her weak legs and sore body could withstand another lashing. Not today.


  Lila-dian carefully pulled the blinders from Chellis’s face and scraped her eyelids to remove any dried or excess tears. Chellis opened her eyes slowly, wincing at the light, blinking away the blurry images twirling in her vision. They settled, too pale and too bright.


  Lila-dian placed the blinders in a rectangular, waterproof case held out by the guard on Chellis’s left, who carried it from the collection room like a Hagori infant, newly born and weak-necked.


  Chellis’s eyes adjusted. The collection room was small and round, a white-tiled cylinder with one exit, one bench, and one large vat that swallowed the center of the floor. Two stations, marked with large metals Ts, bordered the vat. These were where Merdans knelt to cry their tears if their dian expected a flood of them. For Temas, Chellis had given them a flood.


  She glowered at Lila-dian, who met the expression with an empty face. May the cursed woman slip in Chellis’s tears and be swallowed by the ocean itself.


  He was only a boy.


  Chellis dropped her gaze as Lila-dian wrapped the leash around her own forearm. It had been such a horrid wound on Temas’s neck. If only Chellis could have dodged the guards. If only she could have reached Temas’s limp form, perhaps she could have wept enough to mend his severed windpipe and seal the split skin. Maybe she could have saved him.


  But no Hagori boy was worth more than a soldier on the front. No. Her tears—tears shed for Temas—would be used to mend murderers and nourish the men and women who permitted the killing.


  If only Chellis could die herself . . . but the warmongers kept too close a watch for that.


  Lila-dian yanked the chain and tugged Chellis toward the door, the remaining guard trailing behind them. Each step grated her skin, which had gone dry from her long suspension over the vat. The fins stretching from Chellis’s ribs to her upper arms chafed as though coated with sand. The scales over her shoulders would surely flake free if she lifted her arms. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d lost scales. But the Hagori didn’t care. Merdan scales were worthless in their coffers.


  Her bare feet padded down the marble hallway, just a step behind Lila-dian. Chellis stared at the back of the woman’s knees, clothed with the fine beige cotton of her uniform. Chellis sported only a short-skirted, shapeless dress, threadbare and patched in three places. She hated that dress. In the sea, she had worn nothing. No clothes, no chains.


  Temas.


  She didn’t want to go back to the room where Temas had died. To the empty bed devoid of his warmth, or the hot nights deprived of his delicate snores. Chellis bit her tongue. I will not cry. I will not. She wouldn’t go back to the vat, even if Lila-dian did something else horrendous to her.


  Lila-dian tugged up on the chain, halting Chellis’s stride. The guard took a post a few feet from the door to Chellis’s chambers as Lila-dian’s stubby fingers selected a key from a small ring fished from her pocket. The bolt locking the door snapped back, and Lila-dian shoved Chellis through, pushed her head down, and unhooked the chain from Chellis’s collar.


  The walls shaped the room into a perfect square, just large enough to fit a cot on one end and an oval tub on the other. Merdan bodies were not made for the desert, so they had to soak in saltwater—a Hagori potion that felt nothing like the sea—once a day. Over the vat, Chellis had been swabbed with the solution twice. In her room, only her dian could turn on the water.


  That’s when Chellis saw it—the rusty, almost-brown stain on the thin, dingy carpet. Uneven circles of old blood, one as wide as her fist, some droplets barely more than mist.


  Blood. Temas’s blood. It stained the carpet. No one had even bothered to clean it up.


  “You’ll have a later meal because of the new rotation,” Lila-dian said as she wound the leash around her left hand. “Sit quietly until I return with it, and I’ll let you bathe before bed.”


  The bloodstains formed shapes before Chellis’s eyes: abalones, stars, eyes, mouths. In them she saw Temas’s smile as he told a joke Chellis didn’t understand.


  “Naki?”


  Dead. They had killed him, and her dian had blinded her from the scene as soon as the tears began, face as smooth as the marble floors in the hallway.


  “Naki, are you listening?”


  Chellis straightened, ripping her gaze from the blood.


  “Do you need to go back to the vat?”


  Chellis met her dian’s dark eyes and did something only a Hagori did.


  She lunged for them.


  The attack surprised the dian and knocked her off balance. They both tumbled to the ground, Chellis on top.


  Chellis didn’t have nails, but she pressed the tips of her thumbs into Lila-dian’s eyes. The Hagori woman cried out, signaling the guard at the door.


  “I hate you!” Chellis screamed in Hagori, slapping her dian’s face one way, then the other. “I hate you, I hate you!”


  Lila-dian screamed. The guard’s rough hands seized Chellis’s shoulders and jerked her back, but not before Chellis grabbed two fistfuls of Lila-dian’s dark hair. The guard heaved Chellis up and away, and the hair tore free from the dian’s scalp. 


  Chellis flailed in the guard’s grip, still clutching the hair in her webbed fingers.


  “I hate you!” she shouted, tearless. “The Moray devour you in pieces! He was only a boy!”


  Two more guards scrambled into the room as Lila-dian blubbered and scrambled to her feet. One of them drew a leather-wrapped club and whipped it across Chellis’s crown. The room spun. Her limbs died. The guard holding her dropped her to the ground, and Lila-dian spat onto her cheek.


  At least, Chellis thought as her heavy eyelids closed, at least I didn’t cry.


  * * *


  Chellis lay on the floor of her room just three feet from her cot. The Hagori had manacled her wrists, binding her arms behind her back. Metal cuffs hugged her ankles as well, crushing the fins there, and a rough, taut rope bound her knees to her collar, forcing her to remain in a curled position. She could throw her weight enough to roll from one side to the other and relieve her shoulders, but nothing could soothe the painful arch of her back, nor the hunger that had become almost sentient in her stomach, rolling and growling, futilely struggling to claw its way into the dark, dry world.


  She didn’t know how much time had passed when the chamber doors opened—the room bore no windows, and blinders covered her eyes, though she had withheld her tears, save a few.


  She listened as carpet-muted footsteps filled the room. Three . . . no, four pairs, followed by voices softly mumbling Hagori. Two pairs of feet moved toward her, and deft hands removed the blinders from her eyes. Chellis blinked. A Hagori man stepped out of the room to bottle what little she had wept.


  A key pushed into the chains binding her wrists, and an unfamiliar voice—a man’s voice carrying a Hagori accent—said, “Move slowly when these come off. You’ll be sore.”


  Chellis strained to see who spoke behind her, but the rope binding her neck to her knees wouldn’t allow it. Heavy steps—a guard—neared, but the voice stopped them.


  “It’s all right,” he said.


  The guard replied, “She’s gone wild. I think it’s best if—”


  “I said it’s all right,” the voice repeated. Chellis saw the man’s tan arms as he leaned over her to loosen the rope. He had a small, straight scar on the knuckle of his right index finger. “You can go; I’ll handle her from here.”


  “But, sir—”


  “Stand outside the door if you must,” he said, reaching for Chellis’s feet. She held very still as he unlocked the manacles there. “But I’ll not have you scaring her.”


  Though free from her binds, Chellis waited for the guards to retreat and shut the door before extending her aching legs and rolling over to see the stranger.


  “Careful now,” he said. His hands posed to help, but he didn’t touch her. Chellis’s back cracked as she sat up. She winced and rubbed her wrists.


  The man scooted away from her. He was young—younger than Lila-dian, but older than Chellis’s usual guards—and unlike most Hagori, he wore his hair short. But like all Hagori, he had dark brown eyes and tan skin. A bronze loop pierced his left ear halfway down the cartilage. His full lips didn’t sneer.


  “My name is Ahad,” he said. “I’ll be your new dian.”


  Still massaging her wrists, Chellis eyed him, silent.


  “Lila-dian has been reassigned,” he explained. “Are you hurt?”


  How could she not be?


  Ahad stood up without an answer and moved to the door, where a tray of food sat on the floor. It held the usual bowl of mixed-seafood slop—whatever the citadel chefs didn’t use in their delicacies—and a wooden cup of true seawater. Ahad . . . dian . . . placed it before Chellis and moved to the tub on the other side of the room.


  He measured tall for a Hagori, very tall, and had a narrow build. He wore the dian’s uniform of a gray wrap-like shirt and loose beige pants that bound tightly to the calf.


  He inserted his key into the wall by the tub spout and turned on the water.


  Chellis’s skin ached as she saw the crystal liquid pour into the tub, but her nose drew her eyes to the bowl of food. No amount of defiance could subdue her hunger. She clasped the bowl with both hands and lifted it to her mouth, swallowing whole chunks of fish hearts and shrimp heads. She coughed, almost choking, and ate more.


  Lila-dian would have scolded her for “manners.” Ahad-dian said nothing.


  She guzzled down the seawater, relishing the briny taste on her tongue.


  Her stomach churned.


  The cup toppled from her webbed fingers and smacked against the tray. She pressed one hand to her stomach and the other to her mouth. She swallowed as the slop sloshed in her belly.


  Poison? Lila-dian had poisoned her food twice before, leaving her retching for a full day. Just to harvest tears.


  Chellis glowered at Ahad-dian, who held a small sack of salt in his hands.


  He merely smiled at her.


  “Eating so much on an empty stomach will make anyone sick,” he said.


  She stared, palm pressed to her lips, willing her stomach still. Not poisoned?


  Ahad-dian poured salt into the bath and shut off the water. “Do you understand me?”


  Chellis’s stomach settled somewhat, and she dropped her hand from her mouth. Of course she understood. The Merdans all learned Landwalker languages, Hagori and Nakanese and Trinnish, in addition to their own dialect and signed speech. Did the slave trainers know so little about her dwindling people?


  She merely nodded.


  Ahad-dian stepped away from the tub, but gestured to it with his hand. “If you want it. You look . . . uncomfortable. You scared the others. Fear leads them to neglect; you’ll have to forgive them.”


  Chellis eyed him, mulling over his words. No Hagori spoke so politely. Even Temas hadn’t. Was it a new dian tactic? What more could they possibly do to her?


  “What’s this?” Ahad-dian asked, moving toward her. She backed up into the cot, but he stopped halfway across the room, crouching down on the carpet.


  Her eyes followed his, and her ribs involuntarily contracted around her heart.


  The bloodstains. Temas.


  Ahad-dian lifted a five-inch switchblade from his belt, identical to the knife Lila-dian carried. The knife that had left long, thin scars down Chellis’s back and breasts. Chellis held her breath.


  “Not Merdan blood,” Ahad-dian commented, almost more to himself than to her. Merdan blood flowed blue and left gray stains—stains that blended well with the dingy carpet. “And too old for Lila.”


  He glanced at her, his eyes curious. She saw a dark sort of light in their depths. Sympathy? But no Hagori knew that emotion, especially dians.


  He stabbed the tip of the blade into the carpet and dragged it around the stains, cutting a square piece that revealed stone underneath. He stood, returned the knife to his belt, and stuck the carpet under his arm.


  “What on earth did she do to you?” he asked, though he looked ahead at nothing in particular. When his dark gaze shifted to Chellis, he said, “You’re welcome to the tub, Naki. I can’t leave the room, but it’s there.”


  Chellis’s skin itched. She stood, wincing again at the stiffness of her joints, and padded toward the tub. She discarded her rough dress and slid into the water, sighing as its coolness climbed up her skin, soothing away chafes and flakes.


  “No one will expect harvesting from you today,” Ahad-dian said. “And hopefully not tomorrow. Your health might be forfeit, but even the overlords won’t risk your life. And they won’t question my judgment. They haven’t in the past, at least.”


  Chellis smoothed back her thin hair and studied the dian with wide eyes. Ahad-dian seemed sincere. Had the great Moray finally heard her pleas and granted her a fraction of relief?


  “I recommend you rest after you bathe, Naki,” Ahad-dian said. “You’ll need it.”


  “My name is Chellis,” she dared to say.


  Ahad-dian straightened, his eyebrows raised. “So you do speak.”


  Chellis sank deeper into the water.


  Ahad-dian offered a small smile. “A strange name,” he said, “but if you prefer it, I will use it.”


  She had that option? “I do.”


  “Chellis, then,” he replied. “I recommend you rest after you bathe, Chellis.”


  How strange to hear someone else say her name. Her true name.


  Even Temas hadn’t done that.


  * * *


  For two and a half days, Chellis had peace.


  She did not leave her room, she did not see Lila-dian, and she did not cry, save for a short time the night after Ahad-dian’s arrival, when she wept once more for Temas. She hid her tears in the seams of her dress and over her own scrapes and bruises. Though Lila-dian didn’t know it, she had taught Chellis how to weep in complete silence.


  Before two and a half days could become three, Ahad-dian came to the small chamber with a kelp-green card in his hand—a Merdan summons. Or, rather, an irrefutable command for more tears.


  Chellis eyed the card, her throat tightening. But Ahad-dian said nothing of it, merely set it on the tub rim. He sat beside it. Chellis, on the cot, picked knots from her hair with her fingertips.


  “What is the ocean like?” Ahad-dian asked, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. “Your ocean, not ours.”


  Chellis blinked. She searched the question for tricks, but she found none. Then again, Ahad-dian had proved himself—so far—a dian who didn’t employ tricks, unlike Lila-dian.


  She answered, “It is all the same ocean.”


  “Is it?” Ahad-dian countered, his voice sounding like feathers on a morning breeze. “On a map, maybe. But my ocean is the surface, the layer of water that parts before the bow and reflects the sky. The water that breaks when I cast a line, that ripples around the string. Your ocean is all the layers beneath, where the ripples don’t touch. It’s the sand and the coral and all the dark miles I don’t see. Please, tell me. What is that ocean like?”


  Chellis’s hands dropped from her hair, and she studied the Hagori man. Perhaps for too long, but he didn’t chide her for it. He met her gaze, his expression unwrinkled.


  “You are not a dian,” she said.


  He laughed. “Then what am I?”


  “Not a dian.”


  His back straightened. He rubbed one hand over his shaved chin. “Not always a dian, but dians are made, not born. I’ve been a dian these past three years.”


  Chellis inched forward on her cot. Only Temas had ever spoken so many words to her. She nearly forgot the summoning card on the tub rim. “Why?”


  Ahad-dian smiled, but it was a sad smile that didn’t move his cheeks. “Because I cannot fight. I have Widow’s Blood—I bleed until there’s nothing left.”


  Chellis narrowed her eyes. “But our tears would heal the wound.”


  “A waste of tears. Too many for one man,” he replied, and shrugged. “And so I became a dian.”


  “I would heal you,” Chellis said, glancing to the card. “But I don’t choose who receives my tears. Not anymore.”


  “I’m sorry,” Ahad-dian offered. “But why do you say I am not a dian?”


  “Because you say ‘please.’ And because you apologize. Because, so far, your words are too soft for a dian.”


  He chuckled.


  Chellis lowered herself to the floor and folded her legs under her, careful not to pinch the fins leafing from them. “The ocean is vast, with no walls. No up and down, silent save for song. It is light and free and peaceful, like swimming in sleep itself. It is cool and comforting, filled with life. There are no cages, no locks. No wars. It is a holy space.”


  Now Ahad-dian studied her. She wondered what he saw. He said, “You must miss it terribly.”


  “It sings to me through the desert, through the citadel,” she said, glancing to the walls around her. “It ails me more than Hagori hands.”


  “They do wrong to hurt you.”


  The words shocked her, yet dared Chellis to embolden her speech. “They do wrong to keep me at all.”


  Ahad-dian did not respond. He picked up the green card and held it in his hands. “I’ve tried guntha weed—the liquid in its leaves burns the eyes and makes them tear. I’ve tried salt and lemon and onion, but the tears that fall are just that. Tears. They can’t heal. They’re not the right kind of tears, the ones that form from deep within. Only those have the power to heal men.”


  Neither of them spoke for a long moment. Chellis’s eyes remained on the card. When she lifted them, she saw that Ahad-dian watched it too.


  “Let me try,” she pleaded, curling her webbed fingers into fists. “Let me try it on my own, no whips or words, no incentives. Let me cry my own tears.”


  Ahad-dian gazed at her. “Can you?”


  She nodded, already feeling the sting in her eyes. “I have enough in my heart to give you what you need.”


  She looked to the missing square of carpet where Temas’s blood had spilled.


  “All right,” Ahad-dian conceded, pulling blinders from his belt. “I will let you try.”


  He hooked the fine chain leash to the back of the iron ring that had encircled Chellis’s neck since the Hagori slavers pulled her from the sea. He did not jerk the chain or keep it taut, merely held its end as he guided Chellis into the marble hallway, past the two bulky men who still guarded her door.


  As taught, Chellis remained a step behind Ahad-dian, which wasn’t hard, considering his long stride. However, even within sight of the guards, Ahad-dian slowed until she walked beside him. Turning the corner, she fell back, and again he slowed. Chellis watched his face as they neared the collection room, but it remained smooth, unreadable.


  The collection room lay empty—Chellis had not seen another Merdan since her capture. The dian tried to time it that way.


  Her breath quickened as she reached the left platform, the muscles in her thighs tensing in remembrance of her last long visit chained over the vat. But she had told Ahad-dian she could do it without prompting. She couldn’t let him change his mind.


  She knelt. Ahad-dian removed the leash and replaced it with the heavy chain suspended from the wall. His warm fingers embraced her wrists—carefully smoothing down the fins there—and cuffed them in manacles, which also affixed by chain to the wall.


  Then he knelt beside her, biting the inside of his cheek. Their eyes met, and he slid the spongy blinders over her eyes, blocking out the light.


  Ahad-dian moved away, and for the first time since becoming a slave, Chellis felt cold.


  She leaned over the vat, her chains clinking only once.


  And she remembered.


  She thought of Temas crouching on her floor, trying to teach her a children’s game with rules that kept changing. She heard his cry as soldiers seized him, the flickering light in his moon-wide eyes, the gargle from his lips as the blade raked across his neck.


  She heard Lila-dian’s voice: fish-whorer, scubweed, fish fodder. She felt each choking jerk of her collar, each open-handed slap across her face, each lashing that bit into her skin like the coils of a jellyfish.


  She breathed saltwater, felt the cool embrace of the sea as she followed the shadows of her dwindling kin. The fiery agony of the harpoon piercing her calf and dragging her to the surface. The rough hands of the Hagori pulling her, tying her, crating her.


  She lived every lonely night, every curse, laceration, burn, and break. She felt the walls of her chamber press against her every side, laughing at her, suffocating her.


  And she thought of Ahad-dian, imagined him being beaten for walking alongside a Merdan, for feeding her too often, for letting her heal. She imagined him chained and shackled and dragged away, replaced by a darker, crueler dian.


  The thoughts flooded her mind, and Chellis wept.


  * * *


  Chellis wept for hours, but she could not mourn everything at once; the next summons would demand more, and the next, and the next.


  Choking back her sorrow, Chellis let it dry in the back of her throat. Ahad-dian removed the soaked blinders, and men with rough hands collected every stray tear for the Hagori arsenal.


  The green card demanding Chellis’s contribution to the war came again two days later, and once more, Ahad-dian allowed Chellis to cry for herself. She did, but not as heavily as before. She feared—and she saw that Ahad-dian feared—that she would be unable to continue filling the expected medicinal supply based on memory alone.


  The summons card appeared in Ahad-dian’s hand less than a day later. He crumpled it in his fist.


  “Too soon,” he said with a scowl. “They’ll kill your kind off with demands like these.”


  Chellis eyed the card, yet oddly she didn’t fear it, not with it clutched in Ahad-dian’s hard-knuckled fingers. “Why?” she asked, drawing her knees to her chest, adjusting herself on the cot.


  “The war is getting bloodier,” Ahad-dian groaned. “More soldiers killing one another, and the Vitian lines haven’t budged in a month. The slavers aren’t pulling in new Merdan, so the king wants the ones we have squeezed dry.”


  Chellis frowned. At least more aren’t being caught, she thought. Or were all her people already enslaved?


  “I can’t ignore this one,” he mumbled.


  Chellis stiffened. Had she translated his words correctly? “Ignore . . . this one?”


  He didn’t look at her. “You’ve received four summonses this week. I didn’t report for the second.”


  Chellis’s heart beat harder in her chest. Before she could ask why, Ahad-dian answered, “It’s too much for one person.”


  She stiffened. No Hagori had ever referred to her as a “person.”


  “I don’t want to hurt you, Chellis,” he said, but his eyes focused on the card, not her.


  Chellis shivered. She stood, stretching out the fins that lined the sides of her legs. “You’re not a dian,” she said. “No dian would speak as you do.”


  He actually smiled. “I’m certified. But I haven’t been . . .”


  His words caught. He licked his lips and retrieved the chain for Chellis’s collar.


  “Come with me,” he said, reaching over her shoulders to attach the leash.


  “Where?” she asked.


  But he didn’t answer, and Chellis dared not speak as they passed the guards outside her door. However, Ahad-dian didn’t lead her toward the collection room, but away from it. Past other guarded doors and down a hallway that reeked of spoiled fish. Up a narrow set of stairs that Chellis faintly remembered having passed before, shortly after her arrival to the prison.


  They stopped at a thick door. Ahad-dian thumbed through the keys on a small brass ring pulled from his belt and opened it.


  She cried out, then clamped her hands over her mouth the stifle the sound. Sunlight. She trembled as her eyes traced the golden rays pouring through the barred windows of the citadel.


  Ahad-dian guided her forward, then out another door. Soft, hot air grazed her skin. The brick floor was hot and dusty under her feet, like the skeletons of sunbaked anemones.


  Outside. Chellis stood outside.


  Her lips parted and she dropped her hands as she took in the courtyard, its angled paths formed with more brick, its thorny gardens filled with wood chips colored rose and indigo. It smelled clean and fresh, but the still, arid air burned her nostrils and gills. It felt like fine sand filtering through her lungs, and once more Chellis craved the sea.


  But the sun.


  Tears sprang to her eyes, and seconds later a blinder’s spongy pockets pressed into them.


  “Please don’t cry,” Ahad-dian whispered into her ear, his breath tickling her skin. “Not yet.”


  She nodded and breathed deeply. Ahad-dian removed the blinders. Chellis spied a guard to her left and lowered her gaze.


  Again Ahad-dian led her forward, keeping the chain taut, perhaps to ease the guard. The brick began to burn her scaled feet. Ahad-dian moved so she could walk on wood chips or, when the landscaping permitted, patches of trimmed limp grass.


  He stopped as two guards approached. They spoke in a dialect Chellis didn’t understand. Ahad-dian answered in a similar fashion, making sharp gestures toward Chellis. After a minute, the sun growing hot on her skin, the guards nodded and let them pass.


  They walked until the sunlight became uncomfortable and threatened to dry out her skin. Ahad-dian had to talk to another set of guards, again in that unfamiliar dialect, before leading Chellis onto an elevated walkway over a narrow ravine. Chellis dared to lift her head and look around, taking in the desert landscape around her, the short, tall cliffs that provided backdrop for the citadel and its neighboring buildings, the wild cacti beyond the cultivated gardens, women in veils and long dresses working to pull weeds or sweep walkways. Chellis did not see their reaction to her; all kept their heads down.


  They started down a set of stone stairs. The rock blistered her feet, but Chellis did not complain. Even if Ahad-dian had merely meant to take her for a walk, she didn’t want it to end. She didn’t want to return to that cramped room full of sour memories.


  She peered around, looking for guards. She only saw them afar, so she asked, “Where are you taking me?”


  Ahad-dian released a long breath through his nose. “I won’t tell you yet, unless you want the blinders.”


  “It will make me cry?”


  He seemed uneasy. “I think so. I suppose I should hope so, for the sake of the summons.”


  Chellis nodded, her leash clanking against her collar. Ahad-dian led her through a covered corridor carved from the rock face itself. He used another key to open another door, and Chellis found herself in a sandstone-tiled room lit with skylights carved into the ceiling. Two guards, one at the left wall and one on the right, watched them, and an older dian sat at a simple table in the room’s center.


  The dian behind the table perked up. “She looks very young to be wasted.”


  “This is for collection purposes,” Ahad-dian replied. He showed his green card.


  The dian looked uneasy. “Has it been approved?”


  “Of course,” Ahad-dian replied, and Chellis wondered at the lie.


  Ahad-dian said something else in the unknown dialect, and after a moment, the dian nodded and gestured to the door on the left.


  As they neared, Ahad-dian whispered, “You were right about my not being a dian, in a sense. I’ve never been assigned a Merdan before. I manned that table up until the time Lila-dian transferred.”


  Chellis pressed the heel of her hand against an uneasy tightness blooming in her stomach. It was the same weightless sensation she got when a bull shark lingered nearby. “What did he mean, ‘wasted’?”


  Ahad-dian opened the door and led Chellis inside. A long, white-tiled hallway met them. “I shouldn’t tell you.”


  “But you will.”


  “It’s when the Merdan can’t cry anymore,” he whispered, so hushed Chellis had to lean in to hear him. “Something happens to them. We go overboard, or they’re away from the sea too long. Something in them breaks. I’ve studied it, but I haven’t found a cure.”


  Chellis stopped in the hallway and grabbed the center of her leash before it could pull on her collar. “Stop crying? Break? What do you mean?”


  Ahad-dian looked much older in the brighter lighting.


  She said, “They can’t meet their summonses?”


  “The tears don’t fall,” Ahad-dian said, solemn. “They just . . . don’t fall.”


  Blood drained from Chellis’s face, running like hot wax down her neck. “And . . . they’re here? The others?”


  He nodded.


  Her heart leaped at the thought of seeing her own kind after eighteen months, but the hope quickly churned bitter. “They’re not in the sea? You don’t return us to the sea?”


  Ahad-dian hesitated, then said, “Come,” and guided Chellis down the hallway.


  It opened up into more corridors carved into the rock face and lit by skylights, too high to be used for escape. Ahad-dian guided her down the corridor farthest to the left. They passed under a shadowed arch. Ahad-dian paused and gestured down another narrow hallway.


  “It’s difficult to get the Merdan to cooperate,” he murmured, “but down there are the breeding rooms.”


  Chellis’s blood drained even further, pooling in her gut. “Please tell me I misunderstood you.”


  But Ahad-dian shook his head. “The king believes it’s easier to, excuse my phrasing, ‘make our own’ Merdan than hunt them from the sea.”


  Chellis quivered. She turned toward the hallway, took one step forward, and stopped. “Then . . . they use children . . .”


  “I don’t know,” Ahad-dian confessed. Chellis didn’t realize he had moved until the leash tugged on her collar. She followed behind him, away from the breeding rooms, on numb legs.


  The corridor brightened and opened up onto a large atrium in the mountain, lit by several skylights. The corridor had metal railing, and below, Chellis heard the clinking of iron and the groans of men. The sick feeling in her middle intensified, and she peered over the railing.


  Below, several long tables sat in rows, lined with men—mostly Merdan men—wearing tattered smocks and dresses like her own. They held small hammers in their webbed hands. On many, the webbing had been ripped from between their fingers to better help them hold the tools.


  Upon the tables Chellis saw strange shapes of bronze work, things that looked similar to the armor the Hagori guards wore day and night. The slaves, chained together at the ankles, labored to shape and mold the armor: breastplates, gauntlets, leg coverings, whatever the pieces were called. An overseer on a small horse road by one table, dumping water from a battered pitcher onto the heads of the Merdan as he passed. Many had lost their scales.


  Chellis’s hands rushed to her mouth, and tears sprang to her eyes. “Why are they here?” She asked, almost shouted. A few slaves turned to look at her, but Ahad-dian clamped the Moray-forsaken blinders over her eyes. She turned toward him, blind. “Why are they here, and not in the sea?” she shouted.


  Ahad-dian’s too-warm hand clasped her upper arm between delicate fins and pulled her down the corridor. “Come,” he said.


  Chellis shook her head, tears running from the corners of her eyes, greedily drunk up by the blinders. “Why are they not in the sea, Ahad-dian?” she asked, her voice choking on his name. “If they can do no more to heal the Hagori, why enslave them further? Why not send them home?”


  “I don’t know,” he murmured, very close to her ear. They stopped. Somewhere shaded, for the air turned cool. “I’ve petitioned it myself, but no one cares for the opinion of a solitary dian.”


  “Then the others—”


  “The others don’t care, Chellis.”


  She shook her head and sobbed, more tears escaping from her eyes. Her legs weakened, and she crouched down, feeling loose dirt under her fingers.


  “It makes no sense!” she said, and her words echoed against the rock around her. Hugging her knees, she wept for her broken people, forbidden to return home. So many scaled faces had labored over those tables. How many of her kind still swam the oceans as freemen?


  She cried until her eyes felt too dry, despite the soggy sponges pressed against them. Ahad-dian gripped her shoulders and helped her stand, then carefully removed the blinders from her eyes. He boxed them, stuck the box into the back of his belt, and wiped a stray tear away with his thumb.


  “Come,” he said, pulling her from the alcove they had taken refuge in. Chellis didn’t follow at first. Ahad-dian waited until she obliged. Her bare feet left dragging prints against the sandy floor of the prison.


  They didn’t retrace their steps.


  “What more is there?” Chellis asked, her voice trembling in her throat. “What more is there for me to see?”


  “If we can double this,” Ahad-dian replied, staring straight ahead, “perhaps I can relieve you of summonses for a time. Let you rest.”


  Chellis quickened her step. “How can I rest when I know my people are being treated so cruelly?”


  He glanced at her. “You already knew, Chellis.”


  Chellis hissed between her teeth, but said nothing.


  The cool rock under her feet gave way to dusty carpet. The ground dipped downward, and fewer skylights lit their way. Everything looked as at dusk.


  Someone, somewhere, screamed.


  Chellis froze. “Ahad,” she whispered, “where are you taking me?”


  His shoulders slumped. “I will not hurt you, Chellis.”


  “Where are you taking me?” she repeated.


  He chewed on the inside of his cheek for a long moment before pulling her forward. “Some are bred, some are put to work. Mostly the men.”


  The sickness within Chellis spread out to her limbs. “And the women?”


  The scent of roses and seaweed filled her sinuses. Chellis looked up, seeing thin fabric like the Hagori women’s veils draping the ceiling. She peered down another narrow corridor, lit by lanterns hanging on the wall.


  Ahad-dian pulled on the chain, calling her attention. Chellis turned just in time to step out of the way of a heavyset Hagori man walking with a Merdan woman under each arm. One looked half asleep, the other downtrodden, like her head weighed too much for her neck to support. Both women wore draping clothes that hid their breasts and wrapped around their hips, but exposed everything else.


  The Hagori man led both Merdan women down the dim hallway and into the second room on the right. Chellis heard him chuckle before shutting the door.


  She backed up into a cloth-strewn rock. “This isn’t . . .”


  Ahad-dian pulled a second pair of blinders from his belt, but he held them as though they were a dead animal. “If nothing else,” he whispered, “I thought you should see . . .”


  Another scream, but that time it sounded closer. Close enough that Chellis’s blood shot through her veins, heating her skin from the inside. A Merdan woman, naked, bolted from the fourth door on the left, near a hanging lantern. Shouting in Merdani, “Help me! Moray eat my soul!”


  Chellis stepped away from the wall and squinted through the shadows, the scales running up the outside of her arm prickling. That voice. She knew that voice.


  A Hagori man rushed from the room, dressed only in slacks, and seized the Merdan woman by the wrist, crushing her fin. She cried out. He grabbed her by the waist, which forced her to turn toward Chellis.


  Chellis’s heart crumbled to ashy pieces. “Gaylil,” she whispered.


  Ahad-dian asked, “What?”


  “Gaylil!” Chellis screamed, pushing off the rock and bolting down the hallway, wrenching her leash free. Her legs were ill-trained in running, but she pushed them, passing doors and lanterns as she sailed toward the Merdan woman, tears catching the air as she went.


  Ahad-dian shouted her name.


  A guard turned from the opposite end of the hallway.


  The half-dressed man saw Chellis and flung Gaylil into the wall. Gaylil, recognition in her eyes, clamped her hands over a gash in the back of her head. It stained her fair hair blue.


  “Gaylil!” Chellis screamed, but just before she reached her, rough hands grabbed her from behind. Not Ahad-dian’s hands, but guards’ hands, Hagori men she didn’t know. They wrestled her back. One drew a knife.


  “No! No!” Chellis screamed, flailing in their grips, kicking out her legs. “Let her go! Gaylil! She’s my sister! Ahad-dian!” she cried. “Someone, help me!”


  A loud thunk echoed inside her skull, and—


  * * *


  Chellis hadn’t seen light for three days.


  The edge of the vat dug into her knees. She couldn’t feel her hands or feet, but sometimes, when she shifted, the faintest tingling reminded her they were still there.


  Her head throbbed in time with her heart, and her mouth and throat were as sandy as the Hagori desert. As sandy as the cavern floor where she had seen the abuse of her people and the absolute injustice of the Hagori. Villains, tyrants, whoremongers. May the great Moray consume them all and dig the entire nation a grave in the deepest recesses of the ocean, where even the Merdan dared not swim.


  She heard Ahad-dian arguing with someone in the hallway, for the second time since awakening with blinders strapped over her eyes and her body bound in the shackles that supported her as she dangled over the vat. He argued low, he argued high. She couldn’t make out most of what he said, but she didn’t care.


  “I don’t want to hurt you, Chellis.”


  But you did. Worse than anyone.


  Gaylil. Chellis hadn’t seen her sister for three years. Chellis hadn’t been there when the slavers took her. She hadn’t seen her sister’s blood in the ocean or heard her water-muted screams as the Hagori dragged her onto their boat. She had only heard of it. Heard of it and mourned.


  To find that those land-ridden sharks had her. How Chellis hated them all.


  She heard footsteps, a stride she had memorized over the past three days. Ahad-dian knelt beside her and pressed a cool rag, wet with saltwater, to her leg, a sad treatment for her dry skin.


  “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. Chellis could not count the number of times he had uttered those words since Gaylil. “You’ll be released soon, I swear it, even if I have to cut the chains myself.”


  Chellis didn’t answer. Despite feeling like a desert herself, another tear absorbed into the blinders.


  Ahad-dian sighed. “For some reason I thought it would . . . I didn’t expect . . . your sister. Oh Chellis, I’m sorry. I’ll look into helping her, I promise.”


  Help her how? Chellis thought, bile churning where her throat met her stomach. Let her do hard labor instead? Let them kill her or throw her into the desert, or drop bits of her body into the Merdans’ slop?


  What will happen when they finally break me too?


  She pressed her lips together, refusing to utter a word.


  He moved the rag and touched her outstretched arm with his warm hand. Too warm. “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “Please forgive me, Chellis. Please.”


  But Chellis didn’t, and after several long minutes, Ahad-dian’s footsteps retreated back into the hallway.


  * * *


  Hours later, four pairs of heavy footsteps entered the collection room. A Hagori’s gloved hand gripped a fistful of Chellis’s hair and pushed her head forward until she choked against the collar.


  Her handler removed the chain on her collar and replaced it with the standard leash before jerking Chellis’s head back so another could remove the blinders from her eyes. The light of the collection room burned, and the guard holding the blinders cursed as a few tears dropped into the vat. A second guard quickly collected them using a rubber spatula.


  Chellis blinked spots from her eyes. Cold spiked her center when she did not see Ahad-dian among her visitors. Three guards, one dian—a broad-shouldered woman with light hair for a Hagori. Her small mouth twisted as though she had just eaten bluefish. She stood stiff as a coral as the third guard finished unchaining Chellis’s wrists and ankles; Chellis winced as blood rushed back into her deadened limbs.


  The dian released her hair and snatched the leash, jerking it hard against Chellis’s windpipe. Chellis sputtered and coughed, nearly teetering into the vat, her dead feet and screaming knees unable to support her. The dian jerked the chain again so that Chellis fell onto her rump. Pain flashed up her backbone. She caught herself on tingling hands, jarring rusted shoulders.


  “Get up,” the dian snapped. Her voice sounded low and quick, the way a barracuda would talk, if it could.


  Chellis scrambled for a footing, forcing her stiff joints to move. Her heart slammed from one side of her rib cage to the next. “Ahad-dian,” she rasped, “where is Ahad—”


  The back of the dian’s gloved hand smashed against Chellis’s jaw, shoving her onto her left side. Again she nearly slipped into the vat, but a jerk of the leash prevented it.


  Chellis gasped for air as her head spun. Her pulse throbbed along the side of her face, and her jaw popped as she opened and closed it, tasting blood in her cheek. She swallowed it.


  “Your papers say you’ve been here eighteen months, and yet you still speak out of turn?” The dian snapped. “Disgusting. To your feet, Merd!”


  She jerked back on the leash until it cut into the already chafed ring of scar tissue around Chellis’s neck. She gasped and struggled to stand. She steadied her feet against the tile, but she didn’t straighten completely—her back wouldn’t allow it, not yet. She had stayed too long in those chains, but surely a dian wouldn’t be offended by her crippled stance.


  She bit on her tongue and blinked rapidly to keep herself from crying. By the Moray, they’ve transferred Ahad-dian, or worse. Had he gotten in trouble for their excursion? Is that what he had been arguing about in the hallway?


  She dared a glimpse at the new dian, who was speaking to the second guard. Please, no. Don’t let the woman be her new caretaker. Give her Lila-dian, but not that woman. Not that dark squid among sharks.


  “Fine,” the dian said. She didn’t look at Chellis, merely jerked the chain and started for the door. Chellis’s hips ground in their sockets as she staggered after her, trying to keep pace with the impatient strides. Her belly growled. The dian sneered and jerked the chain again, nearly knocking Chellis into the wall. A scale fell to the spotless marble floor—from where, Chellis couldn’t tell. She’d lost so many.


  Four guards took their posts outside Chellis’s quarters. The dian threw Chellis inside; Chellis’s toe caught on the missing square of carpet and she tripped forward, landing on her knees. She quickly knelt and slumped her shoulders—a passive position Lila-dian preferred—hoping the new dian would give Chellis something to eat, or at least turn on the bath.


  She did neither.


  One of the guards from outside stepped into the room, and the dian shut the door. From a sort of sheath buckled to her calf, she pulled a short leather whip. She tugged on either end to test its durability.


  Chellis shrank back. She hadn’t been whipped for . . . months. A chill raced through her blood despite the stuffiness of the room. She tried to swallow, but her time over the vat had dehydrated her. Surely the dian would let her recuperate before giving her a beating!


  “Please, where is Ahad-dian?” she asked, knowing each syllable grated on the dian’s ears. “Where is—”


  The woman stepped forward and belted the whip across Chellis’s face. White light danced in Chellis’s vision, and then she found her face pressed to the floor, a cool drop of blood tickling her chin.


  “Do not speak out of turn, Merd,” the dian said. “You have a ripe problem with that, in addition to your other failures. You are not to speak unless spoken to. You are not to leave the care of your dian. You are not to converse with other Merdan. You are not to engage with other Hagori save your dian, and especially not in altercation.”


  She turned toward the guard. “Time me for a quarter hour.”


  The man nodded, and the dian raised her whip.


  * * *


  “I knew they’d do this.”


  Chellis came to herself, acutely aware of her surroundings; the lightening of the room as someone turned up the lamp by the door, the taste of iron and sea in her mouth, the burning strikes littering her body. Her hunger, her thirst, her aches.


  Her relief at hearing his voice.


  Ahad-dian crouched beside her and smoothed hair from her face. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “They called me for a disciplinary council. I knew that if I left you . . . oh Chellis.” He looked her up and down, fingered the flaking scales on her right shoulder. He smelled like Hagori spices, though the only one she could name was cardamom.


  He stood and pushed his key into the wall by the tub, turning on the water there. Chellis strained to watch him and noticed a tray of food by the door. She pressed a hand to the carpet to push herself up, noticing for the first time that the fin running along the outside of her wrist had been torn in two. That would hinder her, if she ever swam again.


  Ahad-dian returned, crouched, and scooped Chellis into his arms. He carried her to the tub and gently laid her into the still-rising water. It stung, for a moment. She cupped the water in her hands and drank until Ahad-dian handed her the glass of seawater.


  “Slowly,” he advised, his speech slightly slurred, like he’d missed days of sleep. Perhaps he had.


  She drank, relishing the brine coating her insides. Ahad-dian added a packet of salt to the water before shutting it off. Then he did something dians didn’t do.


  He left the room.


  Chellis watched, waited, feeling an invisible fisher’s line stretching from her chest to the door. When Ahad-dian didn’t return, she checked her wounds. They didn’t feel as sharp in the water. She didn’t have enough of her own water to cry and heal them, but Ahad-dian had already assumed that. He returned with a small white case Chellis recognized as a first-aid kit. The blue water droplet painted on its side denoted its use for Merdan, as did its tiny size. 


  “Here, now,” he said, kneeling beside the tub. He pulled out a gray handkerchief—more of a rag—and doused it with the foul-smelling yellow contents of a cloudy bottle. He pressed the rag first to Chellis’s forehead, then to her jaw. She watched his face as he worked, the crease marring his forehead, the fine, permanent lines between his brows.


  And his eyes, dark as a midnight thunderstorm, focused solely on their work. On her.


  “I know what it’s like, in a way,” he said, hushed, the wet rag stinging a shallow cut on her elbow. “To be a slave, I mean.”


  Chellis held very still.


  After several breaths, he said, “Being born the way I was—with Widow’s Blood—people treated me differently. My mother coddled me, always afraid I’d get hurt. I wasn’t allowed outside, like you. Wasn’t allowed to take off my shoes unless I was in bed. She even tested the temperature of all my meals until I was twelve.


  “But my father, my brothers, they were different,” Ahad-dian continued. “They treated me like . . . well, like I was a Merdan. Please don’t take offense at that.” He glanced at her. “I barely know my brothers, even my younger ones. They saw only the disease. But they never hurt me. Not like this, not physically. I would have died if they had.”


  He rewetted the rag and leaned over the tub sill, pressing the cloth to the side of Chellis’s neck. Chellis lifted her wet arms and wrapped them around his.


  He froze.


  “Thank you,” she whispered, her nose pressed against his unpierced ear.


  A second passed, and another. Ahad-dian shifted, palmed the rag, and returned the embrace, his sleeves soaking up the water along Chellis’s back, his wrist pressing into another laceration there.


  “I’m sorry, Chellis,” he said. “I never meant for this—”


  “I know. But you’ve done more for me these past two weeks than any other Hagori I’ve known, even before your war. Thank you.”


  She released him, and he pulled away, not bothering to wipe away the saltwater along the side of his neck.


  “You are not a dian,” Chellis said.


  He chuckled under his breath and ran his free hand through his hair. “I know. God above, I know.”


  He resumed his work, and Chellis leaned forward so he could treat her back. He had nearly finished when he said, “You aren’t a slave, Chellis. Or you shouldn’t be. None of them should be, but you most of all.”


  She turned toward him.


  He held the rag in one hand and the cloudy bottle in the other, but did nothing more. His eyes focused on the rim of the tub. “It’s all I can think about, after taking you there,” he murmured. “I’m out of excuses to defend it, to defend myself. It’s a war over land, did you know that? A border dispute because the river dried up. Six years of war because of a river. My older brother died for a few miles of infertile desert.”


  Chellis fingered her split fin. “I’m sorry.”


  “Gaylil’s been here for four. I looked up her records.”


  “Almost four,” Chellis replied.


  “Older sister?”


  “Younger, by three years.”


  Ahad-dian nodded. “How many others have been captured?”


  “I don’t know,” Chellis said, drawing her knees to her chest. “Gaylil and my father before me. But since . . . I don’t know.”


  “How many siblings do you have?”


  “Just her. We aren’t a numerous people.”


  Ahad-dian whistled. The sound faded, and he remained quiet for a long moment, still holding the rag and bottle. “It isn’t right.”


  Chellis didn’t respond.


  He shook his head and dumped the rest of the bottle’s contents onto the rag, then pressed the rag to the stripes along Chellis’s right arm. “It isn’t right,” he repeated as he worked his way down.


  Chellis soaked in the saltwater for a long hour. Ahad-dian helped her from the tub, gave her a new, rough-spun dress to wear, and sat in silence as she ate. She slept for a time, and when she woke, Ahad-dian still lingered in the room, sitting cross-legged on the floor with his back against the door, rubbing his chin, his eyes looking somewhere beyond the walls.


  She fell asleep again, but when she woke, it was to a hand pressed against her mouth, the lamp in the room turned low for the night.


  “I don’t want to raise any alarm,” Ahad-dian whispered to her. “Chellis, can you walk?”


  She nodded against his hand.


  “Good,” he said. “We have a long way to go.”


  He stood and pulled the fine chain leash from his belt. Chellis sat up and rubbed a sore spot on her hip.


  “Where are we going?” she asked. “Back to the collection room? So soon?”


  Ahad-dian hooked the leash onto her collar.


  “The sea,” he answered.


  The room fell away from Chellis’s vision and she stood in a realm of shadow, empty save for Ahad-dian and the chain that connected them.


  Tears filled her eyes. “The . . . sea?”


  Ahad-dian wiped the tears from her lashes with a knuckle and placed them over the lashing on Chellis’s jaw—the dull pain there vanished within seconds, healed. “I can try,” he whispered, “but if it doesn’t work, neither of us will have a second chance. Do you understand?”


  She nodded, a surge like a volcano bursting from the deepest parts of her. The shadows around her reformed into her chambers. Chambers she might never have to see again.


  “What do I have to do?” she asked.


  Ahad-dian held up a summons card. “I stole this. A midnight summons is believable, given the high demand for Merdan tears. This will, at the very least, get you past the guards outside your door. I’ll have to hope my standing can get you out of the citadel. From there, we run.”


  Chellis nodded. “Anything. I’ll do anything.”


  Ahad-dian let out a long breath and wrapped the leash around his wrist, tightening it. “Act as subservient as you can, and forgive me if I fail.”


  Ahad-dian didn’t flash the card as he pulled Chellis from her chambers, much rougher than usual. The guards must have noticed, however, for they didn’t ask questions. Chellis didn’t see them for herself; she kept her gaze fixed on the floor. Once Ahad-dian led her around the corner, he snapped blinders over her eyes. He guided her down the hall. Chellis heard someone moving toward them, and Ahad-dian jerked the leash as though Chellis had been walking too slowly. He didn’t need to explain; Chellis whimpered and quickened her pace, hoping that whatever stranger saw her would see only another worthless Merdan on her way to the vat.


  She knew when they passed the collection room. She had walked the path to and from it enough times with blinders to gauge its location. Ahad quickened his step, then, and shortened the leash. She didn’t know the citadel’s layout beyond the collection room. Not by heart.


  The marble turned cold beneath her feet, then hot. She heard men talking, a conversation that stopped as she passed by, then resumed as she and Ahad-dian rounded another corner. Ahad-dian paused, and she heard the subtle jingle of keys.


  A voice made her scales rise.


  “Where is Naki appointed this time of night?” Lila-dian asked, her soft footfalls nearing. She paused a moment and added “And I thought I beat her hard. I’m surprised you have it in you, Ahad-dian.”


  “I don’t,” he replied, spitting the words. “This wound-licker is beyond saving. I’m taking her to be drained before she’s turned over for labor. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you set me up for this.”


  The accusation rubbed Chellis like sand under her skin. She focused on her breathing.


  Lila-dian snorted. “The better. Save me a piece for my collection.”


  The soft footfalls moved away, and Ahad-dian opened the door, pulling Chellis up a set of steep, high stairs.


  She was panting by the time they reached the top of them. “What,” she asked between breaths, “is draining?”


  “I made it up,” Ahad-dian said, fumbling with his keys again. “But Lila has never worked outside maintenance. She wouldn’t know.” A lock clicked. Ahad-dian pulled the blinders off Chellis’s eyes. The stairwell was dark, save for a high, horizontal window that let in a few speckles of starlight. “Come,” he said, opening the door.


  Chellis stepped into a wide marble hallway with circle-top windows lining one side, letting in the warm desert breeze. Every other lamp in the hallway had been lit, casting an orangey glow over the stone. One hand on the leash and one on her upper arm, Ahad-dian led Chellis down the hallway and through the first junction on the left.


  Ahead of them walked a cluster of guards. Their eyes narrowed at Ahad-dian, but instead of trying to walk past them, Ahad-dian cursed and pulled Chellis back into the main hallway. Two of the guards shouted after him.


  “What are you doing?” Chellis hissed as Ahad-dian broke out into a run, tugging her alongside him.


  “I can’t lie to those ones,” he huffed, taking the next left, then a right. He slowed, scanning his surroundings before hurrying to another set of stairs. “I’m a dead man,” he said.


  He half dragged Chellis up the stairs and took a hard right down a poorly lit hallway, slowing when they neared another, tired-looking guard outside an ornate door. The guard said nothing as they passed, but Ahad-dian picked up the pace again when the previous guards’ shouts echoed up the stairwell.


  He cursed again.


  Chellis writhed from his grasp. “Where are the waterways?” she asked.


  He wiped his palm over his forehead. “What?”


  “The waterways,” Chellis repeated, the shouting getting louder. “Where the river branches off to feed the citadel. I’ve seen them before. The moat.”


  Ahad-dian’s eyes widened.


  “We don’t have time, Ahad! Where are they?”


  Ahad-dian seized her arm and ran down the hall. Chellis struggled to keep up with his long strides; her legs were not made for running, and they hadn’t had decent exercise for eighteen months. Ahad-dian tugged her left, guards’ footsteps echoing behind them. Someone all in gray, carrying a candle, started at the sight of them; Chellis darted forward and slammed both hands into his chest, pushing him as hard as she could. He dropped the candle and hit the wall, banging his head. Ahad-dian pushed Chellis forward, then out an open window onto a narrow precipice some four stories above the earth.


  Below them flowed the moat, silver by the light of a crescent moon, covered by the curving roofs of a balcony to the left and a walkway to the right. They left a ten-foot gap of water between them. If Chellis jumped and hit one of the roofs, she’d break.


  “I don’t know . . . how deep,” Ahad-dian said.


  “There, the window!” a man shouted inside. An arrow flew between Chellis and Ahad-dian, tearing through the gray fabric of Ahad-dian’s shirt. He hissed as the tear filled with crimson.


  “Hold your breath,” Chellis said, wrapping her arm around Ahad-dian’s waist.


  She kicked off of the precipice and fell into silence.


  The cool water hit her like a storm-tossed wave, and Ahad-dian’s weight thrust her down far enough that her shoulder blades grazed the moat’s cement floor. She swam with the current, avoiding the surface. An arrow sailed past them, leaving a line of silver in the dark water.


  She pulled Ahad-dian forward until they reached the cover of the exterior walkway, then brought him up for air. Hagori could hold their breath for only a minute at best, and Chellis didn’t know how much air he had gotten on the way down.


  Not much. Ahad-dian gasped, his long limbs flailing without grace. Chellis held him up, the base of the walkway only inches above their heads.


  Ahad-dian took a deep breath, and Chellis took his arm and pulled him down into the water.


  The fresh, unsalted water rubbed her like unsanded wood, yet its depths invigorated her. Her bruises and abrasions turned to memory beneath the current, and her fins opened and propelled her and her dian forward, around the corner of the citadel. She swam until the moat forked. Ahad-dian pointed to the right, and Chellis swam through the channel until Ahad-dian tugged at her, desperate once more for air.


  They rose to the surface, and almost immediately Chellis heard the shouts of angry guards, saw the waving of torches on the looming citadel. Ahad-dian gasped several times before diving back under, kicking his sandaled feet to swim.


  They met a grate, and Chellis pulled Ahad back to the surface.


  “Climb,” she ordered.


  He did, finding footholds in the grating. An arrow whizzed by, dangerously close to his head.


  Chellis shoved Ahad-dian from the top of the grating to the other side, and his body splashed into the water. She submerged, swam back, and then propelled herself forward as fast as her limbs would allow—the unused muscles remembered the movements, even if they protested it.


  She burst from the water, arcing up and over the grate, and dived into the water on the other side. She grabbed Ahad-dian’s belt and swam as hard as she could, urging both of them forward. If Ahad-dian were to swim alone, his slowness would kill him.


  They swam. Even with Chellis’s help, Ahad-dian had to begin swimming at the surface to prevent hyperventilation. Chellis came up every five minutes or so to gauge their surroundings, though she could hold her breath for ten. Each time the guards’ cries sounded a little quieter, their torches a little more distant.


  Finally, Ahad-dian could go no farther, and he lifted himself onto the river’s sandy banks.


  “I can feel it,” Chellis said, wading in the water, her breaths searing but alive. “The sea. I can feel it.”


  Ahad-dian breathed heavily. “Good,” he said, more voice than air. He clutched his left shoulder.


  Chellis pulled herself onto the bank and moved his hand, then gasped at the amount of blood running down his arm. It soaked his entire sleeve, and he’d been free from the water only a moment. In the starlight, he looked ashen and pale. Too pale for a Hagori.


  “Ahad,” Chellis whispered.


  “Widow’s Blood,” he said with a tired grin. “I told you . . . it doesn’t stop.”


  “Lean over,” Chellis said, pushing him onto his good arm.


  “Chellis, you can’t—”


  “I can certainly cry for you, Ahad,” she said, the tears already coming forth. “If I can cry for anyone, it would be you.”


  The vision of Ahad-dian bleeding out and dying on the sand filled her consciousness. She thought of his arrival as her dian, his kindness, his risk to bring her there. It was more than enough. Chellis pressed her forehead to Ahad-dian’s shoulders and wept into his wound, watching the skin seal itself with every drop.


  She laughed. “There,” she said.


  Ahad-dian sighed and lay back on the bank, still ashen.


  “Ahad?”


  “Thank you,” he breathed, “but I’ve still lost too much. I can’t go any farther. Not tonight.”


  “I’ll carry you,” she said, taking his hand. She searched for the citadel, but didn’t see it. “Twenty miles to the coast from the citadel, isn’t it? We must be halfway there. I can hear it, Ahad. We’re so close.”


  He chuckled. “I can’t live in the ocean, Chellis. You must go on alone. That was always the plan.”


  Chellis’s heart stopped beating for several seconds, or so it felt. “We’ll stay on the coast,” she said, almost whispering. “You and I, land and sea.”


  But Ahad-dian shook his head. “I have to go back.”


  New tears coursed down Chellis’s cheeks. “But why?”


  “Gaylil,” he said. The name pricked her skin as though lightning carved it there. “I have to . . . get Gaylil.”


  “They’ll kill you.”


  “I think I can do it,” he said, pushing himself into a sitting position again. “I have to get her too.”


  Chellis shook her head. “You can’t save all of them, Ahad! Neither of us can! Not until this war . . . not until my people can gain allies. I’ll go back to them. I’ll find them and report my stories. Surely someone will listen to our plea for aid, if they haven’t already.” She squeezed his hand. Perhaps in her absence, someone had rallied supporters. Surely her people didn’t swim around complacent, awaiting a man-given fate. “We’ll save them together, but I need time.”


  Ahad-dian smiled. “War takes time. Gaylil may be dead by then, Chellis.”


  She shivered.


  He cupped the side of her face with a sand-covered hand. “Believe in me. I have friends in the city. No one will expect me to come back. I’ll sort it out, make a stronger plan. I’ll save her, and I’ll save you.”


  Chellis blinked away another tear, letting it fall, useless, to the sand. “You really want me to leave you on the bank of the river, with our enemies following behind? Come with me, Ahad.”


  “I can’t. Not yet.”


  “Then when?”


  He tilted his head to the side, studying her.


  “One month,” she answered for him. “Enough time for you to recuperate and plan. Enough time for me to learn what has happened to the remnant of my people. Do you understand?”


  She stood, squinting through the darkness. She pointed toward the squat mountain range far to the west, a black wedge against a blue-black sky. “Spear Peak. I don’t know what your people call it. The far end of the range, where the rock turns dark. One month from this night, Ahad. Meet me there.” She turned toward him. “Promise me.”


  He nodded. “I promise, Chellis.”


  She knelt down in the sand beside him, searching his eyes for truth. The night was too dark for her to see it, but she believed him.


  “Promise,” she repeated, and she leaned forward and kissed him, her lips against his. One tradition that meant the same in both their cultures, she knew.


  At that moment, he smelled like the sea.


  She pulled away. Ahad smoothed her hair behind her ear and whispered, “Promise.”


  Chellis nodded and imprinted his face onto her memory. One month.


  Leaving her savior on the bank, Chellis dived into the river and swam for the ocean.
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  “He’s a devil.”


  “He’s a maester, and just what the boy needs. Training and discipline.”


  “I don’t like it. The others won’t go near him. It’s no wonder he has no servants or acolytes.”


  “He’s willing to pay, which is more than can be said of any others. Besides”—he drained his mug, banging it down onto the table—“what other offers have we gotten?”


  In his hidden spot crouched on the grass outside the window, Cyril’s hands balled into fists. He knew his father thought he was a failure. In spite of doing his best in all of his classes, none of the maesters had taken him as an acolyte. He wondered which one it was his father spoke of.


  “They whisper that he calls on the dark magic.”


  There was a beat of silence. “The wagging tongues of cleaning women.”


  “Who have seen what is kept in the dark.”


  “Enough!”


  The roar made Cyril flinch, even though he was safely out of sight.


  “Ye’ll keep yer tongue!”


  The pounding footsteps that accompanied the growl filled in the scene well enough. His father would be looming over his mother, eyes red and face dark. His mother would be looking to one side. She knew better than to look him in the eye.


  “I will not have you filling this house with gossip and lies.” A fist landed on something, likely the counter. “He’s offered to take the boy, and I’ve accepted. There’ll be no more discussion on the matter.”


  Cyril felt a mix of fear and excitement fill him.


  “Besides, it’ll do the boy good to be out from under yer wings. Ye’ve coddled him long enough.”


  Footsteps, this time moving away, meant the tirade would not escalate, at least for now. He let out a breath of relief. Then soft sounds reached his ears. His mother was crying. He started to stand up, to go and comfort her, but stopped. His father thought he was too soft. That he needed to be more of a man. Maybe his mother did coddle him. Was that why none of the maesters had wanted him?


  He felt guilty for thinking such thoughts about his mother. She had always been good to him. She’d tried to keep the worst of his father’s anger away from him when she could. But when she cried, he felt strange inside. His father hated crying. That was why his mother did it only when he wasn’t there to see. She hid her tears from his father. He wished she hid it from him too. It made her seem weak.


  Maybe she was making him weak too.


  He backed away quietly, careful not to step on any twigs or branches that might betray his presence. When he was far enough away from the house, he turned and ran. The feel of the grass whipping at his legs, of the air buffeting his face, soothed him. He ran until his legs felt unsteady and his lungs burned. When he could go no farther, he collapsed onto the ground, letting the grass and dirt cool him. He rolled onto his back and looked up into the sky. Clouds turned into shapes as he watched them. A pig shifted into a lion. A duck into an eagle.


  These are omens, he decided. I will become something powerful. Something great. I will show them who I am. Whoever this maester is, I will stand beside him and learn all that he knows and more. I will be the best acolyte they have ever known, and then I will become a maester too. The greatest ever.


  They whisper that he calls on the dark magic. He recalled his mother’s voice in his head.


  The idea of it sent a thrill through him. What did it mean, dark magic? What did it do? Could it call up demons and devils? Destroy cities?


  His father was probably right. It was all just gossip from old women. Even as a student he constantly heard them chattering in the kitchens and in the halls. Most of the time it was just silly prattle about this couple or that leader or something they’d seen or heard. He’d never paid it much mind.


  Above him, a cloud that looked like a lizard elongated, growing a great head and a roaring mouth.


  A dragon!


  He wondered if dragons had dark magic or not. Did they even exist? The old books at school said they had once, but that was long ago. Now they were just legends and dust.


  He sat up, plucking a stone out of the grass and throwing it as far as he could.


  Who cared what kind of magic the maester practiced? Either way, it was power, and that was something that could be learned. He would go, and he would be a good acolyte. He would learn, and if the maester did have some dark power, Cyril would find a way to have it too.
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  The wagon rocked as it rolled over the old dirt track. In the bed, two small crates contained all of Cyril’s clothes, along with his sturdy boots. He’d tucked his one and only prized possession into a sock at the bottom so that his father wouldn’t find it. He would disapprove.


  “You remember to do good work for the maester,” his father said, looking over at him with eyes that were such a light shade of blue they looked almost like the ice that formed on the river in winter. “He’s paid good money.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Yer mother fill your head with idle gossip, boy?”


  He shook his head no. She hadn’t. Not really. He’d only heard it because he was listening in. That was a much graver offense, and one he wasn’t about to disclose.


  “Good.” His father looked forward again. “She’s not like us, boy.”


  He wasn’t sure what his father meant, but kept quiet. It was always best not to say anything when he wasn’t sure what would make his father mad.


  “Some folks frown on Destructive,” he went on. “Like it’s not as good as Creative or Neutral, but that’s far from the truth.”


  He glanced over at his son again, and Cyril saw something he’d never seen in his father’s eyes before: excitement.


  “You may not understand now, but you will. Destructive can do things others can’t. You watch the maester, and watch well. If you’re careful, you may find there are things you can learn that will serve you in ways you never imagined.”


  Cyril had seen a lot of looks on his father’s face, but the one he saw next was the most frightening. The sides of his face stretched into a feral grin, lips spread back to reveal teeth that were yellowed by time and drink. His eyes glittered. The effect was terrifying.


  As if the sun agreed, it went behind a cloud, casting a pall over the otherwise bright morning. Thankfully, the rest of the ride was mostly silent. They rode south, crossing the Casca River at a small bridge. As the sun neared its zenith, the heat reflecting off the ground in waves, they crested a ridge above a small valley. There was only one building, but the sight of it brought both of them to a halt as the horses shied nervously.


  Made entirely of rock, it looked as if the earth had buckled upward, spewing out the foundation beneath it, erupting into the sky in razor-tipped fingers and jumbled deformities.


  What maester is this?


  His father flicked the traces several times before the horses were convinced to keep moving, dancing nervously down the slope toward the monstrosity. When they reached the bottom of the hill, the horses refused to go any farther, rearing up when lashed. They were not willing to get any closer to the unnatural place that loomed ahead. Swearing softly, his father set the brake and jumped down.


  “We’ll walk from here.”


  Each of them carried one of the crates. In spite of the heat of the sun and the weight of their burden, Cyril felt chilled. When they passed into the shadow of the rock, his fingers went cold. Up close, the rock looked even more bizarre, mottled and whorled as if melted and somehow resolidified. The front door was a solid slab of wood that looked thicker than most trees. He stared at it, his mouth hanging open, as a voice from inside beckoned them to enter.


  “Maester Griven,” his father said with a curt nod of the head.


  Griven? Cyril had never heard of him.


  “Come.” The voice emanated from the shadows at the back of the room.


  His father set the crate down to one side of the door, so Cyril followed his lead. The enormity of the space became apparent as their eyes adjusted to the darkness. It was a cavern, somehow aboveground. Glittering geodes in a dozen colors reflected from the ceiling that soared overhead. It was an impressive sight.


  “Bring him here.”


  His father turned to him and waved a hand. “Go on, then.”


  Cyril took a few hesitant steps, his feet freezing, as a tall, dark shadow separated from the darkness and glided toward him. The maester’s eyes were the same color as the rock. He had no hair. Instead, designs covered his scalp, the pigment of them a deep reddish brown. Cyril watched, mesmerized and horrified as a skeletal hand reached out to grip his left shoulder. The fingers were surprisingly strong, pressing into his skin, but he never had a chance to register the discomfort. Immediately on contact, his head exploded with pain. Crawling, slithering worms seemed to be invading his brain, tearing into it. His mouth opened to scream.


  Griven dropped his hand, and the sensation stopped as quickly as it had begun. The pain in Cyril’s head evaporated. The maester turned to Cyril’s father.


  “He’ll do.”


  Cyril blinked, a wave of nausea rolling through him.


  Griven held out a small bag. His father took it with another nod, then turned to go. Cyril watched, eyes wide, as his father headed for the door. Whatever this man was, whatever this place, he would be staying here. He would not be going home to his mother, or his bed, or the fields of tall grasses on the plains.


  At the last moment, his father stopped and looked back at him. Cyril fought the urge to run, his body trembling.


  “Learn,” his father said, as if that one word conveyed all that was needed.


  Then he was gone, and the door swung home, taking the light of the outside world with it, leaving Cyril trapped inside the great tomb of rock.
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  It was the roar that woke him.


  Griven had picked up one of the crates with those oddly strong skeletal hands, and led him along a passage more like a cave than a hallway. It curved gently back and forth, the walls pitted and uneven. They passed several small openings before reaching the other end. There, the passage opened into a small room. A bed pressed against the far wall under the only window Cyril had seen. At the foot of the bed was a trunk made of some rich, burled wood. Along the left wall there was a table with several books stacked on top, and in the opposite wall there was a fireplace, fire already burning. It felt strangely soothing in the chill rock structure that was cold in spite of the heat outside.


  Cyril was surprised. It was much nicer than his room at home. Of course, Griven was a maester, strange or not. It made sense that he had more comforts, but when Cyril had seen the strange rock building, he had assumed the worst: he would be living in a dungeon. This room was no dungeon.


  Griven placed the crate beside the trunk. The back of the man’s neck, Cyril noticed, had the same strange markings as his head. They traveled down his skin and disappeared into the dark cloth of his shirt. Cyril wondered how far down they went.


  “You may store your belongings here,” the maester said, indicating the trunk. “Since you’ve had a long journey, I will let you rest. I will come and get you when it’s time to eat. We will begin work tomorrow.”


  Cyril found his tongue rather stuck in his mouth, so he just nodded. The maester turned to go, and Cyril found himself thinking that perhaps his strange appearance was not so frightening after all. It was Cyril’s imaginings that had him fretting, not the man himself. Yet as the man passed by and those skeletal hands came into view, a shiver pressed through him. Griven may not be frightening, but he was certainly powerful. Perhaps the most powerful maester Cyril had ever met.


  Once the boy was alone, he set to exploring the room more thoroughly. He put the crates into the trunk unpacked. It was large enough to fit a third alongside if he’d had one. Then he turned to the table and the books. There were several written in a language he didn’t recognize. These he piled to one side. The others contained histories of plants, beasts, even legends and prophecies. One in particular drew his eye. On the cover was a serpentine form, with a large spiked head sporting a mouth lined with flame and filled with teeth. The coiling body circled behind, firelight dancing from the skin and glowing between the scales like lava as it circled and looped around to a pointed tail that curved into its mouth.


  A dragon!


  Cyril had dreamed of dragons since he had been old enough to know what they were. His mother had taught him a song once about a dragon.


  “Don’t let your father hear you sing it,” she’d cautioned. “Keep it in your head and heart.”


  He had committed it to memory and only hummed the tune when he was alone, or when the lashes of storms thundered around their house, drowning out most other sounds. It was a song of power, and it soothed him.


  The drawing on the book’s cover was better than anything he’d ever seen before. The dragon looked real, its scales smooth and glossy. Even its eye seemed to be looking outward, filled with wildness. He ran his fingers over it, feeling the ridges and dips. There was an odd tingling sensation and he gasped. It felt as if the lines were moving. He jerked his hand away, eyes wide, breath caught in his throat. The picture looked just as it had.


  Illusion.


  Hesitantly, he put one finger back, just grazing the lines.


  There! The tail moved! That was no illusion. Cyril backed away from the table, his heart pounding. He licked his lips. Was it a trick? Some kind of magic? How could a drawing move?


  The backs of his legs hit the edge of the bed, and he sat down with a puff of breath. This place was so odd, yet so strangely exciting. Perhaps his father had been right. The maester was obviously powerful. He must have extraordinary magic here. All Cyril had to do was watch and listen and absorb all that he could.


  Sighing, he lay back on the bed. The light from the window drew his eyes. Outside, the sky was a flawless, sparkling blue. The blue of summer. Lazy bits of cloud floated across it. As was his habit, he let himself see images in them. He drifted to sleep, soothed by the familiar game.


  When he jerked awake, it was later in the day. The shadows were long, and the afternoon light hit his eyes, making him squint.


  A loud roar shook the bed.


  It was like nothing he’d ever heard. It was like screaming thunder. His first thought was that he was still dreaming, but then two of the books that had been too close to the edge fell off the table, thumping to the floor.


  Cyril jumped out of bed, trying to orient himself. Beneath him, the floor vibrated. Then the roaring ceased, and all was still. He waited for a moment before walking to the doorway and sticking his head out.


  “Maester Griven?”


  There was no answer. He stepped into the hallway. It was much darker than it had been earlier. He put a hand on the wall to keep from bumping it, and slowly traced the curves back to the front room. It was empty. The fire had burned low. It was apparent that wherever the maester was, he had not been here recently. Perhaps he was sleeping too.


  Could he have slept through that noise? It didn’t seem likely, but perhaps it was familiar to him. It could be a machine of some kind that just seemed like a roar. The idea that it was nothing, that he was jumping at shadows like a boy half his age gave him pause. What would the maester say if he found him here, trembling and wide-eyed?


  Be a man about it. His father’s voice echoed in his head.


  Taking a deep breath, he started back toward his room. He was halfway down the winding hall when another roar shook the stone. Dust and grit settled on his shoulders, dispelling any thought that it was just part of a dream. He placed his hands on the wall, feeling the rumble like an earthquake beneath his palms. The sound echoed and rang for nearly a full minute before subsiding. A blast of hot air surged over him.


  Ahead, he could see the dim light from his room and the window. Around him, the hall was darker, but not completely black. Light was coming from somewhere else, he realized. He looked back over his shoulder.


  There. One of the openings he’d passed seemed to glow. A reddish light flickered, making shadows dance just inside. Mustering his courage, he walked to the opening and peered inside. The stone floor curved to the left, then sloped downward. Heat poured out as if there were ovens down below.


  Perhaps there were. Maybe in this odd house, the kitchens were in the basement.


  “Hello? Maester Griven?”


  His voice echoed back as if mocking him. Coddled boy, it whispered in his brain. Afraid of the dark like a babe.


  His hands curled into fists. He was no babe. He pressed his lips together and stepped into the corridor. It wound slowly but steadily down, yet the temperature continued to rise. Sweat rolled down his face and sides. His shirt stuck to his back. He had gone far enough that any light from the hall would not reach, yet he could see. The light was coming from below. So was the heat.


  Doubt worked at him. What if the strange stone had been pulled from the earth, and the corridor led to the fire-filled bowels where rock turned to liquid? Perhaps he should go back. His feet had already slowed when the loudest roar yet blasted. It hit him full in the chest like a lightning bolt, knocking him onto the floor. The air that washed over him was hot enough to singe his hair. His clothes began to smoke. Sweet Divide, he was going to burn to death.


  The sound and the heat abated simultaneously.


  From his seat on the rock floor, he looked up behind him. He could still go back. He probably should go back. Ahead of him, the shadows took on a new life as they danced. He stood up, dusting himself off and patting his clothes to make sure there was no flame. He was singed, but unharmed. At least the blast of air had dried his sweat. He licked his lips. There was little moisture left in him. Rubbing his face with his hands, he came to a decision. He couldn’t turn back.


  Around the next bend, a dark opening rewarded his persistence. The shadowed cavity looked as cool as a deep pool of water, but instead was hot as a furnace. Slowly, his heart pounding against his ribs, he approached it and peered inside.


  Inside, the gloom and firelight revealed a cavern larger than the front room. It looked larger than even the whole house. It seemed impossible, yet there it was. Blackness danced along the edges in a rough circular shape. The walls were uneven, shaped by stalactites and stalagmites, but all of that was not what drew his eye. It was the beast at the center of the room.


  It was as tall as a tree. Its sleek, silver scales glowed red around the edges, as if molten lava flowed through its veins. Chest heaving, Cyril followed the graceful lines with his eyes: up its studded back, around legs the size of boulders that ended in razor-tipped claws, and along the curved neck to its massive head. Its mouth was only slightly ajar, but flames licked from the sides. Its glowing eyes were locked on him. Even from across the room, he could feel its gaze. It penetrated him, laying him bare. There could be no secret, he knew, from the beast.


  A shape moved near its feet, startling him. A man dressed only in pants, his torso bare, stood before the great dragon. His back was covered in symbols that glowed in the firelight. No, not symbols, spell forms.


  Maester Griven!


  As if drawn by Cyril’s thoughts, the maester turned, his eyes quickly finding the boy standing in the doorway. What would he do to him? Should he run?


  “Come, boy.” Maester Griven’s voice echoed across the giant chamber. “Come and meet our guest.”


  Still fearful of having been caught, Cyril obeyed. His desire to see the beast close-up overshadowed his fear.


  As he approached, he noticed something he had not seen before. Great golden chains crossed the floor, attached to golden manacles that encircled the dragon’s legs. This was no guest. This was a captive.


  The dragon’s glowing eyes burned, as if agreeing.


  Griven looked between them, and then nodded as if approving of something unspoken.


  “His name is Mnementh.”


  



  - 4 -


  



  “What do you know of dragons?”


  Cyril could barely gather his wits to answer. He knew what the song said, that the mighty dragons could see the unseen and steal away magic, but those words were vague, and came from legends and myths. Rather than say something wrong, he shook his head.


  “It’s difficult to put into words what dragon magic can do,” the maester said, looking up at the great beast beside him. “Would you like to experience it? See with your own eyes what he sees?”


  At those words, Cyril tore his gaze away from the dragon Mnementh and looked to Maester Griven’s face. The heat in the air and the sweat on his bald head made the designs seem to writhe like red snakes. Was he serious? Could Cyril really see such a thing for himself? Or was the maester taunting him?


  “Learn,” his father had said.


  Had this been what he’d meant? Had he known about the dragon? The idea of seeing such magic with his own eyes filled Cyril with excitement.


  “Truly?” Cyril whispered.


  His excitement was mirrored in Maester Griven’s burning eyes. “Truly. I have perfected it.” His smile was dark and triumphant.


  He pointed to the gold manacles. “The gold contains the dragon’s magic,” he explained. “It’s malleable. It holds it captive.” He rubbed one hand across his head. “The taetaus allow me to pull it in. To focus it.”


  To control it.


  The unspoken words echoed in Cyril’s head. He blinked. Had Maester Griven said that?


  “Come. I must make the connection.”


  One of the maester’s skeletal hands clutched a gold manacle. The other beckoned the boy closer. Fear bloomed in Cyril’s chest, filling him with a cold iciness that weighed him down like rock. Would it feel like the last time the maester had touched him? The agony of those probing fingers in his brain had nearly done him in.


  Griven’s face darkened. “Choose, boy.”


  Cyril licked his lips nervously. He wanted to know. Truly he did.


  Are you strong enough?


  This time, Cyril looked up. That was not the maester’s voice. It was deeper. Richer. It was . . . liquid. He met the dragon’s gaze, and a shiver worked through him. Before he could reconsider, before the fear could overcome him, he stepped forward and grasped the outstretched hand.


  There was a sizzle and a snap. For a moment, he was sure he saw the lick of flames travel across those strange designs, the taetaus, and then the room disappeared. Everything was gone.


  No, he realized. Not gone, just . . . different. Darker. He was higher up, looking down. Seeing . . . seeing an echo of light, blue against black. Two shimmering forms, connected. He realized he was looking at himself through the eyes of the dragon. Below, the glowing forms were he and Maester Griven. They pulsed. He could smell their breath, their . . .


  Edah . . .


  Ah, yes. The breath of life. The scent was familiar and wild. The magic in both of them was strong. One was Creative and Destructive. That was the captor. The usurper. The thief. That one thought he knew, but he was like a sightless bird, blundering through the air, flying without seeing.


  The boy . . . the boy was different. The boy had Destructive, but he also had the balance. The void. Neutral. The boy could see.


  Look, boy. Look through my eyes, and see your essence. Sniff through my nostrils, and smell the breath of life. Open your inner self, and see the magic.


  The words thrummed through Cyril’s soul.


  Yes, the magic! It was like a current, running wild. He could ride it! He could fly, like—


  His body jerked with a wrenching twist. He was being torn in half. A sickening pain flooded through him. He felt something hard knock the air from his lungs.


  “Yes, the return can be difficult until you get used to it.”


  Cyril looked up. What was he doing on the floor?


  “Could you see it?” Griven’s eyes searched him. “Did you see it?”


  Saw it. Felt it. Smelled it.


  He nodded. Griven’s feral grin filled him with loathing.


  “What did it look like?”


  He does not know, a voice whispered in Cyril’s head. He has looked, but he is blind to it. He does not have what you have. He does not have the balance.


  “I . . . I was looking down . . .” Cyril mumbled, not wanting to give away just how much he had felt. He didn’t want Griven to know the kind of connection that he shared with—


  Mnementh.


  . . . the dragon.


  “Such power,” Griven hissed. “More than most imagine. It can be ours. Ours to control. To use.”


  Thief!


  Mnementh’s anger was palpable. It rolled along the boy’s skin. Cyril knew then that Mnementh hated Griven. Hated the man who had trapped him and was using his power as if it were his own.


  “Would you like that, boy? Do you want to taste that power on your tongue every day?” His greedy eyes glowed. “Will you help me?”


  He tried to hide the suspicion that he felt. “Help you what?”


  “Release it, boy. Release the power.”


  He would kill us both, Mnementh whispered in his mind. Only you can give him the power to do what he wants. You are the key.


  He was the key.


  He knew what he must do.


  “Yes,” he said softly. “I’ll help you to release it.”


  Cyril’s smile was grim. His father would be proud.


  He was learning.
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  Dinner was one of the strangest things yet.


  Appearing gleeful about Cyril’s decision to help him, Griven had led the way upstairs and through one of the other mystery doors along the twisting hallway, revealing a heretofore unseen room dominated by an enormous table. The table’s rich wood glowed red in the light from lanterns that were hung between heavy drapes, and the legs ended in carved dragon feet, replete with claws.


  “Sit, boy.” Griven said, sweeping his hand to indicate he didn’t care where. “I’ll check on our food.”


  He disappeared through another door in the far left corner. The smells that wafted in told Cyril that the food was indeed on its way. Who it might be making such delicious scents he couldn’t fathom. He had seen no one else since arriving, nor heard other footfalls. Perhaps there were more secrets to this odd structure. All he knew was that he was ravenous. As if in agreement, his stomach rumbled.


  He crossed to the other side of the table, the one nearest the wall. He was intrigued by the heavy drapes, and pulled one back to peek behind it. There were no windows. Instead, strange drawings marked the walls. Drawn in something dark, they looked as though someone had used charred sticks from a fire as an instrument. The designs were patterns, with spokes moving outward from a central point, surrounded by circles and webs at such an intricate level of detail he had to lean closer to make them out.


  For reasons he couldn’t articulate, the drawings made him nervous. He let the curtain fall and moved to another, feeling his insides clench as he drew it aside. Like the first, the fabric concealed no window, only more of the odd markings. If anything, these were even more intricate than the others, the tiny spaces between the spokes and the circling lines filled with images so small he couldn’t make them out even when he narrowed his eyes.


  Again, the crawling sensation of nervousness filled him at the sight. Were these spells? Had Griven drawn them? If he had, why here, on the rock walls of the dining hall? And why were they hidden?


  Cyril heard footsteps approaching, and quickly let the curtain fall back into place, rushing to sit in one of the heavy chairs. His heart pounded, and his palms were wet. Why? What was he afraid would happen?


  The door in the corner swung open, and a man carrying a heavy tray walked in, followed by a girl with a pitcher. Griven came in last, sitting at the head of the table even though it was two chairs away from where Cyril had seated himself. The man and girl laid their burdens on the large table, then left as quickly as they had come. Other than a faint impression of their age, Cyril could barely even say what they had looked like. A moment later Griven was lifting the lid away from the large tray, and all other thoughts and concerns were lost in the rich smell and dripping skin of the roasted meat in front of them.


  A strange feeling tore through Cyril’s body. It was more than hunger. It was beyond craving. It was a need. He wanted to plunge his hands into the meat and devour it, rip it apart with his teeth, and swallow dripping chunks of it. His throat worked convulsively as he tried not to let the strange feeling show.


  Griven, however, appeared as lost as Cyril was. He grabbed two chunks of meat with his hand, using his knife to spear each one as he tore into it. The nature of it made Cyril’s longing even greater. Unable to stand it any longer, he grabbed his own chunks. He didn’t need a knife. He shoved the food into his mouth with his hands, pleased to find the meat still red and blood-filled beneath the darkened exterior. The flavors and scents filled him. Juices ran down his chin. He reached for more. Needed more. If only he could have caught it himself, been free to hold it down and tear into the tender flesh while it still pulsed with life—


  No!


  He dropped the meat he’d been holding, staring at it in horror. His hands were covered in fat and blood. He wiped at his chin, horrified to find more of the same. What was he doing? These thoughts were not his own! He was acting like some kind of . . .


  Beast? Is that what I am?


  Mnementh.


  He shoved his chair away from the table, feeling suddenly sick and dizzy. Was that how it would be now? Would they forever be connected? He looked up to find Griven staring at him, his narrow eyes glowing, mouth pulled back in a pleased grin.


  He knew! Griven knew Cyril and the dragon were connected!


  Panic filled him; his heart thundered against his ribs. Did Griven sense it? Could he hear the thoughts that filled Cyril’s mind?


  He knows, but not fully. Mnementh’s liquid voice soothed. He is not as we are.


  Cyril stumbled away from the chair. He needed to get away from there. His stomach clenched angrily, yet the food did not come back up. His body wanted the meat, even if his mind didn’t.


  The door on the other side of the room wavered as he stumbled toward it, and his feet felt heavy and uncoordinated. He nearly fell twice, but finally grasped the latch and pulled it open. He fled into the dark hallway, hearing soft laughter follow him.


  Griven.


  He leaned one hand against the rough stone wall to keep himself from falling, and lurched toward the relative safety of his room. Once in it, he ripped away his clothes, using the material to scrub at his face and hands. He tossed them in a ball into a corner, then knelt before the chest, pushing back the lid. He dug through his clothes for something clean, something that smelled of home, and not this dungeon; this snake pit. He pulled on pants and a soft shirt his mother had made for him, and then his hands landed on the pair of balled-up socks near the bottom. The hard lump at one end told him that his treasure was still there, still safe.


  Greedily he tore at the material, eager to have it in his hand. It dropped into his palm, the heaviness of it pushing his hand down. It was cool against his hot skin, feeling like a balm.


  Riven stone!


  So the dragon knew what it was.


  Of course I know! His response was immediate and offended. I am not a fool. Besides, I am magic-born. We know of such things.


  Yes, of course he would. He would know how the riven stone worked, and also what Cyril was planning to do with it. More importantly, he would know why.


  We are of like mind, Mnementh agreed.


  Cyril rolled the small dark silver-colored stone between his fingers. It was heavy, but perfectly balanced. It shifted easily between his fingertips as he moved it from one to the next. As he moved it faster, the silver color began to glow. Faster and faster he shifted it, until the rock moved through the air almost of its own accord, and the light blurred into a solid glowing line in the air.


  With his free hand, Cyril summoned his Destructive magic. A ball of darkness rose above his palm, shifting and coalescing until it was a perfect sphere of midnight.


  They were both perfect.


  Cyril clapped his hands together sharply, striking the silver of the riven stone with the black Destructive magic. Lightning shot away in all directions, filling the room with an electrical charge that lifted his hair from his head.


  Then it dissipated, and with it, the weight of the web that had been cast over him. Immediately his stomach settled, and his heart returned to a normal rhythm. He heaved a great sigh, then shook his head. He should have known. Should have suspected that Griven would not trust him so quickly, or offer something so powerful without a catch. He’d only realized it when Griven had grinned at dinner (if you could call what they had done something so civil as dinner).


  Griven had not known what kind of connection would be made with the dragon, but he was no fool. He had cast a web spell over Cyril, trapping some of his thoughts and emotions, monitoring them.


  You’re good, Cyril thought, his mind finally his own again, but I have some tricks of my own, old man.


  He tucked the riven stone back into its hiding place. He would have to be more careful from now on. The connection with Mnementh was temporarily broken as well, the riven stone doing its work completely, but he knew that would be easy enough to restore. They shared something Griven did not, and he could tap into it at any time.


  He was almost ready.
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  “Sit still now,” Griven said, his tone clipped and humorless.


  He sensed it. He could feel that he’d lost his hold on his acolyte, but he didn’t know how. Cyril fought to hold back a triumphant smile. Griven might suspect, but he could never truly guess. Riven stones were extraordinarily rare. There were only a handful in existence as far as anyone knew. After all, it was unusual enough for people to travel through the Divide, let alone a stone, but then for someone to find it and recognize it for what it was? Even his father had never suspected such a thing. Especially from Cyril’s mother.


  She had pressed it into her son’s hand on the night before his tenth year began.


  “I know not when you will need this,” she’d whispered into his ear, leaning over him in the darkness, “but need it you will.”


  Her breath had been a tickle on his face.


  “She’s seen it.”


  She. The seer. The woman Father had forbidden her to visit. Oh, how furious he would be if he knew.


  “You’ll keep our secret, won’t you?”


  He’d heard the sadness in her voice, and the fear. He’d nodded then, accepting her gift and her secret. He hadn’t realized yet what it could do, that small heavy stone, but it was a gift. The only one he’d ever gotten. He was loath to give it up. Later, when she’d explained how it worked, he was glad he’d kept it. Later still, when he’d first had need of it, he was even gladder.


  No, Griven might sense that he’d lost his web of power, but he could not know how. Perhaps he thought that somehow Cyril was strong enough to break it on his own. If so, that was good. Let him be nervous.


  The razor-sharp edge of the long blade slid along Cyril’s skin, Griven’s hand steady and sure. Cyril felt the soft sigh of movement as a swath of hair slid down his bare shoulders and onto the floor. Dark hair, he saw, with only a hint of his father’s red. Good. His father had no place here. Not in this.


  It only took a few minutes to shave away the hair, leaving his head as bald as Griven’s. Next came the taetaus. Griven had ground some kind of red rock into a powder, adding other powders from small glass jars and vials, and then a drop of shining liquid. He stirred it all into a paste, dipping in a small brush and dragging it along the freshly shaved skin. A shiver rippled over Cyril, though whether it was from the paste or something more he didn’t know.


  “The taetaus will allow the use of your Neutral as a conductor,” Griven had explained, “to infuse the magic into the ring.”


  A gold ring, as it turned out, that Griven had already prepared with spells, ready to capture and contain. Ready to be filled with dragon magic.


  And your own, Mnementh cautioned. He will do more than use your magic for this fusion: The circle to represent unending magic, the gold to contain my own, and the pairing of our balance and our breath of life to complete it. He will weave your essence with my own into the very soul of this object. Man with beast. Merged.


  Can it hurt us? Cyril sent his question silently.


  Only in that one moment, when he holds the power between us and the ring. As he draws from us both, we will be vulnerable.


  He hated that word, Cyril could tell. A creature as mighty as a dragon must loathe being vulnerable.


  And after? Cyril asked.


  Once it is done, it is done. The ring will contain the power, but we will be restored.


  The ring would contain the power. Just the idea of it thrilled him.


  He must not be allowed to have it. Even to touch it. Once it is complete, it will carry the combined power of us both, stronger than either.


  No, he must not be allowed to have it, Cyril agreed.


  He had opened his thoughts completely to Mnementh, and now the bond between them was uncluttered by Griven’s clumsy intrusion. It was stronger than anything he’d known before.


  What will you do with it?


  The ring? I will hide it where Griven can never reach it.


  Between worlds. Good, Mnementh approved. There was a pause. Then, What will you do with him?


  Cyril felt a slow smile spread across his face.


  Nothing. I will leave him for you.


  The feelings that filled him then were not his own. Mnementh’s pleasure, his anger, his fury at being held captive for so long, his desire for retribution of the theft of his power by Griven was so strong it was overwhelming. Cyril felt himself wobble and nearly fall from the chair.


  “Be still!” Griven hissed. “The forms must be exact!”


  With force, Cyril pushed Mnementh’s feelings to the back of his mind. The forms must be exact. He didn’t want anything to go wrong. Not now. Not when they were so close.


  And when it was all over, he would return home and show his father exactly what he’d learned.


  



  - 7 -


  



  “It’s time.”


  A pressure filled Cyril’s chest. He wasn’t sure what it was at first. Dread, excitement, fear, anticipation . . . It felt as though his whole life had led him to this exact moment.


  “Don’t worry,” Griven said, misinterpreting his hesitation. “It’s no worse than what you felt the other day”—his dark eyes burned—“and when it’s done, you will be witness to the true power of the dragon.”


  He means to use it on you first, Mnementh said.


  But Cyril had already known that.


  It didn’t take much of a leap to figure out why Griven had needed an acolyte, or why he’d paid so handsomely for one. How much, the boy wondered, had it taken for his father to sell his only son?


  “Are you ready?”


  He opened his mouth to form the word, to affirm his commitment to the plan, but at that moment a pounding echoed through the hall.


  Both turned to look toward the front room. Who could it be? Who would visit this alien and profane place? There was a reason it looked as if it had been heaved up from the bowels of the earth. A reason it looked as if it had been melted and reformed. Griven was Destructive first, but he was also Creative. His unholy creation mirrored his blasphemous heart.


  “Go and see who it is,” Griven hissed, shoving him toward the door. “Send them away. I have work to do.”


  And with that, he disappeared through the doorway, down into the depths of his lair.


  Cyril walked slowly into the front room. His mouth was dry. His heart beat like a rabbit’s. He gripped the bar that secured the door, his hand closing over it on the far end. All he had to do was push it down. The counterbalance would lift the other end and clear the latch, allowing the door to swing open. It was just another way Griven used clever deceptions to impress and intimidate.


  The knock came again, startling him.


  Whoever it was, they weren’t going away. This was stupid. Why was he afraid? He had nothing to fear. Not now, and soon enough not ever again. Annoyed, he pushed down on the bar. The door swung open. He paused in the shadow of it, but no one came in. Grinding his teeth together, he moved into the doorway.


  The light of the sun nearly blinded him. He threw a hand up over his face. Not even a week he’d been here, and already he was like a cave dweller. The sun threw a swath of light into the room, as if sniffing out an adversary. Cyril took an uneasy step backward.


  Standing outside the door, framed by the sun, there was a figure. His face was invisible, the glare a halo of brightness around him. Cyril squinted, ducking his head and turning it to try to get a glimpse of the stranger.


  “Who is it?” he asked. “What do you want?”


  “Cyril?”


  He gasped, the use of his own name striking him like a hammer on a string, sending reverberations through his entire being. He licked his lips and tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry.


  “Who are you?” he whispered.


  “I am called by many names,” the man answered.


  What kind of answer was that?


  “Why are you here?”


  The man’s face began to appear amidst the bright light, Cyril’s eyes slowly adjusting enough to see. The face was strange. It was twisted and pulled.


  “Your mother sent me.”


  The words rocked him. His mother? How did she know this man? Why would she send him? Did she know somehow? Despite what his father said, she had always seemed like the stronger one. She knew things no one else did. For this man to show up now, it could be no coincidence.


  He stared into the twisted face. The eyes were pulled in such a way that they looked sad, yet the mouth smiled. It was scars, he realized. His face was twisted with scars.


  “Why are you here?” he asked again, only this time it meant so much more.


  “You must choose,” the scarred man said softly.


  Cyril wanted to protest. He wanted to claim he had no idea what the strange, crazy man was talking about, but he would be lying.


  He knew.


  This man, this stranger covered in scars, was more than he seemed. He was Wardein; those of legend sent to guard and protect people in need. Cyril had always thought it no more than legend, yet as he stared into the man’s face, he knew it was not. This man was a Traveler of the High King, sent to offer him pardon.


  Like the bar on the door, his life was balanced on a fulcrum. In this one moment, it could still swing either way.


  He could go home to his mother, his bed, and the fields of tall grasses on the plains. He could walk away from Griven and his dark schemes. He could walk away from Mnementh. He could even find another place. A place where he could start again, without the veil of darkness hanging over him that this place had created. He could wash away the stain that covered him. This man, the Wardein, was giving him what his father had refused to let him have.


  A choice.


  Right now, in this moment, Cyril could choose who he would become. He could choose the light or embrace the darkness.


  He was young, and he was strong. Stronger than he’d ever realized. Stronger than his father had been willing to believe. He’d wagered money on it, and he’d been wrong. His son was as strong as . . .


  A dragon.


  Below his feet, the floor vibrated. Mnementh waited. The power waited. Griven would make his ring. The Ouroboros, he called it. The dragon between worlds, born of Neutral magic. It would be a ring imbued with all the power of a dragon, but also more. It would contain a piece of Cyril’s edah. The essence of who he was. The two combined would create such power as he could only imagine.


  “Choose,” the man said again. His voice had the ring of finality.


  The sun had lowered. Soon it would touch the edge of the world and disappear.


  If he left, if he walked away, he would never know the kind of power that awaited him below, in the bowels of this place. He might learn magic and become a maester himself, but he would lose Mnementh. He would lose his chance. He would never feel the power of a dragon thrum through his veins.


  Choose, Mnementh whispered into his mind.


  That liquid voice filled him with a coolness that was like a deep river, flowing over and through him.


  The plan was so simple, really. Almost too easy. Mnementh hated Griven. He hated the man who had chained him in this abomination of a place for so many years, using him at will like a hammer and nails. Griven must never be allowed to touch the ring. Keeping him from it would be easy. Cyril wouldn’t have to kill him. All he needed to do was let Mnementh loose. Unlock the manacles.


  Free the dragon.


  Mnementh would take care of Griven, and then the power of the ring in all of its dark glory would be his to do with as he would. The blended magic of man and dragon, contained in a single band of gold, would belong to him.


  Cyril looked back into the scarred face of the Wardein, framed by the setting sun. The twisted lips were turned down, his eyes sad. They pleaded with Cyril to change his mind, but he could not. There had never really been a choice. Not for him. His life had led him here. This was his destiny, and he was going to grab it with both hands. He was going to ride the dark wind.


  Slowly but firmly Cyril closed the door, shutting out the light.
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The Wizard's Granddaughter
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  Dwyn felt her spells react to the explosion before she heard it. She dropped the flask she’d been about to fill and darted to the window just as a dull boom rattled her cottage. Across the garden stood her grandfather’s tower. Guided by her spells, flames roared out of the narrow chimney that poked up from the steep roof. The rest of the tower seemed unharmed, not a stone out of place.


  The wards should have protected her grandfather, but she wasn’t positive she’d gotten everything right; they had been very complicated to create. She turned to sprint for the door. Then she paused to ensure that her pots were all simmering at safe levels—she felt guilty for taking the time when her grandfather might be hurt or worse, but if she didn’t, then she risked a second explosion right there in the cottage. It only took a moment to satisfy herself that everything would be safe, and then she took off down the hall.


  A foot from the front door, Dwyn tripped and nearly fell, barely catching herself against the wall in time. As she opened the door, she glanced back to see what she’d tripped over—it was a stack of newspapers, the South Wales Echo. Several matching stacks stood along the wall. When had her grandfather left those there? She’d just cleared the room out the night before.


  She sprinted along the gravel path between her home and the tower. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see a few of her neighbors peeking over their fences. They were used to odd noises from the high wizard’s tower, but that one had been louder than most. A car had stopped in the street, and the driver was leaning out the window with his bowler tipped back on his head.


  Dwyn yanked open the tower’s heavy oak door. A narrow staircase ran up along the curved outer wall, made even narrower by the stacks of papers, boxes, and clothing as high as her waist that crowded the left side. She cursed her grandfather’s traditionalism as she scrambled up the four flights to the top. Most wizards those days lived in simple houses or flats in the city—why couldn’t he?


  “Grandda?” she shouted as she burst into the uppermost room of the tower. “Grandda!” She couldn’t see him over the piles of junk that filled the place. Somewhere in the room, his old radio was blaring, dry old newsreaders discussing the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact in dusty but deafening voices. But when their speaking paused, she could just barely make out the sound of coughing and grumbling. She sighed in relief. If her grandfather was grumbling, he was probably not seriously hurt.


  She took a moment to catch her breath, relief warring with irritation and guilt. She shouldn’t let him make potions anymore—disasters would just keep happening. Then she snorted and shook her head. How was she supposed to stop him?


  She edged down the one relatively clear path through the stacks of junk, occasionally tiptoeing in a vain attempt to see her grandfather. It didn’t look like anything in the room was on fire; the wards had worked, though they’d left more smoke in the room than she’d have liked. The explosion had also knocked things into the narrow pathway through the junk—an old burlap doll here, a bundle of brown weeds there, and a box of dried plum pits beyond that.


  Dwyn carefully stepped over it all, fanning herself with her hand. Whenever she went in there, the piles of junk seemed to loom in toward her, crowding her space, and the smoke made it even worse. The blaring radio was beginning to make her head pound. She bit back curses. That was it; she was going to clean the whole tower out.


  Coming around a curve in the path, she finally found her grandfather. He was standing next to a table that sat beneath the window, using an old shaving brush to painstakingly sweep fine purple dust off a stack of newspapers.


  “Grandda, are you all right?” Dwyn asked as she climbed over a toppled crate. He couldn’t hear her over the radio show, which had moved on to a discussion of the looming threat of war on the continent. She bit her tongue in irritation; that was the last thing she needed her grandfather to hear about. She pushed her way to the radio, a tall, decade-old standing model that poked out of a pile of junk a few feet from her grandfather, and switched it off. “Grandda!”


  Her grandfather jumped and turned to face her with a reproachful frown. “Dwyn, there you are,” he muttered, his voice gravelly with a heavy, singsong Welsh accent. “Did you meddle with my protective wards?” He waved a gnarled hand over his head, gesturing to the smoke. “This should have cleared out by now.”


  Dwyn sighed. “I replaced your wards years ago, Grandda. I told you about it—you had let them fade.”


  “My wards were fine,” he grumbled, hunching his shoulders and turning back to the stack of newspapers.


  “Are you hurt?” Dwyn took the old man by the shoulder and turned him to face her. He was a little bit shorter than she was, wrinkled and tan—at least, she hoped he was tan and not just dirty. His hair was disheveled, as though he’d only gotten halfway through combing it before giving up, and he’d missed several small patches of white whiskers when he’d shaved that morning. Dwyn stifled another sigh and straightened the ragged green robes that he wore—the man looked like a beggar.


  “I’m fine, Dwyn, leave it alone,” her grandfather said, pushing her hands away and turning back to the stack of newspapers. “If you want to help, you can get the fae dust off these papers.”


  “Grandda, they’ll fall apart before you could ever get them clean. Just throw them out.”


  “Well, I can’t throw them out until I’ve read them.”


  Dwyn leaned over his shoulder to look at the top newspaper: the UK Wizard’s Times from June 25, 1919. “They’re over twenty years old.”


  He didn’t reply; she was pretty sure he’d heard what she said and was simply ignoring her. Rolling her eyes, she turned to his workstation.


  “What happened, then?” she asked, eyeing the dented, cracked cauldron on his workbench. A towel had been hastily shoved beneath it to sop up the mud-thick brown goop that was dripping out.


  Her grandfather didn’t reply.


  “Grandda, what exploded?”


  “What?” Her grandfather turned to her, his brow furrowed. “Oh, this blasted cauldron cracked and leaked the potion I was brewing. I’ll tell you, I’m angry about that—I just got it back from McKaeton, and he promised me that it was patched up perfect. Overcharged me too.”


  “Blacksmith McKaeton moved back to Glasgow three years ago, Grandda.”


  Her grandfather blinked, his face startled. “Oh. Well . . . it must have been another blacksmith, then.”


  “Why aren’t you using the new cauldrons I bought you for your birthday?”


  “Well, my old one is good enough,” he grumbled, returning to his newspapers.


  “Obviously it wasn’t.” Dwyn leaned forward to sniff the puddle of brownish potion on the workstation. Icebark, fourth clover, and . . . mandrake? No, something else, something with a strong scent. Was he trying to make a shapechange potion? “Grandda, which potion is this?”


  “The clearthought potion, of course. I managed to salvage enough to fill a flask, though.”


  Dwyn’s stomach dropped and her headache seemed to spike. He’d been trying to make clearthought, and he’d ended up with that? She followed the puddle to where it leaked off the back of the workstation, and found the twisted remains of a rusty steel bucket on the floor there. So the potion had leaked into the bucket and reacted with whatever it held, causing the explosion. She picked up the bucket and then frowned, studying the charred remains of plants within it.


  “Grandda, was this bucket holding anything other than powderpods?”


  “No. I picked them the other day,” he said, not looking up.


  “There’s not much that would have reacted with powderpods,” she said, frowning. She turned to search the shelves above his workstation. “What was in that potion?”


  “You know what goes in clearthought, Mair. Nothing in there caused the explosion.”


  “Something caused it,” Dwyn replied. She didn’t bother, anymore, to point out when he called her by her mother’s name.


  “I’ll tell you what it was,” her grandfather said, pointing out the window at their neighbor’s house. “I caught those goblin neighbors of mine nosing around my garden last week, trying to steal some of my ingredients. I’m sure they messed around with the powderpods and got something else in them. Goblins are always doing things like that.”


  “The Jameses aren’t stealing from you, Grandda.” She pulled a tray of dark green leaves from one of the shelves and sniffed it. They had a strong scent—the smell she hadn’t been able to identify in the potion. “What is this?”


  Her grandfather stared at the tray for a moment and then turned red. “Well, that’s just some of the starleaf that I found in my lawn.”


  “Grandda . . .” Dwyn closed her eyes and took a deep breath before continuing. “We discussed this—it’s not starleaf, it’s a weed!”


  “I know starleaf when I see it.”


  “Where’re the points on the leaves, then? Where’re the silver veins?”


  Her grandfather turned away with his lips pursed stubbornly.


  “It’s a weed, Grandda,” Dwyn continued. “It’s a weed that’s been growing in your yard and soaking up stray bits of magic. It’s what made the potion explode.” Shaking her head, she dumped the weeds off the tray and into the dustbin beside the workstation.


  “Dwyn, don’t!” her grandfather shouted, hurrying forward and snatching the bin from the floor. “Maybe I wouldn’t have to scrounge for wild starleaf if I still had any in my garden.”


  “Scrounge . . .” Dwyn gritted her teeth, fighting for calm. “The starleaf needed to be harvested before the full moon, Grandda! You’re the one who taught me that! I kept asking if you were going to pick it, and you never did. Half of the crop went bad before I harvested the rest.”


  Her grandfather mumbled something under his breath as he began picking the weeds out of the dustbin and placing them carefully on the tray.


  Dwyn shoved the tray aside. “And then—then I brought you half of what I picked. You said you didn’t want it, remember? I had to force you to take it, and what did you do with it then? You left it in the sunlight and it withered!”


  She realized suddenly that she was almost shouting, and went quiet, breathing heavily. She rubbed her temples. How had her mother dealt with him for so many years?


  Her grandfather simply pulled the tray back into place and resumed picking leaves from the bin. After a moment, Dwyn sighed and turned away.


  “I’ll bring you some starleaf later,” she said, “and we’ll dig through this place and find the cauldrons I gave you. Are the other potions ready? I’ll take them down.”


  “I’ll take them,” her grandfather replied. He dropped the dustbin and shuffled past her to a half-buried chair near his completely buried bed, grabbing a small leather satchel that was balanced precariously on the edge. “I need to make sure the lad knows the proper dosages.” He tromped from the room.


  Dwyn took a deep breath, reminding herself how glad she was that he wasn’t hurt, and followed him down the stairs. She eyed the stacks of junk along the wall; it couldn’t have been more than two months since she’d last cleaned it out. Where did he even get all that stuff?


  A young man was sitting on the grass outside with his back against the fence—she hadn’t even noticed him earlier, or the rusty bicycle that leaned on the fence beside him. The lad’s hair was a dark brown, a little lighter than Dwyn’s, and when he scrambled to his feet, he was just a few inches shorter than her.


  “Is everything all right?” he asked, wringing his hands.


  “Everything’s fine,” her grandfather replied. He held up the satchel. “Here are the potions for your father.” He proceeded to list off when the young man should give his father doses of which potion, as though he expected the lad to remember it all from the one lecture. Dwyn shook her head—his instructions made little sense, anyway.


  The young man nodded, wide-eyed, and bowed once her grandfather finished. “My whole family gives their thanks, High Wizard,” he said. “Our local hedgeman has tried to treat him, but it wasn’t helping. I couldn’t believe it when he told me I could go to the great Arliss Bobydd himself!”


  Despite her frustrated mood, Dwyn smiled slightly at the look on her grandfather’s face—he was beaming. He stood up a little straighter and adjusted his robes. “Yes, well . . . I’m always happy to help. If anyone else in your village falls ill, you just come back to me.”


  “Thank you, sir!” The lad hesitated, biting his lip. Just as Dwyn’s grandfather began to turn away, the young man blurted, “Why is everyone talking about war, sir?”


  Dwyn’s grandfather blinked. “What?”


  “It’s just . . . won’t the Peace Ward—”


  Dwyn stepped between them and placed a hand on the lad’s arm. “How far is your village?”


  “Oh—I’m from Llanelwedd,” the lad replied, glancing back and forth between them. “About seven hours away on my bicycle.”


  “So you probably haven’t eaten since you left home, have you? In what . . . eleven hours?”


  “Oh . . . well, no.”


  “Come inside and have a meal before you go, then. That’s a long ride to make on an empty stomach.” Dwyn forced a smile and gestured to the cottage, pushing the boy along before he could bring up the rumors of war again. If her grandfather heard about that, he’d want to run off to the continent to fix things, and no one would be able to convince him that he wasn’t able to anymore.


  Her grandfather was frowning, but he didn’t follow them. Grumbling, he turned and headed back into his tower. Dwyn sighed; that good mood hadn’t lasted long.


  The young man hesitated, glancing down at the satchel he still held against his chest. “I just . . . I worry about keeping my father waiting for his medicines.”


  “We’ll get you something you can eat while you ride, then.” Dwyn took him by the arm and began pulling him toward the cottage.


  The lad looked up at her with a frown. “Miss, can I ask you something?”


  “Certainly.”


  “If the Peace Ward is still protecting us, then why is everyone so worried about war?”


   Dwyn winced and glanced over her shoulder involuntarily. Her grandfather was nowhere in sight . . . not that he would have been able to hear them if he was. “Wards don’t last forever,” she replied, turning back. “They fade over time.”


  The young man’s eyes went wide. “So . . . there could be a war?”


  “Don’t worry.” Dwyn tried to make her tone reassuring. “We can always make another peace ward.”


  “Would the high wizard do it again?”


  “Well, he’s retired now,” she said. “But I’m sure that Lord Wizard Churchill will make one if things come to that.”


  The young man nodded. His shoulders relaxed a bit, and he smiled as they entered the cottage. “Thank you, Lady Wizard.”


  “I’m . . . not actually a full wizard. Just a student.”


  “Are you the high wizard’s assistant?” the young man asked as she sat him down at the kitchen table. “Is that why you live here?”


  “I’m his granddaughter,” she replied, digging through a pouch at her waist. “This was my mother’s cottage until she passed last year.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry.” He was silent for a moment. “Can you do magic too?”


  She pulled a small handful of suspension powder from the pouch. “Yes, I can.” She tossed the dust in his face and whispered some words of power in Old Welsh.


  The lad barely had time to react; his eyes went wide and then he stopped moving, frozen in place.


  Dwyn took the satchel from his hands and opened the bag, wincing when she saw the potions inside. Only one was anywhere near the right color, a dull green that could almost be mistaken for the vibrant wellrest potion that its label said it was. The virulent orange potion that was labeled “Elixir of Healing and Restoration” should have been a rosy pink, and the brownish goop her grandfather claimed was a clearthought potion should have been pale blue.


  She glanced at the boy, making sure that the suspension spell had taken effect properly, and then left the kitchen. A knock at the door interrupted her before she could reach her workshop. She groaned and turned back, hoping it wasn’t another petitioner. A glance through the peephole showed her neighbor, Mrs. Reilly. Dwyn opened the door.


  “Good morning, Dwyn,” Mrs. Reilly said, smiling. The middle-aged woman had prematurely silver hair and was wearing a pale green long-skirted summer dress. She held up a worn disk of wood carved with spell knots. “I’m not imposing, am I? I was hoping you could get me youth charm working again. Me husband’ll be getting back from sea this week, as long as things on the continent haven’t gotten any worse, and I want to be sure I’m looking me best for him.”


  Dwyn gave a thin smile and took the charm. “I’d be happy to. Come in.” She stepped back to let Mrs. Reilly in, and shut the door behind her. “I just need to take care of one other thing first, if that’s all right.”


  “Oh, of course, dear, take your time.”


  Dwyn turned and headed to her workroom, trying not to feel irritated. She really was happy to help Mrs. Reilly—the woman was always so kind and solicitous, and Dwyn would have to be completely thoughtless not to appreciate her. It was just that she wasn’t getting done any of the things she’d planned to do that morning . . .


  Mrs. Reilly followed her down the hall and stood in the doorway to the workshop, looking around with a curious eye. Dwyn set the youth charm on her carving table and then turned to her row of simmering cauldrons. She carefully removed all the flasks and vials from the satchel—old and poorly washed, every one of them—and placed them on a stand beside her sink. She would pour them out later, after she’d made sure that none of them would damage the plumbing or cause trouble if it washed out into the river. Most of them were probably harmless, but . . . you never knew.


  “What’re all those, then?” Mrs. Reilly asked as Dwyn began filling new flasks with the potions she’d been brewing before the explosion interrupted.


  “Potions for a petitioner,” Dwyn replied without looking up. “Clearthought, wellrest . . . a few others.”


  “Oh, I didn’t know you’d begun taking petitioners!” Mrs. Reilly hesitated a moment. “I . . . thought students weren’t allowed to do that. Aren’t you still on leave from the academy?”


  Dwyn paused her pouring without looking up, a familiar sinking feeling settling into her stomach. “No, not anymore.”


  “Oh, dear.” Mrs. Reilly placed a hand on Dwyn’s shoulder. “They wouldn’t extend it?”


  “It’s all right.” Dwyn took a deep breath and resumed pouring. “It really is. They’d already given me a year’s leave, after all. It wasn’t really reasonable of me to hope . . .” She trailed off with a shrug.


  Mrs. Reilly leaned down and gave Dwyn a gentle hug. “I’m so sorry, dearie.”


  Dwyn shrugged. “It should be all right, really. I found some of my grandfather’s old spellbooks buried in one of the lower tower rooms—the books he was just positive the Jameses had somehow broken in and stolen. I’ve been studying some of the spells he designed, trying to learn them myself. It will give me an advantage if I . . . whenever I reapply to the academy.”


  “Well, that’s good, I suppose . . .” Mrs. Reilly sat down quietly in a chair by the wall.


  Dwyn forced a smile. “Anyway, no—I’m still not taking formal petitioners. I’m just . . . helping my grandfather with one of his.”


  “Helping him?” Mrs. Reilly glanced at the dirty potion flasks that Dwyn had removed from the satchel. “I take it he doesn’t know you’re helping?”


  “Well . . . no.” Dwyn corked the final flask and began loading them into the satchel. “I hid eavesdropping spells in the protective wards I put on his tower last year. I just listen in when a petitioner comes and then switch his concoctions out for the proper ones when no one’s looking.”


  Mrs. Reilly bit her lip. “You know, Dwyn . . . there are homes for older people, when they become this troublesome.”


  “Oh, I’ve thought of that, believe me,” Dwyn replied. More and more every day, she’d thought of that. “But . . . I couldn’t do that to him.”


  “They’re not so bad, these days,” Mrs. Reilly said. “Especially after all the work your grandfather did for the kingdom back in the day; I’m sure his pension could get him in a prime, government-run home where they’d take wonderful care of him. He’s the High Wizard Bobydd, after all!”


  “That’s the problem, Mrs. Reilly.” Dwyn frowned at the older woman. “He’s the man who single-handedly ended the Great War, the greatest Welsh wizard since Gwydion. Everyone knows it. I can’t put the legendary Arliss Bobydd in an elderly home. Even before word of it got around, he would be so ashamed; he wouldn’t really be alive after that.”


  Mrs. Reilly sighed. “Is it really much worse than living a lie, thinking he’s still living up to his old reputation when he’s not?”


  Dwyn hesitated, staring down at the potions in the satchel. She wondered that every day. “Yes, it would be worse than this,” she finally replied. A year ago, when she’d come home from school, she wouldn’t have hesitated. “He spent his life building that reputation, and he deserves to keep it. The only times I really see him happy now are when he thinks he’s helping someone, or when he gets talking about the old days, and I won’t take that away. If . . . if I have a hard time because of it”—she shrugged her shoulders—“that’s just too bad.”


  For a moment, she thought that Mrs. Reilly was going to cry. “Well, that’s right compassionate of you, Dwyn. Your mother would be so very proud.” Mrs. Reilly hesitated, biting her lip. “But . . . and I hope I’m not being too forward saying this . . . but I don’t think your mother would want you to give up everything you cared about. She was so proud of you, going off to the academy so young. All of those offers of employment you had and whatnot.”


  Dwyn leaned her head into her hands. Her temples were throbbing again. “I know, I just . . . I don’t know. What do you think I should do?”


  “Oh, I wish I knew, dearie.” Mrs. Reilly hugged her again, patting her hair. “I just don’t want you to feel like you have to give up what you want. You can, if you think that’s best—but you don’t have to.”


  Dwyn nodded. She would think over it some more later, when her head didn’t hurt so much.


  Mrs. Reilly squeezed Dwyn’s shoulder and then stood. “I’ll come back for me charm later, dearie—don’t worry about getting it done right away.” She turned and headed for the door.


  Dwyn tucked the last potion into the satchel, the clearthought. Years before, her mother had convinced her grandfather to take a little of it every morning. It had helped him keep things together for a while. But the potion no longer helped enough to waste the resources.


  “Mrs. Reilly?”


  The older woman stopped in the doorway. “Yes?”


  “How did my mother deal with all this, while I was at school?”


  “Oh, dearie,” Mrs. Reilly smiled. “She talked with me. When I stop by for the charm, you can let out all your frustrations. It’ll do you good.” She waved and left.


  Dwyn smiled. She took a deep breath and then returned to her work, penning a list of instructions for using the potions. Then she returned to the young man in the kitchen, placing the satchel back in his arms. After checking to ensure she was standing where she had been before, she let the power fade from the suspension spell with a whisper. The young man blinked once or twice, and then his brow furrowed.


  “All right,” she said, turning to her cupboards before he could ask what had happened. “How about some pasties? I’ve got some with meat and potatoes, and some with raspberry. That should get you through the day.”


  She looked over her shoulder at the young man. He blinked a few more times, visibly confused, and then he nodded. “Um . . . yes. That sounds wonderful, thank you.”


  “Of course,” she replied, pulling the pasties from the icebox and placing them in a small basket. She handed the young man the note of instructions. “Now, I know my grandfather went over the instructions for those potions very quickly, so I just wanted to make sure you remembered what to do. Give your father a spoonful of the restorative and the wellrest potions before he sleeps each night, and let him sip at the fortitude potions whenever he’s feeling weak. Give him a teaspoon of the clearthought potion each morning—that will help him focus through the day until the fits pass—but don’t give him any more than that. If he has too much, his mind will become overworked and he’ll go into a coma. Understand?”


  The young man nodded, wide-eyed as he looked over the note. Dwyn smiled and handed him the basket. “You’ll do fine. Let us know once your father’s doing better.”


  He smiled and stood. “Thank you so much, ma’am.” He bowed, clutching the satchel and basket. “I can’t believe we got help from Arliss Bobydd himself! I’m going to have to tell my whole town about this. Thank you!”


  She smiled again and led him to the door. The young man’s gratitude made her feel a bit better about things. As he hurried down the walk to his bicycle, however, she noticed her grandfather on his hands and knees in front of the tower, picking weeds out of his lawn and placing them carefully in a basket.


  Dwyn sighed and leaned against the door frame, rubbing her forehead to try to clear her head. Her plans had been to spend the day researching some new spells, but it didn’t look like that would happen. The morning had been taken up with potion making, and she needed to replace the tower’s protective wards since the old ones had used up all their energy containing the explosion.


  She turned to head back to her workroom and immediately tripped over the stacks of newspapers by the door.


  * * *


  Dwyn made the physical focus for the new wards out of tungsten wire and oak branches, weaving in small bits of other materials here and there while constantly double-checking her work against one of her grandfather’s old spellbooks. The design for the wards was his, discovered when he’d been younger and somewhat more . . . stable. Like all of his spells, it was intricate and amazing and difficult.


  The strenuous work was already beginning to give her a headache when she heard her grandfather enter the cottage. A moment later, he turned on the radio and turned it up loud enough that the newsreaders seemed to be shouting. She groaned and rested her head on the worktable. Then she continued working, trying to concentrate through an ear-pounding discussion of the king and queen’s visit to the United States. When the topic shifted toward German aggressions on the continent, she stormed out to turn off the radio and discovered that her grandfather had already returned to his tower, leaving the radio on behind him.


  As she worked, Dwyn realized where she’d gone wrong when she’d made the wards the year before—her eavesdropping spell had interfered with some of the more delicate functions of her grandfather’s design. It took her most of the day, but she eventually adjusted the design to incorporate both spells without interfering with the functionality of either.


  Immensely proud of herself, she waited until her grandfather left for the market and then took the focus up into the tower. Using Welsh words of power, she projected her magic through the focus, casting glowing replicas of the ward into the walls, windows, floor, and ceiling—she left no surface unprotected. The images would be visible only to other wizards who knew how to look for them, but her hidden spell wouldn’t be visible at all.


  By the time she was finished, she was exhausted and beginning to feel jittery and stifled from the looming piles of junk. Her stomach rumbled as she climbed down the stairs; she needed some food and a nap before she finally picked up on her personal studies. When she entered her cottage, she was greeted with the scent of fresh bread and roasted lamb. A steaming pot of stew sat on her stove, a loaf of bread was keeping warm in her oven, and a note of encouragement from Mrs. Reilly sat on the table.


  Her grandfather returned home about a half hour after dark. Unsurprisingly, his bag was stuffed with odds and ends—from a roll of natty twine to a horseshoe that looked as though it had been sitting in the mud when he found it. And six newspapers. She didn’t complain until he tried to stash his newfound treasures in one of her kitchen drawers. She led him to the storage room at the back of the cottage and helped him stash the things there.


  “An old woman in the market asked me whether I thought there was going to be war with Germany,” he muttered as he sorted through a box of broken charms.


  Dwyn froze for a moment and then forced herself to continue tidying the messy storage room. “Oh, really?”


  Her grandfather nodded absently. “I felt bad for her—memory gone like that. She must have thought it was still before the Great War.”


  Dwyn breathed out in relief. “Poor thing.”


  Her grandfather put the box away and began sorting through the newspapers he’d bought. As he lifted the first one, Dwyn noticed the headline on the second: “Kaiser Seeking War?” She snatched the newspaper before he could read it and tossed it on top of a larger pile.


  “That’s not where that goes—” her grandfather began, but she hustled him out of the room to the kitchen table.


  “Mrs. Reilly made us some stew for supper,” she said. “I’ll dish some up for you.”


  “Oh . . . Mrs. Reilly.” He shook his head, scooting his chair closer to the table. “That woman is after my apples.”


  Dwyn paused in spooning out the stew, confused. “What?”


  “Every time she comes by, she always asks about the apple tree on the edge of the garden. I know she’s planning on sneaking in and stealing them once they’re ripe—that’s what she did last year.”


  “No,” Dwyn said, more firmly than she’d intended. She pointed the ladle at him. “Mrs. Reilly has been nothing but sweet to you, and she was a great support for mother during her last years. I don’t want to hear you badmouthing her.”


  “Well, I’m sure she does lots of nice things,” her grandfather said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that she stole my apples. I caught her sneaking in!”


  “You caught her? You saw her in your garden?”


  “Well . . .” Her grandfather stuck his chin out stubbornly. “No, I didn’t, but Mr. James did. He told me she was in there.”


  “Mr. James? The one you’ve been accusing of breaking into your house?” Her grandfather opened his mouth to reply, but she cut him off. “No. I’m not going to listen to this, Grandda.” She set his bowl of stew on the table with a thunk. “Just eat your dinner.”


  After that, he didn’t speak to her for the rest of the evening; all her life, that had been his most common response when someone offended him. It had stopped bothering her years before.


  Dwyn retreated to her workshop, looking forward to finally being able to study. Then she remembered the flasks and vials of potion that she’d confiscated from the young man that morning. They were still sitting by her sink, awaiting disposal; and it looked like one of the vials was beginning to melt. It took her several hours to safely negate the magic of the potions and dispose of them. By the time she finished, it was nearly midnight. She regretfully patted the spellbooks she’d been hoping to study; they’d have to wait until morning.


  When she came out of her workshop, she found her grandfather asleep at the kitchen table with his head on his arms—he did that more and more often of late, falling asleep wherever he sat. It worried her. She was trying to decide whether or not she should wake him, when a knock came at the cottage door.


  She frowned and made her way quietly to the door, where she peeked through the peephole. A thin man in an old-fashioned black suit stood on the porch, holding a bowler under his arm. She couldn’t make out his face, but she could see several cars on the street behind him. More men in suits stood beside them.


  She placed a hand in her pouch of suspension powder, just in case—she doubted that someone with nefarious motives would have politely knocked, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious. Slowly, she opened the door.


  The light from the cottage fell on the man; he was older, with dark hair and a bushy mustache that were streaked with wide lines of silver, and he looked very familiar.


  “I’m sorry to bother you so late, miss,” the man said with a nod. “But I’m seeking High Wizard Arliss Bobydd on extremely pressing business. No one is answering at his tower—this is his daughter’s house, is it not?”


  The moment she heard his voice, with its English accent and somewhat nasal tone, she recognized him. Neville Chamberlain, the royal minister himself. She realized that she was staring with her mouth open.


  “Um, yes . . . yes, sir. I’m his granddaughter. I’ll, um . . . I’ll go get him.” She turned and began walking toward the kitchen, and then stopped in her tracks. Had she just left the royal minister standing on her doorstep? Red-faced, she hurried back to the door and pulled it open wide. “I’m sorry, sir. Please come inside and make yourself at home.”


  The royal minister nodded with a polite smile, though it seemed to her that beneath the smile his face was tired and worried. He stepped inside and stood beside the door, making no move to sit. With a glance out at the cars and men along the street, Dwyn shut the door and hurried to the kitchen.


  She was surprised to find her grandfather awake and nibbling at a sweet pasty. He didn’t hear her approaching, of course, but when he saw her out of the corner of his eye, he quickly stuffed the half-eaten pasty back into the bread box as though he’d been caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to.


  “I’m going to head up to my tower for the day, Mair,” he said, moving to the sink. “Let me know if any petitioners come looking for me.”


  “For the day?” Dwyn repeated, caught off-guard. “Grandda, it’s midnight.”


  Her grandfather looked at her with a mixture of confusion and fear that broke her heart. He glanced out the dark kitchen window. “Oh . . . I . . . all right,” was all he said. He lowered his head and turned away.


  Dwyn wanted to give him a hug and comfort him—she suddenly realized that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d hugged her grandfather. Instead, she pointed toward the sitting room. “Grandda, there’s . . . the royal minister is here to see you.”


  Her grandfather looked at her, his brow furrowed. For a moment, she thought he hadn’t heard her; and then he suddenly swept past her out of the kitchen, walking more quickly than she’d seen him move in a long time. She followed.


  “Neville?” her grandfather said as he entered the room.


  The minister stepped forward from the door with a smile, extending his hand. “Arliss, it’s good to see you.”


  Her grandfather was grinning. He shook the minister’s hand enthusiastically. “Goodness, Neville, how long has it been? I haven’t seen you since you were made minister of health . . . the first time.”


  “Yes,” the minister said, his smile fading. “That was ages ago.” He released the handshake and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to bother you so suddenly, and so late, but it is urgent.”


  “What is the matter?”


  The minister glanced at Dwyn and licked his lips. “Would you mind if we headed up to your tower? These are matters best discussed alone, and behind wards.”


  “Oh . . .” Her grandfather’s face fell. “Well, there’s . . . there’s not much room up there . . .”


  “I’ll step out, Minister,” Dwyn interjected quickly. “You won’t have to climb all those stairs, and the whole cottage is protected against eavesdropping by my grandfather’s wards, just as the tower is.” In a way, that was true. She’d placed the wards, of course, but they were her grandfather’s design.


  “Thank you, miss,” the minister said with a nod. Dwyn curtsied and then hurried away to her room, a looming feeling of dread enveloping her. There were no pleasant reasons why the royal minister would be visiting her grandfather in the middle of the night.


  As soon as her bedroom door was shut, she ran to the mirror on her dressing table. She spoke a few words of Old Welsh, and the mirror lit up, showing her the sitting room. She’d put the same eavesdropping spells in the cottage wards as in the tower, just in case. Suddenly, she was glad that she had.


  The minister had opened the front door again. After a moment, a man in a double-breasted blue suit stepped into the room, thin and slightly taller than the minister. Dwyn touched the edge of the mirror, swinging the view around so that she could see the man better. It was the king. He nodded to her grandfather.


  “Your Majesty,” her grandfather said, bowing. “You’ve gotten much taller, Albert.”


  “High Wizard,” the king replied, nodding. He smiled slightly. “It’s George, now, actually. Thank you for receiving us at such a late hour.” He stepped aside to let in another man, one decidedly wider than he was. “Have you met Lord Wizard Churchill?”


  “I have not,” her grandfather replied, bowing again. “It is an honor.”


  “The honor is mine, High Wizard,” the lord wizard replied in a gruff voice. He shook her grandfather’s hand. Unlike the others, he wore a set of midnight-blue robes. “I am sorry that I’ve never had the opportunity to come and meet you before.”


  Dwyn stared as the men seated themselves. Some part of her had always known, of course, what kind of people her grandfather had once worked with. Everyone knew. But seeing the royal minister, the first lord of wizardry, and the king himself sitting in her cottage was quite another matter. She winced—her rumpled grandfather looked so out of place.


  “I’m not going to waste time, Arliss,” Minister Chamberlain said. “Early yesterday morning, the German Empire invaded Poland.”


  Dwyn gasped, then covered her mouth before remembering that the men couldn’t hear her. It wasn’t really a surprise—rumors had been spreading for months. But still, hearing it so suddenly was a shock. Her grandfather simply frowned.


  “They attacked without a formal declaration of war,” the minister continued, “and, as far as we know, they’ve completely overwhelmed Poland’s defenses. Information is still scarce.”


  Her grandfather was silent for a moment longer. “What will you do?” he finally asked.


  “We will go to war, this time, if we must,” Lord Wizard Churchill replied. “The Germans have pushed too far—we can’t allow this to continue.”


  The minister sighed and nodded. “Tomorrow, we will issue an ultimatum for the Germans to withdraw from Poland or face war, as will France.”


  “But . . . will they listen?”


  The lord wizard scoffed. “It’s obvious they will not—they mean to have all of Europe, perhaps even more.”


  Her grandfather shook his head. “What is Wilhelm thinking? He swore to us that he wouldn’t follow in his father’s footsteps.”


  “Wilhelm might be kaiser,” Churchill replied, “but I do not believe he still runs the empire. That chancellor of his is disturbingly ambitious, and he’s somehow obtained the favor of the imperial hexmasters.”


  King George sat forward suddenly. “Whoever is b-behind the invasion, it is of n-n-no . . .” He trailed off with a sigh, and the lord wizard quickly handed him a small vial. Dwyn squinted at the potion as the king gulped it down—the king used smoothspeak?


  The king coughed and then continued, handing the empty vial back to the lord wizard with a grateful nod. “The fact is, war is upon us—and this time, if we allow it to progress, it will be worse than before.”


  The room went silent. Dwyn stared at her mirror. Worse than the Great War, the war to end all wars? How could that even be possible?


  “Worse?” her grandfather whispered.


  Minister Chamberlain nodded. “It seems likely. The Germans and Italy are allied—Mussolini will join with Wilhelm, or whoever is running the empire. He’ll likely make another grab for Ethiopia, and perhaps more of Africa.”


  “Japan has already invaded China—they’ll take advantage of the chaos to push further.” Churchill sighed and rubbed his face. “And we all know that Stalin fellow can’t be trusted one whit either. The Soviets will move west while the Germans move east. I doubt we can count on them to wipe one another out.”


  Dwyn pulled her feet up onto her chair, hugging her knees as they continued to outline the precarious position the world was in. Another Great War. She closed her eyes, trembling, recalling the few memories she had of the war. Waving to her father as he walked away from the cottage, wearing green-and-black magical forces fatigues. Her mother enchanting fighter planes down at the factory. A late-night phone call, and falling asleep in her mother’s arms as both of them wept.


  She opened her eyes, blinking back tears, and shook her head. Why were they even discussing it? The German Empire had been acting increasingly belligerent for months. Surely the Ministry of Wizards had long since prepared a new peace ward. Why had they come to her grandfather?


  Her grandfather was shaking his head. “But . . . the Peace Ward. You just need to get into Poland and make another peace ward, and things will calm down.”


  There was a brief silence, and then Chamberlain sighed. “That is why we’ve come to you, Arliss. The Ministry of Wizards, they . . . well . . .” he trailed off and glanced at the lord wizard.


  “We cannot create a peace ward,” Churchill said.


  Dwyn stared. The expression on her grandfather’s face was the same as what hers must have been.


  “Why not?” he asked.


  The lord wizard sighed and seemed to deflate and droop. “You may not have noticed, High Wizard, but . . . magic is on its way out, these days. Fewer and fewer new wizards come to the academies each year, and each of them is a bit weaker than the one before. I’m one of the most powerful magic-workers in the ministry, and I can barely manage to perform the simplest of the spells you left with us.”


  He shook his head and ran a hand over his balding scalp. “There are several theories as to why it’s happening, but it doesn’t really matter why right now. The fact is, you’re the only man in Europe—possibly in the world—who can make a peace ward.”


  “High Wizard Arliss Bobydd,” King George said, leaning forward with a grim expression, “you once saved the world from the greatest destruction that it had ever faced. Now, as your king, I must ask you to do it again.”


  Dwyn felt herself begin to tremble. They couldn’t really be asking her grandfather to do that. Not at his age.


  Her grandfather seemed thunderstruck, staring at the king slack-jawed. Then, after a moment, he pushed himself to his feet, his joints creaking and popping. He straightened his back, adjusted his robes, and then nodded. “Well, all right. I mean . . . of course. I’ll do it.”


  * * *


  “You can’t do it,” Dwyn said, trying to keep her voice level.


  Her grandfather dug through a pile of books and newspapers. “You had no right to eavesdrop on that conversation,” he said, his voice muffled by papers and years of dust. “What did you do to my wards? They should have kept you from prying.”


  “You don’t have any wards, Grandda. I’ve told you a dozen times that I replaced them all after you let them decay.”


  They were in the top room of his tower, which was illuminated by a single lantern that Dwyn had enchanted months before to float over her grandfather’s shoulder when it was lit. He, of course, thought that it was the lantern he’d enchanted himself over a decade ago. Outside, it was still night—the king and his retinue had returned to London, where her grandfather was to join them in another day.


  “I know that book is in here somewhere,” he muttered. “Mair, did you move it?”


  “No, I didn’t.” Dwyn pulled him away from the pile and turned him to face her, trying to be patient. If she got mad, he would just become stubborn and ignore her all the more determinedly. “Grandda, you can’t do this. When you made the Peace Ward, it left you bedridden for over half a year. Even if you could somehow get into Poland right now . . . if you try to make a peace ward in your current health, it could kill you.”


  “It will be fine, Mair,” he grumbled, pushing her hands off his shoulders and turning back to the pile. “It will be easier to cast early in the war, before the fighting begins in earnest. I can handle it.”


  “I’m Dwyn,” she said, more loudly than she’d intended. “Grandda, this is—”


  “Where is that book?” he said, cutting her off. He glanced at her with a sudden look of angry realization. “I know what must’ve happened to it—it’s those goblin neighbors of mine. They took it when they broke in here!”


  Dwyn clenched her teeth and her fists. Of all the times for him to start in on that again . . . “No, they didn’t, Grandda. It’s just deeper in one of these rooms somewhere.”


  “Well, I can’t believe this,” her grandfather said, moving to the window that faced southeast over the rest of Cardiff, overlooking the cottage and their neighbor’s house beyond it. “It’s bad enough they’ve been taking my tools and ingredients, but I’m not going to stand by while they steal my books.”


  “The Jameses aren’t stealing your books, Grandda!” Dwyn said, stalking over to stand beside him at the window. “They’re good people, and far nicer to you than you deserve, the way you talk about them. Besides, the tower is warded—there’s no way they could get in here without me knowing about it!”


  “Well . . . you don’t know goblins like I do,” her grandfather replied, cupping his hands to peer out the window, as though he were going to catch someone in the act of sneaking through his garden. “They’re tricky. I guess I’ll have to go over there and get the book back—I just hope they’ll give it up if I threaten to call the police.”


  Dwyn clenched her fists again. “No, that’s a great idea,” she said. “Let’s call the police.”


  “What?” Her grandfather seemed taken aback.


  “Let’s call the police, Grandda,” she repeated with all the insincere sweetness she could muster. “If they’ve stolen from you, then they should be arrested. We’ll just call the police, and tell them the neighbors somehow broke into the warded tower of a high wizard and stole his spellbooks.”


  Her grandfather frowned. “Well, I don’t want to get them thrown in jail. I just want my spellbook back.”


  “No, Grandda. If you’re so sure that this is what happened, then we need to call the police.”


  Her grandfather looked back out the window and then hunched his shoulders. “Goblins would probably just trick the police, anyway,” he muttered, turning back to the room. He shuffled to his bed and began digging through a pile of old clothing there. “I guess I’ll just have to do it from memory, since someone doesn’t want me to get my spellbook. You try to be good and decent in this world, but look what it gets you . . .”


  Dwyn just managed to refrain from punching a stack of newspapers into the air. Instead, she closed her eyes and took a slow breath, carefully unclenching her fists and forcing the muscles to relax.


  “Grandda, please listen to me,” she said, opening her eyes. “You’re not up to sneaking through a war zone anymore. You’re not up to creating a peace ward again—you just aren’t. It will kill you.”


  “Well, I have to try,” her grandfather replied, frowning at her. “Even if I might die. The world is depending on it.”


  “Grandda . . .” Dwyn sighed and rubbed her face. “You can’t do it.”


  “Oh, just stop it, Dwyn. You’re as bad as your mother, always thinking about your own wants before the needs of others.”


  Dwyn froze, staring at her grandfather. “What did you say?”


  “You just don’t want me to leave.” Her grandfather tugged a natty old robe free from the pile and held it up to the light. “Your mother was always doing that, after the Great War, stopping me from going out to help people like I used to. All she cared about was what she wanted.”


  “You think my mother was selfish?” Dwyn said. “You? You think that your daughter, who spent years looking after your needs and putting up with everything . . . you think she was selfish?”


  “Oh, don’t go acting like Mair was some sort of saint,” her grandfather said. “She made me take care of the tower all by myself, even when I was sick, and I had to do most of the chores around the cottage too. Why, she once—”


  “You can’t perform a peace ward, Grandda!” Dwyn snapped. She was shaking.


  Her grandfather rolled his eyes. “I already told you, I—”


  “I’m not saying that you shouldn’t, I’m saying that you can’t!” Dwyn shouted over him. “You’re not the lord wizard anymore—you are incapable! You can’t tell when your wards have decayed; you can’t even tell a weed from starleaf anymore!”


  “Well . . .” her grandfather looked startled and confused. Dwyn should have cared; but she didn’t.


  “And this!” She stalked over to where his battered, cracked cauldron still lay on the workbench and dipped her finger into the remains of the potion he’d botched that morning—which he still hadn’t cleaned up—holding it up for him to see. “What color is clearthought potion supposed to be, Grandda?”


  Her grandfather stared at the brownish goop on her finger, his eyes unfocused and distant and his brow furrowed.


  “It’s supposed to be light blue!” she said, waving her finger. “This looks like you were trying to make a shapechange potion and failed completely! And you think you can create a peace ward again? From memory?”


  Her grandfather hunched his shoulders and stuck his chin out stubbornly. “Well, that may be what you think, but—”


  “What I think?” Dwyn shrieked. The room was growing blurry—there were tears in her eyes, she realized. The piles of junk were leaning in on her, and it was difficult to breathe. “Grandda, you blew up your tower today! I have to switch out all of the potions and spells you make for people with ones I’ve made, because the ones you make might kill them! You eat rotten food, you can’t hear anymore, and you make up stories about the neighbors stealing from you . . . do you want to know what really happened to all of your missing things?”


  Her grandfather simply stared at her.


  “It’s all buried somewhere in a senile old man’s . . . useless . . . trash!” she screamed. She grabbed the table near the window and heaved, toppling it on its side. Dust-covered newspapers flopped across the floor, filling the narrow pathway from the worktable to the bed. Other odds and ends clattered into the wall and against her feet—glass marbles, forgotten cups and plates, a stack of old plaques and commendations, and a brown, decayed potted plant that had been covered up and forgotten.


  Dwyn stared down at the mess. She put her hands over her mouth in horror, sobbing. After a moment, she forced herself to look up at her grandfather.


  She caught a glimpse of painful, terrifying awareness on his face, and her breath stopped. His eyes were wet, just on the verge of spilling tears. Then his chin jutted out again and his eyes hardened. He turned away.


  Dwyn ran from the tower, slipping and stumbling over newspapers and books.


  * * *


  She hid in her room. She didn’t even make it onto the bed, instead ending up curled in a ball on the floor, crying. At one point, she heard her grandfather come into the cottage. He went to his room, and then his footsteps moved to the back of the house, to her workroom. Probably stealing supplies that he thought he needed. She didn’t care. She just pushed herself into the corner and covered her face with her arms.


  By the time the sun began to rise, she was cried out. Her body was sore, her head was pounding, and her face was plastered with crusty snot and the salt of dried tears. But she was finally calm enough to know what she had to do.


  Her grandfather was going to try to create a peace ward; she clearly couldn’t talk him out of it. But if he botched a spell of that magnitude, who knew what it would do. It wouldn’t just put him in danger—the effects could cover all of Europe, perhaps more. She would have to warn the king, to let him know that her grandfather wasn’t as capable as he’d once been. Maybe . . . maybe the king would keep it from getting around.


  Dwyn stood, stiff and aching, and began to pack a small bag with a change of clothing and her toiletries. She would try to send a telegram to the king from the Cardiff station, of course; but she doubted that he would be taking messages from young dropout wizards at such a time of crisis, no matter who her grandfather had once been. She would have to go to London.


  And then what? She paused her packing, thinking. Would her grandfather even want her around after she’d gone to the king? He had ignored her for days and even weeks over minor disagreements—it wasn’t hard to believe that he wouldn’t ever forgive her for ruining his reputation with the king.


  Maybe Mrs. Reilly had been right—maybe she needed to find an elderly home for her grandfather. She certainly wouldn’t mind having time for her studies; there was even the chance that she’d be able to get back into the academy, if she reapplied soon enough.


  She sighed and shook her head, resuming her packing. Even after their argument, her stomach knotted up at the thought of sending her grandfather away, of taking away the last vestiges of his pride. But then, if he remained angry with her, it might be best for both of them.


  With the bag over her shoulder, she left the cottage and began following the gravel path to the road. When she reached the gate, she glanced up at her grandfather’s tower. The faint glow of his lamp still shone in the windows, only slightly washed out by the gray dawn.


  Dwyn hesitated. If she did it, she wouldn’t be able to take it back. For several minutes, she stood there on the path debating. She didn’t want to face him again right then, but . . . maybe he would listen to reason. Maybe. At the very least, she felt like her mother would have tried again. Finally, she sighed and walked to the tower.


  She climbed the stairs slowly and then paused in the doorway at the top. The table was still overturned, and the newspapers and other junk still cluttered the narrow pathway. But she was surprised to see that a new path had been cleared through the center of the room to the far wall.


  The path led to a bookcase that she hadn’t even known was there. Her grandfather sat beside it in a sturdy old rocking chair—her grandmother’s, some distant part of Dwyn remembered. There was a pile of books beside the chair, and her grandfather held one open in his lap.


  Hesitantly, Dwyn stepped forward to see what was in the book. She’d thought that maybe, somehow, he’d managed to find the spellbook that contained the peace ward. Instead, she was surprised to see that it was a dusty old photo album.


  “You look so much like your mother, Dwyn,” her grandfather said. He rested his hand on one of the photographs. It was of her parents at their wedding. “Did your parents ever tell you the story of how they met?”


  Dwyn looked down at her grandfather, but his head was lowered over the book and she couldn’t see his face. “Um . . . Dad was one of your students, wasn’t he?” she asked. “He met Mum when you had her help you carry some equipment to the classroom?”


  “I made her help me so that she would meet him,” her grandfather said. She thought she could hear a faint smile in his voice. “He was one of my best students, so promising, but he was determined to remain a bachelor forever. I knew he’d change his mind when he met your mother.”


  “I hadn’t heard that part.”


  “I never told them about it.”


  Dwyn smiled slightly. It wasn’t often her grandfather was so lucid anymore; she’d forgotten how pleasant talking to him could be. It was a much better reaction than she’d expected.


  Her grandfather turned a few pages; Dwyn noticed that he’d already had the spot marked with one finger.


  “Do you remember this?” he asked.


  She peered at the picture he was indicating—her, as a baby, sitting in her grandfather’s lap and gnawing on a wooden charm.


  “No,” she admitted.


  “That was an old flavor charm, for improving food and the like. Your mother let you play with it after it stopped working.”


  Dwyn squinted at the photo. “Wait, I do remember that. I carried that old thing around for years, didn’t I? I still had it when I started primary school.”


  “Yes, you did.”


  “What ever happened to it?”


  “One day, after you’d left for school, your mother found it hanging in the kitchen. You’d repaired it and put it there yourself.”


  Dwyn blinked. “Really? I don’t remember that. How old was I?”


  “Six.” Her grandfather chuckled softly, shaking his head. “Your mother thought I had done it, at first. Then she thought I’d been teaching you behind her back, even though you were too young. But no . . . you had been sneaking peeks at our spellbooks, and had figured out on your own what the flavor charm was supposed to look like and what it did. So you fixed it and hung it up in the kitchen.”


  He lifted his left hand, and she saw that he was holding the flavor charm itself.


  “You still have it?” she asked.


  He snorted. “Of course I do. It didn’t work for too long, but for a child your age to manage that, without any instruction . . . we were so proud. Even your mother wanted to keep it, for the memory. We weren’t surprised at how well you did when you went to the academy—you already knew most of the curriculum, by that point.”


  Dwyn blushed. “It’s in our blood, I guess.”


  Her grandfather nodded. He looked up at her, and she was surprised at how . . . present his eyes were. She’d never realized just how distant his gaze tended to be lately. There was water in his eyes and faint tear tracks on his cheeks.


  “Yes, that’s the point I’m trying to make,” he said. “The magic is in our family’s blood. It’s strong. You’re strong, Dwyn.” He set the charm on the photo album and then reached down beside the rocking chair, lifting a thick, leather-bound book from the floor. “You’re probably the strongest wizard alive these days.”


  With a sad, slightly pained smile, he handed her the book. It was the spellbook that held the peace ward.


  “You can perform it,” he whispered. He leaned back in his chair, visibly exhausted. “I looked at the wards you have on the tower—they’re excellent. A peace ward will be difficult, even agonizing . . . but you can manage it.”


  Dwyn stared at her grandfather. She looked at the book, then back at her grandfather, and frowned. Something was wrong.


  “Grandda, what’s going on?”


  Her grandfather had begun to doze. He started and looked up at her, his eyes half closed. “You were right,” he said, his voice slightly slurred. “I can’t . . . can’t manage it. S’why you have to go . . .” He began to nod off again.


  “Grandda?” Dwyn stepped around the rocking chair to look him in the face, and her foot bumped something on the floor. She looked down—it was an almost-empty glass flask. One of her flasks from her workshop, not one of the old, stained bottles her grandfather used. And it held a few spoonfuls of pale blue liquid.


  Dwyn went cold. “Clearthought?” she asked. “You . . . you drank the whole flask?”


  “Was too much,” her grandfather slurred.


  “Grandda!” she shouted, jolting him awake for a moment. She grabbed his head and turned him to face her. “You can’t . . . you have to stay awake! I’m going to get you some monkshroom, but you have to stay awake!”


  “No,” he replied, his voice faint. “Rubellum and some fae dust—should counteract the effect.” He blinked, his eyes becoming alert for a moment. “I think. Double . . . double-check in that book there.” He pointed weakly at the bookcase.


  Dwyn scrambled for the book and tore through the pages, finally finding a list of overdose countermeasures scribbled in her grandfather’s shaky handwriting. She squinted, trying to decipher the words. He’d been right—rubellum and fae dust, boiled in moonwater.


  “Grandda, stay awake!” she shouted, shaking him. “Tell me more stories!”


  “I was the lord wizard, once,” he murmured, his head lolling back against the chair’s headrest. “Did you know that?”


  “Tell me all about it!” She stumbled across the room to his workbench and dug through his cupboards until she found the ingredients. When she hurried back to her grandfather, his eyes were closed again. “Grandda!” She forced some of the rubellum into his mouth, the yellow chunks crumbling across his lips. “Just a little rubellum should keep you alert without being poisonous, right? Right? Just chew that while I brew the rest!”


  For a moment, he didn’t move. Then, just when she was about to burst from holding her breath, he began to chew and swallow. It wouldn’t be enough. Dwyn looked around for something that could buy her time. After a moment, she remembered her suspension powder. She pulled the bag from her waist and dumped some of the powder on her grandfather, whispering the words to freeze him in time. It would buy him twenty to thirty extra minutes.


  The next half hour was a haze of lantern light and dust. She dug madly through the room until she found the cauldrons she’d given him for his birthday, still in the gift box. While the potion boiled, she lifted her frozen grandfather—he was frighteningly light—and moved him to his bed, clearing enough space with kicks and plentiful curses. He coughed as she set him down; the suspension was wearing off.


  When the potion was ready, she spoon-fed it to him with his head in her lap. He had trouble swallowing, occasionally coughing it back up. She mopped his face with shaking hands and kept feeding him. He had to pull through—he was all she had.


  When the potion was gone, she sat and held him, waiting for his eyes to open.


  * * *


  Her grandfather finally awoke around ten o’clock, when the sun through the window reached his face. Dwyn had moved to a chair beside the bed, and she sat forward and squeezed his hand.


  “Grandda? Can you hear me?”


  “Dwyn?” He turned his head, and his eyes slowly focused on her. “You need to go,” he coughed. “I’ll . . . I’ll be fine with a little more rest.”


  “I know,” she replied. She held his spellbook in her lap and had been studying the peace ward. As he’d said, it was enormously difficult, but . . . she did think she could do it. “Grandda . . . they’re going to ask why you sent me to do it instead of coming yourself.”


  He looked at her, his expression confused and frightened. “Well . . . just . . . just . . .” After a moment, his face calmed and he forced a weak smile. “Just tell them the truth.”


  Dwyn tried not to cry. The clearthought was wearing off. Beneath the smile, she could see that he was sad, confused, and broken. She looked back at the spellbook, not wanting to watch him slip away again.


  If she managed to create a peace ward and stop the coming war, she would be a hero. Her name would go down in history, just as her grandfather’s had. The academy would probably welcome her back with open arms, if she decided to go, and it would be an easy path to being ordained a wizard of the realm and even a high wizard. Everything she’d wanted would all be within reach.


  But things wouldn’t suddenly be better between her and her grandfather; she had no illusions about that. He would forget, would argue and mishear, would be just as paranoid as before. Word would get around about his condition, and petitioners would stop coming. He would putter around the tower and wander the market, lonely and confused, upset by all the knowing looks that people gave him that he didn’t understand. People would respect and honor the man he had been, but they would pity the man he had become.


  “I saved the world once,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “I think . . . now it’s your turn.”


  Dwyn sat watching him as he dozed off to sleep again. She had years ahead of her to do what she wanted, but it was suddenly painfully clear to her that she didn’t have years with her grandfather. She didn’t care about saving the world—she just wanted to save him.


  * * *


  Dwyn spent the afternoon making potions. Most were for Mrs. Reilly to give her grandfather over the next few days—a little bit of fortitude each day, and some wellrest for the nights. She also made one other, an earthy-brown potion, which she took with her.


  Her train ride was quiet, even grim. She only left her compartment once; as she moved through the passenger car, she saw newspapers bearing the grim announcement of invasion on the continent. She heard fearful, worried whispers of war.


  Her train arrived in London late that night. Before she left the train, she drank the brown potion of shapechange she’d made that afternoon. The conductor seemed confused when the old man stepped out of the compartment that had held a young woman only a few hours before.


  People pointed at her as she left the train station, whispering in awe and hope. “High Wizard,” greeted the coachman that had been sent to pick her up. Dwyn nodded to him with a smile and climbed into the carriage. As the coach pulled away from the station, she clutched her grandfather’s spellbook to her chest with gnarled, shaking hands.


  High Wizard Arliss Bobydd would save the world one more time.
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  My life’s an irony. An unfortunate one at that.


  The lightwall glows like a blue ember, monotonic and hypnotic, as if to emphasize that irony, as if to remind and assure me that, even with my gifts, I can’t escape its efficiency in compromising the identity of intruders. I sense it scanning me. I know it’s scanning me, but I haven’t the slightest idea the crest on which it has locked.


  I quickly shoulder my leather backpack, which contains the matter compressor I retrieved and the unconscious inventor whom I had to shoot with it, and pull at my sleeves to make sure my crests are veiled.


  I usually don’t worry about the scanners in the walls, and that’s probably because I’ve never broken into a tier-one corporation until now. Every criminal in the city knows that venturing into corporations like Muna Bio-Tech and Poi Security is the only thing worse than a suicide mission. There’s a reason intruders apprehended inside these companies are often sentenced to memory-rooting sessions instead of years in induced coma, and it has to do with the scanners.


  While smaller companies only have licenses to install biocrest scanners on their walls, these big corporations have access to soul crest scanning technology.


  Most criminals are afraid of the side effects of scanning the soul crest. The ringing of the ears. Disorientation. Amnesia. Madness. They are afraid of the rumour that it could open doors into one’s past lives and flood the mind with memories from those lives; hence the need for memory rooting. But my concern with the scanners is tied to something much worse than memory rooting.


  I’m inside one of Muna Bio-Tech’s labs and, so far, I don’t feel disorientated or mad. The building, however, begins to blare my name, my present name. And that can only imply one thing—the lightwalls have read my biocrest, despite my being swathed in leather. At once, a hectic rhythm awakes in the hallway. I stumble to the glowing blue door in dismay, put one ear on its vibrating body, and ascertain that the guards are already on their way.


  Fortunately, the lab isn’t clean enough. Its scrubber appears to be faulty, if not offline, for there are tiny bits of transit rays floating all over the place like translucent blue eels. I could touch one and it would carry me to a random location within a quarter-mile radius of its position. But with the intruder alert resonating, the police may have set up a wider perimeter.


  So I resort to painting—or rather, summoning—the anchor I left on the city’s occidental outskirts. With any luck, he will have moved away from the spot where I fastened myself to him with a touch. As I sketch with thoughts on a canvas that is my mind, I ensure that I render first and correctly his most distinguishing features—his elegant stature and fitted jacket, his olive skin and hairless jaw, and his slim nose and grey eyes set in a triangular face. Then I rip off the glove on my right hand, and, just as the door before me dissipates and lets in three guards wielding limb-disabling freeze guns, I reach out with a finger and touch a ray.


  I can’t say I’ve been shocked by electricity or struck by lightning before, but I always feel like one assaulted by the latter whenever I absorb a transit ray and dematerialise. The evidence of this feeling manifests when I materialise before my anchor and his menacing glider and drop to the asphalt, bleeding from my pores and coughing out blood as if afflicted by killer nanorobots.


  When he discerns that it’s me on the ground, his hand abandons his sidearm, but his unnerving poise doesn’t falter and he doesn’t offer me even one iota of empathy. Instead, he towers over me under a sky crisscrossed by transit rays and, in a voice tinged with suspicion, says, “What was your anchor?”


  I give out a tentative chuckle that conjures more blood from my mouth. “You were. Emergency extraction.”


  He doesn’t flinch or submit to anger. “Anchor only on inanimates. That’s the rule. What if I hadn’t moved?”


  Although that was a rhetorical question, I still answer him, if only to spite him. “Well, you would have been pulled to me instead, dehydrated and sweating blood.”


  This doesn’t stir his rage. Or perhaps he’s sufficiently enraged, but, like other handlers that Mr. Yoigan Dixen sent in the past, he has mastered impassivity. From his stare emanates a dark aura that suggests he wishes he could plaster the deserted old street with my brain. “Never touch me again,” he says. Then his head tilts as if listening to the distant wail of sirens. “You are compromised. Did they scan your soul crest?”


  “No!” I blurt, managing to pull myself upright.


  The blue gleam of the transit rays barely lights the night, but I swear I see his eyes narrow.


  “You look . . . disorientated,” he says.


  I shoot him a glare, he meets my gaze, and I withdraw. “Try travelling the rays without boarding a lightbooth.”


  “All right. The package?” He extends a robotic hand and I relinquish the backpack. When he opens it and sees the inventor inside, a frown visits his face, making him appear older than his thirty-something years. “You were asked not to use the compressor or leave a witness.”


  “He was reaching for the alarm. That would have triggered the soul crest scanners.”


  “You couldn’t just kill him?” He pulls out the matter compressor and inspects it. The device is merely a sort of transparent gun with an orb containing harvested transit rays at its centre.


  “I already told Mr. Dixen I don’t kill. If that is against my oath, then I should be dead, shouldn’t I? What was it he said? Yes, a witch is bound by her word.”


  Without another word, he yanks the inventor out of the bag—the bald man is still unconscious—drops him on the ground, and squashes him under his boot. Then he ambles towards his thrumming glider as if he didn’t just kill a man. “You know what this means. You switch before morning.”


  I follow behind him with a glare I wish were a dagger. As I do so, I can’t help but wonder how many shots from that matter compressor would shrink a man to nothingness. Can the glassy gun even do that? If something of that nature is possible, perhaps it would have been a kinder demise for the poor inventor.


  * * *


  My life’s an irony. A depressing one at that.


  Every time I behold the Dixen empire, I’m confronted by that irony. I feel shackled, despite my ability to wear the faces of my reincarnations, to experience freedom in its raw form. I feel subjugated, because Mr. Dixen has the most important of my gifts contained in the centre of his empire, where he exerts absolute control and power.


  You see, when people identify a man as powerful, the variables often considered are his wealth and strength. With these he can afford other aspects of power like influence, a network, an army . . . Mr Dixen packs the best of these facets. His empire encompasses a fourth of the city, his subjects a legion of over ten thousand stern, jacketed men, and within his muscles and sinews course the strength of a hundred men. I still can’t seem to forget the memory he beamed into my biocrest following my unsuccessful rebellion, a memory of him killing a thousand men in ten minutes during the Crest War.


  This is how I know he his powerful. This is how I know I will never be free.


  As our glider thrums over the expanse of imposing sky towers and artificial trees more efficient than natural ones in metabolising carbon dioxide and secreting oxygen, the death of the inventor haunts me more than the sadness brought by my subjugation and the life I’m about to give up. He didn’t deserve to die, if only because he had a wife whom I’ve now widowed and children whom I’ve rendered fatherless.


  I, on the other hand, am alone in this world. I have long since my third lifetime (when Mr. Dixen murdered my second fiancée) surrendered to solitude—a necessary decision, seeing as every switch I make with my reincarnation means a “reset,” a new life stripped of family, friends, and acquaintances.


  We dock before a heavily guarded building of the ancient sort—the Hall, I call it. It’s one of the many structures in the empire made of stone and slate, which, for some reason, Mr. Dixen favours over light technology. As I alight and walk in the predawn gloom through the unsmiling puff-chested men flanking the road and into the building, my handler waits inside the glider. The guards don’t follow either. Right from that ever-vivid night when Mr. Dixen extracted me from my foster parents’ house and charged me with fulfilling an oath I still don’t remember swearing, I have always been allowed alone inside the tower. It’s that one place I enjoy a little peace. The one place I feel safe.


  The base of the Hall, unlike its towering roof, is simply rectangular, with its length a hundred times longer than its width, a hundred pentagons carved into its stony floor. The first pentagon, as Mr. Dixen taught me, represents my present life. The ninety-nine others are doorways to my reincarnations. He said that many lifetimes ago he helped me build the portals so I could escape the bounty on my head by switching bodies with my reincarnations, and in return I offered him a hundred lifetimes of servitude. I gave my word, apparently. Now I have to keep it.


  I stride to the sixtieth pentagon, pick up the blade I left there on my previous visit, bleed my palm, and paint the lines of the sixty-first pentagon with my blood. I’ve often wondered if I could open all the portals at the same time. I’m even tempted to satisfy that curiosity now, but seeing as that would require a lot of blood, I chant in Igbo only to the sixty-first door, “Oge erugo, ogbanje m. Bia za m oku.”


  The pentagon lights up, its ethereal blue shafts rising until they touch the roof. And I sit cross-legged and wait. Sometimes it takes days for a reincarnation to hear my chant and answer. It all depends on her location at the time of my calling. Once, it took three weeks. This one arrives immediately, and we sit and talk like friends we both don’t have and share our loneliness, despair, and frustration before I touch her.


  * * *


  My life’s an irony. A deep one at that.


  The mirror is a part of the wall, with no borders suggesting it’s mounted, as if the lightwall is organic and grew a looking glass just to emphasise that irony.


  First, it acquaints me with the person I’ve become, the absence of blemishes on my warm skin, the shades of black in my deep green eyes, the stub of a nose resting over heart-shaped lips . . . Then it adjusts its focus to the door behind me, taunting me, daring me to step past it with a smile. I’m a stranger to everyone beyond that door, and a stranger I will remain the next time I change.


  It’s all a cycle. A never-ending cycle.


  This time my hair is unusually long, almost touching my waist, and its green is tinted with strokes of black, just like my eyes and nails. I will have to trim it or plait it into manageable locks so that it doesn’t get in the way on my next mission. Hopefully, my identity will be compromised again soon and I’ll switch to less attractive, less ironic features.


  I splash water on my face as though to wake myself from a bad dream, dry with a towel from the hanger, and slouch towards the door. It dissipates, melting away like a sheet of ice subjected to extreme heat, ushering me into a hall filled with computers and dozens of tailors designing outfits on the systems’ large slim screens.


  Most of the tailors turn to regard me as I walk between them towards my spot. They have every right to stare, and I doubt that my recently acquired beauty is to blame. Who still wears leather when everyone else is looking seraphic in their lightclothes and their assorted wallpapers?


  A man with dirty-blue features (eyes that disguise their focus in a funny way, nails that hover over the tips of his fingers like ancient hoes, and hair lapping onto his scalp like a nylon wig) points at me from the exit, where another man in an all-black police uniform stands. The policeman walks forward, a glowing blue device clutched in his big hand.


  My heart kicks at my chest, causing me to stop. I could try to run, but there is only one exit, and the hall is clean—confined by lightwalls equipped with top-notch scrubbers—without a single wisp of transit ray that could have carried me out of the building at least. Whether it would have dumped me by the precipice of a two-hundred-storey tower or left me hanging in the open afternoon air, since I’m too dismayed to paint an anchor at the moment, is a risk I would have been willing to take.


  “Ms. Raima Conaro,” the policeman says. His badge says “detective.” He brings forth his device, but hesitates with a frown that accentuates the artistic curves of his thick brows. “You are wearing leather . . . May I see your biocrest, then?” His voice is the sort that invades the depth of your skin and incites a vibration from there.


  I squint at the scanner, as if that can clue me in on the type it is.


  Those brows of his arch—they make me want to lick my finger and smooth them. And his lips shift in a one-sided smile that makes me wonder whether the juddering of my heart and the beads of sweat manifesting themselves on my skin are threatening to betray my unease because he’s obviously investigating the missing inventor and matter compressor, or just because of him.


  “Don’t worry. I’d need a warrant to scan your soul crest,” he says with a wider smile that pushes his nose farther downward.


  With a sigh, I roll up the left sleeve of my brown jacket and expose the glowing blue pentagon attached to my wrist like an old television screen to its frame. Most people wear lightclothes because they make them look immaculate, but this leaves their crests vulnerable to scanners. I, on the other hand, prefer leather—and long sleeves—simply because it interferes with the transmission of information between scanners and crests.


  “That’s a unique biocrest,” he says. “Is that an upgrade? Can they even do that after birth?”


  Since I cannot tell him that the biocrest passed to me from the future when I switched bodies with my reincarnation, I decide to parry his questions, my heart fretting all the while. “Don’t scan the wrong crest, Detective. I need my mind intact,” I say. “Why me, anyway?”


  He peers at his pad as my biometrics are pulled from my crest and onto its screen. “We are scanning new employees in every company across the state.”


  His remark makes me flinch. “That must be some odds.”


  “Yeah. A thousand new employees and counting.”


  “So how does this work?” I need to know.


  He eyes my biocrest and I shove down my sleeve. He smiles. “Tell you what . . . I’ll tell you everything over dinner tomorrow evening.”


  I wince. It isn’t a wince as such. It’s just the only expression I can come up with to shroud the half smile half frown twitching the muscles on my face. I couldn’t possibly say yes to him, because, apart from the facts that Mr. Dixen is very fond of murdering my lovers to get to me and that my next switch with my reincarnation will destroy any relationship I build now, I suspect the detective knows about my previous night’s break in and is just biding his time in the hope that I will slip up.


  This is evidence that my soul crest too was compromised in my last mission, as I feared. That’s the only way he could have traced me, for when a crest is scanned, the scanner imprints a sort of beacon, call it a malware, on it. And anytime that crest is in proximity with a scanner, the beacon activates, alerting the authorities of its position and of the crime for which the crest’s wearer is wanted. If imprinted on my biocrest, this beacon, Mr. Dixen said, remains with the body I give up during a switch. But if imprinted on my soul crest, the beacon follows my soul into my new body.


  I stick out an unsure finger. “You are Detective . . . ?”


  “Poi,” he said. “Lei Poi.”


  And thus I reckon I’m doomed. His family owns Poi Security. Still, as I say yes to his proposal, it isn’t simply to dampen his suspicion, but also because I want to see him again, even if from afar.


  * * *


  My life’s an irony. An embarrassing one at that.


  Some people say that beauty is a curse. I think I concur. A beautiful woman should have many friends. Her beauty should charm and distract. Yet, I lurk in the shadows of the palm trees skirting the dinner garden’s western border, chewing mint and coveting the lives of the regular men and women sitting across from each other with smiles too careless for their glowing lightclothes.


  I long to amble out there swathed in my own lightclothes and warm the leafy chair directly under the mosaic spotlight while I wait for Lei—the detective—if only to prove to the world that I too belong, that I too can go on a date. But those light-emitting clothes make me nervous. They don’t only leave crests vulnerable to scanners, but, should their power supply fail, their transparency would leave the wearer naked also. Besides that, I would look odd in my leather slacks and jacket in the midst of these folk.


  I’ve only come to observe the detective, and that I shall do.


  He arrives at exactly eighteen hundred clad in his police uniform, settles right under that spotlight, and sets something—his scanner—on the glass table. This makes me curse and grind my teeth as though there’s an old nail there that needs crushing. I can forgive his uniform, probably because neither am I properly togged up for a date, but his scanner is inexcusable. This, as I suspected, isn’t a date, and with a few pats on the chest, I console my heavy heart and commend myself for lingering in the trees.


  He unrolls the paper-thin phone circling his wrist and speaks into it, and as my trousers’ pocket begins to vibrate, his big eyes beeline to the palm trees and he waves. This makes me swallow. My mint goes down with the spittle and I nearly choke. I don’t know what unnerves me more—my not remembering ever giving him my phone number or how he discovered that I’m in the trees. The thought of the latter quickens the pace of my heartbeat since it supports my dread that the Muna Bio-Tech scanners actually read my soul crest and that now the crest will not stop broadcasting its position every chance it gets.


  I quickly fish out the old Android in my pocket and place it against my ear just to make sure that it’s him calling.


  “Ms. Conaro.” That stentorian voice of his makes my skin flutter.


  I clear my throat. “H-how are you doing this?”


  “Couldn’t risk you leaving town. So I embedded a tracker in your biocrest when I scanned you yesterday,” he says. “Come out and sit down. If I wanted to bring you in I would have already.”


  I manage a relieved sigh because it appears my soul crest didn’t betray me after all. Of course, my biocrest has been compromised by the detective’s malicious code, but I can always make a switch to escape him. Apparently, my silence and contemplation stretched longer than can be endured, for he begins to speak again.


  “It seems you didn’t exist until yesterday,” he says. “In fact, you don’t exist at all on any database.”


  There are a few faint transit rays floating low around me, and I had anchored on a piece of paper scampering in Keepings Park near the city’s western outskirts on my way here. I could touch a ray and be done with this . . . him. But my curiosity prevails. “How do you mean?”


  “I have discovered what I call ‘retrievers.’ Each one of them come and go in the span of a week—sometimes up to a year. And inside that time span, they steal or destroy the prototypes of new technology and every evidence of their designs. And you, Ms. Conaro, just popped into existence yesterday.” His voice is filled with the sort of certainty that borders on pride.


  I want to smile. I really do, if only because the detective just revealed to me that my soul crest is uncompromised. Although he does have the pattern of my activities worked out, it could have been worse had my soul crest been scanned. He would have been able to download sensitive information like the number of times I’ve been reincarnated, or the families into which I’ve been reincarnated, and he would have discovered that, unlike every other person whose reincarnation happens every hundred years, mine has happened sixty times in the past ten years, and they all happened on the days his so-called retrievers disappeared.


  “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” I say. “Are you saying I was born yesterday?”


  He chuckles. “Don’t be coy. Your biocrest was installed very recently.”


  “Last I checked, the crests can only be installed at birth. It takes a whole childhood to bond those things.”


  “But yours is a unique crest. One I haven’t seen before. Futuristic even. I’ve checked the Conaro clan’s database. Conaro. That’s your clan, right? You are not there. Someone has secretly developed a way to extract and install crests in adults. I need to know. Who installed yours?”


  “What?”


  “You work for someone. I need to know who. I can help you, Raima. But you have to trust me. You can trust me.”


  His empathetic tone breaches my mind and flows like a chemical signal from one neuron to another, inciting in me a gnawing desire to implicate Mr. Dixen and sit back and watch how the whole thing plays out. Unfortunately, my better judgement suggests that the implication wouldn’t stick. If Mr. Dixen is powerful enough to live for hundreds of years without attracting any suspicion, then he could very easily shake my unsaid allegations off. Apart from that, there’s only one retriever, and nobody has the technology to install crests on adults. At least not yet.


  I must have been lost in my rumination because I realise too late that someone has crept up to me from behind. It isn’t the detective, though. The creeper’s stern voice identifies him as my handler.


  “Give me the phone,” he says.


  On the other end of the line, the detective resigns himself to desperation. “Raima? Are you there? Raima?”


  With a sigh, I terminate the call and surrender the phone by passing it over my shoulder without looking back. As my handler confiscates it, he intones, “Let’s go. You have a new mission.”


  I spin around. “I don’t need this now. He can track me.” I point at the detective who alternates between staring at his phone and peering at the palm trees. “What I need is to sw-switch.” Now that I think of it, a vacuum more expansive than I’ve ever felt before opens in my heart. I don’t want to switch. I don’t want to lose my newfound beauty.


  “That’s a waste of a lifetime. You go for this job. Whether or not you are compromised, you change afterwards. Very efficient.” As he turns, he says, “And no more day jobs. Now you know the risks.”


  * * *


  My life’s an irony. A hopeless one at that.


  Right click for menu to add groups and entries. Edit or re-order any item. Use right click in editor to select which entry to paste. A hundred lifetimes seem like a very long time. I mean, anyone would welcome the convenience of not having to die and be reset every hundred years. But even though these lives are mine to wield as I see fit, it appears I will not outlive a third of one lifetime. Mr. Dixen has made sure of that. And the fact that I’ll inevitably lose yet another lifetime tonight widens the massive hole in my heart.


  From across the road, somewhere in a darker part of the lamplit street’s penumbra, my eyes comb the imposing spires of the Poi Security building. The resulting strain in my neck must be a physical manifestation of the foreboding with which the structure torments my heart. Somewhere, in a glass tank probably, inside those towers buzz the prototypes of an invention. The wasps. The information my handler beamed into my biocrest suggests they are a new set of scanners in the form of tiny insect-like robots. And if they are anything like those pesky endangered invertebrates, whose work in the ecosystem has now mostly been designated to nanotechnology, they can’t be allowed to go beyond their prototype phase.


  I slip across the lonely road and squat in a corner of the building whose gloom blends with my black elastic jacket and slacks. And when I’m certain that no one has discerned my intrusion, I unfurl my pack and tiptoe around the massive structure, planting nano-bursts on strategic pillars. Of course, I do understand how dangerous the explosives are. I do understand that when detonated they will unleash tiny robots that will eat every morsel of the building, including the things inside it, whether living or nonliving. I’ve never destroyed anything of this magnitude before, but the possibility that these wasps can fly around slipping into leather jackets and scanning crests overrides my judgement and makes my imminent action a necessity.


  Since the explosives aren’t programmed to ignore anything with a human heat signature, and since I can’t murder the guards and possibly a few scientists that prefer late nights to early sleep, I step out toward the glass front door after planting the explosives. With any luck, the guards will spot me and hesitate to wield their sidearms long enough for me to scream “bomb,” touch a ray, and disappear. This is why I anchored on an old piece of paper and let it scamper off into Keepings Park a mile from here, a mile, which fits well within the range of the detonator in my hand. I’ll afford the guards and scientists five minutes to evacuate. Then I’ll press the bloody button.


  When I reach the entrance, I discover that there are no guards patrolling the reception—not a single one. I’m instead welcomed by the tiny blue lights dancing in the air around it as if the door were a real flower (not one of the artificial ones that horticulturists now parade in their stores) and the lights were butterflies. They gather around me, buzzing like bees but not attacking, even as I cup a hand in an attempt to trap one.


  That’s when the thought hits me. And it does so too late, as it’s accompanied by a pang that nearly has me grabbing my head with my hands. The pang becomes a headache, orchestrating an awful arrhythmic throbbing inside my brain. And I stumble to the paved ground with a great feeling of wooziness . . . disorientation. The structure begins to blare a name. Not my present name, but one I haven’t heard or used in a long time. The first name I ever answered to.


  “Intruder! Guiyan Dungram! Intruder! Guiyan Dungram!”


  Therefore, even in my immense confusion and bottled-up screams, I realise, much to my dismay, that the wasps have passed the prototype phase, and my soul crest, without any whiff of doubt, has been scanned. I stagger to my feet and begin to run, as quickly and precisely as my quaking legs and dazed mind can manage. It is only after I have run a few blocks that I realise my hand no longer clutches the detonator.


  I stop dead and stand there in the middle of the road, panting and sweating, my chaotic mind jumping from thought to thought—dashing back to retrieve the detonator, the need for me to touch one of the many fine transit rays floating around me, the implications of my soul crest having been compromised, the lie I’ll tell Mr. Dixen concerning my failure, and many other thoughts, strange thoughts I can swear are alien to my mind.


  Just then, an effulgent white light from a block or two farther in the direction I was running exposes me. And before my hands can jump to my face in reaction to the exposure, a spotlight flashes from a glider in the sky and stays. How did I not hear their approach? In fact, I still cannot hear the thrumming of the glider or even the cry of sirens.


  A man steps forward from the light on the ground, about six other men in his wake. His tall, athletic silhouette mirrors my memory of the detective. He must have been tracking me; hence the police’s precise response. Since I don’t have the stomach to confront him, mainly for the shame of it, I sketch a mental drawing of my anchor—the paper’s rectangular shape and the blue lines that striped its brown (or was it white?) surface. Then tugging off my glove, I reach out with my right hand, touch a ray, and brace myself for the electrifying feeling that should follow.


  Instead, I feel nothing. I can now hear my ears ringing over the muffled din that suggests the police’s proximity. And I still stand helpless under the revealing scrutiny of the lights. The detective and his comrades are now a few yards away.


  I begin to draw, or rather paint, again, this time trying to include the texture and smell of the paper. I, however, feel the image slipping away, drowning in the otherworldly thoughts that keep splashing around in my head, thoughts I’m certain cannot be mine. Even so, I reach out for a ray again, but nothing happens.


  “Ms. Guiyan Dungram,” the detective calls. Although his face is shaded in darkness, I can sense an aura of disappointment emanating from him. “That is your real name, isn’t it? Why do you look to the rays?” He makes a “go and get her” wave of his right hand, and his men scuttle towards me.


  I recoil, the weight of my juddering heart making my legs drag. I can’t continue summoning the paper. It isn’t working. But I can at least rely on the rays to carry me away from my predicament. It doesn’t matter that without an anchor to focus my bearing, they can hurtle me off a cliff if there’s one around, or even bury me a quarter mile in the ground. I put my hands up, feigning a surrender, but in truth reaching for the closest ray.


  An explosion booms behind me, its deafening waves and initial spark throwing everyone, including me, off their feet. As I regain my stance, I am tempted to look over my shoulder to ascertain whether the sound came from the Poi Security building and to wonder how that happened, since I didn’t press the detonator, but instead I touch a ray in that moment of chaos. The ray flows through me, sending an invigorating current up and down my whole body.


  When the sensation leaves me, I find myself standing just a couple of metres from where I previously was. A painful cough escapes me. Although it draws out no blood and my pores aren’t bleeding (this is probably because the ray didn’t hold me for long), it does draw the attention of the detective whose manner is riddled with utter confusion. That he and his men do not immediately dart toward me to apprehend me is probably because they don’t understand what just happened, how I vanished and appeared again.


  I don’t dawdle—I really need to get to Keepings Park where my handler waits, and it doesn’t matter how many rays I have to let rip me apart. I just throw my hand into another one. The ensuing pain as the lit street fades from my view is excruciating enough to have me screaming. Everything else becomes blackness and then murky images, as if I have ventured into a familiar nightmare. Perhaps this, along with my present failure, is connected to my soul crest being scanned.


  I think this because I usually am not conscious, even if in a dreamlike state, while in the rays. But this time I see things. I see Mr. Dixen and myself wed. I see us build the portals. I see him capture and clone me. I see him uproot my memories and implant new ones—like the memory of my foster parents. I see him kill the original me. And somehow I know why.


  And when the ray releases me and places me, not in a random location, but beside my handler’s glider in Keepings Park, even though I didn’t pull on my anchor, I also know why. I do not need an anchor to travel the rays. And I also do not need an object to remain where I anchored on it in order to summon it to me. The strange thoughts clouding my mind are memories—my memories—from the time when Mr. Dixen and I were husband and wife.


  I remember my life as a retriever stealing from corporations and selling to the highest bidder. I remember the first time my biocrest was compromised and I couldn’t escape the authorities. I remember the day Mr. Dixen brought his machines and I my magic, and we tore rips in the fabric of the universe to build the portals. I remember that while a touch with my reincarnation causes a switch of bodies, Mr Dixen touching his caused a merging of bodies. And so he touched the ninety-nine reincarnations accessible to him to become what he is today.


  But he soon realised that the portals are tied to my magic, that once I’m dead, they will become unstable. And when they finally crumble, he will disintegrate and die, a hundred lifetimes gone in a whiff. This was why he made many clones of me, so that when one clone dies he can wake another, keeping the portals open indefinitely and keeping himself alive.


  As I lie beside the glider, bleeding from so many holes, waiting for my nanites to heal me, the memory got me thinking. If I’m a clone, where do my reincarnations come from? My original self and perhaps previous clones ought to have exhausted the ninety-nine reincarnations of me accessible to us. Surely, cloning a person doesn’t also clone the person’s reincarnations.


  Someone looms over me. My handler is the only one fond of that. “What was your anchor?” is the first thing he says.


  “A p-paper,” I mutter through the blood flooding my mouth and dripping down the sides of my lips.


  For the first time, he seems worried. He suspects. I can tell from the way he hurries about, inspecting the ground around us. When he returns, his voice borders on a growl. “There’s no paper here.”


  I don’t tell him that I somehow travelled the rays without an anchor or that I now know that I can summon objects to me whether or not they’ve moved—the former requires more concentration and the latter a more vivid mental likeness. “We have to go.” I try to push myself up but fall back down. “The detective is still tracking me.”


  He considers me for a while. “That’s fixable,” he says, as if my life were merely a machine with spare parts—how long has this been going on? “So was the mess you left behind. It has been fixed.”


  I feel my energy seeping away through my wounds so much that when he takes to his glider, I can’t follow. I just lie there and let the weakness render me unconscious.


  * * *


  My life’s an irony. A daunting one at that.


  One would think that having glimpsed my past and the extent of my powers, I would feel a little less subjugated or daunted. However, opening my eyes and finding myself sprawling inside the first pentagon that marks the rough floor of the Hall and beside a paper instructing me to make the switch reaffirms how hopeless I am against Mr. Dixen.


  I don’t understand it. I push myself to a sitting position. How can they treat me this way—like a slave branded with an eternity of servitude—when they know my history? For how long will this continue? The commands. The lies. The betrayal. I want to step into a portal and disappear to a distant timeline in my past, if not to escape the fact that my soul crest is compromised, then to escape Mr. Dixen himself.


  Unfortunately, he will be in that timeline waiting for me. There is no escaping him. There is only confronting him.


  I scramble to my feet, feeling rejuvenated. My wounds have all closed. I hurry to grab the blade on the sixty-first pentagon, slit my left palm open, and begin to coat the lines of the pentagons—all ninety-nine of them—with my blood. It takes me nearly two hours and an inadvisable amount of blood. The outlines of the portals now glow red. And I reckon that if we managed to summon ninety-nine of Mr. Dixen’s reincarnations at the same time in the past, I should be able to replicate the event using my own reincarnations.


  I settle cross-legged in my own pentagon and chant in Igbo to the others. The building appears to vibrate so much that I dread the guards outside will feel the tremor and break their code of never venturing into the Hall with me. But the quake lasts only for a while, and then the pentagons light up, their ethereal azure shafts rising and setting the hall aglow.


  The first reincarnation to come through is from my second lifetime. Her hair is auburn and her eyes are bespectacled. She is the one with whom I did my first switch. And somehow she wears the body I took from her and not the one I gave her. So do the others that follow. When I ask how, she says, “We are all clones. Made from our originals. Made to answer calls from this timeline. I found out years ago. Saw the body of the clone you once met burn.”


  “How?” I ask. “Your soul crest is compromised too?”


  She nods.


  “He doesn’t know, does he?”


  She shakes her head. “We should get this over with.” She pulls closer, her right hand extending towards me.


  “No!” I jump to my feet and backwards. “I’m tired. I need to maintain this form, even if it damns me to years in induced coma.” And I can’t help but rue my not confiding in the detective when he offered the chance. At least with him on board, I would come out on the right side in the unlikely event that my plan succeeds. “He has to die.”


  She goes into a fit of laughter that makes me feel idiotic for the plan. “You wouldn’t make a dent even with one of those items you retrieved. You kept one for yourself, right? I mean, I did.”


  “You did?” However had she managed that?


  “Oh, you didn’t. In that, you are wiser.” She sits inside her own pentagon, her freckled face further marred by dejection. “I tried the prototype of a new biocrest scanner on him once. Weakened him for a while. Ten seconds to be exact. He killed me for it and woke up another clone—me. I remember everything now.”


  A sigh slips from my lips, although deep inside an idea brews. I have often wondered why Mr. Dixen doesn’t do the retrieval himself, what he does with the items retrieved, why his empire is mostly built on stone and slate and not light technology. Apparently, some technology can weaken him and he’s been having me retrieve or destroy them for him.


  “I have a plan,” I say, and when the ninety-nine of them have assembled—this takes nearly a month of me having to sneak more food in via the few transit rays floating in the Hall, since the one my handler places at the door is enough for only me—and we’ve all established that we want normal lives in our various timelines, I announce, “We have to kill him.”


  “Yesss.” My seventy-eighth life agrees. She’s too thin for her height and moves as if a little wind would break her in two. “We kill him here and he dies in all timelines.”


  “He may be a hundred lives merged, but he can’t defeat a hundred witches,” another says.


  A roar of concurrence echoes through the hall and we flow outside. The dozens of men guarding the building surround us. They don’t draw their sidearms, but they parade their cuffs and manacles, and when we clash, their punches and kicks are hesitant. Brute force is for men. Hence, we avoid employing it. We merely anchor on them as they attempt to subdue us. Then we summon them, not by painting images of them in our minds, but simply by looking at them and touching hovering transit rays—there is no better mental image than the one that is in front of you—and displacing them by inches and yards, leaving them weakened and confused.


  As we sweep through them, we desist from touching one another, lest there are switches of bodies. We fight our way through a mile of artificial trees, stone houses, and hundreds of men, towards the heart of the empire. Getting in is quite easier than we anticipated, the best part being that the jacketed men can’t battle us with lethal force, since killing us would mean destroying Mr. Dixen if he fails to wake up another clone quickly enough. It doesn’t take long, and they quit fighting and instead usher us all into Mr. Dixen’s tower by flanking us.


  This means Mr. Dixen is expecting us, and it makes my heart fret. He knows the one hundred of us have come for him. Still he lets us in.


  He sits on a brick throne, swathed in nothing but tight leather trousers, his eyes narrowing from a face that is lean and unblemished, a face that, like a moon reflecting a sun, glows with a ghostly light and a wintry grin. I refuse to look at his naked torso. Instead I regard the many fine transit rays hanging in the air around him. With his phobia for technology, he obviously didn’t bother to equip the hall with scrubbers. This, I imagine, bodes well for me.


  However, we have all barely entered the hall when he zips forward, breezing through us like a burning cold wind, unbidden and invisible. When he appears again on his throne, he has a glass dagger in his hand and it’s dripping blood. I look around in horror to find my companions sprawling on the stone floor, bloody and lifeless. The whole lot of them. I feel myself trembling, not because I’m surrounded by corpses, but because I now understand the foolishness of confronting Mr. Dixen.


  He whooshes again, this time right to my face, and I feel his powerful hand around my throat. He squeezes. I want to cough, but I can’t. I could hit him with my feeble hands, but that would be useless.


  “You don’t think many have tried?” His words resound like the echoes of many voices entwined and on his now-changing face hovers a medley of disgust and rage. “Many have tried.”


  I try to clear my mind with as much air as his choking hand allows. And I begin to paint in the chaos of my mind. First, I draw two slim cylinders, one short and the other long, and merge them with a three-dimensional circle to form an L shape all puffed up at the centre. Then I wash the sketch in a silvery light to accentuate its transparency and fill the inside of the orb with a lacing of fine blue lines, transit rays. The image is perfect, a mental replica of the glassy gun. I should be able to summon it, even though it has moved since last I touched it, and I don’t know its present location.


  “And you barging in here empty-handed amuses me,” he growls.


  “No,” I say. A few transit rays float around us. The closest one sails beside his left flank. I drive my fist into his ribs in pretence. “I didn’t come empty-handed.” Then I touch the ray.


  The matter compressor materialises in my hand amid a spark of blue energy. I place its muzzle against his stomach and pull its trigger. A spongy blue light, like a gleaming cocoon, engulfs him. There is no sound, except Mr. Dixen’s angry shriek as he loses his grip around my neck and his body begins to shrink. When I shot the inventor, he went unconscious immediately and the compressor reduced him to the size of my middle finger, but not in Mr. Dixen’s case. He stops diminishing as he reaches the size of a newborn, but he’s also conscious and leaps at me like an evil doll from a very old movie, although his speed has significantly decreased.


  I spring back and shoot him again. He drops to the floor and shrinks further, now squirming like a sick mouse trying to cling to life. Still, I shoot him again and again, and even when he lies there like a dead fly, I discharge more of whatever the matter compressor contains at him. I only stop when I can no longer see him.


  And as I sit there on the rough floor scanning the hall for the faintest sign of him and only finding myself girdled by dead bodies and his stupefied men at the door, I want to believe that I’m free, but I know I’m not.


  I could go to the portals and try summoning the clones of my dead reincarnations. But even if that is possible, even if there are people in their timelines to wake them, a switch of bodies with them wouldn’t guarantee the freedom I desire, as my soul crest will forever remain compromised.


  On the other hand, I could sit on Mr. Dixen’s throne. His men will respect me—or fear me. I could run his empire. But, like Mr. Dixen, I can never venture into the city. If I do, the beacon in my soul crest, once the crest is near a scanner, will call out to the authorities, and the detective will apprehend me.


  I sigh. I finally have the freedom I wanted, I think, yet I can’t go into the world and enjoy it.


  My life, it appears, will always be an irony.
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Imperial Ghosts


  By Arinn Dembo | 13,000 words


  The Severan Funeral Garden was the planet’s largest public park. Bordered on all sides by the imperial city of Nova Roma, its grounds extended for several hundred kilometers, featuring ornamental terrain of every kind. In its green commons were thousands of monuments to the dead. Standing tombs stood shoulder to shoulder with shrines and reliquaries. Fountains murmured alone in empty clearings. The dark forests were crowded with stone angels and obelisks to mark the passing of royalty.


  It was a fine playground for a young empress, with a million places to hide. On one particular morning, a child crept through the weeds, hardly stirring a blade of grass as she prowled on her hands and knees. She was stalking an old man, who had taken shelter in the shade of the trees. A born hunter, she came silent and deadly on his right flank: the daisies nodded wisely around her head, stirred more by the morning breeze than by her passage.


  The old man watched her from the corner of his eye as she circled through the shrubbery behind him, waiting for her pounce.


  “Boo!” she crowed, leaping from the shadows.


  “Awk!” The old man clapped a hand to his chest, in the timeworn gesture of heart-clutching terror, which all old men know.


  It was most gratifying. “I scared you!”


  “You most certainly did.” The old man hid a smile.


  “Did you fink I was a ghost?” She was only four, and still struggling with the fricative sounds of the old Imperial tongue.


  “Oh yes.” It was the truth.


  “I came here to see the ghosts too. But all I found was you!”


  “I’m sorry to disappoint you. Most of the real ghosts sleep during the day. They only come out at night.”


  “Oh.” She squinted up through the boughs of the trees. “I’m not allowed to stay out after dark.” The tapestry of spring leaves overhead was still broken here and there, scattering cool light over her face like silver coins.


  The old man looked up as well, pleased by the breeze and the birds high in the tangled branches. It was a good morning . . . and the garden was far more wonderful with her in it.


  She turned to him at last, remembering her manners. “What’s your name?”


  “I am Tiberius.” They had met before, although she would not remember the occasion.


  “I’m Cleona.” Even at her age, her voice rang with pride.


  He inclined his head graciously. “I am very pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  She cocked her head at him, eyes narrowing with calculation. “Are you one of my uncles?”


  “I suppose so. My sister and your father are related, although distantly.” Tiberius met her level gaze without flinching. “Why do you ask?”


  Although there was very little resemblance between them otherwise, the eyes of the old man and the little girl were very much the same: bright copper and piercingly intelligent. “I have lots of uncles. And cousins.” Her gaze was steady and grave. “Mommy says I shouldn’t trust them. Some of them are bad.”


  “Really? That’s a shame.”


  “Are you one of the bad uncles?”


  He smiled ruefully. “I suppose that would depend upon whom you ask, my dear. My own nephew was not fond of me. I mean you no harm, however—which does set me apart from most of your relations, I suspect.”


  “Someday I’ll be empress. Everyone will want to sit in my chair.” She paused. “I can’t let them, though.”


  “Yes. This is very true.” He patted his old stone bench, cracked by ivy and mottled with lichen. “This one is better. Far more comfortable.”


  “Really?” She eyed the bench dubiously. “It doesn’t look better.”


  “Why not try it?” He stood up, offering the bench with an elegant half bow.


  Cleona said nothing. With a very serious expression, she climbed up onto the offered bench and sat. She made a pretty picture there. Someone had given her a miniature naval uniform to wear, brass buttons shining and gold piping along the collar and sleeves. Her boots swung a few inches above the ground; she looked down and rocked back and forth a few times, testing the feel of cool granite.


  “What do you think?”


  “It’s all right.” Her tone was thoughtful. “Hard, like chairs in a temple. I think it would hurt if I had to sit here a long time.”


  “The throne is much the same.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he held up a hand to forestall her. “It looks soft, Cleona—that’s why everyone wants to sit there. But looks can be deceiving. That golden chair grows harder the longer you sit—and it’s sometimes very hot as well.”


  “Your chair won’t ever get hot, Uncle. It’s very cold.” She looked up at him, curious. “Even though you were sitting here a long time. Why didn’t it get warm?”


  He stood in the shade of the tree and held out one of his dark hands toward her, palm up and open. “Take my hand, Cleona, and you will understand.”


  She hopped down off the bench and went to him, very slowly. Some instinct made her stop a few feet away; she reached for his extended fingers from a good distance.


  Her little fingers flickered as they passed through his, disappearing within the seemingly solid boundary of his milky flesh. Her eyes went wide and her mouth popped open; she snatched her hand back and stared at her fingers in disbelief, as if they had somehow betrayed her.


  When she looked up at him again, still gaping in astonishment, Tiberius raised one eyebrow and smirked.


  “Boo!”


  The little girl ran away yelling. It was most gratifying.


  * * *


  Many years passed before the child came back. When she did, she was taller, and she carried a heavy book in her arms. The play uniform of a little girl had been traded for the tight-fitting suit of a real military cadet, and her hair had darkened from the pale yellow wool of early childhood to neat cornrows of dark summer gold. The strands closest to her brown face were plaited neatly and tucked behind her ears.


  When she saw him, standing on the broken path beneath the trees, she stood her ground. “Hello, old ghost.”


  “Hello, young niece.”


  “You can’t hurt me.” She was still afraid. She took a slow step toward him, holding the book against her washboard chest as though it were an aegis of life.


  “True,” he agreed. “Not directly, at any rate.”


  “I’ve read about you.” The sound of her own voice seemed to steady her. “You’re nothing to be afraid of—only a trick of the light. You may move and talk and seem to live . . . but you’re not alive. Not really.”


  His eyes twinkled with amusement. “Is that so?”


  She faltered. “You’re not a person . . . j-just the echo of a person.”


  Tiberius made a sour face. “Are we having a conversation, child, or are you holding a lecture?” He made an impatient beckoning gesture with one hand. “Let’s have a look at this book of yours. Sounds as if it’s full of hogwash.”


  Still young enough to be obedient to her elders—even the dead ones—she held out her prize.


  Tiberius laughed. “Come now—you know that I can’t hold it, dear. Show me the cover, please.” She turned the unwieldy tome over in her arms and he leaned forward intently. “The Imperial Ghosts,” he read aloud. “A Walking Tour of the Famous Funeral Gardens of the Severans. The date escapes me . . . I never could fully grasp the new calendar.”


  She stepped away from him again, folding the book back up in her arms. “There are three shades named Tiberius listed; I came here today to find out which one you are. But I suppose that if you predate the current calendar, you can only be Tiberius the Third . . .”


  “I’m afraid you’re mistaken.” He cocked his head, glancing at the spine of the book again. “The author of your guide—Diodorus, is it?—has apparently misled you.”


  Her eyes narrowed with distrust. “How so?”


  Tiberius turned and walked away through the trees, hands clasped behind his back. When the girl didn’t immediately follow, he looked back over his shoulder. “Coming?”


  She hesitated. “All right.”


  She picked her path over the broken pavement carefully, following him up out of the dark trees and into a wild hillside meadow. Tiberius waded through the sunlit grass ahead of her, the folds of his simple robe gathered in one hand, and made his way to the crest of the hill.


  Someone had built a sundial at the summit, a great flat disk of silver under the open sky. The standing arm, which had once told the hours, was bent, a thick wedge of steel folded down and melted, but the hours of the day were still deeply incised into the base.


  “We can talk here.” Tiberius sat down between the eleventh hour and the stroke of noon.


  The girl sat down cross-legged between two and three o’clock. “Good. Tell me what’s wrong with my book, then.”


  The old man laughed. “Straight to the point! Fair enough. In the first place, there are more than three Tiberiuses in the garden of your ancestors. There are actually eight of us, if memory serves.”


  “Eight? How so?”


  He smiled, looking away down the green slope. “Your great-grandfather was Tiberius the Twelfth, was he not? A good man and a middling emperor. One of the last Severans to be buried in the garden. He’s in one of those little tombs down there.”


  He pointed to a line of strangely geometric mounds at the foot of the hill. Cleona sat up straighter, shielding her eyes; the white marble pyramids were wound so tightly with kudzu that they looked more like tiny tropical mountains than anything built by men.


  “He rises very rarely. And nowhere near here, of course. I’ve seen him once or twice by the waterfall holding a reader in his hand.”


  Cleona looked down at the cover of her text. “He must have died after this book was written. It is over two hundred years old.”


  “We also have Tiberius the Seventh and his cousin Tiberius the Eighth. They played here as children—I still hear their laughter on the night of the winter festival.” He cleared his throat. “A tragic story, that. Turbulent times. . . . Neither of the boys ruled for more than a year.” The old man crossed his arms suddenly, as if he were cold, although the summer afternoon around him sang with heat. “I remember the night they brought the little one to the garden,” he muttered vaguely, as if to himself. “There’s nothing more terrible than a tiny coffin in a shallow grave.”


  Silence followed for several moments, which the girl finally broke. “You said eight Tiberiuses.”


  “That I did. Tiberius the Tenth was lost in one of the colonial rebellions, but someone built a monument for him at the western gate. It was cleverly done; the architect saw the place where his ghost appeared and built the shrine around the haunting. There was a reflecting pool lined with colored tiles; when you stood close and looked down into it, you could see the gas giant that swallowed his ship, just as if you were looking down from a low orbit.”


  “Sounds beautiful.”


  “It was. He used to appear there on summer evenings, reenacting his daily exercises. Crowds would gather at the gate to watch him. Tiberius Chilo was a great martial artist. When he danced his kata across the water, it was something to see.”


  “Can you take me there?” her eyes sparkled eagerly. “I’ve read about his campaigns—he was a fine commander.”


  “I could.” He shrugged sadly. “But the pool is long dry, and the tiles have all fallen now; his ghost is hardly more than a flicker these days.”


  “Oh.” Her golden lashes dropped. “That’s a shame.”


  “It is,” he agreed mildly. He crossed one bony leg over the other and sat back at his ease, fingers laced around one knee. “Now . . . how many would that be so far?”


  “Four. And I know about Tiberius the Third. His burial chamber is supposed to be one of the biggest in the garden.”


  The old man made a face. “Yes, it is. A horrid little man, Tiberius Orthrus. He had to make that vault of his extravagant. He wanted to take it all with him when he went.” He pointed his sharp chin at the book in her lap. “If there’s any truth at all in that thing, you’ll know that his reign was a bloody disaster—and never more so than when he lay dying. He couldn’t bear the thought that anyone might enjoy his possessions when he was gone. He had everything that wouldn’t fit into his tomb destroyed. It was an appalling waste.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Every beast in his menagerie was butchered, even though he wanted only the rarest specimens to join him in the grave. Hundreds of his servants were poisoned, but only fifty were dressed and mounted to serve him after death.” He smiled to himself. “On the day they buried him, they tried to strangle all his concubines as well . . . but his wife put a stop to that, thank the gods.”


  The girl leaned forward, pleased. “She was my namesake, Cleona the First! Where did you hear that story? There aren’t any concubines in my books.”


  The old man gave her a lopsided grin. “No, I don’t imagine so. Royal historians don’t usually chronicle royal scandals, unless they want to part company with their heads.” His bright eyes flashed with amusement. “And it was something of a scandal, you know, when the sixteen-year-old new empress refused to obey her husband’s wishes, even while his ghost stood by wringing his hands and blustering about postmortem retribution. It was even more scandalous when she married off all those women to landed nobles over the next few years.” Cleona’s eyes widened at this, and he winked at her merrily. “Cleona always said that she was repaying a favor—that the concubines had done her a great kindness when her husband was alive. I expect that they kept Orthrus out of her bed.”


  “But . . . how did she persuade her nobles to marry commoners?”


  Tiberius laughed. “Oh, they didn’t take much persuading, my dear! Orthrus had fine taste, and half of his intended victims had been culled from the noble families. They made stunning, accomplished wives . . . and even if a man was inclined to disobey the royal edict, how could he turn down a bride deemed fit for the emperor? It would be a dangerous insult to the throne!”


  “I never knew any of this.” She shook her head. “Amazing.”


  “Yes, she was. I admired her a great deal.” He closed his eyes and turned his face toward the sun. “Cleona always had an eye for situations that could be turned to her advantage.”


  “She was only empress for fifteen years, though.” The girl was clearly disappointed.


  The old man chuckled again. “Oh, her reign was considerably longer than that, my dear! Don’t be fooled by the superficial details of succession. Cleona held power in her own name for fifteen years, in her son’s name for close to fifty, and in her grandson’s for another twenty after that. The poor man cried like a child at her funeral—he was terrified to rule the empire without her.”


  Cleona giggled. “Really?”


  “Really.” He yawned. “Now, where was I?”


  “Tiberius the Tenth,” she said promptly.


  “Ah yes. Well, Tiberius the Sixth and Ninth are also here in the garden; they were laid to rest in the family catacombs. The entrance to those passages collapsed four hundred years ago, however, and the area is badly overgrown. No one could find it today . . . unless I were to show them where to look.”


  She laughed. “Well, that’s seven . . . but you still haven’t said which Tiberius you are, old ghost.”


  He met her eyes, no longer smiling. “I thought you would have guessed by now. Being a student of history. But we will make formal introductions, if you insist.”


  The old man stood up and faced her, planting his bare feet in the grass. When he drew himself up to his full height, the girl paled. It was a frightening transformation; in one breath he went from an old man in his dressing gown to a white-haired wolf, captured for eternity in the winter of his life. He was a legend, a man to be feared . . . and when he put on the grim mask of authority again, she knew him right away. She’d seen the same stern face many times in marble, and even stamped in gold.


  “Oh no.” Her voice was hushed with horror. “You must be—”


  He cut her off with the tiny formal bow of imperial courtesy. “Tiberius Marcus Severan. Also known as Tiberius Atroxus and—”


  “Tiberius the Great,” she finished. She stood up, knees shaking, and backed slowly away from him. “You’re the Tiberius who—”


  “Yes, yes,” he interrupted testily. He sat back down on the sundial, turning away from her—a weary old man once more. “No need for a catalog of my crimes. I’m sure the bloody tales have lost nothing in the telling, even in your generation.”


  “No. They certainly haven’t.” She hesitated. “I’ve known about you since I was six years old. My father told me the story when he executed my uncle Kaeso.”


  Tiberius shook his head. “Charming. Still the family ogre . . .”


  “No, no—it wasn’t like that. My father admires you. He told me that I shouldn’t be afraid to follow your example, if I have to. He says you don’t live long as emperor unless you’re willing to cut a few throats . . .”


  “Oh my. Better and better—I’ve become the patron saint of imperial fratricide.” The old man put his face in his hands, and his shoulders trembled with some suppressed emotion. “If your father follows my example, my dear, I’d step lightly in years to come. You never know when he’ll decide it’s your throat that needs cutting.”


  She waited a few moments before speaking again. “So. Is it all true? What they say about you?”


  He sighed heavily. “Probably. I don’t know exactly what you’ve heard, but you’re young yet; most of my nephew’s riper fabrications are unfit for such tender ears. For the record, however—in case you hear differently—I was never a rapist or a cannibal.”


  She stood quietly for a time, and the song of cicadas grew loud in the silence. “You’re very lucky.”


  The old man turned to look at her, incredulous. “How so?”


  “You’re here to defend yourself.” She came and sat down beside him. “You’re not at the mercy of history.”


  He sat for a long time, back bowed. “I’m not at the mercy of historians. History is another matter.”


  He was talking to himself, however. By the time he looked up again, she had gone, and the meadow grass was brown and pinched by cold, poking up in tufts from a blanket of dingy snow.


  * * *


  On a pleasant autumn evening the child returned, emerging from the trees just as the first star appeared. Fifteen years old, she was rising like bamboo. Her corona of rust-colored hair had been cut close to the scalp, and her severe uniform could not hide the march of time. The gangly child she had been was steadily retreating before the tall, vigorous woman she would become—a bittersweet sight for an old man who had first loved her as a toddler chasing butterflies.


  “Hello, Uncle.” Nervously she tugged the hem of her jacket down, then reached up to touch the two bronze tabs of rank on her collar, as if to be sure they were in place—an unconsciously military gesture. He had seen it many times in junior officers waiting for a review. “I need your help.”


  “Hello, Niece.” Sitting on the edge of a dry fountain, Tiberius looked up into her eyes. “How did you find me here?”


  She stopped, brow creased by a slight frown, and looked over her shoulder at the dark forest behind her. “I’m not sure. I wanted to see you, and—”


  “It doesn’t matter.” He rose from his seat. “What help can I give you today?”


  “I’d like you to show me a way out of here.” She stepped forward eagerly. “A secret way that only ghosts know.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “And what use would you make of such an egress?”


  She put her gloved hands in her jacket pockets, but not before he saw the glint of fire and gold. “Does it matter?”


  “Probably not. But I am curious. And I’m afraid it’s against my nature to give away information for free.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You’re a Severan, all right.”


  “Of course.” He paused for a moment. “This is not the place to escape your family, Cleona. Quite the opposite.”


  She kicked at the fallen leaves viciously, sending up a shower of purple and brown. “I’m choking to death in that palace, Uncle. I have to get out. The new security measures are driving me mad. Everywhere I go, a dozen eyes are watching me.” She flung out her open hand, encompassing the whole garden with a contemptuous gesture. “This is the only place I’m allowed to be alone—and there are still guards posted outside all the gates.”


  He nodded. “You’ve tried bribes, of course?”


  “Of every kind.”


  “Threats?”


  “Only the ones I could carry out quickly.” She shook her head. “Believe me, old man—you were not my first choice!”


  He smiled blandly. “And what pressing business do we have in the city, may I ask?”


  “That’s none of your affair.”


  “Ah. A lover, then.” She was wise enough to avoid his eyes, but he saw the flicker of light beneath her lashes. “Come now, Cleona. If you hope to hide this sort of thing in the future, you’ll have to do better than that. You’re as easy to read as a child’s primer . . . even for an old ghost like me.”


  “You’re not just any old ghost, Tiberius Marcus.” Her look was sour. “No one else has guessed—I’m sure of that.”


  “Oh really? How long has this little romance been going on?”


  A wind stirred in the trees, and the rattle of dry leaves nearly drowned her soft reply. “Since the spring.”


  “Mm-hmm. And the new security measures at the palace—when did these begin?”


  “Two months ago, when I went back to the academy.” She turned and looked him in the eye. “I know what you’re going to say, but you’re wrong. My father is not the emperor you were.”


  “Perhaps not. But he is your father, which gives him a distinct advantage.” He shook his head. “If Glycon has chosen to pretend ignorance, he’s a subtler man than you believe. But rest assured, child—he knows about this little affair of yours.”


  “Impossible.”


  Tiberius did not dignify that with a response. Instead he turned and strolled down a narrow corridor of thorns, leaving the fountain behind him. Although darkness was falling, his body was still very bright, as if he were standing in the full light of day. Ash-winged moths circled his wooly head, a fluttering crown; his glow was so strong that it drew insects like a flame.


  Cleona followed close on his heels. “We were very careful,” she insisted. “We never met in public. We were never seen together. The room was—”


  He rounded on her abruptly, cutting her off. “Enough, girl. You’ll be empress someday; it’s time you learn to lie to others, not yourself.”


  Her jaw worked, biting down on her first reply, but her gaze never wavered. “Very well.” Her voice was clipped short by anger. “We’ll assume you’re right, even if you aren’t: my father knows. And making me a prisoner in his house—that would be his subtle way of telling me he doesn’t approve?”


  “Yes. I believe you have the gist of it. He doesn’t approve, or he thinks it’s gone on long enough—it all comes to the same thing.” Tiberius turned and walked away again.


  She came after him doggedly, hissing curses as the brambles whipped her face. “It’s no use running from me, Uncle! I’m going to keep up—ow, bloody hell!—regardless of where you go.”


  Tiberius pressed his lips into a harsh line and kept moving. The path took several sharp corners as he went, through tunnels of knitted thorns. After a bewildering series of turns, a ruby-red glow began to leak through the black leaves of the hedge; there was an open space ahead. Tiberius stepped out into the clearing and nearly vanished, swallowed by a rolling fog the color of blood.


  Cleona stumbled out after him and grinned, as if she’d just beaten him at some child’s game. “Topiary maze! But it needs trimming.” Looking around her, she seemed to take in the crimson mist for the first time. “Where are we?”


  He pointed upward, where the fog swirled thick against a strangely curving ceiling, like smoke in a glass. “The Red Temple. The heart of the garden.”


  She reached out and tried to touch the canopy with her hand; the tips of her fingers disappeared, and then reappeared as she quickly pulled them back. “Strange. What is it?”


  “A sheet of energy. They called it a baldachin, in my day. Very few people had them, even then; they are relics of the First Empire.”


  “Interesting. What does it do, exactly?”


  “This one is fairly harmless—it only keeps out prying eyes,” Tiberius replied. “Light and heat pass through from above, but cannot pass through from below. It has no effect on physical objects or living things—but I always feel a tingle as I duck under it.”


  “A useful device.” She passed her hand through it again. “Why would someone waste it here, in the middle of a cemetery?”


  “To protect a very special place. One which would otherwise be visible from the air, when strangers flew over the city at night.”


  Cleona looked around her. “Most definitely. Where’s all the light coming from?”


  “Go see for yourself.”


  She walked slowly past him, moving toward the source of the red glow. There was a little shrine there, its back set against the black briars; the red light was spilling forth from its columns and walls. Moving closer, she could see a whole structure built from a radiant stone, which glowed the bright vermilion of eyelids closed against the sun.


  In the portico of the building, four caryatids served as columns, each an exquisitely lifelike image of a woman in a flowing gown. Every sculpture was of the same lady, but she had been captured in different moods: once in a laughing dance, her supple arms entwined above her head; once in reflection, a small bird perched on her finger; once with a silent word of welcome hanging on her lips; once with hands crossed over her breasts, her head bowed in grief.


  As if in a dream, Cleona climbed the steps toward the stone women; she took off one of her black leather gloves and touched the vivid cheek of the nearest with her brown hand.


  “Warm,” she breathed. “And the patterns . . .” Upon closer inspection, the shining stone was veined with milky pink and deep maroon, mottled with whorls of crimson.


  Turning, she saw that Tiberius had come up behind her. “Is it really—?”


  “Yes. Heartstone marble. Several tons of the stuff.” He pointed to her still-gloved hand, half-hidden behind her back. “I thought you might like to see it, since you wear a bit of heartstone yourself.”


  She gave him a sad smile and pulled off the second glove, letting a golden bracelet dangle freely from her wrist. “I am transparent. I should have known better than to hide anything from you, Tiberius.”


  “A gift from your lover?” The bracelet was a slender chain of gold, set with two tiny red beads; they shone brightly against the black fabric of her sleeve.


  She looked down at the pearls of pink light, touching them with her fingertips. “Yes. These little things cost him a fortune.” For a moment her face shone brighter, flushed with its own incandescent flame. “You understand the symbol?”


  Tiberius nodded gravely. “Two hearts aflame. A very eloquent gift. Has your father seen it?”


  “He might have. If his spies have found all my hiding places.” She lowered her wrist and looked at him squarely. “Why?”


  “It would explain a great deal. Consider the nature of heartstone. The rock absorbs energy from the sun during the day, storing it within; at night, it releases that energy and gives us the heat and light we prize. But what happens if the stone is always kept in a dark place, away from the light?”


  She dropped her eyes. “It doesn’t glow. It goes cold and black.”


  “It may be that your bracelet has more than one meaning. It’s a rare and precious gift—but loses its fire if you keep it hidden. Love can be the same: thriving in the open, dying in the dark.”


  “No.” Her voice was steady, but her eyes were troubled. “I’m sure he never meant to say that.”


  “Perhaps he didn’t—but if I was your father, I’d worry. Is the boy from a poor family, by any chance?”


  Her lashes trembled. “Why does that matter?”


  “You said it yourself, Cleona; the bracelet cost him a fortune. Only a very rich man could afford to buy such a trinket casually. If he isn’t the spoiled son of wealthy parents—and I can see by the look on your face that he isn’t—he must have sacrificed a great deal to give you such a gift. So one must ask: what did he hope to gain?”


  Her smile was strained. “Are you the ghost of an emperor, or a monk?”


  He rolled his eyes, making no reply.


  “I’m cold. I don’t want to talk about this anymore.” She sat down on the steps of the shrine, drawing her knees up to her chest, and wrapped her arms around them.


  He studied her carefully. After several seconds of silence, he spoke. “I can’t tell what you’re thinking, Cleona.”


  She raised her eyes, glittering in the red glow. “I think you’re a horrible, suspicious old man. And that you’ve forgotten what love is . . . if you ever knew.”


  “I won’t deny it.” He walked past her, up the steps of the temple. “In life, I was the living god to four hundred billion souls. If I loved anyone, it was my people.”


  “Loved your power over them.”


  “Power.” He held the word in his mouth like old wine. “Yes. I know much more about power than love.” He paused on the top step. “If you’re cold, we can go inside.”


  “It’s sealed with a solid slab. I don’t think I’m strong enough to move it.”


  “It doesn’t take strength.” He extended his shining brown fingers toward the door. “Can you read Solari?”


  “A little. My father forced me to learn it when I was eight.” She made a face. “Don’t ask me why; I’ve always hated those old dead languages.”


  “Come here.”


  She stood and peered at the door. The inscription was so worn that it would have been invisible, if not for the ghostly light of Tiberius; his bright hand dimmed the marble, teasing it back to sleep just enough to bring out the faint shadow of the letters.


  “Read it aloud.”


  “But some of the words are gone.” She glanced at him, reluctant. “I can’t make them all out.”


  “The last line is all that matters . . . the others are only there for the sake of art.”


  Haltingly, she repeated what was still legible of the verse, fingers trailing along the lines as she struggled to pronounce the archaic words.


  



  “I was a child beneath her touch


  A man when breast to breast we clung,


  A spirit when her spirit looked through me


  A god when . . . our lifeblood ran . . .


  Fire within fire, desire in deity.”


  



  Something shifted within the wall, and the door began to slide, screaming in protest as it ground against dry bearings. Cleona slipped in before it was half-open, shrugging through the narrow crack like a cat.


  Tiberius hastily followed. Within the tomb, the red glow was much deeper and darker, the veins of stone bright as the cracks in cooling lava. It was a single room, empty except for a plain heartstone altar. On the broad platform, a shining man and woman lay sleeping, curled up nude together—the golden woman lying on her side, her head pillowed on her lover’s arm, while the man cupped her with his polished obsidian body and wound his fingers into her hair.


  Cleona bent close, her pale face underlit by the radiance of the sleepers. “They’re not breathing.” She spoke softly, as if afraid to wake them. “Who are they, Tiberius?”


  “I don’t know. The man was a Severan emperor. He wears the crest.” He pointed to the pendant hanging from the man’s neck, threaded on a heavy chain of gold.


  “She died before him,” the girl said suddenly. “He built the tomb for her, in grief. It must have taken a very long time—years to gather all the stone, years more to have it carved so perfectly—but when he finally passed, he had himself buried here beside her.” She rested her white hand on the dark tabletop, gentle and reverent. “The two of them are lying together under this—just as we see them here.”


  “Perhaps.” He was shaken by the conviction in her voice. “We can’t know. The two of them are too ancient . . . even when I was a child, none of the ghosts in the garden remembered their names.”


  She looked up suddenly, and he saw the glistening tears on her face. “Help me, Uncle. Please. I know you don’t understand, but I have to see him.” She put a hand to her chest, her voice rising in pitch like a tortured harp string being wound tighter and tighter around its peg. “I’ve never felt a pain like this—I’m dying . . .”


  “Don’t . . .” He reached for her, and she stumbled back, startled. Tiberius withdrew his hand slowly, still holding out the open palm. “Don’t cry, Cleona.” He hesitated, awkward and ashamed. “I’m sorry.”


  Her eyes were enormous golden coins, brimming with tears.


  “Of course you must go to him. Some feelings . . . are too strong to be denied.” He seemed to be speaking to himself. “Let me show you the way out. I never meant to torment you.”


  “Uncle! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” She rushed toward him, as if to catch him up in her arms. For a moment he could almost feel her embrace—wet cheek pressed into his hollow chest, the smell of warm clean hair—but when he looked down, she had run right through him. There was nothing to do but turn and follow her out into the dark.


  * * *


  Winter came early one year, and brought war with it. For several nights running, the skies above the garden blazed with battle, and the snow shimmered with a thousand colors of flame.


  Tiberius found her on the eastern wall, standing at the parapet of a crumbling tower. She was dressed all in white, a tight-fitting environment suit and a long winter coat; her hair was coiled beneath a cloth cap. He admired her profile silently for a few seconds, dark and still against the burning sky; the imperial crest was hooked to a collar under her chin, sparkling.


  “Your father has died.” Tiberius observed. “Congratulations—or condolences. Whichever you prefer.”


  She didn’t look away from the battle. “Hello, Uncle. I’ll accept the condolences, for now. It’s a bit early for anything else. Half the empire has risen against me.”


  Another voice spoke in the shadows, sly and dripping with irony. “Oh, he knows what that’s like. Don’t you, ‘Uncle’?”


  The old man turned toward the corner of the room. “Decimus. Why?”


  “War.” The speaker slouched out into the light, smiling. He was young, no more than thirty, black and beautiful, his lean body dressed in a close-fitting red shirt and breeches. His face would have been handsome, were it not so cruel. He had large bronze eyes and sharply sculpted cheekbones, his broad sensual mouth framed by a well-cut mustache and beard. “Wars and fires always wake me. I sleep the rest of the time—everything else is so intolerably boring.”


  Cleona had turned swiftly, her pistol drawn; she held it pointed at the center of the stranger’s chest. “Do you know him, Tiberius?”


  “Know me? He grew me from a bean.” Decimus turned back to Tiberius and laughed out loud. “You should see your face, old man! She’s a pretty piece of stuff. Who is she? Another of your protégés?”


  “Is he dead?” Cleona asked. Her voice was hard as ice; Tiberius smiled silently beside her. She cocked the ancient pistol and it whined eagerly, building up a charge. “If not, he soon will be.”


  “Oh, I’m dead all right,” Decimus said bitterly. “Uncle Tiberius saw to that.”


  The old man shook his head in disgust. “That was your doing, boy—no one else’s.”


  Cleona holstered her pistol and turned her back. “You ghosts can take your squabbles elsewhere. I have worries of my own.”


  “ ‘You ghosts’?” Decimus stepped toward her, head tilted to the side quizzically. The old man moved to bar his way, but he wasn’t quick enough; in a twinkling, the man in red was beside her, peering down into her face.


  “I remember you now.” He bared his teeth in delight. “I saw you once before—crying about your little pet pilot.”


  Cleona jumped. She backed away, casting a quick glance at Tiberius.


  “He’s dead, you know.” Decimus purred, eyes slitted in pleasure. He leaned in close, as if to kiss her. “He’s been blown to atoms. Vaporized.”


  The old man took a menacing step forward. Decimus giggled, dancing away.


  Cleona frowned. “What is he talking about, Tiberius? Is there something I should know?”


  “Nothing.” He gave his nephew a warning look. “He’s mad. Best to ignore him.”


  Decimus grinned. “Don’t listen to him, girlie.” He peeked over the old man’s shoulder. “He’s a rotten old liar. Always was.”


  Tiberius turned his back on Decimus, trying to put himself between the two of them. “There are other towers, Cleona. You can see what’s going on just as easily from there.”


  Cleona raised an eyebrow at Tiberius, her face a mask of humorous disbelief. “You expect me to run . . . from that?” She indicated Decimus with a contemptuous flick of her eyes. “Hell, I wouldn’t run from him if he were alive, much less now.”


  Decimus snarled. “Run. Then you can pretend that your boy is alive for a few minutes longer.” He laughed to himself. “What was his name again? Castus?”


  Cleona froze, a bit of the color draining from her cheeks.


  “No, no,” the younger ghost mused, stroking his chin thoughtfully. “That’s not right. Cassius? Castor? Something like that, wasn’t it?” He shook his head, mumbling to himself. “It was so hard to make out, with all the sniveling . . .” Suddenly he snapped his fingers. “Casca!”


  Her jaw suddenly stiffened in fury, and she turned to Tiberius with eyes blazing. “How exactly does he know that name?”


  “I’m dead. I know the names of other dead people.” Decimus smiled like a skull, tapping his temple with one finger.


  “I am not to blame,” Tiberius told her quietly. “I do not confide in him now, any more than I did when he was alive. But he is a resident ghost. He could skulk about . . . overhear things.”


  “Indeed he could!” Decimus hooted with delight. “ ‘Oh, Casca! Why, why didn’t I take you off the line?’ ” he simpered girlishly, trying to imitate her voice. “ ‘How will I ever live without you?’ ”


  Cleona turned her amber eyes toward the younger man, with an expression of undisguised loathing. “History books sometimes lie, but the garden does not. You really are an awful thing, aren’t you?”


  Decimus leaned back against the wall, eyes closed and head half-turned toward his shoulder. He shivered with pleasure, listening to the distant scream of energy weapons in the dark. “Such a pretty child,” he sighed. “She carries herself well; doesn’t she? I’d dearly love to hear her scream.” Tiberius shook his head in disgust, and the younger man smiled brightly. “Isn’t this fun, Uncle?”


  “I’ve never shared your enthusiasm for petty cruelty.”


  Decimus laughed and folded his arms. “And yet you taught me everything I know.”


  “Indeed. That is why it pains me to see you. As always.” Tiberius closed his eyes, weary with the weight of centuries.


  “Does it?” Cleona’s voice was tender. “Are you suffering, because of him?”


  Tiberius turned toward her. “Does that matter?”


  “Yes.” Her eyes shimmered with flashing spears of war light, but her voice was kind. “It matters to me.”


  “Then yes.” Tiberius waved a hand. “It causes me genuine grief to see him. He shames me. He is a reminder of mistakes I can never unmake.”


  “Oh, please.” Decimus rolled his eyes. “As if you had feelings!”


  “That will be quite enough.” She wheeled on the younger ghost. Her voice held such a ringing note of command that both men jumped at the sound. “I think it is time that you were laid to rest once and for all, Decimus Severan.”


  Decimus sneered. “Dead is dead. What more can you do to me?”


  “There is death, and then there is damnatio memoriae.”


  The handsome face twisted, racked by a sudden spasm of emotion. “No. No one would do such a thing. It is blasphemy.”


  “Someone would do it, or it wouldn’t have a name.” Cleona turned to Tiberius. “And you will show me how it is done.” She turned her left hand palm upward and slowly closed the fist, clenching the gloved fingers like claws. “We will tear him out of this garden like a tumor.”


  Tiberius looked down into her eyes, his heart so full of fierce love that he thought it would burst his chest like a mortar shell. “As you wish, my sovereign.”


  Something like sweat had broken out on the younger man’s face. “You’re bluffing. If anyone could do that—”


  “I would have arranged it before?” Tiberius shook his head. “That was always the trouble with you, Decimus—so little imagination.” He smiled. “I haven’t been sleeping for all these years. I know where they buried you.”


  “And when he leads me to your tomb, I will end this.” Cleona spoke with firm and gentle assurance. She walked toward Decimus, steps slow and predatory. “Regardless of what I must do. I will rip apart your vault like paper. Throw your bones into the street for stray dogs. Leave your mother’s jewels in the gutter for beggars. Smash your sister’s skull under my boot like a wedding glass . . .”


  “You can’t do that!” Decimus roared back. He struggled to master himself; when he spoke again, his voice had dropped back to a low, insinuating hiss. “And you wouldn’t. This place is sacred!”


  Tiberius gave a bark of laughter. “Is it? Perhaps it was when there were priests to tend it. You killed something far greater than yourself, Decimus, when you put those old men to death.


  “No.” Decimus put his hands to his head, as if to shut out their voices. “You can’t. I’m family! Family!”


  Cleona shook her head. “No. You are not. I will decide what that word means from now on.” She turned on her heel, her white coat whirling, and disappeared into the snow.


  * * *


  The sweet drone of bees roused him from torpor many years later. Like an aging bear, Tiberius rose and followed his nose; he wandered out into the garden, drawn by the smell of fine perfume.


  She stood against a wall thick with blooming lianas, leaning close to breathe in the fragrance of a trumpet-shaped flower. Her gown was long and dark, its velvet hem sweeping the ground; her hair fell, sleek in whip-thin honey braids, down to the small of her back. One of her hands was pressed there above her rump, as if to ease a nagging pain. When she turned, he saw that her other hand rested on a pregnant belly.


  She smiled. “There you are.”


  “Here I am.” He cocked his head to look at her, staring so long that she laughed from embarrassment.


  “What is it, old man?”


  “You. You look . . . lovely.”


  She chuckled. “Maternity clothes. Small wonder you like them—I feel like something out of a museum.”


  He nodded. “The old styles suit you.” He put the back of his hand to his mouth, clearing his throat. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”


  She looked up at the summer sky; it was full of gleaming darters, swooping occasionally to snatch a smaller insect out of the air. “Nothing in particular. A warm day, a few canceled appointments. I wanted to get away from people for a while.”


  “Ah.” He was unable to hide his disappointment. “Well, I won’t trouble you, then . . .”


  She laughed brightly. “Don’t be silly, Tiberius. You don’t count as people!”


  He gave her a wry sidelong glance. “If I were alive, I might take that remark personally.”


  “Then it’s lucky you aren’t.” She smiled and beckoned to him. “Come, old man—walk with me.”


  He led her through the garden slowly, finding the low and easy ways through woods and fields. For the most part she seemed to have no difficulty, although she would stop from time to time, distracted by something she found beautiful.


  They came to a giant marble chessboard on a hilltop, still standing as if in the middle of a game; it looked as if two colossal players had abandoned it suddenly, called away on pressing business. Each piece was a perfectly exact and life-size sculpture of a human being, placed according to his or her role in life—priest and pilot, emperor and heir, guard and servant. Although several pieces lay smashed on the ground, she laughed to see the sculptor’s sense of humor in those still standing: the cook raising his ladle for a taste of the soup, the maid checking the bottom of her shoe, the priest picking his nose.


  In another place, they found a collapsed earthen wall, beaten down into the grass by many seasons of rain. Countless bones had tumbled out of the broken clay, and the ground was littered with rotten fabric and glinting gold. As they approached, a black bird was hopping among the old remains, pecking at some bright thing that had caught its eye; it rose flapping at they drew near, carrying in its beak a royal finger bone with a signet ring still attached.


  At last Tiberius looked back along a dark forest path and saw that she had fallen behind. Her face was flushed, brow shining; he paused in the center of a low stone bridge, clasping his hands behind his back, to give her a moment to rest in the shade.


  Cleona breathed deeply, one hand still holding her stomach. “The baby’s awake.” She ran her palm over that ripe hard curve. “I felt her move.”


  Tiberius turned away, afraid his face would betray him if he looked her in the eye. “Must be . . . all the exercise.”


  The silence between them was long, but peaceful. Tiberius watched the stream rush by beneath his feet, fascinated by the bright quick water; it was so hypnotic that she had called his name three times before he looked up again.


  She was standing very still, looking to the path ahead. “Tiberius.” She spoke more softly this time. “Someone is coming.”


  He turned to look. A plump old matron was walking toward them through the forest, wearing a turquoise dress and a light shawl over her gray hair. In one hand, she carried a clear plastic bag of candies; the other was folded behind her back.


  She stopped halfway across the bridge, looking up at them with friendly brown eyes and a beatific smile. “Excuse me.” Her tone was perfect, befuddled and a little embarrassed. “Have you seen my little cousin? He’s gotten away from me, it seems.”


  Cleona smiled warmly. “What does he look like?”


  The old woman blinked and looked down with a rueful little smile. “Oh, he’s just a little boy . . . about six years old? He was wearing a yellow jacket.”


  “We haven’t seen him,” Tiberius said, drawing away from the woman with a shudder.


  “I’ve got to find him before it gets dark,” the old woman said sensibly. “He’ll get lost out here on his own . . .”


  “We can’t help you,” Tiberius said quickly. “We have business of our own to attend to.”


  “Well, if you do see him, tell him to go back to the fountain and wait. Tell him his auntie is very worried . . .”


  Cleona put out a hand to forestall her as she turned to walk away; Tiberius shook his head.


  “Let her go.”


  The girl frowned at him, annoyed. “Don’t be silly, Tiberius.” She turned to the old woman again, mouth open to call her back, but the words died unspoken.


  As the old woman walked away, the hand behind her back was visible: her fingers were folded around the hilt of a dagger.


  Cleona paled. “What—?”


  “The Empress Prisca. The boy she’s looking for is Zeno, the legitimate heir to the throne. She found him not far from here, and made use of that knife; if that scene is about to be reenacted, I’m fairly certain you don’t want to see it.”


  She shivered. “And I was going to help her look for him.”


  “You had no way of knowing.”


  “Poor old ghost.” She sounded genuinely sad. “Just imagine being forced to murder that child again and again, for centuries—never knowing that the two of you are both long dead.”


  “Yes.” He shuffled nervously. “Terrible.”


  “It’s funny, isn’t it?” Her tone was dreamy. “How different the modern ghosts are from the older ones?”


  He turned and looked at her oddly. “Different?”


  “Come now, Tiberius. I’ve spent more time in the garden than you think; I have noticed it.”


  “Noticed what?”


  She made a face. “I used to come here for afternoon walks, after the war. Did I ever tell you that?”


  He startled, surprised.


  “I found it very hard at first, having to sit in session with the senate all day. I would run to the garden just to get away from it; I knew no one would dare disturb me here, especially if I brought flowers for my father.”


  “Clever. Devotion must come before budgets and taxes.”


  “I always wondered if I would see you here. But you never appeared.”


  “I’m sorry I missed you. I enjoy your company.”


  “Of course, I saw a lot of other ghosts.” She gave him a searching look. “They aren’t like you, Tiberius.”


  “I suppose not.” It was a subject that obviously made him uncomfortable.


  “Some of them . . .” She trailed off for a moment, frowning. “Some of the newer ghosts really are just echoes, aren’t they—like a recording, a holographic film. They only appear when you come near a certain spot; if you back just a few steps away from them, they disappear again. You can make them appear and disappear several times just by walking back and forth. Like flipping a light switch on and off.”


  He frowned. “You shouldn’t do that sort of thing. It’s disrespectful.”


  She looked down over the railing of the bridge. “The older ones, though . . . they seem more like people.” Cleona looked at him again, and he struggled to keep his expression blank. “Dead people, of course. But genuinely human . . . not just a taped message. Do you understand what I mean?”


  “I suppose so,” he said reluctantly.


  “You can actually talk to them. I spent several hours that summer talking to Quintus Valerius—I kept meeting him by the north wall.”


  Tiberius nodded. “His presence is strong there.”


  She was studying him carefully as she spoke, watching for any hint of reaction. “Whenever I met Quintus, he was always wearing the same clothes. If I asked him his name, or his reason for being in the garden, he would always give me the same basic information—but the way he said it would vary. Just as you would expect, if he were a living man. He never knew me; no matter how many times we had spoken before, I always had to introduce myself. He couldn’t remember any of our previous conversations.”


  “And then there’s old Tiberius.” He completed the thought for her.


  “Then there’s you.” She held him with her serene copper eyes. “Quintus and the others . . . all seem to be asleep somehow. When I speak to them, I’m always waking them from the same dream.”


  “The dream of being alive.”


  “Exactly. Ask them a question; they’ll answer—they even have questions of their own, once you’ve started a conversation. But if you want to know what year it is, or what they’re doing in the garden, they’ll say it’s 1393, and they’ve just come for a little walk, and they have to get straight back afterward for dinner.” She shook her head wonderingly. “Quintus actually seemed to think that I was the ghost; when I told him my name, he assumed I was Cleona the First.”


  Tiberius smiled. “That’s a natural enough mistake. You accused me of being Tiberius the Third when you were ten; I was quite insulted.”


  “Why? Because he was a bad emperor?”


  “No, because he was short and ugly!”


  She laughed out loud. “Well, I’m sorry, then.” Her eyes twinkled merrily. “You certainly aren’t short . . .”


  He put his fingertips to his chest in mock offense. “You, madame, are clearly no judge of masculine beauty. I’ll have you know that I was considered quite handsome in my day; my profile was much admired.”


  She grinned. “No one tells an emperor that he’s ugly, Tiberius. I’m sure they told Orthrus he was lovely as a rose and tall as a mountain—and prodigiously endowed with manhood as well—if that’s what they thought he wanted to hear.”


  He inclined his head. “A point to the lady.”


  “Anyway, don’t change the subject.” She paused, frowning a little, and rubbed her belly absently as she continued. “You are different, Tiberius. You’re aware of the passage of time—you know where you are, and when you are. You learn new things, and remember them over the years: you can tell stories about emperors who died centuries after they buried you. And you always recognize me as your niece, even if I’ve gone from twenty-one to thirty-one since our last meeting.”


  He gave her a wry lopsided smile. “I’m surprised that you’ve given this so much thought. Did you have a point to make?”


  “The point is, you’re not just a ghost. You, Tiberius, are alive.”


  He made a dubious face. “Let’s not exaggerate, dear.”


  She shrugged. “To me, a man who thinks, feels, and learns is alive—regardless of whether his body is made of flesh or light. Perhaps I’m too simplistic, but philosophical points don’t really interest me. What does interest me is the difference between a ghost like you and one like Quintus.”


  Tiberius regarded her silently. “Your question has more to do with the workings of the garden in general than with me in particular. If you’re not interested in philosophy, I may as well say ‘I don’t know’—because I have only theories and speculations to answer you. No firm facts.”


  She turned away, another ripple of disturbance passing over her face. Tiberius, looking down, saw her hand pressed hard to her stomach. “I’ll take your theories and speculations.”


  “All right. Then I’ll answer your question. But before I do, I have a question of my own.”


  She gave him a little shake of the head. “Always bargaining!” She took a few steps along the bridge. “Ask your question, but we should move on; I’d like to be back to the palace before dusk.”


  “As you wish.” He led her through the trees casually, following the course of an old road, its pavement long ago shattered by twisting roots. “I’m curious to know why you chose a body birth for your heir. Surely it’s not necessary. Even if they don’t have incubators nowadays, you could still use a surrogate to carry the child. Why would you adopt such an antiquated mode of reproduction? Is it the fashion these days?”


  She shook her head, smiling. “No, it certainly isn’t the fashion. Not for those who have a choice.”


  “Why, then?” He ducked under a branch, leading her over a mound of jumbled rock. “It seems an unnecessary risk—body birth is dangerous and damaging to your health, even under the best of conditions.”


  “True.” She paused, bending a little to pick her way down the incline. “Believe me, there are times when I regret my decision—times like now. The baby’s kicking like mad; it feels as if she’s dancing on my liver.”


  Tiberius looked down at her gravid midsection again, dismayed; seeing his expression, she laughed out loud. “Don’t look so worried, old man! It’s a fetus, not a parasitic growth. It’s perfectly normal for a baby to kick and wiggle at this stage; she’s just becoming more active, that’s all.”


  “I . . .” He looked into her eyes. “I’m sorry.” He finished lamely. “I don’t have much experience with this sort of thing. I suppose I find it . . . disturbing.”


  “Well, you’re not alone. Just about everyone is looking at me strangely these days. There’s no such thing as a pregnant empress, apparently.” She sighed, running her fingers through her hair. “I’ve had to make up a variety of excuses for this ‘outlandish behavior.’ At this point, I think they’re all ready to dismiss me as another mad Severan, and let it go at that.”


  “Well, I don’t need to hear the excuses. What was the real reason?”


  She gave him a sly look as she continued up the trail. “The truth? I warn you, you’ll think me a fool.”


  “I can keep such thoughts to myself.”


  “The truth is, I wanted to love her. My heir. There aren’t many body births among the nobility, but I’ve seen the bond that exists between plebian mothers and their children—it’s very deep.”


  “And you felt that this bond was somehow . . . physical?”


  “It is. I can feel it.”


  She looked down at her belly for a moment, running her hand over it lightly. Tiberius abruptly realized that the hand she placed on her stomach was not for her benefit, but for the child’s—an indirect caress for the unborn.


  “I’ve become the vessel for her life, Tiberius.” She looked up at him and smiled. “I know you won’t understand it. You never had any children of your own. But she’s part of me, a piece of my living body—not just some detritus thrown together out of my cast-off cells. I feel intimate with her in a way that I could never be with something growing in an incubator—and I feel somehow subordinate to her as well, as if my own survival and interests were secondary to hers.” She sighed, brushing a strand of hair away from her face. “Strange thought, isn’t it?”


  “Is she a clone of you? Did you use a consort, get a donation from someone—?”


  Cleona flushed a little, quickening her stride. “She has a father. I used DNA from a man—new blood to mingle with the old. The Severans need that from time to time, you know, or we’ll all turn into feeble-minded mules.”


  “A man . . .” Suddenly he halted in his tracks. “Good gods. It was Casca; wasn’t it?”


  The weight of sadness descended on her visibly, bowing her head as she walked. “He was an officer. His genes were still on file at the war office. It was just a matter of getting to them.”


  “Oh . . . oh, my child. I am so sorry.”


  “Don’t be.” Her eyes were strangely luminous. “I’ll see him every time I look at her. And I’ll love her . . . for his sake and mine.” She smiled. “Casca will live again.”


  Stricken, Tiberius said nothing more.


  “What about my question? We had a deal, didn’t we?”


  “I . . . I feel foolish talking about it now. Perhaps you could come again some other day. We could talk about the garden then.”


  “Bah. You’re just stalling. Pay up, old man—I don’t like to be cheated.”


  Tiberius cast around for words, fighting to swallow the pain in his chest. “The garden is very old. It was old beyond record or recollection when I was a boy. But back then, there were gardeners—priests—who spent their entire lives here.” He licked his lips nervously. “It was very beautiful. Nothing like the mess you see now.” He made a vague gesture, indicating the wild wood and the undergrowth, the choking weeds and broken obelisks by the roadside. “The gardeners kept things up. They planted and pruned, weeded, watered . . . there were wonders here, beautiful things kept alive by their hands. Exotic birds, lovely fish . . . in this area, there was an arboretum. Trees from five hundred different worlds, each one a treasure in its own right.” He smiled. “Have you ever seen a helium tree, Cleona?”


  “No.” Her face was pinched with distress. “Never even heard of one.”


  “Are you all right? You seem—”


  “It’s fine. She’s a busy little devil today, that’s all. Giving me a bit of a pain.” She gave him a weak smile. “Please, don’t let me interrupt.”


  “There was only one of them. It was my very favorite. Lovely bark—white as snow. The flowers were strange; they came out in fall instead of spring, fleshy little things that looked like ears. The local insects didn’t care for them. The gardeners had to climb a ladder and pollinate them by hand, with a little paintbrush.”


  “Why did they call it a helium tree?”


  He smiled. “The fruits. They came out every spring. Great, glorious metallic bunches of them, each one as big as a man’s head, in every imaginable color: green, blue, pink, gold. The gardeners would let me climb up and shake the branches, and masses and masses of them would rise on the wind and sail away.”


  She laughed. “So they really were filled with helium?”


  “Yes. When I was older, they explained it to me; the helium fruits were seed pods, designed to rise into the upper atmosphere and explode. The cold at those heights was favorable to the seeds somehow—I think it caused them to germinate—and then the wind would scatter them.” He glanced at her face; the natural rosy luster of her golden cheek had been replaced with clammy gray pallor. “Cleona, perhaps we should—”


  “Talk,” she gasped. “It helps keep me moving. I have to get back to the palace, Tiberius; I think I’m getting that ‘morning sickness’ I’ve been reading about . . .”


  “Yes. Right. The old gardeners.” He quickened his stride. “Well, I befriended them. I spent hours here. The ghosts weren’t just ‘taped messages’ back then, as you say, but living spirits, like me . . . interested in gossip, fashion, current events, full of opinions and advice. They were my friends; I knew them better than my living relations.” He glanced at her quickly, then barreled heedlessly on. “The old men could see I loved their garden for its own sake, so they confided in me a little—even though, in their eyes, I was no one special. Just a future emperor . . . one of many subjects for a great art form. To them, the greatest art form of all.”


  “Art. So, the gardeners made the ghosts? For the sake of art?”


  “No, not exactly.” He was distracted by the sound of her increasingly labored breath. “But they helped. The garden itself made the ghosts. The garden is the artist.”


  She stopped suddenly, bent double with a grunt of pain; he stopped with her, grimacing in sympathy. When she looked up at him, her eyes were hot, golden, fierce as a hawk’s. “Talk,” she commanded.


  “It’s all under our feet,” he said helplessly. “The woods, the water, the tombs . . . those are only surface trappings. The most important parts of the garden are all underground. Beneath everything you see here, there is one great machine—an engine of the First Empire, built before the Fall.” He shifted uneasily from one foot to the other, looking down at her. “The gardeners thought that it was built for our benefit. Designed to make the Severans better emperors. They thought if we could learn history from those who’d lived it, we would be less likely to repeat their mistakes.”


  She straightened and began to walk again, slowly. “You don’t sound . . . as if you agree with them, old man.”


  “They were men of faith. They thought the builders of the garden were men like them, driven by high ideals and lofty visions.” He shook his head. “I was a man of power, and I thought that power of such magnitude doesn’t need to hang a halo on its motives. If I could have built a thing like this—a machine that would record and preserve a human soul—I would have. Just because I could. And for the sake of vanity. Who better to live forever than me?”


  She laughed unevenly, stumbling a few more steps onward. “It’s funny to hear you use a word like ‘soul,’ Tiberius. You sound . . . like a priest.”


  “Stop a while,” he begged. “Let me find you a place to sit and rest.”


  “No.” She turned and staggered off the trail. Holding her stomach with one hand and leaning against a gravestone with another, she bent low in the bushes to be sick.


  “We can’t talk about this any more now. For heaven’s sake, girl!”


  She spat repeatedly into the weeds, ignoring him for several seconds, and then straightened again. “Tell me how it went wrong,” she croaked. She was moving more slowly now, but seemed somehow calm—as if she had passed through a crisis. “What happened to the gardeners?”


  “My nephew.” He still winced at the memory. “Decimus didn’t like the tomb they built for me: he said the man who had murdered his mother and siblings deserved a wooden box, if that. So he had my mausoleum demolished, and executed them for ‘sentimentalizing.’ ”


  “The machine.” She breathed the words, suddenly struck by understanding. For the first time in several minutes, she looked him in the eyes. “It needed them, didn’t it? Without the gardeners to care for it, it began breaking down.”


  “Yes.”


  “It made . . . bad recordings.”


  “Not bad. Just . . . incomplete. When a living person comes into the garden, the machine still tries to do its work—but now it can only capture part of the whole. Sometimes it’s just the dimensions of the body, the vibrations of the voice, a fleeting gesture. Other times it forms a more complete picture, including all that a person was thinking and feeling at that moment. So we have Quintus Valerius on a summer day, when he walked by the wall: a single man, frozen in a single moment, knowing only what he knew then.”


  “Summer,” she gasped. “Summer, by the wall. That’s why I only saw him . . . a few times.”


  “Yes. The garden will not place him out of his proper context; he remembers coming here in a certain season, on a cloudless day. He will only appear if the light, the wind, and the clouds are right . . .”


  Cleona cried out, clutching her abdomen in agony. When she looked up at him, her eyes were glazed with confusion; shadows stood out sharply against her skin. “Tiberius?” She looked down at herself, bending to gather her skirts with both hands. “I think . . . I think that I . . .”


  Cleona raised the hem of her dress; a slow dark trickle of blood was running down her brown thigh. She looked up at him in mute supplication—as if to ask that he take this back, unmake it somehow.


  “I’m sorry.” His voice broke. “So sorry, child.”


  Her eyes rolled up toward the darkening sky, lashes closing over white sclera. When she fell, he couldn’t catch her.


  * * *


  The highest point in the garden could almost be called a mountain. For those hardy enough to climb to the summit, the towering bluffs offered a complete view of the imperial city—from the white walls of the palace to the dingy roof of the meanest bayside tenement. Tiberius could not bring himself to make the climb often, but when he smelled the salt on the wind and saw the broken clouds above, he knew that it was time to go.


  There had once been a trail up the mountainside, an exhausting switchback snaking back and forth all the way to the top. Time, rain, and erosion had destroyed the easy way, however; now he could only climb directly up the mountain, scuttling up slopes of broken tallus and clinging to steep rock faces like an old gray spider.


  She was waiting for him when he reached the end of the climb, sitting cross-legged on a boulder. “I wondered if you would come!” she cried, shouting down the wind.


  He straightened up slowly. “I knew you would be here today. I didn’t want to leave you alone.”


  She turned away and looked out at the sky; clouds raced across the horizon, beams of bright light slashing down amid the falling rain. “Tell me how long I’ve been dead.”


  He went down on one knee beside her, his robe whipping in the wind.


  “Go on, tell me. I want to know. Tell me how long I’ve been dead—and who did that.”


  She jabbed an angry finger at the lands below, but there was no need to point. The city was in ruins; vast swaths of it had been reduced to pools of glass, with the half-melted skeletons of many high towers still standing, twisted and naked, like trees drowned in a flood. Elsewhere there had been heavy bombardment, and sweeping fires that eradicated everything but a few low broken walls. Whole districts had been replaced by impact craters, and whatever was left standing was windowless and gaunt with long neglect. The streets were white with human bones. Nova Roma was dead—and she had died by violence.


  Cleona trembled, her gray cloak whipping in the wind. “How long?”


  “It happened fifty years ago. The last survivors were forced to abandon it when biological weapons were used against them—this whole planet will remain uninhabitable, until someone finds a cure.” He looked down at the devastation. “If anyone ever does.”


  “What do you mean, ‘if’?”


  He held out his trembling hand, and somehow this one gesture seemed a general indictment: of the city, of the empire, of the species that had destroyed them both. “We are in decline, Cleona. War is devouring us, and with it will come darkness and ignorance—just as it did before. Those who create a virus today that will target and eradicate all human life may die before they can teach the next generation how to cure it.”


  She made a halfhearted nod, unwilling to argue. “And how long has it been since . . . me?”


  He stood silently for a time, trying to read her face. “Over six hundred years. Give or take a few. I’m afraid I never really understood the new calendar.”


  She looked at him and smiled. Years had creased and folded her skin, but the eyes had not changed; they were still bright, beautiful, heartbreaking golden brown. “Shame on you, Tiberius.” She shook her head.


  “Why?”


  “You’re lying. And what’s worse, I caught you at it—your naive little niece!”


  He smiled back feebly. “You’re not so little anymore, old woman.”


  “Apparently I’m not anything anymore.” The wind caught the lip of her cowl, blowing it back from her face; coarse white dreadlocks spilled around her shoulders. She turned again to look down on the ruined city, its streets and squares slowly succumbing to an invading army of trees. “Was this my doing, somehow? Is that it?”


  He shook his head, unable to speak.


  She studied his expression carefully, and then nodded to herself. “It was.”


  “Don’t blame yourself. There was nothing you could do.”


  “Stop. You, of all people, cannot forgive me for this.” She shook violently. “I’ve killed the empire, the one thing you loved . . . how can you help but despise me?”


  “Everything dies.” He offered the words gently. “It is the way of things.”


  “Succession.” She spat the word bitterly, ignoring him. “That’s what started this war.” She wrapped her arms around herself, shrinking against the wind. “All those years, old man, you tried to tell me: get rid of a few more cousins, good or bad—you’ll be glad you did! And this is the final proof.” She put out a trembling hand toward the city. “You were right, and I was wrong.”


  “No. Just the reverse, Cleona.”


  She squinted at him, surprised.


  “You tried to prevent this. The heir that you conceived was poisoned in the womb—they murdered her before she was even born. Don’t be ashamed that you refused to play that game; you should be proud that you stood above it. It was an ugly, stupid way to live.” He pointed to the broken ruins below. “And this is the way it always ends.”


  “My, my.” She cocked her head, deeply amused. “You’ve certainly changed your tune, old man. You were always a great proponent of the game.”


  “I practically invented it. That wreck below is as much my doing as anyone’s. I wanted to build a great empire, one that would last forever—but I laid the foundation in blood.” He turned away from her. “It’s a shame I didn’t ask the gardeners for help. They could have told me that nothing stands long, rooted in bad soil.”


  She reached out a weathered hand. “Tiberius . . . There’s nothing we can do to change things now.”


  “Yes. I know.” He swallowed, staring dry-eyed at the destruction below. “No one knows it better than I.”


  She remained silent for some time, sitting beside him on the bluff. When she finally turned to him again, she wore an almost girlish smile. “Do you ever wonder how things might have been, if we had both lived at the same time?”


  Tiberius looked away, hiding his face from her. “No, Cleona.”


  She frowned. “Really? Never?”


  “No. I think it was a blessing that we met when we did.”


  She drew back, mingled hurt and bemusement in her eyes. “Why do you say that?”


  “I was a different man when I was alive. I would have hurt you.” He turned away. “And I’ve done enough harm to the things I love.”


  She reached tenderly for his cheek, but her fingertips met no resistance; they passed through him like a dream. She was fading, the wind and rain wiping her away. Grinning at her own predicament, she quickly kissed her withered palm and blew it toward him. “Something to remember me by.” Her voice was so faint it was almost inaudible.


  “No need.” He smiled. “We’ll meet again.”


  * * *


  The Severan Funeral Garden is the planet’s largest public park, bordered on all sides by the imperial city of Nova Roma. It is a fine playground for a young empress, with a million places to hide. On certain spring mornings, when the sun and wind are right, a child still creeps through the weeds there, stalking an old man. He goes to the same place year after year, to tell her his name—because although the two of them have met before, he knows she will not remember the occasion.
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  When Yancy climbed up to her garden, she found Julian standing straight as one of the stakes for her tomato plants, his black hair perched like a crow above the reds and greens.


  “Julian, how nice to see you.” Yancy told herself sternly that she’d given up foolish hopes, but she couldn’t help the crooked grin. “What do you want?”


  There was something odd about the way he stood among the cornstalks, wrapped in a cloak on a June morning. The incongruity struck her, that the prince’s right-hand man should accost a water witch in her vegetable garden.


  “I came to inquire after your welfare, of course.”


  “I’m fine. How’s your fool of a brother? I assume he sent you.”


  “Louis-Rey would like to see you return. All of us would.”


  “If he wants me at the college, he can tell me himself.” Yancy glanced at the storm clouds gathering overhead giving a green cast to the day. “Tell me why you’ve really come.”


  He gazed at her with fine, dark eyes, his face long, his lips folded tight as a letter. His eyes swept the pear, cherry, and apple trees that ringed her small field, then down to her little rowboat, tucked up on the shore. Finally, he asked, “Are you really doing all right?”


  She said, “I have enough for my experiments. More than a solitary body needs. A water witch’s life is simple.” Following politics at the college, she enjoyed being a hermit. Considered eccentric for retiring at the age of thirty-seven—because she could no longer stand by while the prince siphoned the lake’s magic for his own ends—she had demanded her sanction as lake maid. She’d hoped that other life sciences professors would join her, but their fear outweighed the proof, while elms died and rafts of fish washed up on shore. “I’ve grown into my role like an old, yellow toenail. And there’s always plenty of fish for supper.”


  When Julian didn’t speak, she pulled gardener’s gloves from her blue gingham apron and lifted her trowel from its belt loop. As she bent to work, Julian stepped forward, his hair shining blue in the overcast day. She hummed, trying to ignore the way he trampled the pumpkin vines.


  “Give me a hand, Yancy?” said Julian, his voice strangely clipped. His black cloak and red silk shirt parted to reveal a tiny fist.


  “What—” Yancy reached out instinctively and got a warm, blue-wrapped bundle. With dismay, she saw a petal face looking back at her.


  “Will you take care of her?” Julian asked.


  “Who is she?”


  “She might be Louis-Rey’s, but he’ll never acknowledge her. You know how he treats women.” There was something dark and hard in his voice, like a stone nestled deep in the lake’s muddy floor. She’d never heard him complain directly about his brother, but his empathy was clear in the way he managed Louis-Rey’s estates. She knew he did the job in part to mitigate his brother’s meanness.


  The baby gave a soft, milky sigh. “Has it been weaned?” she asked.


  “No, but she’ll do all right with cow’s milk. I wouldn’t ask you if she had anywhere else to go.”


  “And if you were anyone else, I wouldn’t answer.” Yancy frowned. She did not want a baby. A career witch did not have time for such things.


  Julian waggled his eyebrows at her, his grin making rocky crags of his angular cheeks. “Say yes, Yancy. You can’t resist us waifs from the wrong side of the sheets.”


  Yancy snorted. “You know me too well.”


  “You’ll be all right here?” She nodded. She held the child close, as if it were his parting gift, not a burden he’d handed over, barely even asking her leave.


  “Take care, Yancy.” He leaned in delicately to kiss her cheek. She turned her head and caught him on the lips.


  Then he disappeared through the rose hedge. To the tune of a whicker, his head bobbed above the fence as Damien’s hooves crunched stones.


  * * *


  Yancy had to call her something, and the girl shot up like ivy, tangling herself in Yancy’s affairs. As a toddler, Ivy crammed magic pebbles into her mouth and wandered into the water until Yancy turned her into a fish just to get some work done. Ivy was small and dark and quick, with eyes like a rain cloud and hair like a slick black stone plucked from the water. Her long, narrow face looked like Julian’s. At least, that was what Yancy preferred to see. She taught the girl to call her Mistress, never Mother, as Aunt Ysabeau had done with her own apprentice.


  Yancy pulled out the spell books and natural histories from which Aunt Ysabeau had taught her, battered and familiar with their lively paintings of rainbow trout and smallmouth bass grinning as they posed in the shallows. Together she and Ivy filled pots of lake water with stones and fish, braided lakeweed, strung snail-shell charms, and cooked up lake-stone remedies. Ivy helped Yancy build curatives and preservatives, charms for a good catch, guards against flood or drowning. They sold spells in the village for clothes, her wizard arts, and Ivy’s future.


  Yancy logged storms like a ship captain and sent weekly reports to the Wizards Bureau. Over time, her traded spells and remedies had given place to warnings. The storms were getting worse, wind and waterspouts going wild as the college exerted more strain and Louis-Rey’s pet nobles built out into the lake. More storms meant more drownings and sailing accidents. When the stones sang in the rain barrels, Ivy helped Yancy batten shutters, flip the boat, and take readings from the weathercock and flood poles. They watched from the sunporch as the lake advanced up the shore, its colors rippled by rain and their view through the thick glass till it looked like one of Ivy’s watercolors.


  The next day, Yancy stood at the end of the dock, flinging out stale bread, calling the gulls. They shrieked, circling her with fierce joy. She recognized her messenger and reached up. He squawked, then settled in her arms, one wing stretched out to shield her tawny, grizzled head from the sun.


  The reply from the Wizards Bureau held only three words: “We cannot interfere.” The seal, with its cat shining through a conical hat, could not be counterfeited. She crumpled it into her apron pocket. She stroked the gull’s black head, then took the lid off a bucket. The gull squeaked and gobbled a fish head.


  Depressed, Yancy walked back to the shore. Ivy splashed in the water, chasing the golden-green wiggles of sunfish and diving from algae-slick rocks. Yancy waded out to join her. It was a relief to chase the giggling girl between the docks, then glide through the cool, green underwater world.


  Julian came for supper, as he did sometimes after a day of riding around on the prince’s errands. Ivy rushed out, dripping, and Julian swooped her over his head, her laughter bouncing on the water.


  Yancy boned trout while Ivy told Julian how she’d caught it wading. Vegetables and fruit from their small garden rounded out the meal. They played games on the sunporch while the water lapped peacefully, till the stars came out and the bats darted like swallows.


  When the moonlight rippled on the waves, Yancy tucked Ivy into the cot. With a quick surge of emotion, she bent and touched her mouth to the girl’s hair. As she let the curtain fall over Ivy’s doorway, Yancy could hear her whispering to Damien through the window, the stallion whickering in reply.


  She and Julian walked onto the dock. The old boards creaked and swayed toward black-glass water, where moonlight stretched like a beacon. Julian crossed his ankles, wrists resting on pointed knees. In the darkness, he was an outline with a shadowy face.


  “We could go swimming,” he said.


  “There are eels now.”


  “There are eels everywhere,” he confessed. “Yancy, I have to warn you. Louis-Rey knows you’ve been talking to the Wizards Bureau. He has enough of them in his pocket.”


  “He can’t buy a wizard. They just need time to investigate. Deposing a prince requires a lot of proof.”


  “Yancy. You know they bow to local authority. They always have.”


  “Not in a case like this. To abuse magic till it results in destruction is forbidden by all our codes. It’s an agreement we reached after Atlantis—when it seemed the power of wizards would destroy the world.”


  “Well, they’d better make up their minds soon,” Julian said.


  Yancy fought her urge to retort. The wizards were too cautious. Already she felt the pull and drag as the lake resisted her spells—and she was the Keulocka Maid.


  The night water glistened with trails from the magically lit college and mansions across the lake. Yancy watched a boat skim south, colored lanterns hung from stern and prow. The water was just glimmers of shore, the broken reflection of the moon on velvet, floating. Julian sighed and took her hand.


  Yancy slept in the corner of the dining room, where Ysabeau’s bedpost stood under the trees. They left the shutters open for the occasional slap of fish, an errant wave upon the shore. Moonlight flickered through rustling trees. Julian brushed the hair back from her face.


  “Why now?” she whispered.


  “I have no right,” he said quietly. “After all these years. But the whole world’s going— Ah, hell.” He hugged her fiercely.


  Water shushed against the stilts of the cottage, the dock. The breeze flowed in one window and out the other. Waves splashed beneath the house, patting the shore with the measured sound of a fisher’s boots on rocks.


  The words welled up and spilled: “Julian, will you come live with me?”


  His arms around her tightened. His warm breath smelled like chives. He said nothing for a time. She listened to the waves.


  The windows showed speckles of stars above black trees that marked the distant shore. “He’d never allow it.”


  “You could be a private citizen. Renounce—”


  “The chains are too tight.” He stopped. His throat worked against her cheek.


  She lay quiet, listening. Awareness came and went. As morning rose around her, the only sounds were the drip of rain on roof and leaves, and Julian’s snore.


  * * *


  Yancy always kept an eye out for Julian’s arrival. Outside her gate, Damien stretched a swan-long neck to nibble Ysabeau’s tea roses on the trellised fence. “Damien!” Yancy called joyfully. “You know better than that!”


  Damien snorted and chewed meditatively. “Julian, would you kindly stop that monster of yours from eating my last rose?”


  Julian towered over her. With a fierce frown, he crushed her close. “Yancy . . . Yancy . . .” He buried his head in her shoulder.


  “What’s wrong?” she gasped.


  Julian pulled back. “I’m sorry.” There was pain in his dark eyes.


  She stood watching him, conscious of the minutes slipping past. Her hand rose nervously to her flyaway, graying frizz.


  “She’s a lovely child,” he said. “A lot like you. Self-reliant. Determined. Intelligent. Stubborn.”


  She wrenched her eyes from the narrow lips and hollow cheeks of the man she’d loved for years and glanced at the lake, where the girl splashed.


  Julian said, “You know why I’m here, sweetheart.”


  “No,” she said brusquely. But he was right. She’d always known a princess couldn’t stay a water witch’s apprentice forever.


  Julian said, “It’s all my fault, Yancy. He played on my sympathies. Back then, Louis-Rey told me if you didn’t take the baby, he’d abandon her on the nearest hill.”


  “What are you saying?”


  “He played us both for fools. He wanted her to be your apprentice—learn your secrets—all the things you refused to share. The joke was on us all along,” Julian said bitterly.


  A wave of dread swamped her. “Don’t talk that way! I would have taken Ivy—it wouldn’t have mattered!”


  “Don’t you understand, Yancy? He’s sent me now to bring her back, to collect on his investment—just another one of my errands!”


  “He’ll kill you if you don’t bring her,” she said flatly.


  Julian gave a tight shrug. “I always knew I’d die in his service, one way or another.”


  “I can’t let you take her. I won’t have her twisted to his will!” Steeling herself against his pain, she cried, “Louis-Rey’s puppet—what kind of a life is that?”


  He flinched. “All right. All right, Yancy.” He put a long, narrow hand over hers. His face showed just how well he understood. Julian promised, “I won’t let anything happen to her.”


  She swallowed her bitterness. “What’s her real name?”


  “She would have been Princess Camilla. But I like Ivy better.”


  Different names—different lives. So many ways to choose. Yet everything was interconnected, like the seven lakes, and Yancy felt she’d rather live in a cottage with them on some unknown shore, even if it meant giving up her witchy ways until Ivy was grown and safe. She said urgently, “We can escape together. Row out to the southern tip of the lake where it spills into Sunocka. I can steer by the moon and stars, and we won’t leave a trace. Maybe the wizards will finally come through. At least we’d be together for a while longer—”


  “We might all die that way. Even the little girl. I’ll stall while you and Ivy get away.”


  Of course—that was why he’d come. She felt sick. “You’re not a soldier!”


  “All I need to do is stall him,” Julian repeated grimly. “I’ve always loved you, Yancy.”


  “We don’t have time for that now!” Yancy ran down to the water.


  “Ivy,” Yancy called, her tight voice quavering. “Collect your things.”


  Dripping, Ivy ran into the cottage. Yancy called, “Bring your cloak!”


  Yancy and Julian gathered food, blankets, and magical supplies. They packed together. In the hollow space at the stern of the boat, they wedged a pot that held Yancy’s old friend, a talking bass, who was in touch with the lake’s spirit and could sometimes offer arcane predictions. Yancy wrapped oilskins around her stitched ledgers of charts and observations. To the prow, Julian tethered the water-dragon kite whose tail fluttered with all the colors of the lake. Julian and Ivy had built the dragon recently on her seventh birthday, and Yancy had imbued it with the magic of the lake. Hung with charms, a lantern firing its belly, the box kite watched with anxious, excited eyes and uttered an inquisitive warble.


  As Yancy and Julian shoved the boat down the well-worn groove through sand and stones, the cottage door slammed and Ivy bounded down, black hair swaying above skinny shoulders. Her paint set peeped from her waterproof carryall.


  Yancy and Ivy settled in the boat. Under the clouded sky, dark waves rushed higher with silvery rims. Julian stood in the shallows, holding the bow.


  “Get in,” Yancy told him tersely. “You can’t do any good here. Come row while Ivy and I cast spells.”


  Julian shoved the boat hard. “Get on with it! Be quick!”


  They shot past the dock. Yancy slowed them with the oars. “Julian!”


  He turned his back and strode up the hill toward Damien.


  “Julian!” she shouted. He didn’t flinch, but Ivy did, looking from one to the other. Yancy swallowed her sick feeling, clenched the oars, and rowed.


  Wind stirred the silver-capped waves. Yancy rowed past vineyards, great houses perched on overlooks, small farms, and a series of narrow cottages. She pulled hard against wind and currents, skimming past an old creek mouth where Ivy loved to play.


  “Where are we going, Mistress?”


  “We need to see the lake dragon. When you were small, I used to bring you with me to consult our genius loci.”


  The girl frowned. “Is there a whirlpool? And—a cliff?”


  “That’s the bluff. It’s dangerous. The dragon has to let you pass.”


  “I had a toy boat,” Ivy muttered.


  “Yes. The dragon liked your boat. The next time we came, you kept demanding it back. I didn’t want to risk offending her, so I stopped coming for a while.” She’d had her hands full with life and Ivy. She’d still spoken with the dragon via ducks and singing fish, but she hadn’t wanted to leave the girl alone, or miss Julian’s rare visits. Her heart sank as she wondered how much her neglect had cost the lake.


  “You owe me a boat,” Ivy joked.


  Yancy tried to smile. “You’re old enough now, Ivy. I want you to be on good terms with the dragon. Pay attention and remember what I do.” A great weight pressed her heart: too little time. Would there be sanctuary with the dragon? Could she bear to cost Julian his life?


  Up ahead, waves frothed around the spit, battling. As they neared the bluff, the boat tossed dangerously. The girl cried out. Yancy braced herself. “Be still and do what I say.”


  “Yes, Mistress.” The girl’s voice shook, but her chin jutted with determination.


  Bluff Point rose mountainous from the water, its densely wooded sides carved by a waterfall. At its base, a cove lay hidden by willow trees.


  Yancy checked the kite, straightening struts, smoothing tail feathers, and polishing the scales stitched into shining wings. She tossed it up on the breath of a spell. The little dragon streamed out above, blues and greens and yellows and a flash of red, the only bright colors in the armor-plated sky.


  The ruffled water absorbed speckling rain. Yancy raised her wands in signal patterns, drawing messages in water and air. She chanted and dropped stones in patterns over the side: striped red and silver; small knobs yellow as toffee; flat stones shaped like fish or cats, on whose gray slate she wrote messages to Keulocka. She sang and Ivy added her sweet, pure voice. As they drifted into the whirlpool’s outer orbit, Yancy scattered fish bones on the water and sealed her message with a kingfisher’s wing.


  “Enter! Enter!” the bass burbled from her vat.


  From the center of the whirlpool, a spout rose, bulging like blown glass. Huge eyes glowed like sun caught in the lake. Living fish formed neck scales, hopping up and down the watery ridge like flying fish. The lake dragon towered over the shore, the trees, the hills.


  The dragon box soared, fluting a happy greeting. Then Yancy warbled through the kite’s broad, flapping lips, offering words of honor.


  All stormy blues and translucent greens, the lake dragon bowed her wave-frilled head. Her burning eyes rotated above the boat.


  Yancy said, “Great Keulocka, may I introduce my apprentice, Ivy?”


  The dragon bobbed. “You have my blessing, little lake maid.”


  “Please guard her with your life, Keulocka. She will honor you when I am gone.”


  “My life and hers shall intertwine, and never the tail shall end.” The lake dragon flipped her tail, and a great wave rolled across the lake.


  Imitating Yancy, Ivy stood up and offered her arms to the dragon. “Hold your breath,” Yancy warned.


  Lowering, the spout churned fitfully, fish and water dropping in great gouts, while more siphoned up the center. Then Keulocka engulfed them. Ivy, cheeks bulging, stared at Yancy in wonder and terror as their rocking boat rose in a whirlwind of water. Yancy felt her soul lifting as the boat bobbed inside the dragon, riding up into the sky.


  Water clear as glass encased them, flowing constantly. Ivy’s face turned blue. Yancy opened her mouth and the water poured in. Her “Yes!” resounded in watery echoes through every particle of the enveloping dragon.


  The dragon set the boat down gently. Ivy plopped on the seat, gasping. Even while she coughed her breath back, wonder filled her eyes.


  Yancy warned Keulocka about the prince. The dragon rumbled, then coiled down, sinking into the lake while the rain sang. The spout lashed erratically and settled lower, its column skewing like a pot gone awry on the wheel. With a flip, the dragon dived into the deeps.


  Yancy took the oars. The rain poured down in sheets. Thunder crashed as they entered the cove. Beyond the willow curtain, the banks rose above their heads. When they reached an area where large boulders filled the inlet, they climbed out.


  The dragon box perched on the prow, keeping an eye out while Yancy carried Ivy’s things into the cave, arranging clothes and food on dry shelves and unfolding the moss bed. When Ivy began to unload the spells, Yancy said sharply, “Leave those be.”


  Ivy’s small body tensed. “Is Julian my father?”


  Yancy said gruffly, “He brought you to me. Today he was ordered to take you away.”


  “But he loves you!”


  “He has to answer to his brother, the prince. That’s why I brought you here, to keep you safe.”


  “Who am I? Please tell me, Mistress.”


  Yancy said at last, “You’re the princess. The only one.”


  The girl stared at her with wide, frightened eyes. “Won’t Julian get hurt—if he doesn’t do what the prince says?”


  Yancy couldn’t answer her. She felt Ivy watching unhappily as she laid out the girl’s things, setting up the table with supper and Ivy’s paint set.


  “We have to go back and rescue him!”


  “No, child.”


  Ivy darted back to the boat, snatched up her own spells, and ran into the cave. “He belongs with us! If you won’t help, I’ll do it myself!”


  Yancy looked at her with pity. “You misunderstand me, child. Are you brave? Are you strong? Then wait for me here. Now that you’re safe with the lake dragon, I can go back for Julian.”


  The girl gripped Yancy’s hands. “Please, Mistress, don’t go without me! Don’t go!”


  “Don’t worry, child,” Yancy murmured, holding her. “Don’t worry, child.” She felt ill.


  She knew two things: guarded by the lake dragon, Ivy was safer there than anywhere.


  And she could not let Julian die.


  * * *


  The beach was trampled, the lawn torn. Yancy found a clean-lopped branch under the crab apple, a multitude of hoof and boot prints in the mud, but no Julian. She pounded her nearest neighbor’s door, but only got a glimpse of Lumie’s frightened face through the curtains.


  Yancy ran to the lake, pushing the boat and jumping in. She rowed furiously through the rain, pausing to bail only when the water threatened the bass’s pot.


  Rain ran down her hair into her eyes. Her arms shook with effort. She should never have left him. Of course Louis-Rey had come in force. His order to Julian had been about torment, not results. He might even have let her escape so he could watch where she took Ivy.


  Yancy rowed toward the college, a hodgepodge of red brick and white marble, columns and bell towers, gables and arches, all bordered by lampposts of perpetual fire. Ahead, the water grew thick and black. Yancy wrinkled her nose at the smell of rotten fish and sewage.


  The dragon box skipped from one gust to another, snapping and leaping. A nasty tailwind ripped out a mallard pinion. The kite chirped a warning: Keulocka’s angry. Take shelter, Mistress!


  In her pot, the bass chanted in her deep, mournful voice, “The way is closed. No room for you. Turn back.”


  They neared the bluff. White bobbed on the waves. As she sculled closer, Yancy found a mass of dead fish, their bellies flashing and disappearing, so thick they covered the water.


  The bass groaned and knocked the steel sides of the pan. “Beware. Beware! Rising from the deeps, beware!” the fish called morosely.


  The deeps rumbled. Darkness moved below, as though some large creature passed. Yancy rattled stones and chanted, then dropped them to either side, calling the dragon. The stones sank in a haze of bubbles that popped as though the lake were rising to a boil.


  The boat pitched and yawed. “Waterspout!” the bass howled, then fell silent. The talking fish had gone belly up.


  Water punched up in a foam-flecked spiral. The boat rocked. The dragon box shivered down its cord.


  A midnight head lifted from the waves. The eyes held whirlpools—the cold, murky heart of every drowning, every flood. This was not Keulocka—and yet Keulocka had been suffocating for a long while. This behemoth glittered with dead fish and slime. From the snout protruded one skeletal arm. The monster roared with the stench of rotten eggs and bloated bodies.


  “Parley!” Yancy fluted through the dragon box, guiding it with fingers not hooked to any string. It wove a shield with nimbleness and strength, dodging freezing spray in a bold blur of blues and reds, yellows and greens, frilling and snapping in the wind like a flag. Its paper eyes were lively as could be.


  The monster boomed, “Murder! Trespass!” Lightning struck the water. The dragon box danced a defense, drawing it away.


  “Where is Keulocka?” Yancy cried. The dragon box keened for its friend. Rage burst in her. Louis-Rey had done this. Louis-Rey had violated the laws of nature, kin, and kind.


  Yancy cast out braided lakeweed skeins with words that made them glow. They cut the dark water into tiny, manageable segments, into which Yancy dripped purifying spells like medicine, bottled from the lake at its clearest, when she could see the bottom from the shore. She scattered feathers like peace and set walnut shells floating like tiny boats; offered green jelly and darning-needle wings to awaken life; sang songs to cleanse water and calm waves. With a rowan wand, she traced messages to Keulocka, reminders of sunsets and evening swims, of boat expeditions with Ivy and bird-watching walks with Ysabeau.


  In a small bucket bobbed a tiny model of her boat, a cork whose sympathetic magic helped keep the craft afloat. Ivy’s toy, the one Keulocka admired, had actually been one of Yancy’s spells, given over to the child who loved it. Would Keulocka remember? Yancy plucked out the boat and set it on the lake.


  The waves overturned the little craft at once.


  Sleet speared through the rents in the dragon box, striking Yancy with poisoned cold. Patches of her skin felt dead. She strove to row from the maelstrom, but the oars wrenched until one splintered with a terrible crack. The dragon box streamed backward, then faltered, one strut dangling like a broken wing.


  The boat circled faster, riding the edge of the whirlpool. Yancy clung to the dragon kite. She could feel its fright even as it pumped for purchase with those fragile wings. I’ll save you, Mistress! Amid the sleet, the kite dived in and pecked the monster with its flapping beak.


  The whirlwind moaned. The waterspout slammed the boat with a terrible crack. As the vessel splintered, Yancy dived beneath the waves. Distorted by water, she heard her dragon box screaming in agony as the dark water ripped it to shreds.


  Down. Yancy spiraled through darkness to cold silt. She let herself drift, releasing her breath a bubble at a time. High above, they popped, freeing whispered charms.


  The deep seemed endless. The water tasted as bitter as a swamp. Her body drifted with the current, tangling in thick, scratching weeds. Faintly, she heard Ivy’s voice, calling for help. She struggled—choked—fought to discover up. Spots flashed before her eyes—Ivy’s face, bound up with the dragon and Louis-Rey.


  Yancy broke the surface, splashing against a sky as watery as the lake. An eerie, greenish light soaked through the clouds. Yancy muttered a spell to make a starry raft, collecting the water’s reflected light to cling to. But so much magic had been drained that she sank right through the mushy, dead water.


  At last she surfaced, coughing, in the little pool at the mouth of the cove. She dragged herself up the creek toward the cave. In the dark, she fumbled for the shore. “Ivy? Bring a light, would you?”


  A flash of lightning illuminated the silent tableau: armed men standing back along the wall, with Julian in chains, Louis-Rey grinning down at her, and between them, Ivy.


  Yancy shouted and staggered back. She slipped on the moss-slick boulders and splashed down into the shallow creek.


  “Lights,” Louis-Rey called. Flints scraped steel. Torches blazed.


  Ivy stood imprisoned in a fountain. It spiraled around her like a hoop, sparkling as though a flame chased inside. Her bangs and straight black hair blew outward. The spinning column cast speckles of blue, green, and rose over her fisher’s high-water pants, sandals, and short tunic. Her chest rose and fell slowly. At her feet lay a scattering of pebbles, torn lakeweed, and shattered feathers, as though she’d tried to fight.


  Feeling sick, Yancy realized what had happened to Keulocka. The true heart of the lake had guarded Ivy faithfully, and still coiled around her protectively, compressed somehow into this tiny shape. As for the maelstrom, the lake had always held dark magics as well as light; Louis-Rey had already shifted the balance. Cut off from the lake, Keulocka had been unable to control the wild darkness that rose in her stead.


  Yancy struggled to get her feet under her. Louis-Rey drew his sword. He beckoned to the men along the wall. Those not holding torches aimed bows; the other two brought Julian.


  Scraped and bruised, clothes torn, Julian struggled in their arms. Ivy seemed unaware, shielded in her tiny water dragon like a suit of armor.


  “How did you get here, Louis-Rey?” Yancy felt the creek bed with her toes, seeking something she could use. At least she stood in water.


  Julian gasped out, “We rode back around the lake and walked down the tunnels from the college. He said you’d be detained.”


  Yancy remembered the hole at the back of the cave. She’d never explored very far. The tunnels wound and twisted into blind alleys and corridors that narrowed to sudden drops. Only fables said they connected all Keulocka’s hills. “I thought that was a rumor.”


  Lightning flashed. Louis-Rey’s sword slid toward his brother’s throat. “That’s why we keep these things a secret, Julian.” He produced a beautiful smile. “But what does it matter? The child and the witch are mine now. You’ll be a dead man soon—unless they give me what I want. Apparently, you’re the perfect bait.”


  Yancy said scornfully, “Julian? Your faithful hound? You don’t need chains to bind him to your will.” Cupping her hand at her side, she caught the water from her sleeve.


  Louis-Rey laughed. “How true. If you swear to serve me, I’ll put him back on the leash.”


  “And the girl? What do you want with a daughter, Louis-Rey? She’s just a witch-child, no use to you. She has no idea how to be a princess.” Yancy let a pebble roll out of her cuff. It crossed the tiny puddle in her palm and tumbled to a stop at the tip of her cupped fingers.


  “I have no other heirs.”


  “You might adopt. Kings have.” She brushed water from sodden hair, plucking out a bit of lakeweed.


  Louis-Rey sounded cordial. “Ah, but Keulocka passes through the blood.”


  Was that it? The secret she and Ysabeau had waited years to learn? Too simple. Yet it explained why Ivy had taken to the magic like a wizard born. Louis-Rey was good at secrets. He’d always made such a point of acting through others, surrounding himself with wizards whom he paid in riches and access to the lake’s magic. The same thing that helped him drain the lake would have given him some access to the dragon’s powers, bled off the edges, siphoned from beneath. His natural depredations had only made things worse. It explained why Keulocka would protect Ivy, but not strike Louis-Rey. But only the lake maid and her apprentice could command the heart of the dragon’s power.


  Yancy calculated. There were ten armed guards in the cove. But where were his pocket magicians? Maybe attacking one of their own was too much even for them. Yancy gambled, “Where are your pet wizards, Louis-Rey? Have they finally seen the light and gone to report you to the Wizards Bureau?”


  By his face, she’d struck a nerve. Julian saw it too. “So that explains it. Did I forget to tell you? I got the report this morning. They headed up into the hills. Last seen, they were on the high road toward Sunocka. You finally spooked them, Louis-Rey. Your mercenaries are cowards. I’d imagine they had no interest in standing against the lake maid—or kidnapping a child apprentice.”


  Julian’s intense, dark eyes taunted his brother. Louis-Rey kicked his shins. “Down, wretch.” Julian knelt, his chains clattering on stone as Louis-Rey put a foot on his neck.


  “There. He’s in perfect form. Renaud, strike off his head.”


  The man balked. “Is that really necessary, Your Highness?”


  Louis-Rey said acidly, “What, do you need the royal seal?”


  The red-bearded man continued, “I’m very sorry, sire. Only he spared me ma when she was ill and couldn’t raise the tax.”


  Yancy saw that Louis-Rey couldn’t do it himself; maybe the blood connection would deny him Keulocka if he killed his brother. Louis-Rey’s long face contorted, ugly. “Will none of you kill this dog!”


  The guards stood well back. They looked at the ground, at each other. One stepped forward and lifted his blade unconvincingly. Julian staggered away.


  Louis-Rey cast down his sword with a clatter and raised his hands to Julian’s throat.


  “Stop!” cried Ivy, her voice burbling through water. The top of the fountain darted out and splashed Louis-Rey. As steam rose from his sleeves, he shouted and jerked his hands back.


  Swiftly, Yancy threw her spells—small and spare, yet strong with a wizard’s wanting. She pulled mightily for some slack in the bound-up force of Keulocka wrapped around Ivy. Julian’s chains clattered free.


  Louis-Rey hadn’t seen her, only Ivy. He bellowed, “Teach that witch-girl to follow orders! If she interferes again, I swear you’ll suffer!”


  The guards approached warily. Clearly, they had no more interest in harming a little girl than they did the prince’s gentle brother. An ominous roar rose from the dragon as they got close to Ivy. The water swelled around the girl, the source-trickle from the creek growing to a stream.


  Yancy panted, worn by the struggle with the sparsely available magic. Julian had seized his chance and leaped on Louis-Rey, but he was clearly hurt and exhausted from the fight on the beach. Gasping, Yancy fought to free Ivy.


  Blood joined the water on the rocky bank. Julian had Louis-Rey’s dagger; their close clinch made it effective against the sword, but that wouldn’t last.


  Yancy sat in the water, reaching down with both hands, opening up her heart to the lake’s spirit. Working spells felt like pushing a boulder uphill. She didn’t have time for niceties. She spat into the creek, then drank. Exchange complete, she blew out all her breath and lay down on the narrow bed, just enough water covering her that if she breathed, she’d die.


  She had to break Louis-Rey’s hold on the dragon. She called to Keulocka, offering her own life to heal the breach. Through the thin layer of water, she could see so clearly where the hurt lay.


  The water around Ivy spiraled faster, higher, lights sparkling through it at breakneck pace. Ivy’s palms curved toward Yancy, her plea fighting the magical restraint.


  The nervous guards backed off. “Stand or die!” Louis-Rey yelled. Renaud approached the brothers rolling on the ground. As Louis-Rey raised his sword to strike, Renaud knocked it away.


  Around her, Yancy could feel the creek bubbling up. She grasped the stones on the creek bed and let the water flow into her mouth. “Please, Keulocka. Have all of me. Be yourself again.”


  Blinding power. Lightning filled the entrance with searing white. The moon splashed through to fill the creek with silver. The dragon rose again, simmering up from Yancy’s heart, seeping like smoke from her lungs, dark and cold and fetid as her final breath. What had been the maelstrom stretched toward Ivy, yearning for the heart that was hers.


  Ivy’s fountain paused, then spread, the lake dragon widening her arms. Keulocka broke free to meet her sister with a giant, groaning release of arms and legs. A great bellyful of water splashed over the stones as two dragons flew at each other—collided like a wave—and merged.


  Ivy ran to Julian. He pushed her behind him. Louis-Rey wrenched the dagger from his brother’s hand.


  Suddenly, Julian was lying on the ground, and Louis-Rey crouched over him, his hands dark with his brother’s blood. Yancy sat up and fought for breath. Sparks blinded her—her own returning life. Ivy’s taut, anguished face hovered over Julian, who lay like a discarded husk.


  As Yancy dragged herself out of the creek, Ivy raised her arms. Above her, mammoth as a shadow, the dragon did the same. Ivy’s skin glowed from within, her whole body shifting from blue to rose to green. She stretched out her arms toward her father.


  A wave broke over Louis-Rey. He jerked as water exploded into him, picking him up, bursting into his mouth and out his nose, then through Julian’s. The dragon clasped them in clammy arms, flowing from one through the other in a watery arc. Blood on the ground—blood in the water—the dagger pushed out of Julian’s breast from within. Keulocka washed them clean and bound them tight.


  Then the dragon deposited the Prince of Keulocka on the ground and slipped back into the water. Yancy cried out as Keulocka rippled away through the moon’s trellis on the waves.


  Julian lay alone on the rocky ground, hands pressed to his breast where the dagger had been. He groaned as Ivy helped him sit. His voice had come loose, juddering with agony. Yancy crawled to him as he grunted and coughed, hacking on hands and knees as though to get the lake out of his lungs. Ivy hovered with worry. Yancy touched his back. He waved his arm and yelled raggedly, “Stay away!”


  “Look at me, Julian.”


  “I can’t,” he gasped. “He’s inside me . . . twisted . . . hate . . .” He choked on the word.


  Yancy grabbed his shaking shoulders. “You’re still Julian! You’re still the man I love.”


  “You’ll hate me . . . Louis-Rey! The monster’s kicking to get out!” He bent in two. The sobs sounded like they came from underwater.


  Ivy slid her hand into his. “You’re my father,” she said quietly. “We won’t be parted now.”


  One by one, the guards came to salute him and pay their respects.


  Julian hid his face in Yancy’s sopping shoulder. Ivy stepped in front and said clearly, “My parents are tired. We’d like to go to the college now.” Yancy smiled to see her witch-girl already acting like a queen.


  The guards stepped smartly into formation and led the way up through the cave. Yancy followed Ivy, Julian’s arm over her shoulders as she supported his limping weight. He sighed heavily. At last he said, with something of his old humor, “At least now I know what he’s up to.”


  Her heart lifted. “You’ve saved us all, Julian. Your sacrifice—” She swallowed. “The lake’s back on an even keel. Can you feel it? We restored the balance. The dam is broken and the water’s found its new level.”


  “I can feel it all now, you know. The lake. The dragon. You and Ivy. Louis-Rey, clamoring to have his way. He’ll tempt me, distort things—”


  “Those guards refused to kill you, Julian. People love you, for good reason. You have a noble spirit. You can endure it if anyone can.”


  “I could endure him when no one else could,” he said morosely.


  Ivy turned back to look at them, then slipped her hand through Yancy’s. “Will you go back to work at the college now, Mistress?”


  “If you’ll have me, Princess Camilla.”


  Ivy giggled. “Mama Yancy, Papa Julian.” She tested the names. “It’s just Ivy!”


  Julian said, “I vote we return to the cottage. You keep studying, Ivy. One day you’ll make a great lake maid, like your mother. And when I retire, and you take over as princess, we’ll only be a lake-row away.” He gave Yancy a tiny, tired smile. “We can tend roses together in our old age.”


  “If Damien doesn’t eat them all.”
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  By Michael J. Sullivan | 11,000 words


  “Say that again,” Hadrian said.


  “I want you to kidnap me.” Red-headed, freckled, with deep green eyes as fresh as the leaves of trees after a hard rain, the young woman sat, or more accurately perched, on a stool. Holding a purse on her lap, she was all smiles.


  Royce, who had been watching the passing carriages, chose that moment to shut the tea shop’s door. He also closed the adjoining room’s partition, sealing the three of them in a world of doilies, crumb cakes, tiny cups, and parasol stands.


  “We’re thieves,” Royce told her in a quiet voice. “We don’t kidnap.”


  “It’s the same thing, really,” the young woman insisted, maintaining her blinding grin.


  “Really—it isn’t,” Royce said.


  “No, seriously. You’re just stealing, you know…a person—me.”


  “Fine,” Royce said. “Consider yourself stolen.”


  “No, not now. You have to kidnap me tomorrow night.”


  “Why?” Hadrian asked, leaning forward carefully.


  He sat across from the young woman—who’d said her name was Kristin Lamb—at a little table with an untouched teapot and three cups. He was certain a good bump would send the whole thing over. The entire room was like that, filled with glass and porcelain.


  “Because that’s when he’s coming, and he needs to think I’ve been abducted.”


  “Who’s he?”


  The woman’s bright grin stretched to a full-on beam. Kristin looked up and then closed her eyes, lost in a moment of memory or dream. “Just the most wonderful man on the face of Elan—the Viscount Ianto Don Speakman.”


  “And why do you want him to think you’ve been kidnapped?”


  Kristin’s eyes popped open, and she shifted in her seat. “Is it really necessary for you to know?”


  “No, it’s not, because we don’t kidnap heiresses,” Royce jumped in. He was hovering halfway between the table and the door to the street. “Now if you know a neighbor you don’t like who has a jeweled tiara she keeps in a dresser drawer, we can do business, otherwise—”


  “Yes, it’s necessary,” Hadrian said, and turned to face her more directly, the scabbard of his bastard sword dragging across the rug.


  “Well, you see, we’re going to be married.”


  “Okay, so why do you want your fiancé to think you’ve been kidnapped?”


  “Well…” Kristin’s fingers played self-consciously with the heart-shaped silver locket hanging from a chain around her neck, her face blushing. “He’s not exactly my fiancé.”


  “How much not your fiancé is he?”


  She looked away, her sunbeam smile growing cloudy. “He doesn’t know I exist.” Her white-gloved hands came up to cover embarrassment.


  “Not going to make much of an impression on him if you disappear then, is it?” Royce took advantage of the woman’s covered face to glare at Hadrian and jerked his head toward the exit.


  Royce wasn’t the sociable sort. Most of their jobs were set up through a liaison which avoided this shortcoming, but after their last arranged venture, which resulted in the two being trapped in the roots of a mountain by a long dead dwarven jester, Royce had insisted on handling this meeting personally.


  “No, it will!” Kristin’s head popped out of her hands. “When he’s heard I’ve been taken, he’ll rush to my rescue. And tomorrow will be perfect. Ianto and Parson Engels come every month. They spend their nights drinking with my father until they all pass out.”


  “Oh, yeah, definitely sounds like the most wonderful man in Elan.” Royce moved behind Kristin and, with an earnest expression, pointed at the door.


  “Oh he’s not a drunkard. He’s a man of honor and only partakes to please my father. He’s much too polite to say no.”


  “Luckily we don’t suffer from the same malady. Hadrian? Shall we? No need to keep wasting this lady’s time and we really—”


  “I’ll pay fifteen sovereign tenents.” Kristin pried the mouth of her purse open. The coins poured onto the delicate table with a clatter. One rolled off, hit the floor, and spiraled around before ramming into Royce’s foot. “See!”


  Royce plucked the coin with a look of amazement. “You brought the money with you?”


  “Ah-huh.” Kristin nodded, making her ponytail bounce. “I thought you might not believe me.”


  “Oh, trust me, I don’t believe you.”


  “What?” She patted a gloved hand on the pile she’d just poured. “This is real coin.”


  “I know—I’m not referring to the money,” Royce said. “I honestly can’t believe you made it this far.”


  “Oh.” She threw a dismissive hand at him and smirked. “Well, I only live a few miles outside of Medford.” Kristin pointed toward the window, which framed their view of the crowded plaza of Gentry Square where scores of nobles strolled in the midday sun. “I could have walked. Really I could have, but these are new shoes…” She stomped a dainty foot on the rug, making a muffled thump. “And Daddy is always saying the horses need exercise.”


  “I meant in life,” Royce said. “I can’t believe you’ve lived this long. You’re what? Twenty-five? Twenty-six? By now I would have bet gold you’d have drowned by looking up in a rainstorm.”


  Kristin’s eyes widened. “Don’t you dare insult me!” She squared her shoulders and straightened the sleeves of her gown. “You make it sound like I’m an old hag. I’m only twenty-two!”


  Royce looked at Hadrian and rolled his eyes. Turning back to Kristin, he made a ridiculous bow. “Oh—well, my apologies.”


  Kristin’s face became a beacon of hope as she leaned forward. “So you’ll do it?”


  “No!” Royce’s tone echoed with finality.


  “But, Royce—” Hadrian started.


  “Listen,” Royce stopped him. “Aside from the fact that we don’t kidnap—or even pretend to—tomorrow is a full moon, which adds additional risk to an already stupid idea.”


  Hadrian ignored him and leaned toward Kristin, careful not to put his weight on the table. If I get out of here without breaking something it will be a miracle. “Let me get this straight. You’re willing to pay fifteen tenents just in the hope your disappearance will be noticed by this Ianto fellow?”


  The woman wiggled her eyebrows. “Clever, right?”


  “Not if clever means the same in your world as it does in ours,” Royce said.


  “My father will panic when I disappear. And Ianto—being the daring, brave, and wonderful man he is—will offer to find me. And when he does, I’ll throw my arms around his neck and thank him with kisses. Oh—he’ll notice me.”


  “And then you two will live happily ever after, I suppose?” Royce stared at the woman, his disgust replaced by pity. Hadrian had seen the same expression after his partner’s bay mare broke her leg stepping in a woodchuck hole.


  “Absolutely.” Kristin bounced once more in her chair.


  Hadrian picked up the woman’s empty purse and began putting the coins back. “Listen, I’m sorry, but I have to agree with Royce. You don’t need us. Save your money. If you really think your disappearance will work, just sneak out and pretend you were kidnapped.”


  “I can’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because he locks me in.”


  “Who does?”


  “My father.”


  “So? Climb out a window.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You’re bedroom doesn’t have a window?”


  “He doesn’t lock me in my bedroom.”


  “Where does he lock you?”


  “In a steel box…in the basement.”


  Hadrian stopped gathering up the coins, opened his mouth, and then closed it. He glanced at Royce, who failed to offer any help, but appeared genuinely interested in the conversation for the first time. “Your father…wait…” Hadrian forgot himself and leaned on the table with his elbow, causing the thing to tilt and creak or possibly crack; he wasn’t sure which. Jerking his elbow nearly took out the porcelain teapot. He watched to make certain the table wouldn’t collapse, composed himself, clasped his hands, and leaned toward her again. “Why in Maribor’s name would your father lock you in a box?”


  Kristin shrugged, making the lace of her dress dance.


  “Have you asked?”


  She looked at Hadrian with a smirk.


  “So what did he say?”


  “He just says it’s for my own safety and won’t say anything else.”


  “And your mother? What does she say? Why does she go along with this?”


  “My mother died when I was five, and I’m certain that’s part of it. After what happened to her, he’s overprotective.”


  “What happened to your mother?”


  Kristin focused on the teacups. “We were attacked by wolves just a few miles from home. She was killed. He’s always saying he won’t let it happen again.”


  “So he locks you in a steel box every night?”


  “No. Just when Ianto and the parson visit, which, of course, is why Ianto hasn’t noticed me.”


  “Yeah.” Royce nodded his head. “I can see that being a problem.”


  “Exactly,” Kristin nodded along with him. “So all you have to do is come in after they’ve passed out, go downstairs, and steal me. You can leave a note telling them where to leave some ransom money…you can keep that too, by the way. Then just tie me to a tree or something and send another note saying where they can find me.”


  “You know, that really doesn’t sound too hard,” Hadrian said.


  “Don’t encourage her.” Royce pushed away from the chair.


  “Royce, the poor woman is being locked in a box whenever suitors visit, I think maybe she could use a little help, don’t you?”


  “Oh, she needs help all right, but we’re not in the helping business.”


  Hadrian pointed at the purse. “But she’s also paying fifteen gold tenents. You like gold tenents.”


  The door to the tea shop opened, ringing a small bell, and a splash of sunlight hit the floor as three elderly ladies entered while closing their parasols. They were warmly greeted by the owners who rushed out of the side office—a husband and wife, Hadrian guessed; he wasn’t sure. He and Royce had been working out of Medford for years, but this was the first time they’d set foot inside the tea shop. Most of their meetings were conducted in the far less affluent Rose and the Thorn Tavern. That wasn’t possible this time. Kristin couldn’t be expected to go to the Lower Quarter, much less Wayward Street. It’s likely she didn’t even know such places existed.


  The three ladies glanced suspiciously in their direction. Two surly looking men with a young, well-to-do woman trapped between them raised suspicion. Especially Royce. His all-enveloping cloak and piercing glare screamed malevolence. He was the sort of man mothers described to keep children from wandering. And Hadrian wasn’t much better. Dressed in worn leather and totting three swords along with a three-day-old beard, he made the perfect accomplice. In most places they frequented, their don’t-bother-us appearance was a good thing—not so much in a gentry tea shop. At least the money had been put away.


  Hadrian lowered his voice. “Come on, Royce, it’s an easy job. I’ve seen you do more on a dull night just for kicks.”


  “So you’ll do it?” Kristin asked, that brilliant smile back again, all hope and butterflies.


  Hadrian looked at Royce.


  Royce glanced at the elderly women as they took seats across the room. He sighed, threw up his hands in resignation, then turned away.


  “It doesn’t look like it,” Hadrian explained, “but that’s a yes.”


  “Can I just leave the money with you, then?” Kristin asked.


  Royce turned back and loomed over the little table and the young woman. “I was going to insist on that, even if we didn’t take the job.” This whispered statement was delivered with all the sinister foreboding known to make grown men shiver.


  “Oh good!” Kristin jumped up, clapping her hands—her smile wider than ever. “And you’ll be there tomorrow night? Ridgewood Manor, about half a mile past the mill with the waterwheel.”


  Hadrian glanced over at the trio of ladies openly watching. “We’d be happy to accept your invitation.”


  * * *


  Ridgewood Manor and the surrounding estate was a plot of land provided to the Port Minister as part of his compensation by King Amrath, ruler of Melengar. At one time it may have been grand, but the place was showing its age and wasn’t much to look at, at least from the outside. Two stories of mismatched stone, moss, and ivy, Hadrian might have mistaken it for a rustic inn or a once-fine tavern that had fallen on hard times. Three dormers jutting out of the gabled roof suggested a third story, and the two chimneys spouting on either side hinted at the owner’s indulgence for comfort. But the soot-stained manor wore an abandoned expression, a lonely melancholy reflected in the many unadorned windows that peered out on an empty countryside and an encroaching forest.


  Royce and Hadrian had found the Lamb estate right where Kristin said it would be, some five miles southeast of Medford, just past the waterwheel of Abner’s gristmill. The house was nestled so far back from the King’s Road that a sign was needed. The simple plank, cut into the shape of an arrow and mounted on a listing post, was weathered to the point of uselessness. Following the arrow’s suggestion, they walked up a dirt road that faded into a two-track path as it wandered through a dense forest. After what Hadrian guessed to be a quarter mile, they found a clearing with a lonesome duck pond where a forgotten rowboat rotted. Beyond it stood the moss blanketed wall, the wrought iron gate, and the manor.


  “What kind of person locks their daughter in a box?” Hadrian asked, staring at the house.


  Royce settled in behind a thick patch of blackberry bushes near the eaves of the forest. The summer wind was somewhere else that evening, and nothing moved except the occasional flight of birds and a pair of mallards dunking their heads in the leaf-strewn pond. The sun was still high enough so that shade was welcomed, but the shadow of the manor was long enough to reach the rotting rowboat.


  “People do strange things. For instance—you took this job.”


  “I didn’t hear you say ‘No.’”


  Royce knelt down, peering through the leaves, his sight methodically panning the grounds. “Actually I did. You just weren’t listening. You were swayed because she’s cute.”


  “She is cute. People like cute things: puppies, kittens, babies—not you, of course, but most people. The fact that you hate puppies is really disturbing, by the way.”


  Royce showed no sign of listening.


  “If you really didn’t want to do this, we wouldn’t be here,” Hadrian said. “In fact, we could have just kept her money. Not like there was anything she could have done about it. So if it was such a stupid idea, why are we here?”


  “Professional integrity.”


  Hadrian laughed.


  “Quiet,” Royce scolded, his head turning, eyes darting around.


  Hadrian covered his mouth, the laughter reduced to airy snorts.


  Royce scowled.


  “Do you even know what the word integrity means?”


  Royce sighed and shifted a foot to get a better look at the yard near the gate.


  “No seriously,” Hadrian said. “Why are we here?”


  Royce shrugged. “Curiosity.”


  “So you want to know why he locks her in a box too?”


  “That…and other things.”


  “Oh? Ooh.”


  Royce looked over. “What?”


  “This isn’t about the woman at all. This is about her father.”


  Royce pointed up at the house. “Lord Darren Lamb all but killed Medford’s underground trade when Amrath appointed him Port Minister. For more than a year, nothing moved in or out of the city.”


  “Nothing illegal, you mean.” Hadrian struggled to find a safe place to sit among the thorny tendrils of the dense thicket, then he removed his left boot. While the trip from Medford was a generally pleasant walk along country lanes, somewhere near the gristmill Hadrian had discovered a pebble near his heel.


  “Right—and he actually enforced the king’s tariffs.”


  “The man was clearly insane.”


  Royce smirked. “The point is he successfully corked the flow of contraband for the first year after his appointment, and then everything went back to business as usual. You don’t find that interesting?”


  “You heard Kristin. The man’s wife died—and not from some fever. Think about it—wolves. That kind of thing can mess some people up. Do you really think he was concentrating on his work after that?” He paused holding his boot absently and looked once more toward the house. “I didn’t even think there were wolves around here anymore.”


  “Maybe it wasn’t wolves.”


  Hadrian turned the boot upside-down and began shaking it. “What do you mean?”


  “Any man who shuts off the flow of contraband is going to have a lot of nasty enemies.”


  “You know, not everything is a conspiracy.”


  Royce turned and looked squarely at him. “And the steel box?”


  Hadrian looked up. “Okay, you’ve got me there. But as you said, people do strange things. Maybe Kristin is right. Her father could just be overly protective.”


  “Overly protective fathers threaten suitors with a thumbscrew by saying it won’t be used on their thumbs. They don’t lock their daughter in a steel box.” Royce pulled back a branch to give them both a clear view of the front gate. “I think something else is going on in that house after dark.”


  “Like what?”


  Royce smiled. “That’s why we’re here.”


  As the sun was about to set, a carriage carrying two men rolled past Royce and Hadrian. It entered the gate and the door to the house opened before it came to a stop.


  A richly dressed man rushed out. “Finally!” His voice carried easily across the duck pond to the blackberry thicket. “I thought you might not be coming.”


  Two men stepped out. “Sorry. Too many last minute things. Lost track of the time,” said the larger man.


  “Well, I had Leta save dinner for you.”


  “Kristin?”


  “She’s safe. I locked her in for the night a few minutes ago. I don’t take chances anymore.”


  They went inside. The door closed with a distant clap, and as Royce and Hadrian waited in the forest, the sky darkened and night fell.


  * * *


  There were times Hadrian wondered if Royce was actually a cat that some mischievous witch had turned into a man and then lost track of. The similarities were too numerous to be coincidental. An irritatingly-superior aloof nature, fastidiousness, a habit of roaming at night, and his general propensity for solitude were all evidence. But it was when he was hunting, as he was that night, that Hadrian really saw the cat in Royce. The man could sit perfectly still, eyes wide, for hours. He even breathed differently, as if smelling his prey.


  Hadrian crawled from the brambles and walked beneath the eaves for a time before finally just lying on the lawn and staring up at the stars. He used to gaze at the night sky often as a kid. Having grown up in a tiny manorial village there wasn’t much else to do at night—and it appeared there still wasn’t. These stars were different than the ones he had grown up with. The manor was too. Difficult to form a precise thought, the place had a lonely, sad feeling. It was impossible to imagine someone as alive as Kristin living there.


  Hadrian fell asleep, and when he woke a full moon was in the sky. He crept back to Royce who remained just as he’d left him—a cat on the hunt.


  “Have a nice nap?” Royce asked.


  “How long was I sleeping?”


  “Few hours.”


  “Anything happen?”


  His answer was a howl that rang through the night.


  “Was that a…?”


  “A wolf,” Royce said.


  “But we’re only five miles outside of Medford.”


  Royce shrugged.


  “First time you heard it?”


  Royce shook his head. “Off and on for a while now.”


  “Getting closer or farther away?”


  Royce peered thoughtfully toward the house. “Neither.”


  While Hadrian was pondering this, Royce stood up. “Getting late. Time to steal an heiress.”


  The wall around the manor was only four feet, and they hopped it, landing in a small front-yard garden. Despite the season, no flowers bloomed. The hedges were ragged and grew over the stone walk. The bird bath was dry, filled with only old leaves and a water stain. Royce peered in the dark windows, then looked up toward the roof.


  “Just wait here,” Royce said as he moved to the corner of the house and began climbing the irregular edge stones. Designed as a pretty border, they made an excellent ladder for the likes of Royce. Hadrian waited among the overgrown beds and empty planters watching the ghostly form of his partner creep along the roof to one of the dormers where he slipped inside an open window.


  Another canine howled, closer this time but muffled—behind the house perhaps? The night had turned chilly, the ground wet. Morning would be coming soon, and Hadrian wondered—if only for a moment—if Royce had let him sleep out of kindness. He still made the mistake of thinking of Royce as a normal person, at least what Hadrian thought of as normal. The two had debated the nature of what normal was on far too many nights. Royce won those arguments because he had a way with logic which eluded Hadrian, unless Hadrian was drinking. At those times, at least in his own mind, Hadrian declared himself the victor. Royce hadn’t been giving Hadrian his rest out of kindness; he was waiting for the right time. This was the witching hour, the small of the morning when the living left the world to ghosts, goblins, and thieves. Everyone inside would be asleep.


  The front door opened and a shadow waved him to enter.


  “Three of them asleep in the big room.” Royce pointed into the darkness. “Drunk, I think. Stairs are this way. Stay close. Be quiet.”


  Oouuuwwoo.


  The wolf howled again—much louder.


  Hadrian stopped Royce by grabbing his arm. “That’s—it’s…”


  “In the house—yeah.”


  “Can’t be a wolf then. Has to be a dog.”


  Royce only shrugged. “Heiress,” he said, and led the way down a hall into the kitchen. Walls of stone with an obstacle course of pots and pans on the floor and dangling from overhead beams, it smelled of smoke and grease. Royce led Hadrian to a set of stairs beside a barrel and a pile of wood. Down they went, leaving most of the light behind. Only a single shaft bled down the steps to a cellar filled with racks of wine. In the center of the basement floor, Hadrian could barely make out a trapdoor with a metal ring and a big brass padlock, holding it fast.


  “Kristin?” Hadrian called softly.


  Oouuuwwoo.


  The thieves stared at the metal door, then at each other.


  The trapdoor had a jailer-style peek window that Royce slid back.


  All Hadrian saw was a pair of vicious eyes and bright canine teeth that caught the light as a wolf snarled and snapped.


  They both stepped back in shock as the caged animal growled and yipped louder than before. Hadrian heard the sound of feet rushing across the floor above them.


  “Damn it!” Royce said, pulling his dagger from beneath his cloak. “Let’s get out of here.” He moved toward the stairs.


  Hadrian took one last look at the wolf. It lunged at the opening, a long snout punching through the hole. When it drew back, the light glinted on a silver chain and heart-shaped locket around the animal’s neck.


  * * *


  “Who are you? What are you doing in my house?” Lord Darren Lamb was short, plump, in his late forties, and still in possession of his own hair. He stood just outside the kitchen, blocking their path with a spear and struggling to wipe his eyes clear of sleep.


  With him were two others. A thin fellow with a burning candelabra in one hand and a long dagger in the other. He dressed in the black and scarlet robes of a Nyphron priest. The other was a tall man with a bald head and goatee, wearing a stiff-collared doublet and holding a saber.


  “Nobody and, oddly enough, absolutely nothing,” Royce replied. His voice was cool, relaxed, but the cat was crouched, claws out, fur high.


  Hadrian moved to his side where he stared at his lordship and the spear. The blade was bright silver.


  “Nothing?” Lord Darren said incredulously. “What are your names? Why are you here?”


  “Misunderstanding,” Royce said. “And if you’ll move aside, we’ll be leaving.”


  “I don’t think so,” the tall man with the saber growled. “You’re a pair of thieves, come to steal from his lordship.”


  “King Amrath will take your hands for this,” the thin priest with the bouquet of candles said.


  “Is that true?” Lord Darren asked Royce.


  “Which part?” Royce asked.


  “Are you thieves who’ve come to steal from me?”


  Royce rocked his head from side to side. “Sort of—but as you can see, we didn’t. Changed our minds.”


  “I’m Lord Darren, Port Minister of Medford, and officer of the king’s justice. Do you know that?”


  “Actually, yes.”


  “I have the power to execute you right here.”


  Royce smiled. “You can try. Wouldn’t advise it.”


  “Your lordship.” The saber-bearing, bald man raised his weapon. “Do I have your permission to—”


  “Your daughter is a werewolf?” Hadrian asked.


  Everyone looked at him—even Royce.


  Lord Darren’s eyes grew wide, and he stepped back as if Hadrian had threatened him, but while he carried three swords, he hadn’t drawn any of them.


  His lordship shot a nervous look at the priest. “You swore—”


  “I didn’t tell anyone,” the priest replied quickly. He had a sharp whine to his voice.


  His lordship turned to the bald man.


  “Don’t look at me.” The tall man lowered his blade to a less awkward position, but still kept the tip pointed at Royce.


  “So she is a werewolf,” Hadrian concluded.


  “You’re not serious,” Royce said.


  “You saw what was in the box.”


  “I saw a wolf.”


  “That wolf is wearing a heart-shaped silver locket around its neck.”


  “Drop your weapons,” Lord Darren declared in a commanding, although less confident tone.


  Royce looked puzzled. “Why?”


  “The two of you are under arrest for attempted burglary.”


  “No, I meant why should we put our weapons down?”


  “Put them down or we’ll make you drop them,” the tall man said, and raised his blade once more.


  “Don’t do that,” Hadrian said quickly, and laid a restraining hand on Royce’s shoulder, drawing him back. “Threats just make him grouchy. But I’ll tell you what—how about we all put the blades away and discuss the situation in a friendly manner. What do you say?”


  “I say we’ve already talked too much.” The tall man took a step forward.


  Hadrian saw the attack coming, read his feet and shift of weight. The bald man knew how to use a blade. He had experience but no talent. Hadrian, having positioned himself in front of Royce, became the default target. Stepping close, Hadrian ignored the sword and blocked the man’s arm. He caught him by the wrist, twisted, took the weapon away, and shoved him to the floor. Then Hadrian turned on the priest who shuffled deftly forward with his dagger ready to stab. He stopped as Hadrian pointed the saber at him.


  “Drop it,” Hadrian ordered.


  The priest hesitated.


  “Drop it or you’ll be the one to lose a hand.” Hadrian was lying. He wouldn’t cut off a man’s hand when he only had a dagger any more than he’d hit a woman brandishing a shovel. The priest didn’t know that, and years spent with Royce had taught Hadrian intimidation was a useful tool in saving lives. This wasn’t the lesson Royce intended him to learn, but Royce wasn’t the best teacher.


  The priest dropped the dagger.


  “Your lordship…you don’t look like much of an expert with a spear,” Hadrian said. “What do you say we just talk?”


  Lord Darren set the spear on the floor and took a step back.


  The bald man was on his feet again and Hadrian tossed the saber back to him. He caught it as shock washed over his face.


  “I hate when you do that,” Royce said.


  * * *


  “Who else knows?” Lord Darren asked Royce and Hadrian. “How many people have you told?”


  They had moved to the drawing room, where his lordship placed the spear above the fireplace and invited Royce and Hadrian to join him at a small mahogany table dressed with a dark wine bottle surrounded by cut-crystal glasses. On the walls were paintings of people and landscapes; the most prominent hung opposite the windows and depicted a beautiful woman wearing a silver heart-shaped locket.


  Hadrian shrugged. “We didn’t even know until five minutes ago.”


  “Technically we still don’t know,” Royce said. “And we don’t need to know. Our business here is done.”


  “What business is that?” the priest asked.


  “What part of our business don’t you understand?” Royce responded with his usual quiet voice and fixed stare that caused the man to lean back in his chair.


  “If you’re still curious”—Hadrian looked at Royce—“why not just ask them?”


  “Ask us what?” The bald man looked awkward on the couch, his hands gripping the cushions. Hadrian recognized that uncomfortable pose from when he was sitting in the tea shop.


  “How about we begin with why there is a wolf in that box?”


  There was a silence, then Lord Darren stood up and walked to the fireplace. “My wife was killed. I was staying in town to inspect the docks, and I sent her and Kristin home in a carriage driven by a man named Roy—Roy Westin. Good man, I thought.”


  “You really couldn’t know,” the priest said, leaning forward with sad understanding eyes.


  “Turns out Roy Westin had a secret.”


  “His name wasn’t Roy Westin,” the bald man took over. Hadrian realized he had a slight accent—southern in nature, but he couldn’t pinpoint it. “His real name was DerVoy Brickle. Comes from my homeland—a place of jungles and wild things, overrun with black magic and curses. Brickle had one of these curses. Every full moon he changed into a monstrous wolf driven by bloodlust to kill. I tracked him many miles until he got on a ship bound for Vernes.”


  “You’re from Calis, then?” Hadrian asked.


  The bald man nodded. “I’m the Viscount Ianto Don Speakman of Tel Dar. Brickle was part of a pack of cursed men who roamed the forests and hills near my estate. They killed many of my people, and I’ve made it my life’s work to see this curse ended. I hunted and killed each of them, but Brickle slipped away. I ran into difficulty catching his trail in Vernes. By that time, he was already in Medford and working as a carriage driver. I arrived too late to save his lordship’s wife. The night he drove her and the child home there was a full moon.”


  “They were coming through the forest.” Lord Darren pointed out the windows. “When Roy changed. It sent the horses into a panic, and the carriage crashed. The beast tore my wife apart and turned on Kristin just as Ianto arrived. He used that spear”—he pointed to the silver weapon mounted over the mantle—“and killed it. But the damage had already been done. My beautiful wife was dead, and the wolf had bitten Kristin.”


  Lord Darren got up and poured himself a glass of wine, then paused, looked at the two of them and sighed. “Would you care for a glass?”


  “Gracious for a man to entertain thieves,” Royce said.


  “I have a cellar full of this stuff, left by the previous owner. And I find it less humiliating to offer rather than have it taken.”


  “We really weren’t here to steal from you,” Hadrian said.


  Royce waited until Lord Darren drank, then poured himself a small glass.


  “Just visiting without an invitation, then?” his lordship asked. “In the middle of the night after slipping in—where?” He looked around. “A window? The garden door?”


  “So how did he get involved in all this?” Royce pointed at the priest.


  Ianto said, “When I saw the girl had been bitten and the wolf I had just killed turn back into a man, I tried to speak to Lord Darren, but in his grief he wouldn’t see me. So I sought out Parson Engels to arrange a meeting. We sat in this very room, and I explained his daughter might have the same curse.”


  “I have seen such things before in the service of the church,” Engels added. “The viscount wanted the girl killed, but I begged him to stay his hand. She was an innocent, and certainly Novron wouldn’t want to take the life of one of his own who was cursed through no fault of her own. I convinced Ianto if appropriate precautions could be made the child could live.”


  “When they told me of Claire’s death, and what would happen to Kristin, I didn’t believe them. Who would accept such a tale?” Lord Darren was still holding his glass, staring off toward the fireplace. “The viscount gave me the spear and insisted I lock Kristin up the night of the next full moon. I thought they were crazy, but the parson insisted. If I didn’t do as he said, he would have no choice but to tell the bishop of Medford, who would go to the king. They agreed to stay silent only if I could prevent her from harming anyone else.”


  “And on the next full moon?” Hadrian asked.


  Lord Darren nodded, then swallowed the last of his wine. “I planned to lock Kristin’s bedroom door, but they insisted on a more secure place. Leta, my housekeeper, told us about a steel safe in the basement that the previous Port Minister, Lord Griswold, had installed to keep his valuables in.” Lord Darren poured himself another glass.


  Royce hadn’t tasted his drink yet. He was still swirling the wine, watching it spin inside the glass.


  Lord Darren noticed and smirked. “It’s not poisoned, and it’s good wine. Don’t know where Griswold got it. No labels on any of the bottles.” His lordship took another swallow, then retreated to the hearth and leaned on the mantle before continuing. “Poor Kristin. She had no idea why I was locking her in that dreadful place. Thankfully she was only five. We made a game of it, but later that night when I heard the howling…” He took another swallow of wine, a big one. His eyes staring off unfocused. “When we drew back the plate she had changed. My darling daughter had turned into a vicious, snarling, fanged beast. Only then did I believe.”


  “So you two come here every full moon?” Hadrian asked Engels.


  The parson nodded. “It’s necessary to contain Uberlin’s minion, and I couldn’t live with myself if she escaped in that dreadful form and killed, or worse, passed the curse to others. It was either this or destroy the child.”


  “What do you do all night?” Hadrian asked.


  Lord Darren pointed at the bottle on the table. “We drink. I do at least. Have to once she starts howling.”


  “So, you know all about us,” Ianto said. “Now what about you? Who are you, and why are you here?”


  Royce finally tasted the wine. “Just visiting.”


  “I think I know who you are,” the parson said. “Two men, one big with three swords, one little dressed in a dark hood.”


  “I’m not that little,” Royce protested with a dash of menace.


  “You’re Riyria.”


  “Riyria?” Ianto asked, and Lord Darren’s expression showed the viscount had only barely beaten him to the question.


  “A pair of thieves that work in Medford,” Engels explained. “Contract workers. Only do special jobs—that’s how they co-exist with the local thieves’ guild, the Crimson Hand.”


  Royce smiled at him. “Amazingly well informed for a clergyman. Tell me Pastor Engels, what are the twelve tenets of the Nyphron Church?”


  “I wouldn’t waste my time ministering to the likes of you two.”


  “But you do know them?”


  “Of course.”


  Royce continued to smile until Engels poured himself a glass of wine.


  “The sun!” Lord Darren crossed the room and threw back the curtains, revealing the morning light. He took a step toward the kitchen, then turned. “You have to promise me not to breathe a word of this to my daughter. She doesn’t know, and I don’t want her to—not yet. One day she’ll have to learn the truth, but I want her to have a few more years of innocence, a few more years of happiness. Promise me.”


  “You have my word,” Hadrian said.


  Lord Darren looked at Royce.


  “Oh, yes. You have mine too.”


  The Port Minister rushed out of the room.


  “Your lordship!” Engels shouted after him, glanced at Ianto, and sighed.


  Hadrian looked to Royce who remained relaxed in his chair taking another sip of wine. The man appeared all too comfortable for one who, moments before, had been eager to leave.


  When Lord Darren returned, he had a drowsy Kristin at his side. The woman was yawning and running fingers through her hair. She wore a simple white nightgown with a burgundy robe tied at the waist with a gold cord. Her eyes grew wide at the sight of Royce and Hadrian.


  Lord Darren led her toward the stairs to the second story when Kristin stopped and addressed the pair, “You were supposed to kidnap me!”


  This caught everyone’s attention.


  Lord Darren hesitated, confused. “You know these men?”


  “I hired them to abduct me.”


  “To what?”


  The woman stood rigid, arms straight, hands in fists, her lips rolled up in a painful frown. “Why didn’t you steal me? I paid you!” She looked at Ianto. “This is sooo embarrassing! You two are absolutely lousy thieves!”


  “You paid them?” Lord Darren was still trying to understand.


  “We couldn’t kidnap you,” Hadrian said.


  “Why not?” Kristin’s voice was near screech level.


  “Because, apparently, you’re a werewolf,” Royce said.


  Kristin blinked. “What? I’m a what?”


  “Werewolf. You turn into a vicious wolf every full moon. That’s why your father locks you in the box.”


  “You gave me your word!” his lordship shouted.


  “And you actually believed me.” Royce shook his head. “I can’t believe the king appointed you to enforce his tax and tariff laws. It’s little wonder the black market is thriving.”


  “I’m not a werewolf!” Kristin said.


  Hadrian offered his most sympathetic smile. “I’m afraid you are. You still wore your locket.”


  Kristin touched the necklace. “And…” The woman’s eyes darted back in forth in thought. “And was this wolf wearing this nightgown as well? This robe?”


  Hadrian glanced at Royce. Both shook their heads.


  “Because this is what I woke up in. Do my clothes magically disappear and reappear as well?”


  This caught even Lord Darren by surprise and he looked to Ianto. “How does that work?”


  “I hunt werewolves, I’m not an expert in their enchantments.”


  Eyes shifted toward Engels, who waved his hands before his face. “Look, that doesn’t matter. We’ve all seen her change.”


  “Have you?” Royce asked. He looked at Lord Darren. “Have you actually witnessed your daughter change into a wolf?”


  He shook his head. “No—and I would never want to.”


  “I’m not a werewolf!” the woman repeated, then stared at Ianto. “All this time—all these years—you’ve been coming here because…because…”


  “He wanted to kill you,” Royce told her. “But as long as your father stays here, looking over you, Ianto won’t go to the king and demand your execution or just stab you with that pretty silver spear. Still want to marry him?”


  “I wish I was a wolf,” Kristin said. “I wish I was a wolf right now!”


  “So each full moon, while you sleep in a steel box, he’s here having a party.” Royce raised his glass.


  “We aren’t having a party,” Lord Darren said through clenched teeth.


  “No. More of a small social gathering, I suppose. But you do enjoy a very fine wine.”


  “I drink to cope with the fact my daughter is howling through a steel grate! I drink to fall asleep before I go mad. I don’t care about the quality of the wine.”


  “Pity, this is Montemorcey, one of the finest wines in the world.”


  Lord Darren looked puzzled. “Can’t be. Montemorcey is banned in Melengar by the king’s edict.”


  “And yet you have one of the largest collections I’ve ever seen. You are an excellent Port Minister, aren’t you?”


  Lord Darren glanced at the bottle on the table.


  “Trust me,” Hadrian said. “If it wasn’t Montemorcey, he would have spit it out. That’s the only thing I’ve ever seen him drink.”


  Lord Darren continued to look at the bottle.


  “Can we get back to the werewolf thing?” the woman asked.


  “I’m sorry, Kristin,” her father said. “But it’s true. I wanted to spare you that horror until you were a little older, but…well now you know.”


  “It’s not true!” She stood glaring at him defiantly as tears filled her eyes. “It’s not!”


  Lord Darren reached out to hold her, but Kristin recoiled. She looked at Engels and Ianto and drew away from them as well. Finally she faced Hadrian. “I brought you here. You work for me. Tell the truth!”


  “There was a wolf in the box you spoke of, and it was wearing your necklace.” He pointed at the silver locket. “Were you bitten by the wolf that killed your mother?”


  The woman began to sob. Lord Darren put his arms around his daughter, and this time she let him hug her.


  A tall slender woman in a servant’s gown appeared from the corridor. Her hair was pulled back, showing threads of gray. She held out her hands. “There now, come child. Let’s get you washed up and dressed.”


  “Thank you, Leta,” Lord Darren said, releasing Kristin.


  Hadrian felt awful as he watched the once hopeful woman shuffle out, head bowed. “Isn’t there anything that can be done? A cure of some sort?”


  “His lordship has investigated everything possible,” Engels said. “Nothing short of death will free her.”


  Lord Darren faced Royce and Hadrian. “As my daughter admits to hiring you to break into my house, and since you made no attempt to steal anything—other than her—I can find no cause to arrest either of you. I don’t think there’s a law against paying someone to kidnap yourself…so you’re free to leave.”


  Royce raised an eyebrow and smirked.


  “My lord,” Engels protested. “If they talk—if the king learns—your daughter will be executed.”


  “First,” Royce said, “I’m not the sort to talk.”


  Engels frowned. “You’ve proved your word means nothing.”


  “I’m not giving my word. Don’t even know what that stupid saying means. Just pointing out I’m naturally quiet. Second, what’s you’re alternative? Want Hadrian to take your weapons away again?”


  “It doesn’t matter,” Lord Darren declared. “Now that Kristin knows, I’ll go to the king and explain the whole thing. I—I just can’t keep living like this, and what happens to Kristin when I die? Now that she knows, we’ll face this together. One more night in the box, then my daughter and I will throw ourselves on the mercy of his majesty. Maybe he can help us out of this nightmare.” He looked at Royce and Hadrian once more. “I can’t say I’m pleased you came, but perhaps it was for the best.”


  * * *


  On the road heading back toward Medford, Royce and Hadrian stopped at the Gilded Lilly public house where they shared lamb stew, heavy bread, and some light ale for Hadrian. Royce, who normally didn’t linger, showed no desire to hurry, and they enjoyed a rare leisurely afternoon on the open porch overlooking the King’s Road.


  “We aren’t going back to Medford, are we?” Hadrian asked when Royce ordered a third round of drinks.


  “You can if you like.”


  “And what will you be doing?”


  Royce grinned.


  “You’re going back? Why?”


  “Professional integrity.”


  “You keep saying that. You’re starting to scare me.”


  Royce put his feet up on one of the empty chairs at their little table. All the furniture at the Lilly was old-fashioned rustic—sturdy, the sort Hadrian could trust.


  “You can say I’m still curious.” Royce stripped a splinter from the table and used it to clean his teeth of lamb.


  “About what?”


  “For one thing”—he used the splinter to point at the sky—“there aren’t twelve tenets of the Nyphron Church.”


  “There aren’t? How many are there?”


  Royce looked at him shocked. “How should I know? I just picked a number at random. Either I’m incredibly lucky or Engels is lying. And he knows too much about the underbelly of Medford to be alive, much less a minister of the church. He works for the Hand.”


  Hadrian wasn’t surprised. While servants of the church usually made him uneasy, as if he were guilty of something, Engels had a comfortable brown-bread-and-beer way about him. “So, I guess you’d be interested to know Engel’s isn’t the only one being dishonest. Ianto isn’t a viscount of Tel Dar, either.”


  Royce shifted his shoulders to look at him, displaying raised eyebrows. “What makes you say that?”


  “Tel Dar is a little Tenkin village on the eaves of the Gur Em. They don’t have viscounts there, just a chief and a warlord. But if they did have a viscount his title would be Pansoh. I suspect the closest old Ianto has been to Calis is Wesbaden or possibly Dagastan.” Hadrian took a swallow of his ale. “That saber he was swinging is a seadog cleaver, and I suspect you’ll find a dirk tucked in his belt somewhere. Real popular among sailors of the southern seas.”


  “Something is definitely going on,” Royce said. “That something involves the Hand and crates of Montemorcey wine. And since knowledge is power, I want to know what.”


  “And how do you plan to find out?”


  “By doing what our client asked us to. We’re going to steal Lord Darren Lamb’s daughter.”


  “Royce.” Hadrian paused, holding his mug halfway to his mouth. “There’s another full moon tonight, and the woman has a habit of turning into a killer wolf after sunset. I’m thinking this might be a bad idea.”


  “It was your poor judgment to take this job in the first place. Now it’s my turn.”


  * * *


  The two slipped in right after dark, and knowing exactly where to go, they crept through the house with ease. Hadrian imagined Royce wanted to reach Kristin before the moon rose—before the change. Why, he wasn’t sure. He doubted even Royce knew. Maybe he just wanted to witness the transformation. Royce wasn’t one to believe in anything he didn’t see, smell, and touch.


  The Ridgewood Manor’s kitchen still smelled of pork, and Hadrian guessed there was one less pig running around the estate that evening. Lord Darren had likely held a farewell feast. No sense saving anything, his rainy day had come. He would abide by Amrath’s judgment, and it wouldn’t be good for him or his daughter.


  Just as the previous night, Hadrian dodged pots, pans, and kettles as he followed Royce down the stairs.


  “Kristin?” Hadrian called out softly as they touched down on the cellar’s bricks. The basement was dark except for the single shaft of weak light spilling down the stairs. He took a step around the wine racks when Royce’s hand stopped him.


  “The box is open.”


  Hadrian peered through the gloom and spotted the open top. Set in the floor, it appeared as a huge drain with its lid flipped back on metal hinges.


  “Why is it open?” he whispered. “Is she in there?”


  Together they crept closer. Hadrian couldn’t see anything but darkness.


  “Empty,” Royce said.


  “Maybe they didn’t put her in tonight, or maybe they’re about to.”


  Something caught Royce’s eye, and he knelt down near the wall and picked it up. “Interesting.”


  “I can’t see. What is it?”


  “The lock for the box and a cup.”


  Hadrian heard Royce sniff.


  “Wine?”


  “Milk.”


  “Milk?”


  “They put Kristin in the box, but someone intentionally failed to lock it.”


  “But then where—” Hadrian looked back up at the stairs, at the brightening shaft of pale light—the light of a rising moon. He took the steps two at a time.


  “What are you going to do?” Royce called after him.


  “Going after her. Isn’t that why we came?”


  Hadrian could see better once he surfaced in the kitchen, where windows cast elongated squares. Better wasn’t good; better wasn’t even mediocre. Too many shadows and dark places surrounded him. Unlike Royce, Hadrian always fumbled his way in the dark. As he moved into the corridor, things only got worse, even darker. Every doorway, every niche was capable of concealing a lurking beast. He tried to remember what he saw their first night.


  A black wolf? A gray wolf? Too bad it hadn’t been white.


  As he moved even deeper into darkness, he touched his swords. He had three: a hand-and-a-half on his right hip, a short on his left. Fast and agile, they were what he used most often when fighting men. He didn’t have experience fighting wolves. Maybe the big two-handed spadone on his back would work best. Using the flange, he could wield it like a spear. A spear would be a fine weapon against a wolf. Against a werewolf, a silver spear would be even better. He headed toward the drawing room…and the mantle.


  I’m not going to kill her. She’s just a young woman. A young woman with two inch fangs and four sets of claws.


  Hadrian spotted candlelight up and to his right. A moment later, from the same direction, he heard a growl, a snap, claws on wood, and the cry of a man.


  Damn it!


  Hadrian ran into the drawing room where Lord Darren and Pastor Engels shuffled backward in horror as a large black wolf attacked Ianto. Before Hadrian was fully in the room, the animal had pinned the bald man to the floor. In a burst of blood that sprayed the little table and the cut-crystal glasses, the wolf ripped his throat out.


  Ianto had been on the far side of the room. The wolf had passed by the others to attack him.


  He wanted to kill you…still want to marry him?


  Hadrian guessed this was her answer.


  “Kristin! No!” Lord Darren shouted at her.


  With blood dripping from her jaws, the wolf turned, crouched with raised fur and flattened ears, and crept toward him, growling.


  Hadrian rushed in, but the wolf took no notice, eyes fixed on her prey. Engels had his dagger out, backing away. Lord Darren gave a glance toward the mantle. He’d never reach it.


  “Kristin!” Hadrian shouted and waved a hand, but the wolf had no interest.


  “Dear Maribor, Kristin, no—don’t,” her father begged.


  Engels made the first move. He bolted for the front door.


  The wolf gave a yip, claws raked the polished wood floor, and a hundred pounds of animal slammed into the parson.


  Lord Darren saw his chance, and running to the mantle, he ripped down the spear. Hadrian charged the wolf, whose teeth were buried in Engel’s shoulder, jerking him wildly.


  “No!” Hadrian cried as the screaming pastor lashed out with his dagger and stabbed the wolf in her side.


  Kristin let the man’s shoulder go and bit into his throat. Just like Ianto, Pastor Engels died in a burst of blood.


  “Stay back!” Lord Darren shouted, coming forward with the spear in both hands. “Your blades are useless against her. Only silver can kill a werewolf.”


  Hadrian knew this to be true. He had spent years in the jungles of Calis and had heard many tales of werewolves and other far worse creatures. And yet…the wolf was bleeding badly from the dagger still jammed in her ribs. She was also wavering. Kristin continued to growl, but her haunches collapsed. The snarl faded from her lips, and a tongue began to hang as she struggled to breathe.


  Lord Darren came to Hadrian’s side and together they watched as the wolf lay down in a growing pool of blood. The growl became a whimper.


  “Kristin.” Lord Darren put down the spear, and he, too, lowered himself to a squat. Tears spilled down his cheeks.


  The wolf laid its head on the floor and the animal’s breathing grew shallower.


  “My beautiful girl. I’m so, so sorry.”


  The wolf’s eyes closed and Lord Darren crept forward placing a hand on her head. Her eyes opened, a weak flutter. The pupils focused on his lordship, and Hadrian thought he saw appreciation there. Lord Darren continued to stroke the wolf’s fur long after it stopped breathing.


  Hadrian picked up the silver spear, then sat down at the little table and poured himself a glass of wine, taking the only glass which wasn’t covered in Ianto’s blood. Normally he didn’t care for wine, but he would have swallowed turpentine if it was the only thing available.


  “Why’d you do it?” Lord Darren asked Hadrian, still petting the dead wolf. “Why’d you come back? Why’d you let her out?”


  “Let her out? We didn’t let her out. We came back because we realized Engels and Ianto were lying about who they were.”


  “Lying?”


  “You didn’t know, then?”


  “Know what?”


  Hadrian glanced at Ianto’s body sprawled on the floor. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now.”


  Lord Darren wiped his cheeks. “She was such a good girl. Such a very good girl.”


  Royce entered from the same corridor Hadrian had and paused to look at the bodies.


  “Where have you been?” Hadrian asked.


  “Exploring.”


  “Exploring? While I was hunting a werewolf in the dark? Didn’t you think I could use your help?”


  Royce looked once more at the bodies. “You did fine.”


  “You call this fine? Engels and Ianto were torn to pieces, and Lord Darren’s daughter is dead.”


  Royce paused in thought. “Maybe, but I doubt it—wouldn’t make sense if she was.”


  This caught Lord Darren’s attention and the man looked over skeptically. “What are you talking about?”


  “Royce,” Hadrian said in exasperation. He pointed at the dead wolf. “She’s right there.”


  The thief glanced at the animal. “That’s a wolf.”


  “I know, but it’s also Kristin.”


  “No, that’s just a wolf. If that was a werewolf, wouldn’t we be seeing a dead woman right now? Or was Ianto lying about that as well?”


  Hadrian was stunned. “No…he was right, at least that’s what’s supposed to happen. When a werewolf dies, the body reverts to its original form.”


  “What are you saying?” Lord Darren asked, rising to his feet.


  “I’m saying we could sit around here and chat, or we can go find your daughter. I’ll assume you prefer the latter.”


  * * *


  Lord Darren led them to the barn and Hadrian was impressed his lordship knew how to saddle a horse. That was good, it would save time.


  “Where are we going? Where is Kristin?” the lord asked while tightening the saddle’s strap.


  “Don’t know exactly, but I don’t think she’s gotten too far. Not in her condition.”


  “Condition? What condition?”


  “Drugged, I imagine. I found footprints and drag marks.” Royce jerked his head to the right. “See anything missing?”


  Lord Darren looked over. “My carriage!”


  “And your housekeeper. I’m guessing Leta always helped tuck Kristin in on those full-moon nights. Gave her some warm milk to help her sleep, perhaps?”


  “She put something in the milk?”


  “That’d be my guess.”


  “But why?”


  “That’s what we’re going to find out. All I can tell you right now is they’re gone, and the box in the basement isn’t Lord Griswold’s secret safe. I know a few things about safes, and no fool puts a safe in plain sight. They’re always hidden by drapes or under floorboards. That one has a false back, behind which is a tunnel that leads outside. That’s a pretty poor design for a safe, don’t you think?”


  “A smugglers hole?” Lord Darren asked.


  “Now you’re starting to catch on. How do you think all that wine got into the cellar? I think Lord Griswold would object to smugglers making deliveries to his front door. Can’t blame him, given he was Port Minister and all.”


  “And that’s not all I found. There’s a cage on wheels that can butt up against that false back. Along with discarded bones and hay. Your daughter isn’t a werewolf. Someone just wanted you to think she was. Tonight the cage was left open. I imagine the smells from the kitchen led it upstairs and then…well you and Hadrian saw the rest.”


  “But why would someone let the beast out? And what about Kristin?”


  “I believe we’ll discover all that once we find the carriage.”


  * * *


  The three men raced beneath the full moon. They found the two track road and followed it southeast as it cut an overgrown trail through dense brush and deep woods. Intermittent shadows of tree trunks and pale light flickered past, disorienting Hadrian as he lay low across the horse’s back and let the chill wind blow over him. They stopped at mud puddles where Royce dismounted to examine ruts. Then off they flew again with Hadrian trusting to Royce and the horse he rode, whose name he didn’t even know. He kept his mind focused on Kristin, the woman with the beaming smile who wanted to be kidnapped and finally got her wish.


  The sky was lightening with the dawn when at last the carriage came into view. Stuck in a mud puddle, Kristin was out in front pulling the horse forward while Leta struggled to push the carriage from behind, legs covered in mud. She let out a startled cry as they rode up and stood wide-eyed, staring into the face of Lord Darren.


  “Daddy!” Kristin let go of the bridle and sprinted across the puddle to her father. “Daddy! You’re alive! You’re alive!”


  Lord Darren leapt down from his saddle and threw his arms around his daughter, spinning the young woman so her feet whirled behind her. “Of course I am—and so are you. So are you!” He was half weeping, half laughing as he clutched Kristin to his cheek and kissed her hair.


  Leta started to inch to the side, glancing at the trees.


  Royce slipped off his horse, and looking dead at her, shook his head.


  “What were you doing?” the lordship asked his daughter. “We thought you were kidnapped. Why were you helping? Where were you going?”


  “Leta told me you were dead, that I’d killed you. All of you.” Kristin wiped her tears. “When I woke up, I begged her to take me back…to see you. But she said there was nothing to be done. If I returned, I would be killed. Leta was taking me to Aunt Edna’s. She’s going to keep me from hurting anyone else. She promised to lock me up on full moons.”


  “Clever.” Royce nodded, then turned to Leta. “You served Lord Griswold, didn’t you?”


  She didn’t answer until he took a step closer and let a hand slip inside his cloak, then she nodded. “Been housekeeper at Ridgewood for decades.”


  “You knew he was taking bribes from the smugglers, so he gave you a cut to keep you quiet. Is that right?”


  “We had a nice thing going until he came.” Leta turned toward Lord Darren. “You shut everything down right tight you did.”


  “So, you came up with a plan,” Royce said.


  “Wasn’t me. Shawn got the idea of kidnapping her ladyship and Kristin. They planned on taking ’em to Shawn’s boat. They’d keep ’em there and force his lordship to resume the same deal they had with Griswold.”


  “Shawn is Ianto’s real name?” Hadrian asked.


  Leta nodded. “He’s captain of the Medusa, used to be Griswold’s best shipper.”


  “And Engels?”


  She hesitated.


  Royce took another step. “He’s dead. So is Shawn. That part of your plan worked. So who was he?”


  She hesitated only a moment more, then shrugged. “Clyde Davis. Dock chief for the Crimson Hand.”


  Royce looked at Hadrian. “Told you.” Then he asked Leta, “But something went wrong, didn’t it?”


  “When Shawn and his men chased the lady’s carriage, Roy whipped the horse and made a run for it. Killed himself when the carriage flipped. Her ladyship was busted up bad too. There was no saving her. But she told Kristin to run, and she did, right into the forest. Clyde and Shawn had to borrow Blake Everett’s hounds to find her. Mean dogs they are. One bit the girl.”


  “So why didn’t Shawn just take Kristin and run?” Royce asked.


  “Might have been better if he did. But two people were dead, and one was the Port Minister’s wife. No getting around that. There was going to be a crackdown and business would suffer. The king would have the high constable poking around. It would be a big mess.”


  “And how did the whole werewolf thing come about?”


  “That was Shawn’s idea too. Little girl thought Everett’s hounds were wolves. So Shawn tells her that’s exactly what they were—said the beasts killed her mother, but he saved her. Then he got to thinking about stories he’d heard in Calis, and since the girl had been bitten…”


  “And how do you fit in?” Royce stared at Leta.


  She took a step back. “I didn’t do much. Griswold had a smugglers’ hole Lord Darren didn’t know about. Shawn had his men take the Medusa up north to catch a wolf, a big one. It was my job to drag Kristin out and get the wolf in. Just needed a little food to lure it. After a while, it was sort of trained, although Shawn used to beat it to keep the animal vicious. Then just before dawn, I’d put Kristin back. Was easy when she was little—a lot harder as she and I got older.”


  “But why?” Lord Darren asked. “Why do all this?”


  “Best time to navigate the Galewyr is when there’s a full moon,” Royce said. “And if you can be sure the Port Minister will be home looking after his ‘poor daughter’ you can move a lot of black market goods.”


  Leta nodded. “Shawn would unload his ship at Roe and send his long boats up the river to Medford. Clyde bribed the port watch and his crew off-loaded right at the dock. Two nights of work was all that was needed to clear Shawn’s hold. Then they’d have a month to trade before the next shipment.”


  “So why did you let the wolf out?” Lord Darren asked.


  “Because you were going to go to the king,” Royce said.


  Leta looked at them both. “Shawn and Clyde could just disappear, but me? Where would I go? How would I make money? How could I survive?”


  “You were going to keep Kristin thinking she was a monster and feed off her like a leech?” Lord Darren glared at the housekeeper.


  “She was all I had!” Leta cried. “I—I was desperate, don’t you see?”


  Lord Darren shook his head in disgust. He took several breaths to calm down, then focused on Hadrian and Royce. “And how about you two? Why’d you come back?”


  Hadrian stared at his partner, mirroring his lordship’s quizzical look.


  “Professional integrity,” Royce said.


  Hadrian rolled his eyes.


  Royce glared at him. “It’s true. I knew someone was deceiving me, maybe using me. Thought it might have been your daughter, could have been part of a group. Maybe the Hand trying something. Easy mistake to make, the way she tried to hire us with such a sickly-sweet, wide-eyed, wholesome act. I was positive it was a swindle or game of some sort. No one is that cute.” He shook his head and turned to Kristin. “I was wrong. You’re just a freak of nature.”


  Kristin smiled back. “Better than being a werewolf.”


  “True.” Royce nodded. “Anyway, I don’t like being used. I go to great lengths to make certain those who try regret it. It would hurt business if I let something like that slip. So I needed to know what was really going on and, if possible, make certain those responsible never did it again.”


  Lord Darren nodded. “Well, thank you—both of you.” He was still holding his daughter like he was terrified of ever letting go. “But—well, who are you? Who are you really?”


  Royce smiled. “Riyria.”


  “Riyria? I don’t understand?”


  “Why would you? It’s elvish for two.”
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  I set down my pint, savor the deep reek of tavern air. That tang of rot, sour beer, and stale air smells just as pungent today as it did one afternoon thirty years before. We had all met in this tavern in the land of long ago, before gray sifted our hair and stiffness seized our joints. I am the last of us now, an arthritic woman with a sword too well polished in long nights and memories, too painful to hold, yet too precious to release. The sword I still wear as my weapon, the memories I wear as my armor.


  Dilon the tavern keeper looks over, his eyes flicking from the pint mug to me. Do you want another? he is asking. No. I never want more than one. He knows, but he’s a businessman and he has to ask. I share one drink each evening with my memories—let them swirl the heather beer in their mouths, let them breathe into my bones and laugh into my ear. Only when they grow silent do I pay my two copper pieces, untether my horse, and head home.


  We buried Hrolf the dwarf first. He was old when I met him in that tavern—could remember the days of the Lost King. I was a pup with a fresh suit of armor and a sword that still gleamed with polish and disuse. He played a harp and sang of a thousand yesterdays with grand heroes and grander deeds, and those songs spilled like alcohol into my blood and set my head swimming. I was going to be one of those heroes.


  Standing with high mountain winds billowing our cloaks like dragon wings, Löfnar, Erard, and I swore we would meet each year at the tavern—our tavern—and remember the old times with a pint. How those memories wove through our minds as we sweetened the world with mead and heather beer! How youth stayed supple in our bones for one more year!


  Then a messenger arrived with a short letter. Erard had died. Another grave, this one down among the sun-swept wheat fields. His sword, Grimtalon, keeps him company in the ceaseless stretches of eternity, and the wind scrapes away his name on a slab of stone. Neither eternity nor wind will erase our quick-eyed thief from my memories. Each evening, he lives again in all his vigor for the few minutes I share with my pint. His laugh clear and pure as forest rain, his sword at a rogue knight’s throat. Every danger sent by the gods Erard took as a jest. We grated on each other at first—him with his sword and dagger against an enemy’s spine, me with my untarnished faith and a taste for immortality—but spilled blood mixed to wash away pretensions. He saved me with a knife through a mercenary’s back, and I saved him with a sword through a dragon’s throat—with the blessing of my god, of course.


  Löfnar should have outlived us all. It should be Löfnar with a lonely pint at his lips each evening and the ghost of memories sitting at his elbow. He was our elf, after all. Of course, he was always his own elf, but we came to love him as one of us when men in far towns would laugh in his face and spit in his beer. His blood ran just as red and thick as ours, and not a person could speak against him without speaking against us all. But there was one who loved him far differently than we ever could; one who swept through his placid veins with a blaze that burned his soul. For the love of a human maiden, he chanced old magics and split his life with hers. Their destinies entwined as one, and when I received the letter, I went to the graveside of Löfnar and his human wife.


  Then only one remained: a ghost of a girl who once looked with eager eyes upon adventure. Ah well, that girl had to grow old. I did not realize that she would grow old all alone.


  Even the horse I ride is a replacement for old Raven, my war steed from those long adventures. Gods, how we put the fear of Avorthar into the hearts of many a knight as we thundered toward them with Raven’s hooves smashing the turf and the sun spilling fire down my blade. I live those battles in my blood: Hrolf laughing that he would sing my charges for the ages, Löfnar smiling in silence, Erard a wave of vibrant cheers when I crashed my opponent to the earth. My friends, my youth, my future, even my horse. All spent to the winds of eternity.


  Last harvest, I thought Avorthar had finally heard my prayers, had finally granted me my last charge. Goblins. A troop of them invading our little town, raiding our cattle pens. Had there been anybody else who could handle a sword, the villagers would not have looked to me. I would not have blamed them—who would turn to an aging woman who talked to herself about memories long settled into the dirt? But I was it. So I saddled my horse, drew my sword, and made my final prayer to Avorthar. I was going home at last. One final charge and I would be seated in a great mead hall with my friends and our memories would be breathing with life. One final charge and I could rest.


  But, of course, Avorthar must have had other plans. Blood-spattered and weary, I cut my way through the troop of goblins, struck their leader from his warg. The villagers cheered, slapped me on the back. I looked around for Löfnar’s quick grin, thought I heard Hrolf’s harp song strum through the blood-tinged sunset, felt Erard punch my arm. But it was nothing but mist and dreams.


  I had lived. Thanks be to Avorthar . . . I suppose.


  My horse plods homeward with summer sunlight stretched thin and golden across the undulating fields. The grain crop should come in nicely for harvest, I think as I allow myself to drift along with the soft, melodic clop of hooves. As I approach my cottage, I see two figures sitting atop the split-rail fence. Drawing closer, I can see that they are children, a boy and a girl.


  “Blast,” I mutter. Tane and Mera, the twins from over across the dale. This is the fifth time in the past couple months that I’ve arrived home to find them waiting. Since they had left me alone the past few weeks, I thought I had made myself clear.


  They hop off the fence as I approach, and Mera comes forward as though she is going to hold my horse’s reins for me to dismount. I’ve never had a squire, don’t need one now. I wave her aside and lower myself from the saddle.


  “I told you before that I’m not going to train you,” I say before either of them can open their mouths.


  “It isn’t that, milady,” Tane says, scuffing at the dirt. Milady. One honorific earned thirty years ago as an offhand gift from a count who knew that a minor title cost him no gold. Nobody calls me that nowadays unless he wants something.


  “Mama sent us,” Mera continues for her brother as she strokes the horse’s nose. “She says that she needs your help.”


  “We have an injured man at the house,” the boy twin adds.


  “I am—was—a paladin,” I say as I lead the horse toward his paddock. “You best send for Brytha if you need a healer.” Löfnar was our healer. Darned good one; saved me from the grave more than once. Am I thankful for that now? Would I have preferred to be the first one of us buried? Forgive me, Avorthar, but I do not know.


  I begin unbuckling the saddle, give the horse an absent pat on the neck. He’s not Raven, but he’s a good fellow. I never quite got around to naming him, so he’s just Horse when I think to call him anything at all. It is not as though he knows the difference.


  “Brytha has already tended him,” Mera says. “He’s mostly healed, but Mama thinks you should come.”


  “Why? Does he claim to know me?” I should think not.


  The twins shake their heads. “Mama just thinks you should talk to him.”


  Expectation highlights the two young faces. I remember youth just enough to know that this is their quest: seek the woman from across the hills. No doubt in their quest half a dozen—no, if they are anything like the girl I once was, probably a full dozen—orcs awaited them with gnashing teeth and rust-edged weapons. If I stay here, how can they complete their quest? I sigh. Ah well, I was only going to sit by a lamp and see to my armor, anyhow.


  “Are you going to bring Horse?” Tane asks when I agree to go with them, and his excitement carries in the warm evening. Mera nods at me expectantly. I sigh again. Horse still has his bridle on, and I have only ridden him down to the village and back. It will hurt nothing to saddle him again.


  “Do you want to ride him?” I ask of the twins. Of course they do, they’re practically wriggling out of their skin as I adjust Horse’s girth strap.


  I hold the reins and lead Horse, who follows like an obedient dog. Mera tells Tane that he can ride the first half of the way home. I think that’s rather generous of her until Tane is seated on Horse and Mera grins and says that if she rides the last half, it means the other children will see her riding a warhorse. I duck my head so that she doesn’t see me smile—I should not encourage her.


  Horse’s reins in my hand, I set off across the dale toward the twins’ farm. Halfway there, Tane scrambles down from the horse without a protest and I help Mera up. We set off again, and Mera gets her moment before her pack of siblings who swarm about the horse. Fortunately, Horse is a calm fellow and he ignores the gibbering.


  Celia, alerted by the clamor of her children, comes out of the cottage. Tane and Mera waste no time in bounding over to inform her that they got to ride a warhorse. I do not correct them that Horse is not exactly a warhorse, not the way old Raven was. I may be a bitter old woman, but not so bitter that I’ll spoil something wonderful for a couple of kids.


  “I told you not to be a bother,” Celia says and then turns an apologetic, long-suffering expression to me. Tane and Mera go quiet, and look from their mother to me.


  “They weren’t a bother,” I answer and see both twins exhale with relief, aware that they avoided a telling-off. “Now then, what’s this about needing my help?”


  “Come inside, Alia,” Celia says. “I will have one of the children fetch some water.” I scan across the frolic of children. One of them? How does a person pick one out of that pack? I will say that of all the things I have missed in my life, a multitude of children is not among them. Perhaps had I married and had one or two . . . Ah well, too late for that now. Celia simply points to the nearest youngster, motions toward the well, and says, “Show some manners: fetch water for Alia.”


  Shadows smooth themselves through the refreshing coolness of the cottage. I drink my water and let myself enjoy the stillness without sun heating my armor. A man sits by the fireless hearth. Partially in shadow, I think for a moment that it’s Rewyn, Celia’s husband and the progenitor of the wild squall of children outside. I nearly greet him by name when the man moves from out of the shadows and I realize that he’s a stranger. This man is older than Rewyn, much closer to my own age, and he wears a sword that suits his broad frame. Rewyn is a good man, but the gods know he’d have no business with a sword.


  I look toward Celia. Who is this and how does this concern me?


  “You must be Lady Alia,” the man says, giving a slight bow, the trace of a something once elegant and formal. “I am Koert.” In his accent, I discern the icy winters of the inland mountains, a place I had been many years ago as we hunted a frost dragon. By Avorthar, that was a quest. We would have all been gulped up had Erard not managed that trick with the fire, thawing the sides of the cave and tumbling rocks down upon the dragon. But the dragon burst free and Hrolf leaped forward with his axe gleaming like the ice and—


  “Alia?” Celia’s voice pulls me from among the lost years, brings me back into the shadows of the cottage. Koert is looking at me with an expression I cannot quite decipher. Something between sympathy and understanding, and I think for a flash that he can read my thoughts. I tug at the collar of my gambeson.


  “I have been inside too long,” he says. “Perhaps we might go outdoors?”


  “It’s darned warm out there,” I say. “It’s much cooler in here.”


  “If you prefer, but I should like some fresh air.”


  Oh, for Avorthar’s sake. What do I think he’s going to do? Kill me? He could try, of course, but I run my gaze across him, look over the sword at his hip, the bandage wrapped on his leg. Once, he was probably a sight to freeze the blood, but the years have settled upon his frame. Not, I suppose, that I should judge. If he wants to try to kill me, fine. It will probably be mutual.


  We go outside, begin walking—he limps and I slow my pace—toward a fence that marks the edge of one of the fields. Tane and Mera scramble after us, but Celia gets hold of them and hauls them back with the others. I hear the twins making protests that their mother ignores.


  “You would not know who I am,” Koert says as he leans against the fence.


  I shake my head. Should I recognize him? I have been in this village nearly ten years, and have not met many people since then.


  “I was a guard for Duke Halvar many years ago,” Koert continues. “I remember when you brought back the hide of the frost dragon.”


  “I had help,” I say. The duke had requested the head as proof, but Erard saw a business opportunity; he remarked as we stood around the froth-blooded corpse that it was too bad that we couldn’t skin the blighter (his word choice was, of course, more earthy). So Löfnar brought out his long knife and set to skinning off the hide with the ease of peeling an apple. I bought Raven with my share of the gold that the duke paid us for the hide.


  “How in the world do you even remember that?” I ask.


  “Well, it was not every day that somebody killed the dragon terrorizing our little farmsteads and brought back its hide,” he says and smiles. “Besides, I was the guide who led you to the cave. You told the thief to let off teasing me for being a coward.”


  Good Avorthar, that I remember. Erard was many things, but I never knew him to dig at somebody quite the way he pressed that poor guard who had been the only one to volunteer to show us to the dragon’s lair. I thought that took nerve on the young man’s part, but Erard kept bringing in remarks about how he was surprised a big, tough guard hadn’t faced down the dragon yet. I had never, before or since, seen Erard play the bully.


  “Erard, give it a rest,” I said. “If you’re so keen on it, we’ll wait outside and toss you in after the dragon on your own. We can kill it while it’s chewing you up.”


  Erard, ever casual, just grinned and said in Elven—for Löfnar had taught us all—“Careful there, Paladin. Why, what do you think the great Avorthar would think about the way your pet guard is looking at you? When I look at a woman like that, you tell me to mind my manners.” He finished with an elbow in my ribs and then danced away before I could retaliate. I never did develop Hrolf and Löfnar’s talent for ignoring Erard’s antics, but I had gathered enough self-control to not always rise to the thief’s baiting.


  “He wasn’t always like that,” I say, thinking that I should defend the noble parts of Erard’s memory.


  Koert shrugs, stares off toward where the sunset casts the sky in a last flash of beauty before the darkness. “When you returned with that dragon’s hide, I began thinking about my own life and my own future. Did I want to be nothing more than a castle guard? Adventuring stirred at me and I thought, well, I thought that there was a world beyond the castle gates and I was going to make my mark on it. So I resigned and set out, simple as that.”


  I have nothing to say, so I also watch the sunset.


  “The bards still sing about that fight with the dragon,” Koert adds. Of course they do—Hrolf composed that song, and he could weave a story to tear the heart from a mountain.


  We teased the dwarf for writing a song about us, even as we pestered him to recite each verse while he composed it.


  “Eh,” Hrolf said, “I have mostly left myself out of it.” Which he had. The world does not know that he leaped in at my side to strike the killing blow. The world, I suppose, does not care, so long as the poem ends with somebody killing the accursed dragon.


  Koert is speaking again, and I look away from the past and back to him. “I had not heard that song in years, but not so long ago, I heard it sung in a chieftain’s mead hall and I, well, I wondered what had become of that paladin. Forgive me, for I had rather thought you might be dead, but I had to know.”


  “You came all this way to find out if a person you met once was still alive?” My hand rests on the pommel of my sword.


  Koert nods. “I have traveled farther for less. Besides, it is not as though I had other pressing matters. I think . . . I think that I found myself looking for memories, and all of them were dead. I rather hoped that the memory that started everything might still be alive.”


  Well, I am not sure how to respond. So, he set out to see if the beginning of his story still lived. As a younger woman, I would have laughed. But now? Was it not something similar that brought me to live in the nameless village where my own adventures had first begun? Was it any stranger than sitting each evening with a pint and memories in a ghost-haunted tavern?


  “How did you get injured?” I ask, nodding toward his leg.


  “By getting old,” he answers with a weak smile. “I got thrown from my horse as I was leaving the village the other day. I came to the village, found out that you still lived and were still fighting goblins, and I set out to leave. Crossing through the forest, a noise spooked my horse. A couple of the farmer’s children found me—the twins, Tane and Mera—I planned on leaving once I could ride any real distance. I did not think that you would appreciate a stranger appearing in your life, stirring up memories you might have wanted left alone. Believe me, I said nothing about you to Celia and Rewyn.”


  After some silence as the sun slides beyond the Fanrill Mountains, where Löfnar bested the sorceress by answering her riddle, Koert and I walk back to the cottage. I watch as he enters. He turns, gives me a slight nod, which I return. Strange when the past bleeds into the present and echoes memories. Then I set my attention on gathering Horse.


  Celia stands beside me as I check Horse’s saddle; in the gloaming twilight, I cannot read the woman’s expression, but I hear the concern in her words. “I hope that I did not cause any problems,” she says. “It is just, he cannot travel quite yet and he has spent the past fortnight in near silence. He’s polite enough, mind, but not more than a few words at most. I thought—”


  The sentence hangs unfinished because we both know what it is she thought: perhaps another old adventurer with a sword and too many memories would understand him. I only nod.


  I cannot say that I understand him, because I do not know him. Still, I now have somewhere to ride each day, somewhere besides the tavern.


  Over the coming days, Koert and I take to leaning against the split-rail fence, sometimes in silence, but more often, looking over memories that neither thought we would share. The memories are always different than the songs. Always. Tane and Mera often escape to join us, and they sit on the fence, begging to hear about long-done battles, fights with forest drakes, duels with knights. Neither Koert nor I tell them the bardic versions; we spare them the glory, but still they want to hear, and they soak it all down to their bones.


  “Celia is not going to appreciate this,” I say as Tane and Mera go racing home one day, leaving us to linger in the last stretches of daylight. “Perhaps we are being, eh, a bit too frank.”


  Koert looks me full in the face. “Those two? Do you honestly suppose that they’ll stay around on a farm? You know they’ll leave one day. You know they will. You would have; I would have.”


  Silence gathers between us when I don’t answer.


  After several long moments, Koert continues, “Best we can do is be honest with them. Be honest and train them.”


  I whirl on him. “Are you insane? They are only children.”


  “Aye. Children with ambitions far beyond this farm. How old were you when your father gave you your first wooden sword?”


  “That is not the point,” I say, and heat roils in my words. I glance back to see matched silhouettes dashing for the cottage, and I hear them yelling, although I cannot distinguish the words. I know Koert is right, but I want him to be wrong. Oh, Avorthar, I know he is right. I would spare them this lonely fate, spare them memories that drift like phantoms through their old age—if they even reach old age. Knights, duelists, warriors: if those twins strike off down an adventure’s path, that is what they will face. Not just monsters, but fighters trained from youth to rend life from flesh. Those two farm kids would not stand a chance.


  Koert knows me well enough by this point not to pursue the matter. He rests his hand on my arm and we turn to other topics: falconry, the grain harvest, anything that is not training two more people to follow this path.


  Celia insists that I join them for supper. I would like to decline because I am certain they have plenty of children to feed, but Tane and Mera are standing next to her, nodding eagerly. They are a hard pair to disappoint, so I accept the offer.


  Although the family has a table, it cannot fit all six children, so everybody settles around the kitchen, with the youngest ones at the table where Celia and Rewyn can watch that they eat. Koert sits beside me, as out of the way as possible, and Tane and Mera quickly appear. Right, well, that was to be expected.


  “How have you managed to recover in all of this chaos?” I ask Koert.


  “They’re outside most of the day,” he replies. “You were an only child, I should guess?”


  “No, actually. I was one of seven,” I admit. “It just seems less wild when one is an active participant in the chaos.”


  “We aren’t part of the chaos,” Tane says and motions to Mera and himself. “We look after ourselves.”


  I intend to leave right after supper, but Celia finds excuses for me to stay, tells me to give Rewyn advice on the grain harvest. I know Rewyn, and I know he does not need advice on the grain harvest, but he asks questions until long after dark. It is not until the children are asleep that I finally go outside with Koert and Celia to gather Horse.


  “When you started training”—Celia begins, and I tighten my jaw—“what did your mother say?”


  “She didn’t really have much to say on it,” I say. “I was called by Avorthar, and that was really the end of the discussion. She cried a lot, if I recall.”


  Please don’t ask me. Please don’t. Celia makes a sound as though she is about to speak, but then does not say anything. I breathe relief.


  I pull myself onto Horse and am settling into the saddle when Celia finally says, “Tane and Mera, they adore you, you know. Both of you. I don’t know if I am doing the right thing, expecting them to be farmers.”


  “You’re doing the safe thing,” I say, and I don’t like how that sounds in my ears. It itches all wrong, but I have nothing else to tell her. “Thank you for supper.”


  Horse clip-clops home and I give him his lead since he knows the way and I have a world full of thoughts to sift through. But today these thoughts are about the present and the future, not the past, and I relish them like rain after a scorching summer. Not because I like what I’m thinking—quite to the contrary—but because I am pulling myself from a world of ghosts, a world that no longer matters.


  In the midst of my thoughts, I catch Horse’s deep snort and I come alert. He tosses his head and I feel his muscles shudder throughout his body. The shadows stretch long and wild now that only moonlight soaks the world, and I rein Horse to a halt as I scan across the fields.


  On the edge of the weald that swoops down across the hills and ends against the farmland, I see the first hint of movement. Subtle as smoke at midnight, I see several figures drift among the shadows, skillfully avoiding the puddles of moonlight. One figure does skim through the splash of illumination, and I catch the outline of a wolf’s head. But the forms move crouched like humans stalking in the hunt.


  My blood thrums high in my veins. The figures slip down toward the pasture where Celia and her family pen their sheep. I dig my heels into Horse, spin him back toward the farm.


  “Come on, boy!” I urge him in a desperate whisper as I lean across his neck. I know that I am visible in bright armor under the wash of moonlight and I know that Horse’s thundering gallop will echo across the fields, but I do not yell. Not yet.


  I draw my sword, feel the wildness of battle slam through my blood. Avorthar, will this be it? Is this my final charge?


  “Give me victory, my lord,” I pray, and for one last time, I am the paladin of an unconquerable god.


  I do not see the arrow, not in the gleam of moonlight. Even after it sinks home and shocks the breath from my lungs, I don’t realize what it is. I have set my whole world, my whole life, upon reaching the farmstead. I choke for breath, keep my grip on my sword only from long years of battle. Horse charges forward, shaking the world.


  If I fall, nobody inside will know what is happening. And if these things have come for more than sheep? I gather my breath.


  “For Avorthar! For justice!” I holler, raising my voice above Horse’s thunder. “At ’em, boy!” I yell to Horse.


  Another arrow. I grunt against the pain, but Horse is already in the midst of the creatures. Some slip back into the darkness, giving tongue in eerie yelps. But others meet my attack with spears and gleaming eyes. I catch one with my sword, send him reeling backward, and the wolf head tumbles as the creature falls. A cloak—a cloak of wolf skin. These are not strange beasts prowling for food, they are humans raiding. In a righteous fury, I strike among the spears, snarling and growling, showing my own teeth.


  “At your side!” a familiar voice calls, and another sword darts amongst the spears. Koert. He gives a feral battle cry, more shout than words, as he hurls himself amid the raiders. Scattered by my charge and confused by Koert’s arrival, the wolf-cloaked men race back into the shadows. One lingers, his fighting blood overtaking his sense, and he lunges too close with his spear—too close for him as I bring my sword through flesh and muscle, but too close for me as the spear drives in past my armor. Pain like dragon fire blazes through my body, and the sword falls from my grasp.


  Koert gets hold of me as I start to slip from the saddle. As I am sinking to the ground, I feel Koert put his arms around me.


  “Alia,” he says, voice rough with urgency. Doesn’t he understand? This was my last prayer to Avorthar. “Come on, gently. Please, stay with me.”


  The moonlight blurs, congeals with the starlight. The bright mistiness warms me as I see through the darkness of the world.


  Sweet as mead, I hear harp song melding with Hrolf’s rich voice. Erard laughs—of course he laughs. When was he not laughing in those long-ago days? No, not long ago. They are just at my grasp.


  “Remember the time Alia punched that baron in his own courtroom? That was a glorious moment,” Erard says.


  “Well, she did say he was a demon.” Löfnar.


  “Demon, sure,” Erard answers. Oh, Avorthar, I see them through the moonlight! The thief sets down a pint glass. All the years have fallen away from him. “I think half the time she said somebody was a demon, it was just an excuse to punch somebody who deserved a good thrashing.”


  Erard. Löfnar. Hrolf. My friends. I reach for the thinning mist, try to tell them that I am finally here with them, but the words sink in my throat.


  “Alia.” The bright mist grows deeper, darker, spills away. I blink and everything is gone. The moon hangs over the world, and the stars sweep across the sky in glittering bands. Koert still has his arms around me, supporting me against his chest, his grizzled jaw pressed to my head as he holds me close. I no longer hear the high notes of Hrolf’s harp. The emptiness aches more than the wounds bleeding through my armor. Why? Why did he pull me back?


  “Please don’t leave me,” Koert whispers. “I cannot be alone anymore.”


  “M-milady?” A young voice nearby. I turn my head and see Tane and Mera, both crouched beside me. Mera has hold of my sword, which she has to grip in both hands. Their faces have gone gray, and I see the fear in their wide eyes. Fear for me—fear for a bitter old warrior who refuses to train them to this life. You know they’ll leave one day. You know they will. Yes, they will leave, and will their blood be on my hands? Would I have them end like this before they reaped the beautiful moments in life, and before they could harvest memories?


  “Th-this will be the rest of your life if you follow our road,” I say to the twins. “Would you still have us train you?”


  Tane and Mera nod in unison, their expressions still verging on panic.


  “Then for Avorthar’s sake, go have your father fetch Brytha before I bleed to death,” I answer. Mera lays down my sword and then the twins leap to their feet and go charging toward the house. Koert is shaking. “Get hold of yourself, man. I had my shot at death already and turned it down.”


  “I know,” he whispers. He strokes my head and I listen to the panicked pulsing of his heart. “We will train them together, you and I. We won’t be alone.”


  I see the moon-cloaked figure of Rewyn atop the family’s farm horse, watch them gallop over the fields. Twin figures dart across the distance from the house to Koert and me. Despite the lung-choking pain, I smile when Tane and Mera crouch down beside me. Mera again claims the sword.


  Koert motions with a nod toward the forest and its still shadows. “Keep watch out that way,” he says to the twins. “Let me know if you see movement.” There will not be any more movement tonight, as the raiders have slipped away to lick wounds; they can be tracked in the daylight. But Tane and Mera do not pull their gazes from the forest, aware of the gravity of their order. Koert winks at me, and I settle my head more firmly against his chest.


  Koert is right—we won’t be alone. One day, I will go through that mist and Erard will hand me a pint of mead and punch my shoulder. We will be together then and, perhaps, I will even hear Erard apologize to the young guard whom he once taunted as a coward.
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  Kelsie tapped her desktop rhythmically, switching the display’s background image each time. As long as she interacted with the interface, it wouldn’t flag her as being inactive. Mr. Dettis, the instructional coach, was helping a student across the room from her, so she wasn’t worried he would direct her to spend more time on task. He moved with studied efficiency. Short, wiry, a mouth that never smiled. Close-set eyes. She checked her achievement status update: 27 percent through eighth-grade social studies, 42 percent through math, the same with science, 11 percent through Spanish, 14 percent through ninth-grade literacy, and only 33 percent through seventh-grade PE. It seemed as if it had been days since any of the numbers had moved.


  School was so boring! More than that; it was claustrophobic. Almost no place to go where she wasn’t watched—where she wasn’t evaluated and measured. For being such a big building, it was the smallest place she knew.


  Dettis followed the same route going from station to station, narrating in a monotone as he went. “Tom is working on an algebra problem. Tina has finished annotating a poem. Kipp is . . . asleep.” Dettis nudged the student’s shoulder. Kelsie knew she had at least six minutes before he’d check with her again. She slipped a book from her backpack, a forty-year-old paperback she’d bought online. Strictly illegal in school, of course, since her reading rate and comprehension couldn’t be measured, as it was when she read electronically. Also, she wouldn’t keep a progress log, nor would she write chapter by chapter predictions of what would happen next in the book. In short, she was pirate reading, an offense that had cost her detention three times that year.


  She opened the old book delicately, careful with the yellowed pages, then sighed with contentment at the first sentence: “Petrified with astonishment, Richard Seaton stared after the copper steam-bath upon which he had been electrolyzing his solution of ‘X,’ the unknown metal.” She glanced at the chapter’s subheading: “The Occurrence of the Impossible.” That’s what she wanted, the impossible, or at least a world where the impossible was a legitimate concern. At school, everything related to her “individual strengths and weaknesses,” her “long-term goal,” and her “growth plan.” All reading was mandated or chosen from the “developmentally appropriate independent reading list,” mostly political nonfiction.


  “What’s the book?” whispered Gilbert, a tall, plump boy who wore his black hair short. He tapped his desktop too.


  “It’s about space travel,” she whispered back.


  “Oh.” Gilbert looked disappointed. “That’s my alternate career track, communications satellites.”


  “No, not commercial applications. People going to space, like to other planets. It’s an adventure with characters. It’s . . . interesting.”


  “Why read? You can watch a movie.”


  “I get two recreational movie hours a week, just like you. The school suggests documentaries. That’s not enough.”


  Gilbert glanced over Kelsie’s shoulder, straightened, and turned his attention to his work.


  Kelsie slipped the book between her legs and called up the multiple-choice questions on the chart displayed on her desk. Question number one was “According to the graph, which month will Farmer McDonald have to increase his water requisition to save his crop?”


  “Kelsie is reading a chart,” Dettis announced. She sighed with relief.


  At lunch, Gilbert lined up behind her. “Where do you get books like that without your parents finding out?”


  Her tray popped out from the dispenser along with her nutritional goal card: “I will consume no more than 140 grams of carbohydrates today.” She looked doubtfully at the main course, a pile of oily-looking brown rice with little orange cubes that might have been carrots.


  “Don’t browse for books. That’s a tip-off for sure. Search for household decor. There’s a subcategory for a den or study. Some people buy books for the retro look. Don’t get leather-backed facsimiles. They cost a fortune and there’s nothing inside them. But if you look under “budget decorating,” you can order books with real pages. They sell them by the pound. You can also check antique stores, but they’re pricey again.”


  “I don’t know,” said Gilbert wistfully. “I set up a fake name on our account at home when I was nine, and I downloaded some cool stuff. There was a graphic novel, and this great story called Little Brother. I don’t remember who wrote it, but the school caught me. Mom and Dad were furious. ‘You’re derailing your education,’ Dad said. If they catch me again, I’ll be chained to my desk.”


  “That’s the best thing about these.” She held up the book. “No trail. I’ve been reading in my room at night. I have a curfew, and my parents can tell when my lights are on, but my e-reader gives me enough light to see my book, and no one knows.”


  “Clever.” Gilbert studied his tray, which held steamed vegetables and a serving of limp lettuce. “I’m cursed by a slow metabolism. If this doesn’t work, they’re going to feed me cardboard. Do you have any extras?”


  “Food?”


  He blushed. “No, books.”


  She fished in her backpack, made sure no one was looking, and passed him another copy. “I have this title twice. Tell me what you think when you’re done.”


  That night, Kelsie read under the covers about Dick Seaton and his rival Marc DuQuesne. She found herself smiling at the science, which was terrible, but also hopeful. Seaton built a spaceship, the Skylark, to rescue his kidnapped fiancé and ‘Peg’ Spencer. There were battles and aliens and marriages. When Kelsie fell asleep, she dreamed about floating above far planets, about suns with strange light, about looking out her window and seeing possibilities.


  * * *


  “That was so good,” said Gilbert. He had put the book in a bag to return to her, but seemed reluctant to hand it over. Kelsie didn’t know the short girl with spiky red hair standing beside him. “Bernice wondered if she could borrow it. And I wanted to know if there was a sequel. I was going to look it up, but the instructional coaches notice and change my reading lists. I searched for information on sailing once, and for months, all my reading excerpts were about boats. I just wanted to know the difference between port and starboard.”


  Kelsie nodded. Everyone’s curriculum was based on aptitude and interest. She’d started reading science fiction a year ago and had used her computer to look up Connie Willis, a writer who used to be famous. After that, her reading selections at school became science fiction, which would be a good thing, except that the selections were never the entire work, and reading that way wasn’t fun. She remembered in particular a two-paragraph section from Ursula Le Guin’s “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” but the questions weren’t on what Kelsie felt about the story or her thoughts; they asked what rhetorical strategy Le Guin used, and then there were a bunch of questions about mood and tone. She had really wanted to read the whole story, but she couldn’t find the complete tale without provoking extra excerpts she would have to respond to.


  She’d asked Mr. Dettis why they were never assigned novels, and he said, “You do not need a long work to learn how to analyze text. Novels take too much time.”


  Nothing in her life encouraged her to read less than her literacy class.


  Bernice lent The Skylark of Space to Debra who lent it to Richard. Richard returned the book to her with rubber bands around it to keep the pages together. In the meantime, Kelsie tracked down the sequel, which was confusingly called Skylark Three.


  She passed it to Gilbert while Mr. Dettis went through a presentation on maximizing multiple-choice test scores.


  “How old do you think he is?’ whispered Kelsie.


  “Forty-nine. It’s on the school’s profile.”


  Dettis reminded them to start by eliminating the least likely answers, a strategy Kelsie had learned her first year in school. “Why in the world would he take a job like this?”


  “I saw him at the mall once with his family. He’s really a pretty nice guy. He’s budded, you know.”


  “ ‘Budded’?”


  “Yeah. My mom teaches in the elementary school. They give her an earbud that coaches her as she teaches. They’re monitoring her performance, and they feed her scripts. She says that it’s the school trying to guarantee students receive the best education, but I don’t think she likes it.”


  “Ew, that’s terrible.”


  Both her and Gilbert’s desktops chirped a warning that they were not taking notes. She turned to her display and wrote, “Ignore bad choices.”


  At lunch, Gilbert, Bernice, Debra, and Richard sat with her.


  “I almost got caught last night,” explained Richard, a pale, blond boy who chewed his fingernails when he was nervous. “I was in bed. My sister came in. I didn’t even hear her. Fortunately, my back was to the door. She didn’t see it.”


  Debra said, “My parents have books in the living room. They’re all in French or something. Dad dusts them on the weekend when he cleans house. I’ve never seen him read one, though.”


  “There are other authors who write this kind of stuff, right?” said Bernice. “I love the space part of the story, but the women don’t do anything. I could imagine parts of it excerpted, and one of the answer choices would be, ‘demonstration of sexist assumptions.’ ”


  Kelsie bristled. “That’s possible, but a likelier one would be, ‘reflection of the time’s cultural attitudes.’ Here, try these.” She gave BerniceThe Shore of Women by Pamela Sargent; Debra took Frederik Pohl’s Gateway; Richard received Lois McMaster Bujold’s Dreamweaver’s Dilemma, and Gilbert got the Skylark Three title. “When I buy them by the boxful, I don’t get to choose what’s in it. I have other kinds of books. There’s Western, fantasy, mystery, thriller, and horror. Do you want to mix it up?”


  They shook their heads.


  Kelsie shrugged but understood. “We’ll stick with science fiction for now.”


  * * *


  Kelsie’s dad met her at the door when she came home. “I found these in the basement.” He pointed to the paperbacks he’d stacked on the dining room table. “We have talked about this behavior before, young lady.”


  Kelsie tried to act casual. She laughed. “It’s an industrial arts project, Dad. Multimedia. I’m learning how to work the carving laser. Paperbacks are cheap, they carve easily, and I can assemble the whole thing with paper glue. It’s way better than the aluminum structure some kids are doing.”


  “Did Instructional Coach Dettis assign this?”


  “No, he’s academic. This is vocational.”


  “Wouldn’t paper burn?”


  “Charred edges are a feature of the piece.”


  Her father looked carefully at her while stroking his chin. “I think you’re putting one over on me.”


  Kelsie held her breath.


  “If you can push your achievement numbers up at school, I won’t tell your mom about the ‘art supplies’.”


  In the next month, the pirate reading group added two more members. Bratton liked Larry Niven’s Ringworld so much that he paid her rather than return it, while Tyra asked only for horror titles. Kelsie gave her Stephen King and Clive Barker, but when Tyra got a taste of Lovecraft, that’s all she wanted.


  Kelsie found Dorothy Haley at the bottom of the box under a James Patterson title (there were a lot of Patterson books). Haley wrote Red Star Triumphant. The cover showed a silver-blue spaceship crossing a bloodshot sun. Kelsie hadn’t finished by dawn and was still reading when called for breakfast. She padded to the top of the stairs and called down. “I have a headache, Mom. I think I should stay home today.” After the usual checking of her temperature and the inevitable, “Maybe I should take her to the doctor,” which Kelsie assured them would not be necessary, she went to bed. Soon, both parents left for work. Kelsie opened the book, which was newer than many the company sent her. She buried her nose in it. It even smelled good. Stomach down on the bed, her chin lapped over the edge, she let the book rest on the floor. Jewell Ripkin, the Innisfree’s captain, had lost touch with her crew while exploring the giant derelict ship they’d discovered. Kelsie turned the pages, drifting from her bedroom.


  Captain Ripkin trusted her sensors that told her the air within the ship was breathable. The first lungful was a welcome change from the suit that recycled what she breathed. Now, helmet off, ship sounds were clear. Somewhere, a light ringing, like a thimble on metal, caught her ear. What could be making the noise?


  Kelsie read until she realized she was hungry. It was nearly five o’clock. Her parents would be home soon.


  At school, Gilbert leaned into her cubicle. “They caught Tyra. She’s in the principal’s office now.”


  “Is it about pirate reading?”


  “I heard Dettis talking to her. She used vocabulary in her last essay they couldn’t account for. He said, ‘Where’d you get cyclopean, eldritch, and gibbous?’ ”


  “What was she supposed to be writing about?”


  “Rhetorical strategies in George Washington’s inaugural address.”


  “Gibbous?”


  Gilbert said, “Yeah, I don’t know how either.”


  Kelsie stiffened. Getting caught would be her fourth strike. If Tyra told who gave her the book, Kelsie would be moved to a high-supervision academy. Instead of Dettis visiting her a few times an hour to check on her progress, she’d be in a constantly monitored class. No time to call her own at all. She envied the kids who learned independently. Most didn’t leave their homes except for field trips. They could read all they wanted as long as their learning objectives were met.


  She said, “You’ve got to hold my book. If they search my backpack, I’m done for.”


  Gilbert shook his head. “She could give us all up. Either Tyra stays quiet, or we’re sunk, even if we don’t have books on us.”


  Kelsie tried to focus on her desktop, her heart pounding. It was a history lesson. She was supposed to read three excerpted articles about Joseph McCarthy and the Cold War, watch a short video, listen to a speech, and then write an essay that synthesized the material into an original argument. She’d done this kind of prompt numerous times. After she submitted it, her desktop would instantly spit back the piece with all mistakes marked, questions about her thoughts (“What did you mean in paragraph two?” “Can you strengthen your third argument with another reference?”), and a graph that showed where her essay scored compared to both her previous writing and to other students who had responded to similar assignments.


  She couldn’t remember the last time she’d written about anything that mattered to her.


  But maybe if she looked really involved in the essay, Dettis wouldn’t stop at her station. He wouldn’t put his hand on her shoulder and say, Can you come with me? to ask her about the books.


  Dettis didn’t talk to her.


  At lunch, Tyra said she had sat outside the principal’s office for an hour. When she went in, he said that there had been a mistake and that she could return to her desk.


  “Weirdest thing ever,” Tyra said.


  Gilbert said, “We were just lucky. We should dump the books and pretend to be normal kids.”


  Kelsie looked down the table at them, her little pirate reading group. Bernice, Debra, Bratton, and Richard hadn’t said anything. She didn’t know how they felt. She thought about how much she looked forward to discussing what she read with them and hearing their reactions to books she’d shared. Gilbert was probably right. There was no way they wouldn’t get caught and her role in the group exposed.


  What would Captain Jewell Ripkin do?


  * * *


  At home, she sat on the top stair to the basement. Her parents wouldn’t be home for hours. Kelsie had laid the books out on the floor. Not counting the ones she would never give away (she’d found another Dorothy Haley book called Bone Singularity), almost two hundred paperbacks stared up at her. She could shut the group down, read the books herself, even the non-science fiction ones, and never share. At least she could still be a pirate reader. She sat for a long time before packing them into the boxes and hiding them again.


  Late at night, lying awake in the dark, she realized what Ripkin would do. There was only one solution.


  Her backpack weighed heavily on her shoulders as she walked into school. The students who learned best early in the morning were already there. Others, whose biorhythms peaked later, were yet to arrive. A couple of instructional coaches passed her in the hall. She couldn’t tell if they were budded, but the coaches when they weren’t in their classrooms always sounded livelier. She suspected they didn’t put the earbuds in until they were in class.


  Kelsie went to the girls' locker room first, a place where there were no video cameras. Lockers only locked during classes, so she picked one in the corner, where whoever used it would have more privacy, and she put a book in it. That morning she’d used a permanent marker on a blank name tag to write, “It’s against the rules to read this book,” and then drew a little skull and crossbones. The sticker went on the back to save the cover image. She put another one in a locker on the other side. The third book went into a stall in a bathroom. She looped strings through the fourth and fifth books to hang in a coat closet.


  When Kelsie headed to Dettis’s room, the backpack was five books lighter and she felt as if the gravity in the school had changed. She was Captain Ripkin on the bridge of the Innisfree, rocketing forward. Those books couldn’t be traced to her. She thought of them as idea grenades she’d rolled into the building.


  The feeling only lasted until she saw one of the books she’d brought in the trash can. At lunch she saw another thrown out, and when she left school for the day, the janitor swept a paperback with his big push broom along with dust, dirt, and paper scraps. He pushed the mess into a dustpan. The “It’s against the rules to read this book” sticker was clear just as the book tumbled from sight.


  Kelsie walked home, her head hung down. Nobody read the books. They were just thrown away! But the longer she walked, the better she felt. Sure, three books were lost, but maybe the other two found homes. Maybe even now some kid was reading it, free from curriculum, reading just for fun.


  She prepared five more stickers and put them on the books. If she placed five a day, it would be forty school days before she ran out.


  That night, she dreamed about long space voyages and heroes, about acceleration couches and airlocks. In her dream, she stood at the spaceship door, looking out on a strange landscape and smelling a distant sea. She woke happy. By the week’s end, she’d dropped twenty-five books in the school. Were people finding them? If they were, they hid it well, but she felt good while doing it.


  Mr. Dettis stopped at her desk before she’d even opened the program to where she’d stopped yesterday. “I need you to come with me.” He held a paperback under his arm. Kelsie didn’t need to see it to know a pirate reading sticker was on it. She started to speak.


  He frowned and shook his head.


  Dettis led her from the classroom toward his office. Silent, Kelsie followed, convinced that everybody they passed knew she was in trouble. Moving to the high-supervision education unit would be bad enough. Only the worst kids needed that kind of instruction, but her parents would be furious. She clutched her hands in front of her. Maybe if she ran?


  Mostly she felt the weight of Bone Singularity in her backpack. She’d just started it. If Dettis confiscated the book, she didn’t know if she could get another copy. It would be like “The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas,” but a thousand times worse.


  A long-haired boy, looking miserable, sat in a chair outside of Dettis’s office. He didn’t glance up as they passed through the office door. She settled into a stiff wooden chair without a seat cushion in front of Dettis’s desk. Dettis closed the door behind her. He moved behind his desk, then carefully dug into his ear. A flesh-colored button popped out.


  “Okay, now we can talk.” He opened a cabinet and pulled paperback books out by the handful, stacking them in front of her. “You’re not the only pirate reading group in the school, you know.”


  “What?”


  More books joined the first ones. They weren’t titles she recognized. “There’s a fantasy group going pretty strong. I’ve identified four readers in that crowd, and another that leans toward techno-thrillers. There’s three in that, but you’re the only one doing guerrilla distribution.” He put the book with her sticker in front of her. “What do you have to say for yourself?”


  Kelsie thought about dozens of replies. Some were questions like, “Have you read books?” or “Don’t you remember being a kid?” And some were defiant. “You can’t control what I think” or “Nobody cares about what you have us read.”


  What she went with was, “How did you find out?”


  “Word use in your essays, the same way I caught Tyra. I had to add words to old vocabulary lists to make it look like she had been exposed to that language before, just like I did for you.” Dettis spread the rest of the books, covering his desk. “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Beautiful, the books.” Dettis picked up one with a hooped object floating in space called Ringworld. “I remember the first time I read this one.”


  Kelsie sagged back in her chair. “Whose side are you on? You’re an instructional coach.”


  “Only when I’m wearing this, Kelsie.” He pointed to the earbud on the desk. “Before I got one of those, I was a teacher. Completely different job.” He handed her the familiar Ringworld. “You might like this one.”


  She held the book on her lap. The edges were soft. It was a much-read copy. “I can keep bringing books to the school?”


  “If you don’t get caught.” He returned the books to the cabinet. Four more cabinets just like it lined the wall. Did books fill them all? “And you’ve got to improve your progress. Read what you want anywhere but at school.”


  “I don’t know.” Kelsie thought about Bone Singularity. Even now she wanted to take it from her pack to see what Dorothy Haley did on the first page. It also was all she could do to not open Ringworld. “That will be hard.”


  “There’s nothing I can do. I would if I could, but I can help you with this. I can give you title suggestions. I can find authors for you. All the pirate readers can benefit if you’ll be smart and work in the system.”


  Kelsie squeezed the book. Where would it take her? What other books could Dettis guide her to? “You’re a pirate librarian!” she exclaimed.


  He laughed. It was the first time she’d seen Mr. Dettis look happy. “I guess I am.” He closed the cabinet and locked it. “So here’s the deal. Don’t read in class. Don’t let anyone see you bringing in books. If you find something really good, let me know. Oh, and I’ve got someone I want you to meet.” He opened the door to let the long-haired boy in.


  “Troy,” Dettis said. “This is the girl I told you about, Kelsie. Ask her the question.”


  Dettis picked up his earbud, but didn’t put it back in. “Go to class when you’re done.”


  He closed the door as he left. Troy looked embarrassed. His long hair covered his eyes. “Hi.”


  “Hi,” she said.


  “Mr. Dettis said you liked science fiction.”


  “I do.”


  “I . . .” He swallowed hard. “I wrote a story, actually a bunch of them, with spaceships and aliens in them. On my own. Not for school. Mr. Dettis said you might read them and tell me what you think. He said you were my audience.”


  Kelsie was dumbstruck. If reading without the school knowing was hard, writing had to be twice as difficult. He would have to write it all by hand. No computer could check it.


  Troy pulled a notebook from his backpack and held it out to her. Inside, the first page contained just a title in a tidy script, “The Jupiter Dilemma.”


  “You’re a pirate writer,” she said.


  Troy blushed. “It’s what’s in my head.”


  His handwriting covered page after page. He’d even drawn illustrations. Characters in space suits. Rockets balanced on long exhaust tails. A comet streaking above an alien mountain range.


  “I’m honored,” said Kelsie. “Thank you for sharing your work with me.”


  “I have other notebooks.” Troy moved the hair away from his eyes. They were deep blue.


  Suddenly, the school didn’t feel so small.


  


James Van Pelt


  [image: Image]


  James Van Pelt is a part-time high school English teacher and full-time writer in western Colorado. He’s been a finalist for a Nebula Award and been reprinted in many year’s-best collections. His first young adult novel, Pandora’s Gun, was released from Fairwood Press in August of 2015. 


  James blogs at http://www.jamesvanpelt.com and can be found on Facebook.


The Tariff
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  Dimitrios Eleftheriou idly twirled a medal around his finger, disinterestedly watching the graven image of the bearded bishop spin in the microgravity. Like the illusions of a zoetrope, St. Nicholas seemed animated, appearing to extend his hand and offer anew his three bags of gold with each revolution. Dimitrios smiled thinly at this, humor dimly reflected in his dark Grecian eyes framed by sun-kissed Levantine skin—the latter a gift from his mother, God rest her soul. A nervous cough interrupted his reverie, and he turned his head to look at the timid clerk strapped in at his right.


  “A problem, Yuri?”


  The young assistant, barely twenty years of age, shook his head rapidly.


  “No, Captain Eleftheriou, none. None at all,” he quickly stuttered.


  The older man snorted aloud.


  “Yuri, please, Dimitrios. Call me Dimitrios. To the porters and the technicians, Captain, but you, young Yuri, are no mere hired hand—this is, after all, your father’s ship.”


  The youth forced a humorless laugh and continued to watch the lazy revolutions of the medal in the captain’s hand. Dimitrios, following his gaze, grinned and splayed the chain across his fingers, abruptly halting the necklace’s orbit.


  “Oh, this? This is what has you worried?”


  “Well, Capta— Dimitrios, sir, yes. What if you lost it?”


  The captain shrugged his broad shoulders dismissively.


  “What if I lost it? Where could it go?”


  “She’s a large ship, sir. What with free fall, I don’t think you’d ever be able to find it—”


  He trailed off, interrupted by Dimitrios’s hearty laugh. The ebullient Greek reached out and slapped the youth on the shoulder before settling back into his command chair with a well-practiced slide.


  “Have you ever been out of atmo, Yuri? Been out in the black?”


  Yuri, averting his eyes, responded sheepishly.


  “No, Dimitrios, sir. This is the first time.”


  The captain’s eyes widened.


  “Your father is the deputy guildmaster for Saturn and her moons, and you’ve never left the surface of Titan?”


  “No.”


  Dimitrios opened his mouth as if to say something—twice—but then finally closed it and shrugged.


  “Well, then, first lesson: lost and found.”


  He held up the medal again and made a gesture as if he were tossing it, causing the youth to twitch unconsciously. Dimitrios half smiled and explained.


  “In free fall, air only moves when we move it, and we move it through the air vents. If I drop this, it’ll make its way through the ship and end up at a return. Nothing is ever lost up here, lad, just temporarily out of place.”


  He twirled the medal once more around his finger before clasping it again to his neck and dropping it under the collar of his jumpsuit. He smirked.


  “You’ll find spacers don’t have much recourse to St. Anthony, Yuri. At least where their shipboard possessions are concerned.”


  The deputy guildmaster’s son nodded thoughtfully, clearly trying to absorb as much knowledge as he could from the older spacer. Then he lay back in the chair, struggling briefly with the harness that kept his limbs from floating freely, before casting a sideways glance at the captain, trying to learn something about the man without attracting too much attention. The Doukas had been underway for the better part of the day, but her captain had thus far eluded categorization. His mood and his manner shifted from euphoric to melancholic in an instant, his bearing from breezy to stiffly formal—yet his penetrating gaze remained unchanged. The captain’s eyes betrayed an intelligence far beyond that which was customarily displayed by a merchantman’s master—always calculating, forever analyzing, and never dulled by indecision.


  “—Yuri! You want to learn something about astrogation or not?”


  The assistant, startled, stammered an apology, unaware that he had drifted off into his thoughts, but the captain continued without pause, quizzing his young pupil.


  “We’ve arrived at the Titan-Saturn L2 EGR. Why do we care?”


  The youth thought for a moment, desperately wishing he had paid more attention in secondary.


  “Uh, EGRs are equipotential gravitational regions—calculated solutions to the n-body problem. We can ghost only from these regions; the translocation drive won’t work anywhere else.”


  Dimitrios snorted.


  “If by ‘won’t work’ you mean  if we bypass the safeties and try anyway, every atom of this ship will be torn asunder  , then yes, full points.”


  He cleared his throat.


  “And now, young master Yuri, are you familiar with Schliemann’s first law?”


  The guildmaster’s son was ashamed that he had to shake his head. Dimitrios considered making a remark about scholarship on Titan, but he abstained.


  “Schliemann’s first states that momentum is preserved across a translocation. Remember: the drive bridges two points in space. Our velocity and heading don’t change as we push through in that brief instant the bridge exists.”


  He pulled the console down from above him and began tapping commands into the screen.


  “The art, my boy, is getting gravity to work for us. For today’s run, we chose this particular EGR because Titan’s position takes it on a heading that will work out nicely to slingshot us into Mimir orbit with only a brief burn on the far side.”


  He looked back at the youth, who seemed to feel physical pain as he tried to work out the physics of the maneuver, and chuckled.


  “Save yourself the work, Yuri. Take a look at the astrogation computer’s plot simulation and you’ll see what we’re doing.” He tapped the microphone that clung to the side of his face.


  “Shipwide. Now hear this, now hear this: translocation maneuver in thirty seconds. Take your positions.”


  An automated klaxon wailed, and the computer began calling out the countdown. The captain adjusted the harnesses at his chest, and Yuri did the same. Dimitrios looked back at his young charge, and saw the sun-shy youth’s face blanched even paler than normal.


  “First ghost?”


  The youth nodded. The captain grinned.


  “Close your eyes. Trust me.”


  The boy shut his eyes tightly and gripped the arms of his chair with an uncharacteristically ferocious strength. A low whine, almost imperceptible at first, began to build throughout the compartment. Outside, in the void, the radiators abruptly glowed a dull red, dissipating the waste heat as the reactor pumped more and more reactants into the sun-hot fusion chamber. The wire-thin superconducting coils encircling the Doukas began to vibrate as the current increased, fields growing stronger and stronger, enwrapping the vessel in a frighteningly powerful electromagnetic display. Few on board could have explained how exactly the drive worked; even fewer of those millions who lived in Terra’s scattered colonies understood the mathematics necessary to allow this travesty of relativity. And yet, inside, the roiling crescendo of sound, so loud as to be almost deafening, reached its peak, and the computer performed the final half billion calculations necessary to precisely fix the point of arrival. The drive activated.


  CRACK 


  To the hypothetical observer orbiting Titan, it all happened too quickly to perceive: in an instant, the nascent bridge swallowed the Doukas and vanished just as quickly, leaving nothing but a ghostly afterimage of the vessel burned on the retinas. Near the L4 Lagrange point of Mimir and Alpha Centauri B, the Doukas appeared just as suddenly, the crackling energy in the coils entirely spent. Panel radiators extended all along the ship’s spine, liquid lithium within already heated to near boiling. The reactor’s fire slowly died down to manageable levels.


  Inside, Yuri sat blinking, head lolling as he tried to comprehend the sensations assaulting his mind. His hands seemed delayed as he moved them, and his thoughts felt sluggish and unrefined, like those immediately after waking. Dimitrios too, veteran traveler that he was, waited several moments to get his bearings before again taking to the shipwide circuit.


  “Now hear this, now hear this: acceleration maneuver in thirty seconds, maintain your positions.”


  While Yuri continued to shake his head to clear the fog, he and the captain felt themselves thrown back against their chairs as the engines ignited, their harnesses tightening for safety. The acceleration far exceeded the leisurely burn from Titan; this time, the men felt their weight double as the thrust from the engine clawed at their cheeks and their eyes, pulling their skin taut and blurring their vision.


  The Doukas was an old ship, to be sure—a long, narrow, almost skeletal, titanium frame, capped at the bow by a cluster of habitable compartments, and at the stern by a massive filigree of superconducting wire. The rings of wire formed an invisible but potent magnetic nozzle, directing the torrent of plasma blasted out by the sunlight heat of the fusion reactor. The blade shield protecting the wire coils, an exotic combination of graphite for heat resistance and tungsten for strength, glowed so brightly as to give the vessels both their distinctive look and their obvious name: torches. Although her discolored spine and pockmarked Whipple shielding betrayed her ripe old age, the Doukas could move. Her owner had made sure of that.


  As she burned hard for orbit, the captain rapidly scanned the system for any sign of other vessels. Yuri looked concerned, and spoke through gritted teeth as he felt his lungs struggle to process enough air.


  “Dimitrios, sir, what if the Republic sees us? We’ve got to be giving away our position, burning like this.”


  The captain took the time to turn to the youth and grunt out a laugh before looking back at the board.


  “Your old man really told you nothing of the spacer life, did he, Yuri? Second lesson: stealth in space is a myth.”


  His fingers flashed over the panel, tapping buttons and tracing over the sensor data, looking for any incongruities that might reveal the presence of a hostile vessel. He continued.


  “What’s the background radiation of the universe—its temperature? Do you know?”


  “No,” heaved Yuri.


  “We’re talking under three kelvins. Even if we shut off every system and froze to death, the crew modules would still be at several hundred kelvins, and would be for months, until we slowly reached equilibrium with the surrounding space. Our radiators are above a thousand kelvins, and our engine’s plume is—well, unfathomably hot. We’re bright as a sun, Yuri, and there’s no way to hide that, not from the cheapest of sensors on the rattiest of freighters.”


  He looked almost philosophical for a moment, even as the brutal pummeling of acceleration continued.


  “The smallest ship is visible the moment she ghosts in system, so it’s never a question of hiding. It’s a question of running.”


  The console beeped an ugly warning tone, and Captain Eleftheriou winced.


  “What’s that?” gasped the young trainee, cheeks vibrating as the old ship rattled.


  “Republican signature burning hard for co-orbit. Looks like a frigate. Kali’s blazes,” muttered the captain, eyes glued to his screen. He reached up again to his microphone.


  “Giannis, what can you give me on mass flow? Another two, three, kilos a second?”


  Yuri could almost hear the engineer’s profanity through the captain’s earpiece; under any other circumstance, it would have been humorous to witness the exchange.


  “I understand, yes—yes—no, I really do. A kilo, then? We need to grab another few meters per second here; can you do it?”


  Yuri listened intently, trying to overhear the other side of the captain’s conversation. He saw all he needed when he saw the captain’s face darken, and the man sullenly respond.


  “Counting on you, Giannis.”


  The captain threw his head back in the chair and ran a hand through his black hair, eyes closed and face set in a look of aggravation. He spoke through clenched teeth.


  “Third lesson: all propulsion engineers are liars.”


  * * *


  The Alpha Centauri trinary system was awash in conflict, and the Doukas was rocketing into a political minefield. More than a century ago, a half-dozen independent entities—joined by a hodgepodge of national and supernational governments—dived wholeheartedly into the business of interstellar colonization in the wake of the invention of the translocation drive. One of the first of the fledgling colonies was the planet Mimir, an all-encompassing archipelago of islands dotting a single world ocean, the product of overeager terraforming caused by impatient arrogance. Many different entities founded their own small outposts on the low islands, and as the population grew, conflicts began to develop between the different factions over mineral rights, territory, and borders—no different from the squabbles that infected every other group of humans throughout history. After years of fruitless talks, negotiations failed and whispered threat exploded into a brutal, internecine bloodbath. But as the troops of the Republic of American States set boots in cloying Mimir mud, many of those that had managed to avoid taking sides—the Sol Merchant Guild among them—tasted the opportunity for profit.


  And so, along her venerable spine, clustered between the vast hydrogen propellant tanks and the clusters of radiators, the Doukas carried containers filled with her trade goods: platinum-group metal powders, refined for printing from Saturn’s dizzying array of moonlets; helium-3, that most valuable fusion reactant; and a wet container brimful of water melted from the gas giant’s majestic rings. Besides the helium-3, most of the rest of the goods would be worthless in the Sol System; the water-production and metallurgical facilities of the Belt were far closer to the shipyards orbiting Terra and Mars, and so their goods would always outcompete those of Cronus. But the guildsmen who worked the skies of the old titan had a trick up their sleeves: extrasolar colonies lacked the sophisticated technology necessary to maintain a modern society, and while the Republic’s colony-wide wartime blockades were in effect, those goods became that much more valuable. And so the Doukas arrived at Mimir, a streak of light deep in the black of space, laden with forbidden metals and cryogenics carved from the grasp of another star.


  “—Dimitrios, sir, I don’t understand.”


  Yuri’s face had slowly drained of what little color it originally held as the strain of the acceleration gnawed away at him, and now he looked expectantly at the captain. Dimitrios had been resting his eyes, content to let his crew and computer handle the minor course corrections. He opened them slowly—regretfully—and looked over in the vague direction of the deputy guildmaster’s son.


  “. . . understand?”


  “Obviously we need to make orbit before the Republican ship catches us—Father has explained their rules of engagement, how stations and orbital hubs are neutral ground. We get there first, we’re home free.”


  “I fail to see the question.”


  “But it’s not like it’s a mystery who will win this race, sir. That’s my quandary. We can see how fast they’re going, and they can see how fast we’re going, so don’t both of us already know who will make it first?”


  The Doukas’s master grinned, impressed for once at his young pupil’s comprehension.


  “So your old man did teach you something. You’re right, we both know just about everything we need to know about the other, just from our heat signatures: exhaust temperatures reveal thrust power and reactor configuration, and adding acceleration gives mass and even a good guess about likely cargo and crew complement—with a bit of math. No, they know we’ll beat them to orbit with hours to spare; they likely started their burn the moment they detected ours, but they were out of position and on an outbound heading, so they have much more ground to cover.”


  “So why does Giannis need to push the engine, if we’ll beat them handily?”


  The merchant captain stroked his thick black goatee thoughtfully, for a moment almost forgetting the rumbling of acceleration from the ship’s potent engine.


  “That, my dear lad, is because you’ve forgotten one thing. We’re not racing the Republican frigate, Yuri, not exactly; we’re racing light.”


  The youth’s look of immoderate consternation at the older man’s words left little of his confusion to the imagination.


  “Think it through, Yuri. We’re not at war with them, and we sure as blazes don’t want to start one. If they warn us to stop, we’ll have little choice but to obey. But—” At this, he twisted his console toward the youth, pointing at the low ebb in their hyperbolic path traced around Mimir. “If we can move our periapse to within shuttle range of that station, we’ve won, even once they tell us to stop. Ordering us to abandon orbit violates the Delhi Accords: they are required to let us circularize rather than risk us flinging off into interplanetary space or burning up in the atmosphere. So we’ll circularize and casually discard our shipping containers within range of a shuttle; there’s just about nothing they can legally do to stop the station, and that shuttle will have our cargo aboard before the Republic ship arrives.” The captain ran some calculations on his screen before continuing.


  “Our scans showed that if they fired off their message immediately after we ghosted in, we have another minute or so before it reaches us. And we’ll be where we need to be in about the same amount of time.” He winced. “It’s going to be close.”


  Captain Eleftheriou twisted the console back toward himself, muttering to himself as he pushed against the imposed gravity of acceleration.


  “If Giannis could have given me another half kilo of mass flow, we’d have nothing to worry about.”


  As if on cue, the console beeped angrily, and the youth immediately looked over to his own screen. His face fell.


  “Priority one message, sir. From the frigate.”


  Eleftheriou wistfully looked at the burn timer counting down for a few long moments before huffing at Republican impudence.


  “Looks like they’ve improved their detection speeds. Good to know, I suppose.”


  He picked at a piece of lint that had somehow managed to affix itself to his jumpsuit and flicked it toward the air return. With an ironically grandiose gesture, he tapped the button on his screen and the frigate’s message began to broadcast throughout the compartment.


  “Attention unknown vessel. You have entered a restricted area subject to military interdiction by the Republic of American States, under authority of the Declaration of Martial Law, article seven, section B. You are ordered to cease your burn immediately and stand to for cargo inspection. Failure to submit will result in immediate offensive action. You have thirty seconds from receipt of this message to comply. There will be no further warning.”


  Dimitrios looked at the clock again and tapped at his mic.


  “Giannis, we’ve done what we can. Shut her down. Pop the white flag while you’re at it.”


  The captain and the clerk immediately felt the burden of acceleration lift, replaced at once by the unsettling sensation of free fall. The pulsating waves of plasma blasting from the wire-formed nozzle dissipated, leaving the Doukas drifting calmly through space. All her radiators—fragile as rice paper under any sort of assault—unfurled to their maximum extent, the international signal of meek compliance. Captain Eleftheriou absentmindedly wrapped the chain of his medal around his finger, eyes still flashing with constant calculation. He turned to the deputy guildmaster’s son.


  “Well, Yuri. Now we wait.”


  * * *


  “Sir, it’s been one minute since they’ve received us.”


  The captain’s aide looked nervously over at the master of the Gibraltar, awaiting his reply. Captain Peter Gregory bore the face of a world-weary cynic: tired-eyed, gray-tinged tonsure ringing his prematurely bald pate, the beginnings of wrinkles now thinly stretched by the cruel tug of acceleration. His flight suit—the famous dark blue of the Orbit Guard—bore the ignominy of casual neglect, the golden striping of the collar tarnished by sweat, the pant seams having long abandoned their crease. The captain sighed heavily and waved his hand at the aide.


  “Patience, Ensign. They’ll comply.”


  True to his word, the incoming vessel’s exhaust trail evaporated, leaving the glowing-hot signature’s course unchanged. The captain grunted.


  “Guidance, will their final orbit be within range of the station’s shuttles?”


  His guidance officer, a hawk-eyed Bostonian, shook her head after a moment’s analysis.


  “No, Captain. After circularization, they won’t have time to adjust heading for rendezvous before we arrive.”


  The captain made a self-satisfied sound and turned to the officer.


  “Maintain present course, notify me when we’re within fifteen minutes of boarding.”


  “Aye, Captain.”


  The captain tapped on his screen and sent a command to his tactical officer.


  “Lieutenant Alvarado, as soon as we end the burn, I want a squad of your men armed and ready at airlock one. I will join you there. Prep another two squads and pods to inventory the cargo.”


  The voice over the ship’s comms answered with cool professionalism.


  “Yes, sir. Expecting trouble?”


  The captain sighed.


  “No, Lieutenant. Just a precaution.”


  “Very good, sir.”


  * * *


  Hours passed in silence as the crew of the Doukas anxiously awaited the rendezvous with the Republican frigate. Once the two ships had come in range for real-time communication, the Gibraltar had transmitted a series of instructions for the crew, and Captain Eleftheriou had betrayed no intention to disobey. His young charge expressed dismay at the captain’s mild-mannered obsequiousness, but a single stern look from Dimitrios silenced any further muttering.


  Gradually, carefully, the Gibraltar came alongside the Doukas, maneuvering thrusters gently prodding the much smaller frigate into position adjacent to the old trading ship’s port airlock. Far below, the swirling, rain-heavy clouds of Mimir hugged the churning world-sea, and the occasional bolt of lightning sent momentary flashes glinting through the billowing masses, like the glow of far-off fireflies swallowed in the gloom of early evening. Captain Eleftheriou watched dispassionately through a tiny porthole, imagining the sheets of rain falling on Collins City or Endeavor.


  “Captain? What are we going to do?”


  Dimitrios turned away from the window and looked at the source of the ever-wearying voice, young Yuri.


  “What else? We’ll ‘yes, sir’ and ‘no, sir’ and ‘have a good day, sir’ until we’re blue as their suits. You’ll learn, Yuri, that much of guild work is knowing when to remain silent—a fact that I trust you will grasp, preferably sooner rather than later.”


  The youth finally caught on to the captain’s jab, and shut his mouth pointedly. The captain turned back to the window, looking for a final moment down at the planet below, and then back up to the approaching airlock of the Gibraltar. The frigate’s universal docking port made short work bridging the gap between the two vessels, latching on to the Doukas’s airlock with a decisive click and booming thud. Captain Eleftheriou took a deep, calming breath and spread his hands and feet out wide, palms facing forward toward the airlock. The deputy guildmaster’s son mimicked him.


  The muffled sound of the pressure alarm on the far side of the airlock sounded, and the door cracked open, followed immediately by the angry muzzle of a boarding carbine. A suited figure followed the weapon through the door, eyes flitting back and forth behind a clear helmet as the guardsman scanned the room for threats. He took up a position immediately inside the door, sliding his foot into a hold on the wall, and gestured another three soldiers through, who took up positions above, below, and in front of Captain Eleftheriou. The merchant captain smiled as pleasantly as he could, keeping his position with a foot wedged against the side of the module, hands still. Captain Gregory came through the airlock next, irritable expression visible even behind a mask and pressure suit. He grasped a handhold and halted himself with practiced skill immediately in front of the trader.


  “I am Captain Peter Gregory of the Republic frigate Gibraltar, acting by and for the authority of the Senate of the Republic of American States. State your business in the Alpha Centauri system.”


  The merchant led off with a smile and a formal bow of his head.


  “Captain Gregory, a pleasure. I am Dimitrios Eleftheriou, and this is the Doukas, a licensed and bonded free trader of the Sol Merchants Guild. This is my second-in-command, Yuri Levin. We’re here to trade, of course.”


  The Republican captain looked over his nose at the two men with a barely contained look of disdain.


  “Do you gentlemen realize this system has been under martial interdiction for the better part of three months?”


  “I do recall seeing something of the sort in the spacer bulletin.”


  The captain snorted loudly enough that his suit’s internal microphone broadcast the sound. He pulled a tablet from a holster at his side and began to skim through the data on it, drawn from the Doukas’s registration information on the ship’s black box.


  “Would it be too much to presume, then, that your passing familiarity with the bulletins includes an understanding of what goods are prohibited merchandise?”


  The merchant captain raised his eyebrows and responded quickly to the guardsman’s sardonic barb.


  “Well, I would assume weapons, of course—that goes without saying.”


  “Yes, it does,” muttered the captain, flipping through the screens of data. He continued his queries without looking up.


  “You left Titan late yesterday?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “No other stops along the way?”


  “No, sir, this is a direct-route transaction.”


  “And what is your cargo? I remind you, Captain, misleading or otherwise inaccurate responses to my questions will be deemed intentional and you will be charged with providing false information to a Republican officer in time of war.”


  As if to accentuate his point, a thudding sound reverberated through the hull as an EVA pod airlock connected to the external loading bay of one of the shipping containers aft of the crew module. The merchant captain grinned disarmingly.


  “I wouldn’t dream of it, Captain Gregory! No, this is a fairly standard cargo run. Titanium, palladium, platinum metal powders, helium-3, and good old H-2-O.”


  The captain looked up from his perusal of the ship’s manifest.


  “I see,” he remarked, a hint of amusement—or disgust—creeping into his voice. He switched off the broadcast microphone and spoke inaudibly inside his suit. The young assistant had watched this entire exchange with a growing sense of dread, and he fidgeted nervously with the flight-suit fasteners at his neck, causing the guardsman nearest him to gesture roughly with his carbine.


  “You there, hands in front of you.”


  Yuri obeyed instantly, eyes wide with fright. Captain Eleftheriou spoke soothingly, attempting to defuse the situation.


  “Guardsman, my apologies, my young second officer is green as Terran grass. Would you believe that this is his first trip in the black? Unbelievable, I know—to live your whole life on an icy orange popsicle like Titan.”


  The guardsman glared and lowered the carbine’s muzzle, and Dimitrios quietly exhaled, tension momentarily relieved. Captain Gregory switched his headset back on again.


  “Mr. Eleftheriou, I am happy to report to you that my men have verified that your cargo checks out with your manifest and your statements to me.”


  Dimitrios smiled and bowed slightly.


  “Of course, Captain Gregory. I wouldn’t dream of—”


  “I was not finished, Captain.”


  “My apologies, sir—”


  “All of the items on the manifest, however, are illegal goods carried in direct violation of the Declaration of Martial Law, article three, and notice posted in ‘Bulletins for Spacers,’ numbers four thirty-one and four thirty-five.”


  Captain Eleftheriou’s face drained of color.


  “Well, that’s, that’s—all of them?”


  “Yes, I can provide you with the citations if you like.”


  “Yes, I would, actually,” stammered Captain Eleftheriou, sheet-white face now slowly coloring red.


  “Titanium, palladium et al metals, powdered or ingot form: prohibited by article three, section one, subsection seven. Potential use in military weaponry or vessel construction. Helium-3, in gaseous or liquid form: prohibited by article three, section one, subsection three. Potential use in restricted reactor technology. Water, in gaseous, liquid, or solid form—”


  “Now wait just a moment. This is outrageous, Captain! I mean, yes, you could use titanium for military applications, but you could say the same about any material in existence!”


  “Are you quite done?” The Republican captain’s icy retort stopped Eleftheriou midbluster, and the middle-aged guardsman cut in.


  “Mr. Eleftheriou, my job is not to argue with you. These restrictions were clearly posted in the proper channels, and I find that you had sufficient notice.”


  “What is this, a magistrate hearing? I want to appeal that finding, this is ludicrous.”


  “Mr. Eleftheriou, I advise you to stop before I have you arrested for contempt.” The abrupt sharpness in the captain’s voice was only accented by his imposing, suited form. He continued in the shocked silence.


  “The Gibraltar is a vessel of the Republic under orders endorsed by the Triumvirate in time of war. Frankly, Mr. Eleftheriou, I have the legal authority to do whatever I want.”


  Captain Eleftheriou opened his mouth to speak, closed it, and then tried again.


  “So what is the fine? Can I at least pay it now?”


  The Republican captain had looked back at the manifest when Eleftheriou began to speak, but now his eyes shot back to the Greek’s, narrowing to a penetrating stare.


  “Was that an attempt at a bribe? Do you want me to start a list of charges too?”


  Captain Eleftheriou quickly raised his palms in innocent protestation.


  “Not at all, I’m sorry, I expected that I would be able to resolve this unfortunate matter by a fine or fee of some sort.”


  Captain Gregory chuckled dryly, humorlessly.


  “I’m afraid you are mistaken, Mr. Eleftheriou. My orders say that contraband and illegal goods are deemed forfeited and are to be seized.”


  “Seized? Seized? For the love of— Captain, there’s almost a half a million—”


  “—that won’t fall into the hands of the Coalition or Coalition sympathizers,” finished Captain Gregory smoothly, depositing his tablet back into its holster and tightening the strap. He continued detachedly.


  “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Eleftheriou. My men will remove your cargo containers; we will signal when you are free to leave.” He spun himself around and pushed off toward the airlock, pausing for a moment at the threshold to turn back toward the ship’s master and his assistant.


  “Enjoy your stay at Mimir.”


  The moment the hatch closed behind the Gibraltar’s master, Captain Eleftheriou let out a shout of rage, bashing his fist against the bulkhead. Yuri floated nearby, too shocked to speak, watching as Dimitrios raved like a madman, flinging anything he could grasp at the closed hatch. Yuri could barely hear the sound of the pressurization alarm over the captain’s ranting, but he felt the shuddering thump as the airlock detached and the Doukas floated free once again. A series of echoing thuds followed as the cargo containers were wrenched free of their supports, leaving the Doukas denuded of her treasures. Soon, the sounds outside ceased, and the Republican vessel transmitted their promised signal and ignited their engine, vanishing into the distance in a matter of moments. The captain suddenly stopped his animalistic cries, so abruptly that Yuri almost gasped. Without any warning, Dimitrios flashed a Cheshire grin and twisted to look at the young assistant.


  “Think I sold it?”


  “Wh-what?”


  “My performance! Not quite Olivier, but passable, I feel.”


  Yuri’s expression shifted from shock to amazement and back again, without a single coherent word managing to cross his lips in the meantime. Dimitrios reached over and slapped the youth on the shoulder.


  “Come on, lad, we’ve got a meeting in Collins City! Don’t want to keep the guild rep waiting.”


  Yuri turned himself awkwardly and launched down the corridor after Eleftheriou’s fast-retreating form, finally managing to stammer out a response.


  “But, sir, Captain! We just lost all our cargo! You were—what in the worlds is going on?”


  Dimitrios stopped himself against a hold and turned his head back to the clerk.


  “All our cargo? Those containers? Oh, my boy, those were merely the diversion. The real cargo is untouched.”


  “But you said it was half a million—”


  “And that was not a lie.” The captain looked thoughtful for a moment, then shrugged and pushed off the wall toward the bridge. “Of course, it would have been best had they not confiscated it—the three-H would have certainly garnered a pretty penny—but no, that cargo’s purpose was to keep them from looking too closely at their scans. Fourth lesson: one for them to find, one for you to keep.”


  Yuri shook his head in wonderment as the Greek, gleeful as a teenager in love, somersaulted off the bulkhead and deposited himself smartly in his chair. With a tap of the controls, he put the intraship circuit up on the speaker.


  “Giannis, my good man, get me within range of the station, on the double. We’ve got ourselves a dirtside date!”


  For the first time, Yuri heard the voice of the ship’s engineer, undoubtedly in better humor than before.


  “Aye, sir, shouldn’t be long at all. Remember your umbrella.”


  * * *


  As Giannis had imagined, the summer rains of Mimir’s northern hemisphere were in full swing as the shuttle descended in a fiery streak of plasma down to Collins City. Yuri found the whole experience terrifying, made all the more unsettling by the captain’s good-natured humming, and his ceaseless twirling of that blasted medal around his fingers. Yuri closed his eyes to combat the nausea in his stomach as the cyclonic winds of the upper atmosphere batted the shuttle around like a toy. When the vessel finally punched through the last layer of clouds, Collins City lay directly ahead, a brownish-gray cluster of new construction circling a central ring of cylindrical buildings, the obvious signs of a city built from the modules of landed vessels. Dimitrios noticed drifting clouds of black smoke from several points on the horizon, the telltale signs of distant battle, but said nothing. No sense further troubling Yuri.


  A guild representative, dressed in understated finery, met the captain and the clerk at a local printshop, amid the whirring of cooling systems and the crackling of laser sinterers. With him stood one of the printshop workers, a tall, soot-covered man, clearly a welder or machinist by trade, and a local official, wearing a nondescript gray tunic. The guild representative, a portly man, clasped the merchant captain’s hand with gusto.


  “Ah, Dimitrios! I should have known the guild would send you—no one else is crazy enough to try to run a Republic blockade!”


  Dimitrios grinned and slapped the man on his shoulder.


  “Barnabas, you sly dog—why’d you colonials go and force the Republic to start one?”


  The local official, clearly a nervous man at the best of times, interrupted.


  “Gentlemen, if you please. I trust your presence here means you were successful at running the blockade, God knows how.”


  Dimitrios nodded and bowed his head. Without further ceremony, he unclasped the St. Nicholas medal from around his neck and handed it to the guild representative. Yuri watched, awestruck, as the guildsman’s eyes lit up and, reaching into his tunic pocket, the large merchant produced a tiny ring, which he waved over the medal. The medal clicked electronically and split in two, revealing the tiniest of wafers nestled within. Dimitrios gestured broadly.


  “Magistrate, as promised, your requested equipment.”


  The official’s eyes widened to the size of two glistening moons.


  “This . . . this is all of it?”


  Dimitrios nodded curtly.


  “Yes indeed. Full presliced printer models for five firearms, three laser telescopes, two dozen assorted sensor systems and reactor subsystems, and a miscellaneous assortment of circuits and boards you’ll need to jumpstart your foundries and hydroponics facilities.”


  The printshop worker nearly danced with glee, and the official looked like he was moments from joining him. He stuttered out his gratitude.


  “Mr. Dimitrios, I don’t know if we can ever thank you enough.”


  Dimitrios shrugged, displaying an emotion Yuri had not yet seen: humility, pretended or otherwise.


  “Magistrate, it’s just trade. The guild hopes that you are satisfied with your purchase.”


  “I have no doubt, sir, I have no doubt.” He turned to the guild representative. “The funds will be transferred immediately.”


  The guild representative bowed and said nothing, and he, Yuri, and Dimitrios left, flipping hoods up over their heads to keep out the driving rain. The guild representative turned to Dimitrios with a shake of his head.


  “You know, the Republican guardsmen are looking for printer chips—they are specifically watching for them, to prevent us doing what you just did.” He shook his head in admiration. “I don’t know how you do it, Eleftheriou. Good work, but I’ll be ’locked if I know how you do it.”


  Dimitrios looked at Yuri with a wink, then turned his head toward the guildsman with a mischievous smile.


  “Nothing fancy, Barnabas. I just remembered to pay the tariff.”
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  Leaning against the cutting wind, Riona raised a thumb and closed one eye, then opened it and closed the other, gauging the distance to the black cloud that darkened the sky to the east. Her horse danced, its hooves crunching the brittle blanket of snow spread over the clifftop. Riona jerked down on the reins and heeled the dappled gray stallion in the flanks until he stilled.


  She turned to the knot of people huddled fifty feet down the slope. Dagny, the dragonskin woman who’d been assigned to attend her, sat on a bay gelding apart from the gray-clad members of the Queensguard, who lounged on their horses as if at a picnic.


  Riona couldn’t remember the last time she’d lounged.


   Slouching means a switching, girl, I don’t care whose blood you’ve got!  Riona bit down on her back teeth, raising a mental shield against the memories. A thousand willow switches, fire-heated pokers, shoves into the stale blackness beneath the cathedral. The voice, like a razor edged in ice.  No one likes you. Not the cinan, not even the guards. They think you’re incompetent. I think they’re right. 


  Riona gritted her teeth and turned back to the black cloud, tying down the voice and shoving it into the deep recesses of her mind. It was a storm. Had to be. Though . . . it didn’t move like any storm she’d ever seen.


  The sound of hooves startled her. Dagny reined in at Riona’s side and peered out over the sea of trees and mist beyond the cliffs. The dragonskin woman’s eyes—like a rock lizard’s, with their diamond-shaped pupils—darted across the horizon. Two years with Dagny had done little to acclimate Riona to her alien sort of beauty. Human, except for those eyes and the shimmering scales that dusted the angles of her face and flowed over her arms from shoulder to fingertip—both features a match for the blue of the winter-washed sky.


  “Sweet Fires,” Dagny breathed. “Those are birds. War-birds and crows and carrion eaters.”


  Riona glanced from the dragonskin to the cloud, a frown pinching the skin between her brows. “It is a storm.”


  Dagny opened her mouth, then, looking uneasy, closed it again.


  Riona slid down from the horse, jarring her legs when she landed on the cold, stony earth. A thousand feet below, the city of Crann Laith tumbled like spilled bone dice from the black cup of the canyon. It was as siege ready as she could make it—almost. She still hadn’t laid the pretend bloody wards.


  “Do you worry for your mother?” Dagny asked.


  “What?”


  “The birds. They’re right over the place where the armies must be. Do you worry for the queen?”


  Riona cast her a disdainful look. “Queen Eilis is not my mother.”


  Dagny’s voice went soft. “Morna Brannon is out there too.”


  Riona flinched. Her true mother’s name was a needle beneath her skin. She turned away before Dagny could see that she’d struck a nerve. Riona should call up one of the Queensguard and have them take the woman away. The problem was, she hadn’t bothered to learn any of their names. “I don’t know Morna Brannon well enough to care. Nor you well enough to speak of such things.”


  The scales on Dagny’s cheeks turned a deeper shade of blue, but her eyes did not look contrite, they looked annoyed. “Apologies, Queen-heir.”


  Awkward silence fell. When Dagny spoke again, it was either to the sky, or herself. “When birds black the skies, War is coming. When the blood-winds rise, War is coming.”


  Souls, not that miserable ballad. “Makkah’s Rise” was the most depressing story in all the Wilding histories. Besides, it wasn’t birds, it was a storm. And war wasn’t coming, it was upon them. Ten thousand Andrisi invaders moved through the Wildwood. And here was Riona, left behind to “ensure the city’s defense.”


  Riona turned her attention back to Crann Laith. Its blocky whitestone buildings flowed in a wide triangle out from the canyon mouth with the river Eyea. Talonkeep and the cathedral sat at its apex, the rest of the city spreading out into the river basin until it hit the curving wall that stretched from one side of the canyon to the other, a dam that had leaked small houses and farms over the years.


  Where to make a show of putting the powerless wards? Queen Eilis had only agreed to them to appease the cinan—the thirty-odd women who led the Wilding clans. And because she knew she wouldn’t be the one to stand there for an hour with her hand on a wall while a charlatan chanted at her. All Wilding magic—when they’d had it—could only be channeled through someone with the queensmark. Only two people with the queensmark ever lived at a time—in this time, it was Riona and Eilis. In Riona’s opinion, that meant it had always been useless, even when magic had mattered.


  Riona frowned at the birds—no—the storm. Magic was dead, or close enough that it was completely obsolete. Despite her heart-mother’s orders—Riona had left the wards for last. A small victory.


  When it came to Eilis, she’d take what she could get.


  “Get out of the way! Let me pass!”


  Riona and Dagny turned. Below, a dark-haired man leaped from a sweating horse and pushed against the guards, who’d drawn their bronze swords against him.


  “Did you expect a messenger?” Dagny asked.


  Instead of answering, Riona urged her horse down the stony slope. The man was tall. A green coat showed in patches beneath a layer of muck.


  “Faolan Cuillin? Why aren’t you with your cinan at the front?” Riona waved away the women of the Queensguard and their swords.


  Faolan surged forward. Twin brother to Brigid, the cinan of Clan Cuillin, the scout was a few years older than Riona. He was usually handsome, but now he was sweat soaked and wild-eyed. He dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead to the icy earth.


  Riona yanked her stallion to a stop, her stomach lurching. That was not the greeting for the heir.


  It was a greeting for the queen.


  Oh souls. Eilis.


  “Rise,” she whispered.


  Faolan lifted his head, but didn’t stand. Riona’s stomach twisted again. Beneath the mask of grime and blood, the man’s face was contorted with terror and grief.


  “Speak,” Riona commanded.


  His mouth worked, but no sound emerged.


  “Speak!”


  He met her eyes. In that look, Riona saw something akin to a dagger flying toward her heart, and she knew there was nothing she could do to stop it.


  He pressed shaking hands into the snow, as if holding himself up. “A message from Brigid, cinan of Cuillin. Queen Eilis nich Dalaigh”—he swallowed—“is dead.”


  The mountain might have crumbled beneath Riona. Lightning could have struck. The breath been taken from her body. She pressed the heels of her hands into her stomach to stop the sudden sharp pain. “Eilis . . . is dead?”


   You hate me, girl? I think you love me, and hate yourself because of it. 


  The guards dropped to their knees in the same bow as Faolan. Only Dagny remained standing, watching.


  Faolan opened one of his clenched fists. A silvermask owl feather was nestled in his palm, the same size and shape as the birthmark on Riona’s neck. Once a generation, a Wilding girl child was born bearing the mark of the feather somewhere on her body—the mark that named her the next Wilding queen.


  Despite the journey, the feather in Faolan’s hand shone bright, the silver marred by a few rust-colored specks. His voice was rough and low. “Long fly, Queen Riona nich Brannon.”


  As if pushing through pine sap, Riona took the mangled feather. Silvermask owls did not have speckles. Those spots . . . they were Eilis’s blood. Riona’s ribs closed around her heart like a vise. Her breath came in short, sharp bursts of fog, snatched in an instant by the wind. “How?”


  Eilis is dead.


  Mentor, heart-mother.


  Ha. There had never been any heart in her. But there had been moments. Fleeting, rare. Once in a great while, Riona would catch the flash of approval in the hard queen’s eyes. Every time she saw it, she’d craved more. For all she hated Eilis, she would have died to make the old queen love her.


  The cloud caught Riona’s eye, reminding her that the Andrisi were still there, invaders still tried to take the Wildwood. She had the sudden mad urge to scream. What am I supposed to do?


  As if in response, the cold wind slapped her face hard enough to steal her breath and snatch back her hood. Dark brown hair escaped her braided crown and whipped her face. Riona grabbed the wolfskin hood, clutching it hard.


  Then, instead of drawing it back over her head, she let it go. She opened her palm, pinching the mangled owl feather in place with her thumb to keep it from the greedy wind. Reaching up with her other hand, she tugged one of the golden eagle feathers from the leather thong wrapped into her braid and slid the owl feather in.


  Eilis is dead.  Riona couldn’t bear it. Her heart was a rock in her chest. Her heart was an empty void. Her heart was . . .


  Lighter.


  Eilis is  gone.


  For twenty years, her life had bent toward this moment.


  No more queen-heir. No more powerless, lonely girl, to be whipped and burned and slapped and locked in dark tunnels.


  Riona nich Brannon. Queen of the Wildwood and Mountain Reach.


  Riona forced her back straight and marched to the cliff’s edge, where she looked down on the city once more. She inhaled frozen air through her nose, filling her chest. “It’s my time.”


  “Queen Riona?”


  Faolan’s voice called her back. He’d risen. As she approached, he pulled a long, cloth-wrapped bundle from the back of his horse’s saddle. Tawny eyes downcast, Faolan settled the weight of the bundle into her hands. Riona flipped back the oilcloth.


  “Cravh,” she breathed. The bone-shard sword.


  She pressed the pad of her thumb to the cutting edge. Even after a thousand years, Frenna’s blade was sharp enough to draw blood. The droplet gleamed, poppy-scarlet against the frost-white blade.


  “There is more,” Faolan said. An expression crossed the scout’s face that Riona couldn’t name. “She was killed by Makkah. The Lady of War.”


  Dagny gripped her skirts in white-knuckled hands. “The birds. I told you. War comes.”


  Riona’s grief and elation dissipated. Her lip curled. “You dare lie?” she hissed at Faolan. “In your sister’s name? To me?” She had grown up cloistered, not stupid. Makkah was a myth children used to scare each other. One of the Incarnations—beings formed at the dawn of time by human desire. Makkah was the Incarnation of War, a creature comprised of bloodlust and death.


  “I do not.” In a shaking hand, Faolan held out a letter with Cuillin’s seal: a long-haired maiden in armor pressed into moss-green wax.


  Riona snatched the letter and broke the seal.


  To Riona nich Brannon, Queen of the Wildwood and Mountain Reach:


  


   Queen Eilis nich Dalaigh has fallen. You will not believe Faolan, but I swear on the souls of my clan mothers, he speaks the truth. Makkah, Lady of War, is real, and she killed our queen. 


  The rest of the letter spoke of the battle. How the Andrisi were retreating until a winged woman appeared in the sky and began killing Wilding warriors with her bare hands, then snapped Eilis’s neck where she sat on her horse a hundred yards from the thick of the fighting. Riona rubbed her own neck, imagining Eilis in that last moment. Brigid continued.


  


   “Deliver this message to Frenna,” the winged woman said. “Our game has long lain neglected, but it is not ended. I give her the throne, and play resumes.” 


  Frenna. Truly? A legendary monster had returned, and she thought Riona was the First Queen? Yes, Clan Brannon bore Frenna’s blood, but it had been a thousand years since Frenna had lived.


  Riona’s fingers tightened, crumpling the letter. This nonsense would cause a panic. Divide the cinan, who’d already be in upheaval at Eilis’s death. Some would use it to their advantage, swoop in and try to snatch power. There had been queens in the past who had been ruled by the council, or a few powerful cinan.


  Riona would not be one of those queens.


  She pressed her fingertips to her temples. She hadn’t replaced her hood, and the tips of her ears felt like ice. “Obviously, the Andrisi have heard our legends and come up with a clever ruse. They’ve probably got some woman with false wings swinging from a rope they’ve flung over a tree branch. We must not fall for it.”


  Faolan stepped forward, stopping when the guards drew their swords. “No! I was there. I saw—”


  Riona silenced him with a glare and a flick of her hand. “You will not cause a panic.” She met the guards’ eyes, then Dagny’s. “Tell no one what this man has said. The Lady of War is a trick the Andrisi are using to make us afraid.”


  Hundreds of others would have had seen the trick too. Riona wouldn’t be able to keep the secret once the main body of Wilding fighters returned. Rumor would spread, but she would slow it as much as she could. She wrapped her hand around Cravh’s hilt. It felt good to touch the sword. “I can—I mean—our people can handle anything the Andrisi fling at me. Us.” She would guide them. Show them. Make them listen. Belatedly, she added, “For Queen Eilis.”


  A flicker of unease crossed the faces before her. Faolan looked unhappy, but he held his tongue. Good. Eilis had not taught her much, but Riona knew a queen had to be decisive, strong, and never bending.


  “Go back down to Crann Laith,” Riona said to him. “Give your message to Steward Keelin. Except for the part about Makkah.” One of Eilis’s lackeys, the old woman would take the queen’s fall hard. Riona felt a pang of sympathy, but it didn’t last long. Keelin had been just as quick with a slap as Eilis.


  “Your word is my will, Queen Riona.” Face a neutral mask, Faolan Cuillin swung into the saddle and rode down the mountain.


  Queen Riona. The birds—they were birds, she saw now, but birds were to be expected when there had been so much death—massed over the place where Eilis had met her end. She’d heard the Andrisi thought the Wildwood was haunted—it was one of the reasons their invasion hadn’t come years before.


  Perhaps Riona would fill her forests with their ghosts.


  Next to her, Dagny’s mouth slanted into something that was neither smile nor frown. “So, it’s your turn. Will you join the ranks of the great queens?”


  “The great queens?” Riona pulled herself onto her gray stallion, rolling over the words. Her childhood had been full of pain. Her present was dark. But she had intelligence, iron will, political savvy, and independence. That was another of Eilis’s lessons: Do not need anyone, do not trust anyone. Power shared was power lost.


  Riona smiled at Dagny. The expression was unfamiliar on her lips. “Yes. I will.”


  * * *


  Riona stood just inside the massive wooden doors of the entrance to the cathedral situated at the highest point of Crann Laith. Cold wind and muted morning light streamed in around her. Coupled with the murmurs—as soft as a breeze through the forest—Riona felt as if she were stepping into the Underwood.


  Far ahead, an eternity ahead, Steward Keelin Mochain—an iron wisp of a woman and the second greatest tormentor of Riona’s childhood—raised her hands for silence.


  A thousand faces turned toward Riona. A thousand clanswomen and clansmen robed in white, with only flashes of clan colors visible on arms or shoulders, ever shifting, like jewels half buried in wind-driven snow.


  So many people.


  You think  you are fit to be queen, girl?


  Riona resisted the urge to swat at the voice in her mind as she might a buzzing fly. Eilis’s words had always haunted her, even in life, but since the night before—since the burning of the old queen’s body—it had been worse. As if Eilis knew her funeral had been little more than a few platitudes and a bonfire. As if she knew Riona hadn’t been able to pull back the shroud and look at her face.


  You’re a coward, girl. You are weak.


  Blue and violet light fell across the dais, slanting over the pedestal at its center where the tall urn containing Eilis’s ashes sat. Fitting—the fallen queen present to witness a new queen’s rise.


  The air warmed with every step Riona took away from the open doors. The peeling murals on the ceiling and walls watched her. With every step, history pressed down on her. Watching, like the people.


  You are nothing, girl.


  No. I am Riona Brannon.  The first of Frenna’s line to bear the queensmark for a thousand years. The first Brannon to wield the bone-shard sword. 


  Riona touched the silken fabric of her white gown, glimmering at hem, neck, and sleeves with silver. The freedom of a skirt was strange, the train cumbersome and heavy. A band of silvermask owl feathers circled her head, with more feathers and silver threads woven into her dark braid, left long down her back.


  All the women of the clans wore feathers—eagle, hawk, osprey, and kite—as a sign of rank. Before today, Riona had worn eagle feathers, marking her equal in rank to the clan leaders, though the queensmark said she had no clan.


  Now, she had no equal.


  Riona trained her eyes on the dais. She would not look for Clan Brannon. Would not check to see if Morna, their cinan—her blood-mother—watched. If she looked proud.


  Souls, how Riona had dreamed of this moment. She would rise, and the darkness that plagued her childhood would be washed away in power.


  Riona reached the dais and climbed the stairs with shoulders back, head high. On the pedestal next to the urn sat a silver circlet, sparkling with a single sapphire.


  Keelin raised her hands. “Today we crown Riona nich Brannon, daughter of Eilis—”


  Daughter of Eilis, indeed.


  “—Queen of the Wildwoods and Mountain Reach, ruler over the Wildings and the remnant of the dragonskin—”


  On the wall behind the dais, an ancient mural depicted Queen Frenna, lithe and dark haired, clasping hands with a dragonskin man. Torsten, the Sleeping King. Real gold had been used to pick out the scales on the backs of his hands, to highlight his shining hair. The artist had made Frenna as tall as he was. Ha. Dagny and Eilis’s old dragonskin companion—an emerald-scaled woman called Thone—stood half a head taller than the tallest Wildings. Riona could only assume a dragonskin male would tower.


  “—since the defeat of Makkah, when Frenna united the Wilding clans—”


  Below the first mural, a second depicted the dragonskin king’s tomb. He lay there, still. Not in death—supposedly—but in sleep. Waiting until he was needed, carrying with him the knowledge of how to defeat Makkah.


  Bah.


  “—never replace Queen Eilis, glorious and illustrious, beloved from the mountainous nest of Crann Laith down to the sea—”


  Under different circumstances, Riona would be making a pilgrimage to that tomb tomorrow. Tradition and superstition dictated that every new Wilding queen visit the Sleeping King, lift the crystal lid of his coffin, and kiss his lips. Disgusting. She should thank the Andrisi for leaving her no time to trek to the ruins and kiss a scaly, thousand-year-old dustbag.


  Riona started when Keelin placed the circlet in her hands. She jerked back from the older woman’s clawlike grip. Tightening her fingers around the hard metal, Riona looked out at the crowd, their dark hair and pale faces interrupted every now and then by a tall, brightly scaled dragonskin.


  Stop crying, girl. No wonder you are alone.


  Their hungry eyes devoured her. Every single one of them. They needed her. To be wise. To do the right thing. To protect them. Their heavy stares joined the weight of those in the murals, pushing her down. The room tilted. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe . . .


  There was a children’s game in the Wildwood. The daring would climb two close trees and leap from the branches of one to the other. The person who jumped from the highest, leanest, farthest apart branches was the winner. For safety’s sake, a net was strung among the low branches to catch the one who fell.


  In that moment, Riona realized that Eilis had been her net. A net of razors, but still.


  Eilis was gone.


  I need no one.


  Of its own accord, Riona’s gaze searched out the ocean blue of Clan Brannon. Each of the seafarers wore an embroidered spiral of waves somewhere on their mourning white, or a blue band around an upper arm, or a vest of azure leather.


  And there was Morna Brannon. There was nothing spectacular about her. Middle-aged, medium height, weathered face, sturdy build. But in her gaze—as there had been on the few occasions they’d met—Riona saw something that Eilis had never given her.


  Warmth.


  Riona set the circlet on her head, perching it amongst the silver feathers, and lowered herself into a bow to the assembled people.


  “Long fly, Queen Riona!” shouted someone in the crowd.


  The answering cry echoed loud enough to shake down the mountains. “Long fly, Queen Riona!”


  Oratory was not one of Riona’s strengths, so she skipped parts of the speech that Keelin had written for her. She glanced at the woman every time she did, watching the old snake’s frown deepen as Riona glossed over a sentence or skipped an anecdote about the greatness Eilis had instilled in her. Candied-petal speeches had never sat well on Riona’s tongue, and Keelin couldn’t take a fogwood switch to her bare back anymore.


  Riona finished and stepped down from the dais. The people bowed in a wave before her. She would exit the cathedral and make her way to the keep across the square. There, she would meet with her cinan. She would turn the tide of the war.


  When she was halfway down the aisle, the dais exploded.


  Riona flew forward. She landed hard on her elbows and tasted blood. Dust billowed, chunks of rock shrieked in every direction. A hot, stinging pain sliced her cheek, her shoulder, the back of her hand. Shouts of shock and pain ricocheted off the vaulted ceiling. Benches banged against the stone floor.


  Riona rose. In the same motion, she drew the bone-shard sword. “Up, warriors of the Wildwood! To me!” She wasn’t sure if anyone could hear her.


  She took stock of what she could see. The dais had become a waist-deep crater. People clustered all around, clogging the aisle like a herd of terrified cows. If she wasn’t careful, Cravh’s blade would draw innocent blood. The skin on the back of her neck prickled. Where was the enemy?


  A cawing laugh cracked the air. Riona whirled. In the center of the tall, open cathedral doors, her red-stained bare feet ten paces off the ground, a woman hovered. A woman with wings.


  Riona’s hand went slack. The tip of Cravh’s blade clinked against the stone floor.


  For a moment, everything was perfectly still.


  “Makkah!” someone close on Riona’s left wailed. Others took it up until it was deafening. “The Crow!” “The Lady of War!”


  Riona wanted to shout at them to stop, that this was a trick. There was a rope, a wire. Panic would serve nothing except to kill them all.


  Then, with a thrust of those powerful, night-black wings, the woman in the door swooped inside.


  Riona’s heart stopped. There was no wire, no rope that could allow the apparition to move like that—she flew.


  “Where have you gone, queen child?” The monster’s voice lilted so that every word was a song. It took Riona a moment to realize what she’d said, because she spoke the dead language of the ancient dragonskin empire. Hearing it out loud was nothing like reading it in books. Of the hundreds of people present, only a handful would understand. Eilis’s lessons ensured Riona was one of them.


  Makkah—Riona could think of nothing else to call her—circled the vast space, weaving through columns. As old as humanity itself, the legends said. But Makkah looked no older than Riona’s own twenty years. Thick hair the color of night streamed to her waist in waves. Exquisite, feathered wings sprung from her back, black as a lightless void. Her dress was crimson, her feet and her hands stained to wrists and ankles with the rust brown of old blood.


  Riona grabbed the closest fighter, a man whose face was ghostly with dust. “Go around the side. Get the artisans and children out.”


  He nodded, then crouched and shuffled forward. He didn’t make it ten feet.


  Makkah folded her glossy wings and slammed to the ground before him. With a glorious smile, she lifted a hand and intoned a line from “Makkah’s Rise.” “And without touch, men fell before her, dead.”


  The man’s head snapped to one side, and he collapsed. A woman screamed. Riona clutched Cravh’s hilt so hard its edges bit into her palm.


  “Where is the child queen?”


  Souls save me.


  Makkah gestured sharply. The cathedral doors slammed shut, cutting off all escape.


  Souls save us all .


  There was a way out, but it was too small for all these people, and Riona’s soul shrank from the memory of the stale air, of a darkness so complete she thought she could feel it clinging to her skin.


  Thrusting aside the memory, Riona stood to her full height and raised the bone-shard sword. “Here I am.”


  “Aha! Yes. There you are.” Makkah bent at the waist and presented both hands, palm up, in an ancient dragonskin greeting. She straightened, her terrible grin softening into something beneficent, something beautiful. The radiance of it nearly brought Riona to her knees. Beside her, one of the men did fall. Another stumbled forward. His cinan grabbed him by the collar and jerked him back. Another of the cinan—Morna Brannon, Riona thought—pulled the fallen man to his feet.


  Watching how the men stared at the woman before them, eyes vacant, another line from “Makkah’s Rise” sighed through Riona’s mind:  And when War came in her glory, the kingdoms of men were the first to fall. The Wildings saw, and chose from the clanswomen Frenna, and Frenna chose from them her cinan. 


  Makkah Bloodlust, Lady of War, Destroyer of Nations, gestured to Riona with slender, graceful fingers. “Come here.”


  Fear blossomed in Riona’s heart, a poisonous flower. Anger at her own cowardice boiled through her, withering the sharp edges of the icy bloom. But it would not die.


  She stepped forward anyway. Someone behind her made a sound. Morna? But it didn’t matter. This is my time. Another step. Another. Until she was five paces from the Crow. She smelled like iron—like blood.


  Riona lifted her chin. “Why have you come?”


  Makkah’s mouth twisted into a grimace of sympathy, as if Riona were simple, and her simpleness was sad. “You have called me.”


  Riona made a noise of disdain. “Called you? You are a myth. We have no more called you than we could call the Old Men of the Forest, or the water horses, or the dead.”


  “Your blood calls me. Frenna’s blood. I’ve felt it for years. Here.” She pulled aside the neck of her dress and indicated a long, jagged white scar just below her collarbone. “A gift given me by that.”


  Cravh glinted in the dull light from the windows, and Makkah glared at it as if it were a poisonous snake. “So I finished my game elsewhere, and then I came here. Besides,” Makkah wagged a finger at Riona, “Your former queen thought she had conquered Mountain Reach, but Mountain Reach is mine. It’s part of my dragonskin empire. It’s where they hid Torsten and his nightmares.” Her voice dropped to a growl, her eyes gleaming and feral. “He is mine too.”


  Riona almost laughed. “You want the Sleeping King? Have him!”


  Makkah pouted. “There’s no fun in that. We must have war!”


  “Have it, then!” Riona leaped onto the back of a bench and threw herself at the hovering woman, Cravh flashing up.


  She slammed into an invisible force before she could strike. The force plucked her away from Makkah and flung her back all the way across the cathedral. Her head and shoulder struck the wall behind the shattered dais with a hollow thud. Pain split her skull. Sparks exploded in her vision. People were screaming again.


  Makkah laughed, a cawing, ugly sound. Feet slapped against the floor. A presence hovered over Riona. When she opened her eyes, Makkah crouched almost on top of her. She caressed Riona’s cheek with clammy fingers. Riona flinched away, and the movement made her gag.


  Makkah’s nails scraped Riona’s skin. “I like pretty things.” The Incarnation of War sighed and smiled, as if remembering something sweet. “Death will make you beautiful.”


  “Why have you come?” Riona asked again, fighting the urge to vomit. “To warn me? We know the Andrisi are coming. To kill me in front of my people, the way you did Eilis?” Riona spat blood. “You missed.”


  Makkah leaned close, wide eyes fixed on Riona’s mouth. “Eilis had to be punished for Mountain Reach. But you must live, because we are going to have a game. I must know who I am playing against. Opponents should meet.”


  The Lady of War brought one finger to the trickle of warmth leaking from the corner of Riona’s lips. When the Crow took her finger away, it was stained crimson. She popped it into her mouth and closed her eyes, inhaling deeply, then let her hand drop. Her metallic tang stung Riona’s nostrils, her hot breath caressed Riona’s ear. “Tomorrow, I bring the Andrisi to your city, and the game resumes. Just a quick one, for old times’ sake. Greater things call me south, but I have made time for you. Farewell, Frenna’s blood.”


  The Lady of War vanished, leaving nothing but a few black feathers that drifted slowly to rest on shattered stone.


  * * *


  The Court of Eagles was misty and chill. Like the cathedral, the largest room in Talonkeep had mural-painted stone walls and a high, arching ceiling. Four living fogwood trees forked toward the ceiling in each corner, silver leaves long gone with winter. The great table and chairs at the center of the room were made of the wood as well, twisted and bound together, the table topped with a long slab of whorled marble.


  In the hour since Makkah had disappeared, Riona had changed from the torn dress into a white tunic and leggings, over which she wore the royal armor—gray leather and hardened fogwood etched with silver. On her head, she still wore the circlet and silvermask owl feathers.


  When Riona approached the table, the cinan stood, the gnarled wooden chairs scraping softly against the stone floor. As one, each clan leader touched the first two fingers of her right hand to her lips, then heart. Eagle feathers gleamed in braids of bark brown and mahogany and cloudy gray. “Long fly, Queen Riona.”


  “Long fly, cinan of the Wildwood.” Riona’s voice was clear. Good. She’d been having trouble with it since . . .


  Makkah. Real. Souls, she was real.


  Magic was supposed to be dead.


  Riona shook off the numbing terror of seeing War up close and opened her mouth to speak. Before she could, Nessa Dalaigh slapped the tabletop with a sharp crack. “We must evacuate the people!”


  Riona started, mouth snapping shut. The oldest woman there, Cinan Dalaigh’s dark hair had gone stormy gray, and her wrinkles were deep enough to hide coins. Unfortunately, her eyes were still as clear as the distant blue sea.


  Eilis had been from Clan Dalaigh. Eilis had had those eyes.


  Riona opened her mouth again, but another cinan spoke first. “Are you mad, you old bat? Let the Andrisi beat themselves bloody against our walls. They’ll give up and turn home once half of them are dead. Crann Laith has stood for a thousand years, and it will stand a thousand more!”


  Riona clenched her teeth.


  “Makkah makes them battle mad.” Brigid Cuillin was stony faced, her voice resonant enough to be heard easily from her place halfway down the table. “I’ve seen it. They throw themselves at death like fish trying to return to the sea. She doesn’t care to take our land, she cares about causing as many deaths as she can. That’s her ‘game.’ This will be no ordinary siege. It won’t end until every Andrisi soldier is dead or Crann Laith has been torn down stone by stone.”


  Another woman made a sound of disdain. “Impossible. We’ll be in far greater danger if we leave. They’ll hunt us as foxes who’ve lost their holes.”


  “If we stay, you will see the end of our people!” Nessa barked at the other cinan.


  “It’s the end of times!” wailed one of the women who stood behind the chairs, too minor to have a seat at the table.


  “You would have us give up our homes, our walls, our greatest strength,” another woman snapped at Nessa.


  “Weak is better than dead!”


  Heat spread through Riona’s cheeks. She must take control. “I—”


  “Queen Riona is young and strong. We can beat the Crow and anything she can throw at us.”


  Nessa barked a laugh. “The Lady of War can snap a neck and demolish rock without a touch. What will the infant queen do against that?”


  Silence fell and all eyes turned to Riona. She should speak, but her words had gone. What could she do against that?


  Souls, were the wards as powerless as she’d thought? If she had allowed the setting ceremonies, would the Makkah have been able to enter the city?


  “There’s the pilgrimage,” Morna Brannon said. “The new queen has yet to visit the Sleeping King.”


  “The pilgrimage?” Riona repeated like an idiot.


   One setback and this is how you react, girl? I knew it, you aren’t fit to rule. 


  Riona shook herself, brows furrowing. This is my time. “You refer to the prophecy.” She’d had no idea Morna believed in such things. The revelation was . . . disappointing. “One Incarnate doesn’t make every myth into truth. If Makkah”—souls of the Underwood, she couldn’t believe she was saying that name with a straight face—“spoke truly, the Andrisi will be here tomorrow. I must take that time to further improve Crann Laith’s defense and see to the welfare of the people inside its walls. Not go traipsing around the mountains, hoping for a savior.”


  Morna frowned, perhaps as unpleasantly surprised to find Riona a skeptic as Riona was to find Morna superstitious. “The Sleeping King has fought the Crow before. He knows how to defeat her.”


  “If he wakes,” muttered one of the cinan on Riona’s left.


  “I think—” began Morna Brannon.


  Riona raised a hand. “Cinan Brannon, we have no time. The Andrisi arrive with the sun. It’s a day’s journey to the dragonskin tomb. By the time we get back—most likely without the Sleeping King and whatever powers he has—I might not be able to reenter the city.”


  Nessa Dalaigh snorted. “Are you necessary?”


  Riona rose. For a second time, the women in the room fell silent. “Mind how you speak to your queen.”


  The old woman’s lips pursed, but she didn’t reply.


  Riona allowed the quiet to stretch until it was uncomfortable. Perhaps they should send everyone who could run into the forest, get them on the road to Clan Cuillin’s stronghold at Cahair Scoth. It was deeper in the forest. The Andrisi might not reach it before the winter snows drove them from the Wildwood for a season. It could buy them time.


  But Eilis had never run. Showing your back is weak, girl. Riona straightened. “We will stay.”


  Nessa sneered. “You hesitate! You are uncertain. Queen Eilis would not—”


  Anger flamed through Riona. She gripped Cravh and drew it halfway from its sheath. “Eilis is dead. And she never used half her brain if she could use her sword instead.” Or a rod. Or a belt. Or her hand.


  Nessa’s mouth fell open. Clan Dalaigh was the most powerful of the Wildwood clans. In all her years, she had probably never been spoken to in such a way. Even Eilis had shown her respect. “You dare—?”


  Riona’s nostrils flared. The clans were hers. The Wildwood was hers. Riona would teach them to respect her, and then she would save them. Even if she had to drag them, kicking and screaming, to their salvation. “I am Queen of the Wildwood and Mountain Reach. You will listen and obey, old woman, or you will leave this room without your tongue!”


  A gasp. Mutters. Riona let her glare range the room, and the whispers ceased. She turned back to Nessa. “Well?”


  Nessa bared what remained of her teeth. “As you say, my queen.”


  “Exactly. As I say.” Strong leadership, unity. That was key. They would fall apart if she was not strong.


  Riona took a calming breath. When she spoke again, her voice was even, and everyone listened. “We are the Wildwood. We stay and fight. Now, report. How many warriors do we have, and in what state are their weapons?”


  Morna Brannon tried again, once, then twice, then a third time to speak, repeating her plea for Riona to visit the sleeping dragonskin king. Riona did her best to ignore her.


  There was much to do.


  * * *


  Riona had expected the Andrisi to come from the east, not the west—Andris lay to the east, after all. She’d pulled men from the western curve of the wall to defend the city’s eastern side. When the first soldiers emerged from the trees in the opposite direction, a trickling fear chilled her heart. Like angry bees in their yellow and black, the Andrisi were easy to see even through a flurry of fat, wet snow. “Send more bowman to the western wall!”


  And still, hours into the battle, Makkah was nowhere to be seen.


  The pages switched the flags on the east-facing side of the tower. Through her spyglass, Riona saw the soldiers on the eastern wall move, a contingent in Brannon blue leaving the wall top by the stairs and heading west through the city’s streets.


  The six most powerful cinan and a handful of cinan-heirs watched with her from the flat-topped tower that was the highest point of Talonkeep, Morna Brannon and Nessa Dalaigh among them. They passed Morna’s spyglass between them, muttering and conferring. Next to Riona, pages stood ready to change the four sets of multicolored flags hung just below the lip on each side of the tower. Similar flags hung at intervals on the inside of the city wall, an easy way to relay changing commands.


  “They don’t even have ladders.” Morna passed the spyglass to her daughter, Liadan. “And yet they throw themselves at us. Something is wrong with them.”


  Riona tried not to look at the girl who should have been her sister. At seventeen, Liadan wasn’t quite ready to command the Brannon fighters. So she shadowed her mother as Riona had shadowed Eilis.


  Somehow, she doubted the experience was the same.


  Boom .


  “Souls of the Second Hell!” Nessa bellowed.


  Riona whirled back to the western wall. A great, billowing cloud blocked her view, like the dust and smoke from the exploding dais, but a hundred times the size.


  The dust streamed toward the forest in the breeze from the canyon. And when it cleared . . .


  “I think we’ve left the Second Hell behind,” Brigid Cuillin whispered.


  Boom.  Another deafening roar and the bone-jarring crack of breaking stone. Another section of the western wall fell. In the rising dust, Riona thought she saw the flash of midnight wings. Her throat seized. In her nostrils, the phantom smell of blood. Makkah.


  “Was that magic?” Liadan asked.


  “Magic, or dragon’s powder.” Morna’s hand was steady on the spyglass. “The Crow is ancient enough to know the trick.”


  Nessa rounded on Riona. “We are all dead. We should have gone. I told you we should have gone!”


  All of the cinan started gabbling at once.  Retreat no fight no hide in the mountains no send someone to the Andrisi camps by cover of night no are you mad we won’t even last until sunset. 


  “Silence!” Despite the strength in her voice, Riona’s mind was a whirlwind.  I’ve done the wrong thing. We will all die. Eilis was right. I’m stupid. I’m weak. 


  No. This was a setback, nothing more. Riona squared her shoulders.  I am intelligent, iron willed, unbending. I need no one. I will bring us out of this.  “We—we can hold the breach. Call the rest of the Queensguard. Send more warriors. Hold the western wall!”


  * * *


  The western wall fell in less than an hour.


  When Riona sent the dwindling Queensguard to help hold the breach, a second wave of Andrisi soldiers started to flow from the forest to the east like blood from a fatal wound. At first, it looked as though the eastern wall would be safe. In addition to the city’s usual defenses, Riona had ordered hasty pits dug and filled with sharpened stakes. Those of the first wave who didn’t fall to crossbow bolts wound up in the pits.


  But there hadn’t been enough time to dig around the entire wall. The second wave of riders sent foot soldiers before them, testing the ground. Aghast, Riona watched the metal-clad riders prod the foot soldiers forward until they broke through the branches and grass covering the pits, screaming to their deaths. When they found the end of the hidden traps, the remaining Andrisi simply went around. So many had died, but they remained relentless. Any sane army would have turned back, even with dragon’s powder.


  Brigid Cuillin had been right. They were battle mad. Makkah had infected them somehow, and they lusted for death—others’, and, from the way they fought, their own.


  Another deafening boom. Chunks of the eastern wall flew into the air, smashing homes and skidding down streets. People ran from the crushed buildings. Through the spyglass, she could see the blood. The broken bones.


  Riona dropped the spyglass. It hit the stone with a crack. “Get them out.”


  Nessa Dalaigh laughed. “Now? It is too late.”


  “No.” Riona grabbed the older woman’s cowl. She was a full six inches taller than the bent, papery ancient, but she shook her anyway. The cinan of Clan Dalaigh, for all the force of her glare, was thin-boned as a bird. “We must save them.”


  Morna Brannon came to Riona’s side, tugged her fingers from Nessa’s cowl. Riona winced out of habit, expecting the fingers around her wrist to tighten and pinch, but they remained gentle. The realization of what she’d done catching up to her, Riona let Morna lead her aside as two other cinan rushed to Nessa’s aid.


  A little away from the others, Morna let her go. “You’ve been given a hard burden.”


  Riona bristled. “I am up to the task.”


  “Of course.” Morna’s gaze went to the side of Riona’s neck, where the white feather probably peeked from her collar. Morna half raised a hand, then let it fall. “Eilis was not kind to you.”


  Riona stiffened. “She made me strong.”


  Morna raised her brows. “Eilis’s sort of strength is brittle. Her ‘strength’ left fractures in the bonds between clan and queen. There is more to leadership than being born with a feather on your skin.”


  “I know that,” Riona snapped.


  Morna gestured sharply to the ancient leader of Clan Dalaigh. “Then what are you doing?”


  Riona didn’t respond. She took a hard, heavy breath. The backs of her eyes burned. She looked out over the city. It burned, as well.


  Souls, what a stupid girl you are.


  She wasn’t sure if the voice was Eilis’s or her own. Her vision blurred. She blinked it away.


  Morna touched Riona’s arm. “There are better ways. There were better queens.”


  “I know.” The words were a whisper. Riona had read all the histories. Eilis had forced her to read all the histories.


  The cinan didn’t respect her—they barely listened unless she threatened, and every threat made them whisper, made them balk. Despite her new defenses and best ideas, the Andrisi seethed through the city’s broken walls.


  Crann Laith was lost. In its thousand-year history, the Wildwood had seen several great queens.


  Riona would not be among them, after all.


  She let the despair burn through her. The embarrassment, the shame. Then she hid them away, at least for the moment. If she would not be a great queen, she could at least be a queen who made sure her people survived.


  Riona looked at the cinan who stood with her. Cinan she’d kept close to make sure they did as she wanted. It was useless, having them here. Dangerous, with the way Makkah was knocking down walls. Why give the Andrisi one target when she could give them six?


  “You three,” Riona indicated Nessa and two others. “Find your warriors and evacuate the elderly, artisans, and children out the northern gate through the canyon—get them away however you must. Makkah might have led the Andrisi through the Wildwood, but she doesn’t know it as we do. Take the canyon road around Storm’s Head to Cahair Scoth and wait for me. It will be difficult. If you can think of a better way, take it.” Riona clenched her jaw, then exhaled. “Cinan Dalaigh, I am sorry for losing control.”


  The old woman blinked in surprise, then grunted, the sound not precisely forgiving. “Your will is my command, Queen Riona. Come,” she barked at the others. “Let us save who we can.”


  Riona turned to the other three as the cinan assigned to evacuate the people left the tower. “Cinans Cuillin and Ruane, take command of the remaining fighters and keep the Andrisi occupied while the people escape.”


  Brigid Cuillin’s brow furrowed. “You must leave the city, as well. There hasn’t been a babe born with the queensmark yet. Who will rule if you fall?”


  Riona laughed with little humor. “Nessa will do the job, I’m sure.”


  The women remaining in the tower didn’t seem to enjoy the joke.


  In the settling dust by the city’s crumbling wall, Riona caught a glimpse of black wings. The Andrisi roared like the sea. Even without a spyglass, Riona could see the yellow-and-black-clad soldiers surging, frenzied and chaotic.


  Makkah had finally arrived.


  Riona turned from the sight of the Andrisi, from the smoking city. Her chest was hollow, and so was her voice. Her pride had cost the lives of thousands, and she would try anything to save the lives that were left. “I will go to the city on the mountain.” She jerked her chin at Morna. “Cinan Brannon will take me there.”


  Morna inhaled deeply, closed her eyes, and nodded. “Your command is my will.”


  * * *


  Cravh caught on the cathedral’s outer wall, its fine tip sparking across stone instead of cutting cleanly through the neck of an Andrisi soldier.


  “So much for slipping out unnoticed!” Liadan slammed the hilt of her sword down on an enemy soldier’s head, and he collapsed to the street, a crimson stain spreading from beneath his head into the churned, dirty snow.


  Riona growled in answer, slicing into the gap in the Andrisi’s armor between breastplate and armguard. He cried out and lurched back. Riona lunged, slipped, and had to use Cravh to catch herself. The courtyard before the cathedral was slick with red-stained ice. Night had fallen, but between moon, snow, and the burning city, there was abundant light. She recovered before the man, and her next swing ended his life.


  She raised Cravh, ready to face the next foe, but the courtyard was empty of living Andrisi. Only Morna, Liadan, and their Brannon fighters remained. And Dagny, who’d found them, somehow, in the chaos. The dragonskin woman had proven adept with the needlelike throwing daggers she seemed to produce from thin air—daggers, Riona realized, that had been hidden in clever pockets in the woman’s dress.


  A screech from overhead. Riona grabbed Liadan and Dagny and hauled them into the shadows next to the cathedral steps, hunching down next to the frozen stone. At Morna’s barked command, the other Brannon soldiers scrambled into the dimness, as well.


  A shadow blotted out the moon—a woman on wings of oil and smoke.


  “Souls of the Underwood consume her.” Liadan spat into the snow.


  “Does an Incarnation have a soul to consume?” Dagny asked as Morna appeared beside them.


  Riona snorted. “If she does, it’s made of ash and blood, and even the damned would choke on it.”


  Liadan and Morna gave her identical wry smiles. It twisted something inside her.


  Riona cleared her throat. “Come. Let’s get inside before she circles back or more of her berserkers find us.”


  They scrambled up the slippery cathedral steps. Riona shoved open the door and held it for the men and women sworn to protect Clan Brannon. So few. They’d left the keep with twenty, but just as they’d emerged, an equal number of Andrisi had appeared on the other side of the square.


  Riona and the others were lucky to have survived at all.


  She let the door swing shut. Morna crouched at a window, the stained glass and fire casting flickering, multihued shadows over her face. Riona bolted the cathedral’s great doors and crouched beside her blood-mother. In the last hour, Morna had shown her more about leadership than Eilis ever had. She constantly put the lives of her fighters above her own. She knew them, seemed to love them, and made no secret of relying on each for their strengths.


  Why Morna Brannon had not borne the queensmark instead of her or Eilis, Riona would never understand.


  A troop of metal-helmed Andrisi went by. The gleaming armor was like nothing Riona had ever seen before. Lighter than iron, but strong. Far stronger than the bronze swords her people carried. Over the course of the day, that metal and the dragon’s powder had obliterated the Wildings like straw set aflame.


  Riona let her forehead fall against the cold stone, resisting the chasm of despair that yawned beneath her. It would be a miracle if any of the people of Crann Laith survived this night, and it was all her fault.


  A winged shadow passed over the snowy courtyard. Another shrill call. The soldiers passing by paused, then turned.


  Riona’s heart sank. Makkah must have seen them, and now her men were headed directly for the doors of the cathedral.


  Riona cursed the Lady of War and her game. “A quick one,” she’d said. It had been quick indeed. Why did she not just come down and end Riona’s suffering?


  Perhaps, for the Incarnation of War, suffering was the point.


  The soldiers tromped up the cathedral’s steps. For a terrible, mad moment, Riona wanted to stand and fling open the door. Let it end.


  Morna rose. “Hurry. The entrance to the tunnels. Where is it?”


  Riona tried to focus. Scenes from her childhood flashed before her. Groping in the lightless dark, the damp, the chill. Find your way out or starve, girl. She suppressed a shiver. “In the northwest corner. I—I don’t know if there’s time to lift the stone and get away without them following us.” There were two dozen Andrisi outside with their dragon powder. She, Dagny, and the Brannons wouldn’t stand a chance.


  “There is time for you.” Morna’s voice held no fear. With her face illuminated in the shifting, multicolored light, she looked more a queen than Eilis ever had. Than Riona ever could.


  Liadan, standing nearby, laughed softly. “What better way to end life than in a glorious last stand?”


  “None. But that is not for you. Not today, my little eagle.” Morna removed one of the eagle feathers from her hair and wove it with deft fingers into Liadan’s braid. “Fly long, Liadan, cinan of Clan Brannon.”


  Liadan paled. “Mother?”


  Morna grasped her shoulders. “Protect your queen.”


  Riona’s throat closed. The first Andrisi blows landed on the door.


  Their deaths are on your head.


  Another bang on the door, then silence. The Andrisi would be preparing their explosive powder. It wouldn’t be long now.


  Morna grasped her by the shoulders, taking Riona by surprise. “This city holds a fraction of the Wilding population. The fall of Crann Laith will not be the end of us.” She tugged. Riona resisted—no one had ever touched her but in accident or anger. Then, giving in to a desire she’d buried long before she could remember, Riona let the woman pull her into a hug. Her hands went around Morna’s waist, her face into the older woman’s shoulder.


  Something in her broke. Something in her healed. Too soon, Morna released Riona, pressed a kiss to her own fingers, then touched Riona’s cheek.


  A mother’s blessing.


  “I wish I had known you,” Riona whispered.


  Morna smiled. “When we meet beneath the branches of the Underwood, our souls will know each other, and rejoice. Be the better queen. The future is yours to shape.”


  Boom. Splinters of wood and shards of stone flew through the air. Shouts echoed from the front of the cathedral.


  “Liadan,” Morna grasped her daughter by the cheeks, kissed her forehead, and murmured something too low for Riona to hear. The girl had tears streaming down her face. Morna gave her a gentle shove. “Go!”


  Soldiers appeared from the dust. Morna called to her warriors and turned to meet them.


  Locking away a suffocating wave of grief for things that would never be, Riona ran for the back of the cathedral, Liadan and Dagny close behind.


  Hidden in shadow in the northwest corner of the tower, she showed the other two which of the great floor stones slid aside. With no time for memory, for choking fear that wafted up with the dank scent of the darkness beyond, Riona slid through the hole and splashed into the tunnel beneath. A second later, Dagny’s tall, slender form slithered through. And then, after one too many heartbeats, Liadan’s boots hit the ground beside her. Together, the three women wrestled the stone back into place. Pitch darkness fell. And with it, silence.


  “Is there light?” Liadan asked. Her voice was thick, her breathing uneven.


  “No.” Riona stilled, as she’d learned to do as a child. Listened. Put the fear aside. It was easier now that she wasn’t alone. “But I know the way. Take my hands.”


  They did, Liadan’s small and callused, Dagny’s slender and cool.


  For the first time since Makkah had appeared at the coronation, Riona knew exactly what to do.


  They emerged from the dark into the frozen dawn half an hour later. The tunnels let out onto an icy pass on the western slope of Storm’s Head. No Andrisi lay in wait for them, nor any winged, preternaturally beautiful women. The wind had blown most of the sparse snow from the ground, so they would leave no obvious tracks.


  They had escaped Makkah, for the moment. But below them, Crann Laith burned.


  Riona hugged herself, her gaze tracing the column of smoke into the sky. Then she turned from the sight of the city. She could not change what her pride had wrought. But perhaps, in the ashes of her failure, she could salvage hope. Even if she couldn’t wake the myth, perhaps she could find a way. Perhaps it was not too late for the Wildwood.


  * * *


  By late afternoon the next day—after a day and night and day clinging to rock faces, traversing ravines, and nearly succumbing to hypothermia—Riona, Dagny, and Liadan walked among the empty-eyed remains of an empire.


  The stone buildings were oddly shaped, too tall and slender. Too smooth, with thin windows that rose into graceful, pointed arches, their borders carved with things—perhaps they had been flowers and birds—that had faded to unrecognizable lumps. Despite the wear of time and weather, hints of bright paint hid in corners and cracks. Flaking remainders of sunset and sky, meadow and ocean. Dagny trailed her fingers along each with reverence clear on her face. Liadan’s gaze flitted about, her eyes filled with awe.


  In the stillness, Riona felt the first, faint stirrings of hope.


  The roads were stone, straight and wide, but their boots were muffled by a thin layer of snow that had fallen overnight, once the cutting wind had died. More fell, fat flakes that stuck to the fur of the hood pulled up around Riona’s face.


  Despite its thinness, the air was heavy, the past pushing through the broken paving stones like the winter flowers that splashed color against the gray-and-white landscape. It had the feel of a house before dawn, a breath held. As if dragonskin might bustle around the corner, or as if Riona and her companions might come across a thriving market. The city on the mountain was old, but not dead.


  It slept.


  At last, they passed the last ring of ethereal buildings and faced the Tomb of the Sleeping King. The city’s center was large and circular, paved with pale stones that sank in a series of concentric circles, forming steps. At their center, a waist-high platform rose, covered in a breathtaking, clear crystal dome.


  The sun emerged, casting a sparkling glare that hid the dome’s occupant, but Riona could make out the silhouette of a man in repose. Dagny came to stand next to her, and Riona tried not to look as though her stomach had just tied itself in knots. “Is there something I should know?” she asked the taller woman. “Something I should do?”


  Dagny didn’t take her eyes from the shadow of the man beneath the glass. “Pray.”


  The sun dipped behind a cloud again as the three of them descended. Riona stared, transfixed. She’d known about the Sleeping King her entire life, but the knowledge had been distant. She’d only half believed it.


  But there he was, golden scaled and golden haired, his chest rising and falling, as real as Makkah and her night-black wings.


  He wore dark boots, fitted pants, and a sleeveless tunic in sapphire blue that belted at the waist. Everything, from toe to shoulder, was embroidered or inlaid with some kind of gold. A dusting of golden scales covered the backs of his hands from his fingertips and ran up strong arms to broad shoulders.


  His face . . . Riona swallowed. Dusty ancient, he was not. He was young. A thousand years old, and he didn’t look more than two or three years her senior. A furrow creased his brow, as if his sleep was not peaceful. Even so, he was breathtaking. Life suffused cheeks and lips with a pink glow of health.


  And yet, for a thousand years, he had not woken.


  On either side of her, Liadan and Dagny each took one of the golden handles and lifted the dome. It opened on silent hinges, and the scent of summer rolled over them. Of sun and heat, leather and sweet hay. Of something namelessly masculine that clung to Riona’s nostrils and made it hard to look away from the man laid out on the platform of stone.


  Beside her, Dagny muttered what could only be a dragonskin curse. Or maybe it was a prayer.


  “Well?” Liadan asked when Riona made no move.


  This was ridiculous. It could even be a prank—some beautiful dragonskin man crawled beneath the crystal dome once a generation or so to fool another Wilding queen. The whole situation was just too stupid. A legend had destroyed Riona’s home, and to combat it, she had to wake a man who’d slept for a millennium. With her lips. “Souls.”


  Something dark passed in the corner of Riona’s eye, and she heard a sound that might have been wings. Her head snapped up, and she craned her neck, whirling around. Liadan and Dagny did the same.


  Nothing. The sky was empty.


  They exchanged looks. Dagny tipped her head toward the sleeping man.


  Riona’s gaze followed the motion to his face. To his lips. She licked her own.


  He won’t wake.


  He will, but it will be a joke.


  He won’t, and you’ll have to find some other way.  She, Liadan, and Dagny would go back to the Wildwood and do their best, but in the end, they would all die. What else could they hope for against Makkah? At least, in doing this, she could say she’d tried everything. 


  Feeling more foolish than she had in her life, Riona leaned down and pressed her lips against the Sleeping King’s.


  He was warm. She’d never kissed anyone before, and she’d expected kissing to be . . . squishy. But his lips, though soft, were firm.


  For a single, long second, nothing happened. Then the rhythm of his breathing changed. The sleeping man inhaled a sharp, long breath through his nose. His eyelashes fluttered against her cheek. Riona gasped and tried to straighten, but strong hands grasped her elbows, pulling her into him. His lips parted, hands traced her upper arm and neck, burying themselves in her hair.


  She was kissing a myth, and he was kissing her back. Warmth bloomed in her chest, spreading until it felt as if she were lying in the sun on a summer day.


  He released her. She stumbled back, catching herself on the edge of the platform.


  The Sleeping King slept no more.


  He watched her, lips still parted, chest heaving, staring with eyes the color of molten gold.


  It had worked.


  Riona touched a finger to her lips.


  It had worked.


  In one, graceful movement, the king—Torsten—pushed himself up, pivoting so his legs hung over the side of the slab. He blinked like a lost child, then shaded his eyes with his hands and looked around. His eyes swept the city. Liadan. Dagny.


  Then he looked to Riona. His gaze clung to her, as if she were a rope and he was drowning. Hope cracked the hard shell of despair that had formed around her heart. It was painful. Beautiful. It had worked. The Wildwood didn’t have to fall. Her people didn’t have to die.


  Morna and Eilis had not died in vain.


  The Sleeping King—Torsten—opened his mouth, but nothing came out except a rough noise. His knuckles whitened on the edge of the platform.


  Liadan took an eager step forward. “How do we defeat the Crow?”


  The dragonskin man looked at her in confusion.


  “He’s been asleep for a thousand years,” Dagny murmured. “He doesn’t speak the Wilding tongue. Not as it is now.”


  As if to prove Dagny’s words, he suddenly covered his face with his hands. Rocking back and forth on the edge of the stone platform, he whispered, “It’s over,” in the same ancient language Makkah had used. “It’s over. It’s over.”


  Riona’s brow furrowed. Waking the Sleeping King was supposed to be glorious. Lights were to shoot across the sky, the horns of the ancient dead to sound. He wasn’t supposed be so confused, so . . . haunted. So broken.


  “What’s over?” she asked.


  He didn’t drop his hands. “The nightmare.”


  A chill shadow fell over her blossoming hope. This was not the hero she’d been expecting.


  “Riona,” Liadan whispered. “The sun is setting. We either need to find a place to sleep here, or see if we can find a dragonskin family to take us in for the night. They live in caves all around here, do they not?” she asked Dagny.


  Dagny hesitated, then nodded.


  Riona thought she knew why the dragonskin hesitated, and she agreed. By now, Makkah could be hunting them, and she didn’t want to endanger anyone else with her presence. “These buildings are well maintained. They’ll offer shelter from the wind. You two see about firewood and something to eat.” Torsten had not shifted. “I’ll . . . see if I can get him to move.”


  They nodded. Though Dagny looked as if she wanted to protest, she went with Liadan.


  “How long has it been?” Torsten’s words took her by surprise, and Riona started. His voice was still rough, though not as much as it had been. He held Dagny’s waterskin. Riona hadn’t seen her give it to him.


  There wasn’t a point to sugarcoating things. “A thousand years.”


  He paled beneath the golden scales on his cheeks and dropped his gaze to his hands. “You will never understand the depth of the debt I owe you.” He slid from the platform, knelt, and placed the tips of his fingers to his heart, then took Riona’s hand in his free one. His palm was warm and callused. “What is your name?”


  She swallowed. “Riona. Riona nich Brannon.”


  “I swear on the soul of the Dragon, Riona nich Brannon, I will do everything in my power to repay you.”


  A spiral of flames leaped from their intertwined fingers and up their arms. Riona gasped as the skin beneath her collarbone burned. She pulled her hand from his and pulled aside her coat to see a golden, flame-shaped mark just to the side of her heart.


  Magic. Souls. The man could do magic.


  He hadn’t taken his eyes from her. His gaze unsettled her and filled her with heat. He gestured to the feathers in her hair. “I knew a woman, once, who wore feathers like that. I think there’s more to your name than you’ve said.”


  Riona wasn’t sure if there was, not after the way she’d failed. “I was—am—Queen of the Wildwood and Mountain Reach.”


  His brow furrowed. “The clans are united?”


  Riona realized they were still holding hands, and she released his. “Much changed while you slept.”


  He looked to the horizon, where smoke from the burning of Crann Laith still smudged the sky. “Some things remain.” A terrible knowledge filled his eyes. “Makkah remains.”


  Riona nodded.


  “Is that why you’ve come?”


  She chose her words with care. “The Lady of War and the Andrisi have destroyed Crann Laith. According to the histories, there was a prophecy that said you would wake when needed and fight—”


  “Of course. The prophecy.” He laughed without humor, then ran both hands over his face and pressed his knuckles into his eyes. “I’m sorry, Queen Riona nich Brannon. You have come for nothing.”


  Ice crystalized in her veins. “What?”


  “I cannot help you.”


  She leaned close, her voice a low growl. “Are you so embittered by the fall of your own people that you would see mine destroyed as well?”


  He dropped his hands, expression furious. “I would give my life if I thought I could save a single person from Makkah. I would die a hundred times if it meant she would die too. A thousand.”


  “Then why do you refuse to help?”


  Torsten breathed deep once, then again. “The prophecy did exist, but not for you. It was for my time. The people I was supposed to save were my own.” He dropped his gaze. “I’ve already tried to kill Makkah, and I failed.”


  Riona reeled as if he’d struck her. “Failed?” Perhaps she was misunderstanding the ancient tongue.


  “I should have died. Instead, she cursed me to sleep. For a thousand years, I have relived the nightmares. I have watched my friends’ murders a thousand times. Ten thousand. The deaths of everyone I loved, the destruction of my entire civilization. They are burned into my brain. I see them when I close my eyes . . .”


  Hope died, its demise so painful that Riona pressed a hand to her chest. She’d been right all along, and Morna had been wrong. Hoping magic could save them had been wrong. Thinking that she, Riona, could be any better than Eilis—could be any sort of leader—had been the greatest error of all.


  At the same time, she couldn’t help feeling a terrible empathy for Torsten. Like him, she had failed her people, watched them die.


  At least she had only lived it once. “So . . . this is it? Nothing can defeat Makkah.”


  His returned his face to his hands. “I’m sorry.”


  The sun set. Liadan and Dagny returned to tell them that there was food and fire, but Torsten didn’t leave the platform, and so Riona remained. Something about him pulled at her. Something familiar, something lonely. Perhaps it was only the knowledge that he had failed far more spectacularly than she had—Riona had lost a city. Torsten had lost a civilization.


  But whatever the connection, it felt like more.


  As the first stars were rising, the wind snatched back Riona’s hood. Her hands went up to catch it and brushed the band of feathers woven into the wind-whipped strands. With a cry, she snatched them out and tossed them away. As her hands dropped, her fingers brushed the raised skin of the silver feather marked on her neck.


  She laughed—or maybe it was a sob. Riona nich Brannon, Queen of the Wildwood and Mountain Reach. Her fingers curled, nails scraping skin, but there was nothing to grasp. This reminder she could not pluck out.


  Riona left the silent dragonskin and walked all the way to the edge of the city. From its perch, high in the Spire Mountains, she could see the whole of the Wildwood spread out below. Crann Laith was hidden by the bulk of the mountain. From where she stood, the Wildwood seemed at peace.


  Another sob tore from her throat. This cannot be how we end.


  Morna Brannon’s voice whispered in her mind.  There are other ways. There were better queens. Be the better queen. 


  Riona thought of Nessa’s vitriol, and her loss of control. Are you necessary? Eilis’s mocking, and a life lived in fear. Run, girl. She touched her cheek, remembering Makkah’s fingers, remembering Morna’s final blessing.


  A silver feather she had missed fluttered to the ground, loosened from Riona’s braids by the breeze, and she stooped to pick it up.


  The past was part of her. The loneliness, the pain, the failure.


  The future is yours to shape.


  Life had made her into a bone-shard blade. She was not perfect. Even with her intelligence, her determination, she could fail. Had done so, with horrifying consequences. But in the days since Eilis’s death, Riona had learned. She was teachable, and flexible enough not to break.


  “This is my time. I will not let it go to waste.” She returned to the tomb and stopped before Torsten. Quick as thought, she took his hand and yanked him to his feet. “I will not stop trying.”


  The dragonskin man blinked. He was tall.


  “Whether or not you failed in the past, you woke.” Riona touched the little flame over her heart. “The magic is not what I expected, but it’s alive, and so are we. Even if there isn’t hope, we can’t just give up.”


  Torsten’s fingers tightened over hers. He looked over her head to the horizon, where the waters of Sythespine Bay would be gleaming orange and crimson in the setting sun. He seemed to wrestle with something inside himself. Finally, he dropped his golden gaze back to hers. “If you go to fight Makkah, I will go with you, and tell you what I know.”


  “Thank you.” Riona looked to the warm flicker in one of the ancient building’s windows, where Liadan and Dagny had built a fire within. Even if there was nothing she could do to stop Makkah, she would give her life to try.


  And now she knew she didn’t have to try alone.
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  Temaro told no one about the dreams, even with his rite of passage fast approaching. Even when he dreamed of waracabra tigers.


  Dreams were not portents, he told himself.


  * * *


  “What do they sound like?” Temaro said, his hands busy with the weaving. The night’s rain clouds had dispersed and the morning grew bright and hot, so he worked in the shade beneath the eaves of his family’s hut.


  Sitting on the steps beside him, Kainu picked through the pile of narrow palm strips, finding the best ones—green and supple—to hand to Temaro. “Oh, very scary,” he said.


  Temaro paused his weaving to give his older brother a look. “Scary” was not the helpful description he’d been hoping for. Kainu seemed not to notice, suddenly quite intent on selecting the perfect strips of palm.


  Temaro sighed and went back to weaving his new warishi. He had never shown much aptitude for men’s crafts like weaving, and he would need the warishi for the rite of passage tomorrow. But even more useful would be any information he could get about the tigers, so as to not get eaten on his first day alone in the forest.


  “Don’t worry,” said Kainu, “you’ll see your tiger and return home a man.”


  “I’ll be happy to return home alive,” he grumbled.


  “The trick is to see the tigers without letting the tigers see you.” Kainu flashed a wide grin.


  Temaro wove in silence after that, listening to the low murmur of the river as it flowed around his village’s island. Kainu had become insufferably confident since completing the rite of passage, and Temaro was in no mood for his brother’s jokes. He worried that he would not see the tigers on his rite of passage, not prove he had the bravery and cunning of an Appenuni man; even more, he worried that he would see them. He did not feel brave enough, or cunning enough, to survive an encounter with the wild spirits of the forest.


  And his dreams worried him. Every new moon for years now, strange dreams disturbed his sleep. In one, vivid strands of color twined together like a nest of snakes, shivering and writhing in some dark, narrow den. In another, he ran through the forest at night, called onward by a woman’s voice whispering his name. But the new moon twelve nights ago brought such vivid and incomprehensible dreams that Temaro awoke well before dawn and did not dare attempt more sleep.


  He tried to forget the dreams. They were not signs of anything—he would finish weaving his warishi, go out on his rite of passage, and return alive. He hoped.


  Temaro’s fingers fumbled with the half-woven palm strips of the warishi, struggling to fold two sides up and tighten the strips together into a corner. Beside him, Kainu let out a little sigh, which meant his brother was resisting the urge to reach over and do it for him. One more thing Temaro would never be able to do properly, like Kainu and all the others could.


  A sudden prickling sensation on the back of his neck made Temaro jerk, and the palm strips slid from his grasp. A deep disquiet settled in the back of his mind, shifting and nudging at him for his attention. He shook his head, trying to rid himself of the feeling. It was nothing. It meant nothing.


  A moment later, a piercing call reached his ears, pitched high to cut through the noise of the river. “Oooo-eeee!” The sound came from a distance, a dugout on the river or perhaps a hunting party in the forest. But Temaro had heard of no hunting parties, and the river was high and fast from the previous night’s rainstorms—a hard time to be paddling against the current.


  Someone on the downriver end of the island answered the call in kind. Temaro looked at Kainu, who pressed his lips together with concern. Temaro set aside the half-woven warishi and they both rose from the steps of their family’s hut, trading comfortable shade for sharp sunlight. From where they stood, the island’s huts—built on stilts to accommodate the worst of the rainy season floods—obstructed their view. Kainu walked in the lead as they wove between the huts toward the downriver end of the island to find out what was going on.


  A half-dozen men already crowded the landing spot, ready to greet the newcomers, and a few wives brought out bowls of freshly fermented kasiri to offer them. As Kainu slid forward into the crowd, two dugouts landed on the island. Temaro hung back a ways, trying to convince himself that the prickling feeling he’d had was a meaningless coincidence. He did not want to think about what else it could be.


  Bad enough that he would never be a man in his father’s eyes, but to have magics as well—to face banishment from the Appenuni—was an intolerable thought. Better to live in shame at home than to have no home at all.


  From where he was standing, Temaro could not see the occupants of the dugouts until they were climbing out—boys no older than himself, from the Appenuni village downriver. They were talking all at once, and the men of Temaro’s village could not calm them.


  Temaro caught phrases here and there: “the city-men come,” and “dredge the river for diamonds.” One of the boys had a smear of blood on his face, as if he had tried to wipe the blood off but missed a little.


  Temaro’s stomach felt like he had swallowed stones. He didn’t need to hear a full account to imagine what was happening—the city-men were ruining the village’s fishing spots and killing anyone who got in the way. The boys’ village was less than a day’s ride in a dugout. Would the city-men be content with what they found there, or would they come upriver seeking more? The disquiet in the back of his mind seemed to reach out a dark tendril and poke at him.


  After speaking with the others, Kainu left the group and walked back to Temaro, his expression stoic.


  Temaro said, “How bad?”


  Kainu shifted his weight, ushering Temaro away. “Don’t concern yourself with it—you must focus on your rite of passage tomorrow. This is a problem for us men to deal with.”


  Temaro hesitated, reluctant to admit his brother was right. The feeling of inferiority was all too familiar. Kainu was skilled at farming and popular with the girls and had heard the waracabra tigers on only the third day of his rite of passage. Temaro cared little for manly activities like farming and weaving and women, and now he would not even be here to defend the village against the city-men.


  He would never make their father proud.


  * * *


  In the morning, Temaro rose at first light and checked his finished warishi to make sure he hadn’t forgotten to pack anything: a hammock, several day’s rations of cassava flatbread, a hatchet, his slingshot. Everything was in order.


  His father rowed him to the bank of the river in the family dugout. No one came to watch; ceremony and celebration were reserved for after the boy returned a man. Temaro shouldered his warishi, climbed up the bank, and nodded once to his father before plunging into the forest.


  The understory grew thick and gnarled along the bank of the river, and the branches clawed at his face and arms as he pushed his way through. Farther in, though, the dense foliage of canopy trees blocked the light and the undergrowth was sparse. Lianas dangled from the high branches, and broad-leaved bromeliads clung to the trunks. The air felt cool and moist under the canopy, and Temaro paused to let his eyes adjust to the diffuse light.


  The sense of disquiet lingered in the back of his mind, and he struggled to suppress thoughts of the city-men. There was nothing he could do about them. Until he proved himself a man, the village tushau would not permit him to lift a spear, would not assign him a post. He shook his head to dispel his worries, knowing he needed to focus on the task before him.


  Temaro oriented himself southeast, away from the river, and set a fast pace. He hoped to reach the first of the ironstone ridges before nightfall—a good place to make camp. The walking helped him push the city-men from his mind. He concentrated on survival, now.


  The rain came early in the day, Cloud Children weeping down sheets of water loud as a drum and so thick they made it difficult to see. Temaro cursed his luck and hopped from root to root, avoiding the ground between, which quickly turned to sucking mud. His hair and his clothes, both drenched, stuck to his skin, and the rain streamed from his chin, his nose, his fingertips like tiny waterfalls.


  The Cloud Children had calmed and daylight was starting to fade by the time Temaro climbed the steep slope of the nearest ridge, tired but grateful to have made it that far. He trudged up into a stand of enormous palaway trees, the kind that topped all the ironstone ridges. Each tree grew forth from a broad mat of roots spilling over the forest floor and sprouted many trunks, intertwining and growing together, a living net of wood. The oldest were so large that four Temaros could not link hands around the base.


  Palaway made excellent firewood—even fresh-cut palaway burned easily and smoked little. But more importantly, the older trees were good for climbing and hanging hammocks in. And this was what Temaro did as soon as he arrived; tonight, at least, he would hang safely away from hungry tigers.


  Under the dense palaway canopy, twilight arrived early and descended fast into a thick, black night. His village on the river would be bathed in moonlight by now, bright enough to work by, but here the darkness hobbled him. The only pattern his eyes could discern was a faint, mottled glow given off by decaying leaves on the forest floor.


  Mosquitoes buzzed in his ears and the sky pestered him with erratic rain showers. In the morning, he could cut palm fronds for thatch and make himself a real shelter, but as it was, he spent the night wet and shivering and blind, waiting for the return of the sun.


  * * *


  Drifting in and out of sleep in the hour before dawn, Temaro dreamed of waracabra tigers. Growls and huffs. Pairs of eyes glowing in the darkness. The pale bones of prey picked clean. But the slow light of morning washed through the understory, revealing Temaro to be alone in his stand of palaway trees.


  He glanced around suspiciously. Those dreams had felt as vivid as new-moon dreams, full of dangerous prescience. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he still half-believed they were a vision foretelling real tigers.


  What nonsense. There were no tigers, and there was no magic woven into his dreams.


  He climbed down from his perch, relieved to have at least survived his first night alone in the forest. There was plenty still to be done, though, if he wanted to keep surviving. Water, food, palm fronds for thatch. Temaro left his hammock hanging in the palaway, shouldered his warishi with the rest of his supplies in it, and set out to familiarize himself with his immediate surroundings.


  After a little searching, he found a narrow blackwater creek, the water stained dark reddish brown from fallen leaves. He knelt and cupped his hands, scooping up mouthfuls until his thirst was sated. The blackwater tasted faintly astringent, but it was safe to drink. Then he sat beside the river and chewed a few bites of the dry cassava flatbread he’d brought with him.


  The most urgent of his needs met, Temaro explored until he found a spot where a falling tree had cleared a large gap in the canopy. Vines and saplings choked the clearing, fighting for a taste of direct sunlight, but among the plants were some young palms. Temaro took out his hatchet and began hacking off the long, rough fronds.


  The tangled undergrowth at the edge of the tree-fall gap offered little protection from the sun, and sweat beaded on Temaro’s forehead while he worked. Somewhere above, a bird warbled, and another answered from farther away. The palm fronds rustled as he piled them together.


  Then a low, scratchy animal call sounded nearby, and Temaro froze. He carefully laid down the palm frond in his hands, trying not to make a sound, and he inched forward to part the mess of vines and branches. Not twenty steps away, lounging atop the fallen trunk of the tree, sat the tawny rump and long, swishing tail of a tiger.


  * * *


  This is what Temaro has heard about waracabra tigers:


  They travel in large packs, like a flock of waracabra birds, which is why they are called waracabra tigers. No, this is wrong, they are “waracabra” because their call is loud and rough like the bird’s call.


  The waracabra tigers are many kinds of cat coming together in one pack—jaguar and ocelot and margay all together. No, they are one kind of cat, different from jaguar and ocelot and margay. They are enormous and speckled with brown spots—no, white spots—no, white bellies—no, they’re black all over.


  A lone tiger can take down a full-grown tapir with no help from its pack. No, they always hunt as a pack, but the pack can devour a whole herd of peccaries and leave not a single scrap behind.


  Even more than tapir or peccary, waracabra tigers love to eat people. Everyone agrees about this.


  * * *


  Temaro backed away as quiet as he could, placing each footfall carefully. His heart pounded so fiercely he feared the tiger’s ears would catch the sound. He abandoned his pile of palm fronds where it lay, taking only his warishi with him. When he stepped free of the overgrown tree-fall gap and back into the relatively clear understory of intact forest, he broke into a run.


  Across the blackwater creek, up the hill, through the stand of palaways, and finally Temaro scrambled up among the intertwined trunks of his chosen tree. Breathing hard, he looked down and back the way he’d come, waiting to see if he was pursued.


  Moments later, the tawny tiger slinked into view, its muzzle held low with nostrils flaring. The tiger moved sluggishly, as if its thick limbs were heavy from sleep. It sat on a clear patch of forest floor and yawned an enormous, gape-mouthed yawn that showed off gleaming fangs as long as Temaro’s little finger.


  Temaro held very still and prayed that tigers were not fond of scaling tall trees.


  The tiger sniffed around the base of the palaway, climbing all over the tree’s root mound to search out his scent. Then it stared upward and locked gazes with Temaro, the tip of its tail twitching as if vexed. Temaro could hardly breathe.


  After an uncomfortably long time, the tiger finally looked away and sauntered off between the trees.


  But Temaro knew it was out there, somewhere close by, probably waiting for him to return to the ground and the realm of easy prey. He was no agouti in a burrow, to be duped into a false sense of security by feline patience. He would have to outwait the tiger.


  All afternoon, Temaro stayed in his aerial hideout, watching and listening for signs of waracabra tigers. The tawny one did not make a second appearance. Was the way clear? Were they waiting just out of sight? He could return to the village now, his rite of passage complete, if only he could be sure to get out of the forest with all his limbs attached.


  He couldn’t stay in the tree forever. There was food enough for several days in his warishi, but water would become a problem. He found a bromeliad growing high up in the palaway and drank stale water from its cupped leaves. But only a little—the taste made him wary that the water might be bad. He could not afford to get ill.


  Temaro spent another damp night in his roofless hideaway. Never had he thought it would be possible to be so wet and so thirsty all at once.


  * * *


  When he awoke, he saw a tiger and a deviant.


  Temaro was not certain, at first, that the figure below him was a person. He stood as tall and slender as a city-man, but with skin so pale he might have been carved from bone. He could only be a foreigner from the frigid northlands, or else a spirit of some sort.


  When the figure shifted, he disturbed the leaf litter around his feet and the leaves floated up around him, swirling in slow eddies as if suspended in water before sinking back to the forest floor. Then Temaro knew for sure that the northerner was also a deviant.


  Trailing behind the stranger, a sleek black tiger stalked between the trees. It was not so large as the tawny one, but its yellow eyes seemed to glow in contrast to its midnight-dark coat, and the sight sent a shiver down Temaro’s spine. The tiger paid little attention to the northern deviant, settling down to lounge on the forest floor instead.


  The northerner approached Temaro’s tree quite deliberately and squinted up at him.


  “Hello up there,” called the stranger in fluent Appenuni.


  Temaro stared mutely down at him, thinking it odd that he spoke the local language. But maybe that was one of his deviant magics.


  “Why don’t you come down? You don’t have to worry about the tigers.”


  Tigers. Plural. As if the word invoked them, another pair of tigers wandered over to sit beneath Temaro’s tree, joining the first.


  “You’re crazy,” called Temaro. “A sorcerer and a deviant, both.”


  “I profess some guilt on all three accounts. But I swear on my magics that I won’t let harm come to you if you descend to speak with me.”


  This proclamation made, the stranger turned away and set about making a camp of sorts. He dropped his pack, which was woven of palm but wider and taller than the usual warishi, and he unwrapped a long metal-bladed cutlass of the type the city-men carry in the forest. With it, the stranger cut green wood from a young palaway and built a fire to drive off the morning mosquitoes; this told Temaro much about the man’s proficiency in the forest. Maybe he was not as foolish as he seemed.


  Temaro swung down out of his perch in the tree, but just as his feet hit the top of the root mound, three more tigers padded into view. He froze, heart pounding in his chest, and waited to see what the newcomers would do, but they merely flopped down a few paces away from the stranger’s fire.


  The stranger seemed utterly unconcerned about the steadily increasing number of tigers. “I’m called Naxeen,” he said, and stuck out his hand as Temaro approached.


  Temaro hesitated a moment before finding the courage to clasp the stranger’s hand in his own. “Temaro.”


  “Come, sit.” Naxeen settled on the ground with his back to the lounging tigers.


  Temaro squatted near the fire, his gaze flicking warily between the northerner and the tigers beyond. He did not know what to expect of either the tigers or the man.


  “So, your people seek the tigers as a rite of passage?” Naxeen’s lips curved into a wry smile. “That is a dangerous proposition for most.”


  “Waracabra tigers are the emissaries of First Tree, the spirit of wildness and the heart of the forest,” Temaro said, affronted. “It is the ultimate test of skill.”


  That seemed to only amuse Naxeen further. “Skill.” He rolled the word around on his tongue as if tasting it.


  “Well, what are you doing here, traveling with tigers?”


  “As you say, the tigers serve First Tree.” Naxeen spread his hands in a gesture meant to encompass the whole of their surroundings. “The forest is dynamic, ever changing, and First Tree abhors the clean and static ways of man. So is it any wonder that First Tree loves his sister, Puwai the Transgressor, patroness of deviants? Puwai, who spits in the face of the sun and seeds misfortune among the men.”


  Temaro stared for a moment, unsure what to make of the stranger’s odd manner and verbosity. “So you control them?”


  Naxeen laughed. “I can no more control the tigers than I can order about the sun and moon. The tigers do as they please. Right now, it pleases them to lead me to you.”


  A prickling sensation crawled up Temaro’s spine, a feeling of being watched and hunted. He did not want to know why this deviant sought him out—in fact, he suddenly felt desperate not to know.


  Naxeen told him anyway. “You are a sorcerer, Temaro.”


  * * *


  Temaro ran. Panic clawed at his chest, quickening his heart until it fluttered like a baby bird’s. He didn’t pick any particular direction to run; anywhere would suit him fine as long as it was away from the crazy man and his tigers. Temaro could not be a sorcerer—deviants were not tolerated among the Appenuni people. Stretching his legs, he let his feet find footing on the root-riddled forest floor and ran until his lungs burned.


  He paused at a creek to quench his thirst and finally admitted to himself that he was behaving foolishly. He could easily get lost at such a speed, and he had none of his provisions with him. He needed to go back, at least to pick up his warishi. Perhaps the deviant would have given up and left by the time Temaro found his way.


  It took him a while to retrace his steps. He hadn’t left much of a trail to follow despite traveling fast and clumsily, so he reconstructed his path from what landmarks he remembered. A tree-fall gap, a scattering of bright red seeds, an old and gnarled liana. When he stepped astray, a feeling of wrongness bubbled up from the depths of his mind to guide him back on course, but it was only an Appenuni’s natural sense of direction. Absurd to think it could be magic.


  Eventually, Temaro found his way back to the ironstone ridge where he’d hung his hammock. As he approached, he caught glimpses of the tigers from between the trees, and his stomach felt as if he had swallowed stones. Naxeen and the tigers were still there. Temaro decided to ignore them, go about his business here, and leave as quickly as possible.


  The deviant watched, calm and implacable, as Temaro once again climbed the giant palaway, this time to untie his hammock. He took the hammock down with him and approached the fire, but only because his warishi lay near it. Taking long, controlled breaths, Temaro forced himself to adopt a pretense of calm as he began to repack the warishi.


  “Tell me,” said Naxeen, “Do you truly love the life of the Appenuni?”


  “Yes,” Temaro said, knowing the word for a lie as soon as it spilled from his tongue.


  “You delight at the prospect of returning home a man? You are so eager to build a hut of your own, to take a wife, that you have not a moment to spare for what I offer?”


  Temaro said nothing.


  Naxeen raised an eyebrow. “If you are so certain no trace of any magic lies buried within you, then you have nothing to fear from sitting with me for a moment.”


  Clenching his jaw, Temaro sat, if only to prove a confidence he did not truly feel.


  “Every month on the night of the new moon, bizarre dreams disturb your sleep. Sometimes you feel plagued by a sense of longing for something you cannot express. Things that other boys your age obsess over hold little interest for you. And your happiest memories are of your mother—perhaps staying up all night to help her stir the fermenting kasiri? Women’s work.” Naxeen cocked his head to one side, a bird-like inquiry, and watched for Temaro’s reaction.


  Temaro tried not to react at all. He would not give the deviant the satisfaction of seeing how deeply the words cut him.


  Naxeen smiled knowingly. “Reach inside yourself, deep down into the dark places and hidden corners from which dreams bubble up. You will feel them lying dormant there, the threads of Puwai’s magics, curling and shifting just beyond your awareness. You can reach out and call them awake, if you wish.”


  The deviant sure knew how to talk—and talk and talk and talk. Temaro grew short-tempered with him. “Why would a god bother to seed magics in me?”


  “The world of man is static and structured. You and I, we do not fit within that structure and so we are a threat to it. This pleases Puwai. She gives us strong magics in the hope we will go forth and spread disruption. The forest teaches us that only through disturbance can we attain a new equilibrium—perhaps a better one.”


  Better for whom, Temaro wondered, suspicious of the deviant’s charming words. He thought of his home. While he wasn’t very good at that life, the shortcomings were his own—he did not blame his family or wish them any ill will. “I do not want to be a deviant,” he said. “I do not want to transgress.”


  “It is not the act of transgression that earns us our powers. We are deviants—and sorcerers—down to our bones. You cannot bury who you are by pretending to be one of them.”


  A tiger sauntered up to Naxeen. This one was tall and lean, with a moon-bright pelt and dark spots speckling its haunches. The tiger and Naxeen touched noses, sniffing one another, then rubbed their faces cheek to cheek, eyes closed with pleasure. Temaro stayed silent while he watched the exchange, aghast.


  Naxeen opened his eyes, and upon seeing Temaro’s expression, his lips quirked with amusement. “To them, we are but one more kind of waracabra tiger.”


  “And you?” Temaro said, disgusted but feeling unaccountably bold. “What is your transgression? What do the tigers love you for?”


  Naxeen absently stroked the tiger with one hand, and it lay down beside him. His gaze stayed focused on Temaro in a most unsettling fashion. “I was born a girl. It did not suit me. And that did not suit my people well at all.”


  No. It was all too strange—Temaro had to get away. He’d been a fool to listen to the deviant’s ramblings for even a moment. He gathered up his warishi and finished stuffing his hammock into it.


  Naxeen watched with dispassionate interest, as if he—she? Temaro could not bring himself to think of Naxeen as a she—were studying Temaro the way a child might study a trail of kushi ants. Temaro did not appreciate being made a subject of observation.


  “So that is your choice?” said Naxeen.


  “I have to return. The city-men travel the river, and we must find a way to resist them. This is no time for me to abandon my home.”


  He shook his head ruefully. “As an emissary of Puwai, it is not your concern. You are from them, but not of them.”


  Temaro had no response for Naxeen’s clever words, which seemed to twist down into his mind, planting seeds of doubt to go along with his supposed seeds of magic. Instead he stood and shouldered his warishi.


  Naxeen sighed. “If you are determined to return, take with you this advice: you cannot win against the city-men with spears and slingshots. If they want to raze your very island in pursuit of their precious rocks, move aside and watch. Or die.”


  Temaro nodded—a reluctant sort of thanks—and set off down the slope of the ridge.


  “Temaro,” Naxeen called after him.


  He paused a moment, turning back just far enough to see Naxeen over his shoulder.


  “Think on what I have said. I will wait five days, and then I will depart.”


  * * *


  There was no celebration when Temaro returned home alive; they had no time for one. The city-men’s boats had been spotted just downriver of the village, and every able-bodied man was preparing to defend the island.


  The village’s tushau formulated a plan: they would surround the city-men on three sides and drive them back downriver. Some of the men would ride in the dugouts, and the rest were ferried to either shore. When Tushau gave out the assignments, Temaro stayed close to Kainu and they both were picked for the eastern side. Someone passed him a fishing spear, and all too soon it was time to go to battle.


  Temaro crept along the bank, two steps behind Kainu, careful to stay far enough in to be hidden from sight. He breathed in shallow nervous gasps, too distracted to master his lungs. The rest of their band was arrayed in front and behind, wary men taking careful steps. When they reached their positions, Tushau let out a low hiss, and they all hunkered down to wait. Aside from the river lapping at its banks, the forest fell quiet, as if the birds and insects sensed their fear.


  Temaro watched through the undergrowth as the city-men rowed slowly into view. Their boats looked awkwardly broad, sitting two oarsmen side by side, and each was overburdened with at least six men. The city-men themselves were tall and lanky and dark as palaway bark after a rainstorm. At their hips, they wore long curved blades—a man stood in the prow of the lead boat, and Temaro saw sunlight glint off the metal. Kainu crouched in the brush beside him, quivering—his brother, usually so proud and blustering, was terrified.


  Temaro realized several things at once.


  First, that Naxeen was right. The Appenuni people hunt small game mostly—bringing down a tapir is cause for a festival, with friends invited from the villages upriver and downriver to share in the bounty. Appenuni do not make war among themselves. They were no match for the city-men with their forged-metal weapons and their combat experience.


  Second, Temaro realized that his brother had neither seen nor heard the waracabra tigers. Kainu was full of false bravado. Perhaps none of the villagers had ever seen the tigers, aside from Temaro himself.


  Third, he knew that his people would need the interference of a god to save them. Or the help of a god’s chosen emissary.


  Temaro shut his eyes, trying to focus. If ever there were a time he needed power and talent, now was it—even if that meant revealing what he was to the people he loved. Even if it meant banishment.


  He cleared his mind of all thought and reached inside himself, searching for the subtle touch of Puwai upon his soul. The magics stirred, whispering against one another like ripples and eddies in the water.


  Holding onto the feeling, Temaro slid down the bank and splashed hip-deep into the river. Looking up, he thanked the gods that the city-men’s boats had not yet reached his position. He laid out his open palms, barely touching the surface of the water. Then he closed his eyes again and sorted through the intertwined magics for one that felt right and ready, and he let that magic trickle down his arms.


  A swell of water rushed away from Temaro’s hands, sweeping toward the city-men’s fleet. Some of the boats rode the wave, others capsized. The air filled with surprised shouts from city-men and Appenuni alike.


  “Ooooo-eeeee!” Temaro called, to get the attention of the lead boat. “This is our river and you are not welcome here!”


  They did not answer him. The man standing in the prow of the lead boat bent his head to confer with another city-man, but Temaro did not want to give them time to strategize. He sent another swell, larger than the first. Now fully half the city-men were drenched and struggling to right their boats while the current slowly dragged them downriver.


  From behind him came a muffled scream. And another one, closer, each fading into terrified whimpers. Then the tigers appeared all at once, silently padding up to the edge of the riverbank, their eyes flashing in the dappled sunlight. The villagers scrambled to get out of their way, but the tigers paid them no heed; they fixed their gazes on the city-men instead.


  Temaro’s breath caught in his throat at the sight. Waracabra tigers—emissaries of First Tree, hunters of men, driven by ancient and unknowable purpose—had come to his aid. He could not guess what that might mean.


  The city-men must have had some idea, though, because they turned their boats and fled.


  * * *


  When the city-men had gone, Temaro went back to the village with the others, but only to repack his possessions. He hoped that if he moved quickly, Naxeen would be easy to find; the tigers had come down to the river, and he guessed the northerner would have come with them.


  Kainu offered to row him ashore. On the walk to the dugout landing, Temaro locked his gaze forward, not wanting to meet his brother’s eyes.


  “Is Father angry with me?” he said.


  “Angry?” said Kainu. “No, Temaro, not angry. He is bursting with pride that his youngest son was the one to save the village.”


  Temaro took in the news stoically. He used to dream of performing a great deed and earning his father’s praise, used to imagine how it might feel to burst with pride. Strange—now that he had finally earned the respect of his family, it seemed no longer to matter.


  “You could stay, you know.”


  Temaro shook his head. “We both know that isn’t true. Tushau could never allow it. I don’t know what lies ahead, but this life is not the one for me.”


  Kainu nodded and launched the dugout. With a few deft strokes of the paddle, he delivered Temaro back into the arms of the forest.


  It did not take Temaro long to discern the whereabouts of Naxeen. There was a magic for that, he discovered—a little thread of air that unfurled before him to guide his footsteps in the proper direction. With each use, the magics became more lively and present in his mind, rising out of the murky depths where they lay hidden for so long. In a short while, Temaro found Naxeen sitting alone on a fallen log, no sign of the waracabra tigers anywhere.


  “You came,” said Naxeen.


  Temaro nodded.


  Naxeen tilted his head, narrowing his eyes. “What you’ve done here is most unusual. I do not know if Puwai will look favorably upon your actions.”


  Temaro pursed his lips pensively. After a moment of silence, he found the courage to say, “Is it not transgressive, to take a gift meant to tear a community apart and use it instead to save them?”


  Naxeen laughed. “Why yes, Temaro, I do believe you have transgressed.”


  “What now?”


  “Now, my young sorcerer,” Naxeen said, rising from the log to step deeper into the forest, “now begins the rest of your life.”


  Temaro followed, ready to find out what that might be.
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  The wizard does not face me, does not turn from his mountain path to acknowledge me, but he speaks as if he reads my intention, perhaps my mind.


  “I am Tovenaar. I’m on a dangerous quest, Eric, and I have no time for a pupil. Besides, you are too old to be an apprentice.”


  Forestalled and unsure of how to phrase my plea, I fiddle with the hilt of my sword. The wizard pauses at a redwood fallen at the boundary between forest and meadow. Will he enter the woods to avoid me? I’ve never before feared a forest, no matter how dark. Why this sudden apprehension? Has he spelled me?


  Tovenaar walks the length of the fallen fern-framed tree. My feet refuse to move.


  From the depths of the forest, a dog howls, or perhaps another large beast like a wolf or lion. Now a mournful cry that grumbles into an angry cough. Unfamiliar. What sound does a dragon make?


  When he passes alongside the nearest standing redwood, I call, “Master Glibone sent me.” Despite my reluctance to follow among the forest giants, I can’t give up. All day, I tracked him from a distance before I dared this approach. Now he offers a few preemptive words and then ignores me.


  I shiver. My thin shirt is made for the plains, not this altitude. The growing mistral-like wind from the mountains carries a warning: autumn tends to winter. Winter? In the mountains? Where shall I go if the wizard does not accept me? Still he does not speak.


  “I’m an excellent student, Master Tovenaar.” I raise my voice for the distance in case he does not hear well. “Ask Master Glibone.”


  “Nonetheless, you are too old. How old? At least, eighteen years.”


  I want to answer “twelve,” but a wizard knows when you lie, doesn’t he?


  “Master Glibone took me in as a baby. He guesses I’ll be fifteen before this year ends.” Does the wizard compel me to the truth? Encouraged that he listens, I spill too many details. “He wasted years teaching me the warrior’s path. I learned to fight but have difficulty accepting orders. Neither do I aspire to rally men. However, I am a good study. I will learn whatever you choose to teach.”


  “Almost fifteen? Still fourteen? You’re the biggest fourteen-year-old I’ve ever seen. Bigger than most men at any age and likely still growing.” Tovenaar pauses and cocks his head but still will not look my way. “Is that an iron sword at your waist? Are you good with a sword?”


  “Yes.”


  “And have you killed many men?”


  “So far, I have not found that necessary.” I don’t want to tell him that I’ve never been in a fight to the death, despite years of practice.


  “Yes. Well, we’ve had four years of uncommon peace. No wars to season a young man.”


  Feet suddenly loosened, I step closer. Why does he ask about my sword? Steel holds an edge better than bronze. Is that it? Perhaps iron impresses him. I must find a way to impress him too.


  “Master Glibone says I’m the best swordsman he ever trained. This was his sword, made from iron tempered to the finest steel. He gave it to me when he sent me to you.”


  “And a bow? Are those iron-tipped arrows in your quiver?”


  “One is, the rest have bronze points. Iron is difficult to come by. I have a good arm for a spear, but I don’t own one. Master Glibone thought my martial skills would interest you.”


  “Hmm. Few warriors are better than Master Glibone in his prime. What were his exact words when he sent you to me?”


  “‘If you will not follow and cannot lead, then your best choice is to become a wizard. I know just the wizard to teach you . . .’”


  “Walk with me, boy.” Tovenaar glances back and flashes teeth through his gray beard. No more than a few days old, an inflamed wound gapes across his cheek and festers at his eye. Black tissue surrounds the orb, so swollen that the eye cannot open. “I can use an apprentice who understands iron. Winter is on the horizon. These redwood giants shelter a cottage stocked against the winter. We will shelter there while I mend. In the spring, we shall take the high pass over the mountains. Along the way, you will learn an apprentice’s duties, obligations, and the mess you’ve gotten into. Perhaps if you have talent, you may even learn some magic.”


  “Mess? I don’t understand.” My fear of the redwoods evaporates. Feeling that I have passed some test, I nod acceptance and follow him among the forest giants. The sun touches the horizon and highlights the recent wound on the wizard’s face. Beyond him, the long shadows cast by the redwoods seem less ominous.


  * * *


  Outside the cottage, winter rages against the log walls and plasters snow on the single glass window until it no longer rattles. The accumulated snow seals out the fading twilight.


  Master Tovenaar insists I bathe once a month even in the winter. Tonight is the night. I comply with no enthusiasm: snow melted by the fireplace makes frigid bathwater. Drying after the bath, I no longer shiver from my brief plunge, but I am not as warm as I want. Eventually, the cold eases its bite within the folds of my sheepskin. Burning logs in the fireplace provide our illumination and toast my bare feet when I extend them.


  The wizard paused today’s lesson while I bathed. Now he resumes in a dry monotone.


  Bored with today’s recitation, I hardly listen. For weeks, perhaps months, we repeat the rules of magic and the spells to master, but seldom do I get practice with either. Often, I suspect that Master Tovenaar does not care whether I learn magic. Why did he take me as his apprentice?


  As is his custom, Master Tovenaar sits on the floor during my last lesson of the day and drops dull metal shards one at a time onto the hearth—not coins, although they sparkle in the firelight. What then? He shuffles the pieces and eyes them as if he expects them to take life. His examination does not impede his dull lecture.


  Despite the chill, I peek from the folds of the sheepskin and count twenty polished fragments, each flat with gleaming edges made to interlock except for the straight edges obviously intended for the borders. Are they mystical? What pattern does he see in them?


  “Is that a puzzle?” I adjust my sheepskin against the pervasive draft drawn by the chimney.


  “Yes. A very difficult puzzle.” His smile is crooked. The gash in his cheek has healed to a slick scar. His beard refuses to grow atop the scar, but his damaged eye now blinks like any healthy eye, and he no longer complains of blurred vision.


  “I’m very good with puzzles.” A complicated puzzle is one of the few things that can hold my attention when I am bored. Most things come easily to me. Frankly, a flat puzzle with only twenty pieces does not look that difficult. “What is it when assembled?”


  “At the very least, a sphere. Do not avoid my last question. Our lesson for the day is not finished.”


  A sphere? Does he intend that answer to confuse me, or is the puzzle truly difficult? How do you build a sphere from a flat puzzle?


  The fireplace pops and fills the room with the odor of pine sap.


  “Of course, Master. Uh, I forgot the question.”


  “Not likely.” Master Tovenaar tilts his head, and his eyes twinkle. Is that pride? “You never forget anything. Now, quote the first rule of magic.”


  The magic question is too easy. I memorize and recite most things with little effort. Having no choice, I sigh and answer the question.


  “First rule of magic: magic is not free; it has a price. Can I try the puzzle when you are finished?”


  Boring, to memorize tedious rules and arcane spells with only occasional practice of their power. However, the puzzle fascinates me. Why does he not trial-fit some pieces? Clearly, the one nearest him and the one at the far right are a match. Can’t he see the congruent edges?


  “No, you cannot try the puzzle. Never touch these shards.” Tovenaar does not look up from the puzzle. Neither does he shuffle the pieces for a better view. Peculiar. He usually attacks any problem head on. Now he appears distracted, lost in contemplation. “Attend your lessons.”


  “Yes, Master.” Instead, I practice an incantation that will cause a spark to erupt between my fingers when his lecture resumes. I dare not actually invoke fire without the wizard’s permission. The master insists on discipline.


  Master Tovenaar pushes the puzzle aside and stares at the flickering embers in the hearth. He drums his fingers on the floor, then pauses for several minutes. “What is the price of magic?”


  So we are still not finished for the day, but he’s not watching me. I take a deep breath. “Second rule of magic: the price of magic is that it ages the wizard, the more difficult the magic, the more the wizard ages.”


  A tiny flame leaps from my index finger to my thumb. Pleased, I close my hand to hide the afterglow. He doesn’t react to the spark.


  “Good boy. Remember that aging is proportional to difficulty, that is why you seldom see young-looking wizards. Rule three?”


  “Magic is not permanent. Like all things, it wears away. Aging is directly proportional to difficulty and inversely proportional to the rate of wear. The faster magic wears, the less the wizard ages.”


  “Ah, mathematical precision to describe the rule.” He twists his lips into an enigmatic smile. “And what is the constant of proportionality?”


  “That depends on the talent, power, and skill of the wizard.”


  “Excellent. Put another log on the fire. Rule four?”


  “Cold iron reroutes magic to oblivion.” My words form mist in the air when I rise. The coarse wooden floor is icy against my bare feet while I tiptoe to the fire. Clutching the sheepskin around my shoulders, I pick up a split log and position it among the glowing coals. “Moreover, the wizard still ages when his magic is lost to iron. I don’t recall rule five.”


  I cannot resist glancing at the puzzle pieces. Did one of them just glow blue and another red?


  “Because I gave you no more rules.” Tovenaar looks suspicious of my interest in the shards. He scrapes the loose puzzle pieces into a small purse as if to conceal them from me. “Neither did I give you corollaries or exceptions. Four rules are enough for you now.”


  “Yes, Master Tovenaar.” I return to my pallet. Is he annoyed? I have trouble telling.


  Tovenaar flicks his hand toward me. Suddenly, I am sleepy. I long for a full stomach so that I might curl up beneath a thick layer of dreams and blankets.


  I yawn. “What about supper?”


  “I forgot about supper. First, can you argue that using magic to make one’s self younger is a bad choice?”


  “Yes, sir, but we did that exercise yesterday. I argued fatal recursion based on rule two, magic ages you. Was my argument flawed?”


  “Yes, yes, of course, I remember. The recursion argument was very good.”


  “Are you all right, Master Tovenaar?”


  “Don’t patronize me, boy. I haven’t gone senile.” A sly, almost malevolent, smile parts his beard. “How old do you think I am?”


  “Sir?” I wrinkle my forehead in deliberation. Had he seen my fingers spark? We haven’t discussed age since our first encounter when he told me I was too old to be his apprentice. Is he suggesting that he is too old to be a master?


  “First impression, Eric. Guess my age. Be quick about it.”


  “Uh, midfifties. Maybe fifty-six?” I reconsider when he raises an eyebrow. “Fifty-three? Yes, fifty-three.”


  “I’m a forty-one-year-old wizard.” Tovenaar’s eyes narrow. “I finished my apprenticeship at your age and became an independent wizard before I was twenty. What does that tell you? Don’t hesitate. What does that tell you about me?”


  “You’ve practiced very difficult magic?”


  “Aye. That I have. Or perhaps, I’m lying about my age, and I’m really older than forty-one.”


  “Sir?”


  “Corollary to rule two. It’s better to make something appear magical than to do actual magic. I cannot teach you a more useful lesson than that.”


  “Yes, sir.” I’m confused. Making something appear to be magical when it is not sounds like lying. Master Tovenaar does not like for me to lie.


  “Did you forget that you are hungry?” Tovenaar points to the larder. “First, supper, and then to sleep. Spring thaw is just a few weeks hence, and that means intense daily practice for you, if we are to meet the dragon, love a princess, and foil the evil wizards.”


  “What princess?” Confused and not quite alert, I sit up in my bed. “What dragon?”


  “Prepare supper.”


  Yes, supper. Suddenly, I’m famished. Quickly rising, I tiptoe across the room and hesitate at the larder. All the dried venison is gone, and the flour long since exhausted. The only items within are the last sack of half-sprouted potatoes and the remnants of the thirty-pound wheel of moldy cheese taken from the root cellar in the adjacent hillside. Hard cheese, sharp, grainy to the tongue. Difficult to slice, but filling. Spring must come soon or we—I—will be forced to hunt again, hunt in the barren winter where the cold wind blisters your face, and your fingers numb when nocking an arrow to the bow.


  “You only mentioned an evil wizard before, but no princess or dragon.” I cut two wedges of cheese and return what’s left of the wheel to the larder.


  “When an evil wizard is involved, a dragon and a princess are inevitable. Everyone knows that. Cliché circumstances, of course, but I thought you might need more motivation than just evil wizards. Be alert. When you see an evil wizard, he will appear to be a fragile old man. Despite his apparent age, he is not fragile. Ah, well, I may as well confess. One evil wizard who pursues me is my younger brother, and he plots to kill me. . . .”


  “Your brother is an evil wizard?” I carry one wedge of cheese to Master Tovenaar and clutch the other inside my sheepskin. I wish for a crust of bread to join it. Even crackers would be welcome. “What evil has your brother done?”


  “Evil?” Tovenaar takes the proffered cheese. “My brother? Never mind. Come spring, we follow the pass between two mighty mountains. Even after the thaw, the path is difficult. Can you tell which mountains are evil and which are good?”


  “I don’t understand.” Nibbling at the cheese, I return to my pallet. “How can mountains be good or evil? They are just peaks guarding the pass formed between them where they rise from the earth mother.”


  “Yes. That is the conundrum.” Tovenaar purses his lips. “By the way, that was an excellent spark you produced earlier. Apply more determination, more focus and you will be able to make larger flames to start a fire or even a fireball to hurl. Add that skill to your magic repertoire, but use it wisely. Throwing fire is difficult magic. You don’t want to age faster than I am. You continue to surprise me with your progress, Eric. I had not expected you to be so adept.”


  If he had not expected me to do well as his apprentice, then why had he accepted me? I sniff the sheepskin before snuggling down. Despite repeated washings, the smell of wool wax lingers.


  Master Tovenaar picks up the puzzle purse. For a brief moment, the purse glows before he drops it into his knapsack. Did he just secure the purse with a spell? Why? How important is the puzzle? The thought flickers through my mind while the wizard’s enchantment leads me to dreams.


  When I awake the next morning, someone has written three words in the window condensation: “Yield the Lens.”


  * * *


  The last big storm passed only a week ago, but Master Tovenaar claims that spring is here, and so after a very early breakfast, we leave the cabin. With sunrise just beyond the mountains, we strap snowshoes to our boots and shuffle across the snowbound landscape.


  Once we climb above the tree line, the frozen tundra sparkles with morning sunlight. When I face the sun, the faint warmth on my cheeks gives respite from the brisk cold.


  Although Master Tovenaar fashioned me a warm coat lined with sheepskin, my leather boots remain damp and do not warm my feet. When the wind gusts, a draft up the back of my coat chills me. I flap my arms for warmth and only succeed in loosening my backpack. I stop to adjust the straps.


  “Are you sure winter is finished?” While fiddling with my pack, I ask questions more to delay him than for his weather analysis. “This does not feel like spring to me. On the plains, birds come with spring. Where are the flowers and bees? Besides my feet are cold, almost frozen.”


  “Don’t exaggerate. Tonight, I’ll teach you to moderate the fire spell to warm your feet.”


  Welcome news. I’ve already figured out how to warm my hands with magic, but not my feet. Why is that different? “What about spring?”


  “It’s close enough to spring for a Tuesday.”


  “For a Tuesday? What does that mean?” Cinching the backpack straps, I increase my pace to catch up to Tovenaar.


  “It means that today is Tuesday.” He pauses and takes a deep breath as if the chilled air is elixir. When he exhales, his breath billows and dissipates.


  How does he know today is Tuesday? Over the winter, my days settled into a monotonous sameness until I lost track of the proper name of today.


  “If it’s Tuesday, how does that make it spring?” I catch up, and he continues the trek toward the mountain pass.


  “Close enough to spring. Be precise. Tuesday or not, now must be spring because the time has come for us to go.”


  I must look befuddled because he does something he seldom does when speaking in riddles. He elaborates.


  “The time to go is now because my brother resumes his pursuit today. Therefore, now must be spring, else how shall we make it through the mountain pass before he catches us?”


  “Your brother pursues?” I look back. Miles stretch behind us to the tree line. Nothing moves across the landscape. “I see no one.”


  “Full of questions today, Eric? I know my brother Arias pursues because he came to me in a dream last night and warned me that he would follow us today. Of course, he’s in low country where the weather is not as cold.”


  “He warned you in a dream? Why would he do that?”


  “He’s my brother.”


  “I thought he was an evil wizard?”


  “Did I say that? Well, maybe just a wicked wizard, but not so much that he would take advantage of me.”


  “You said he wanted to kill you. Wouldn’t that be taking advantage?”


  “Again, be precise. The wizards who follow us want to kill me and are definitely evil. I don’t know whether my brother still travels with them. I advised him not to trust them. However, I don’t think he would kill me, not on purpose, well, maybe not unless he was very angry.”


  I realize my mouth is agape. I close it. Who is this madman that instructs me?


  “Look.” Tovenaar points overhead. “Flying high up. A mountain dragon. Already out of hibernation. Indeed, spring must be here.”


  * * *


  Our evening campfire melts a small circle of snow and reveals ground hard with permafrost. Reasoning that a layer of fluffy snow provides better insulation than frozen earth, I lay my sheepskin atop some freshly fallen snow that is too far from the campfire to melt, yet close enough for the comfort of light and warmth on my face. If the snow were deeper, then we would burrow into it to avoid the cold wind. Fortunately, tonight’s wind is only a whisper.


  Even though I can now warm my feet using Tovenaar’s spell, I don’t sleep well. Coarse meowing from beyond the firelight keeps me awake.


  “What’s that sound?” I ask from my bed.


  Tovenaar stirs the last embers of the fire and retreats to his blanket. “Perhaps a mountain dragon, likely the one we saw earlier. They are curious animals.”


  “How close?” Darkness limits my vision. “I wish we had a full moon.”


  Tovenaar strokes his beard and pulls his blanket up to his neck. “I once knew a stupid wizard who tried to hurry a waxing quarter moon to become a full moon. He died of old age in a matter of minutes. Difficult magic ages you. Very difficult magic will kill you.”


  Like distant mountains, the moon must be larger than it looks, too massive to manipulate by magic. Apparently, you don’t have to be smart to become a wizard, but if you intend to survive, then you must be wise enough not to attempt to move mountains or the moon.


  “Don’t worry, Eric. You are too big for this dragon to consider as food. Also, night vision is much easier magic than hurrying the moon. Think before you wish. If you wish too hard, then you might create accidental magic. Accidental magic seldom turns out well for the wizard.”


  “Night vision?”


  “Not tonight. Go to sleep.”


  Is it simply the compulsion of his voice, or did he cast another spell to put me asleep? I often suspect he uses subtle magic to quiet me.


  When I wake the following morning, I’m lying on my side. I can’t turn onto my back because something is wedged firmly against me and pushes back when I move. The something is alive. I roll the other direction.


  “Do nothing rash.” Tovenaar’s voice is calm and even. “The beast likes you, maybe just your smell or your warmth on a cold night, but she likes you. Still, she is a wild animal.”


  A pale head with enormous tufted ears rises from the snow cover. Is it a large lynx, white and gray like you expect from any animal that lives with the snow?


  The head turns toward me. Compelling catlike eyes reflect the light. The beast stands. Now she looms larger than a plains lynx. The fur is peculiar, perhaps feathery, and the face isn’t like any cat I have ever seen. I swear it smiles. A cat might yawn to show its teeth but never smiles. Despite the smile, the beast’s teeth are distractingly sharp.


  Wings unfurl from its sides. Not a lynx, this is a feathered and scaled dragon, and its jaws are far too close to my face.


  Rolling to my feet, I reach for my sword. Damn. I took off the blade for comfort, and now I have no defense. Lesson learned, if I survive.


  The dragon looks up and leaps skyward. The wings take several short, quick strokes to clear the ground and then settle into a slow rhythm to carry the beast higher. The dragon pulls up its powerful rear legs as it gathers speed. Unlike a cat’s legs, the dragon’s legs are more birdlike and terminate in raptor claws resembling a hawk’s. Its tail is tufted with feathers and trails behind for stability.


  Stunned, I look to Tovenaar.


  “I think you made a friend.” The wizard stretches. “Prepare breakfast. We must be on our way. The high pass is yet far from here.”


  Confused, I review my encounter with the dragon. What had I done to make a friend? How do you make friends with a wild beast?


  * * *


  Tovenaar surprises me with his endurance. Neither the cold nor the climb slows him. However, some of my questions give him pause, and when he scowls, I wonder whether his patience is as hardy. I decide to save my questions for those moments when we rest on the trail. Somehow those moments never come often enough.


  “I thought dragons were enormous, large enough to carry off a man or even a cow.” I drop my knapsack in the snow and flex my shoulders at our next rest stop. “How can something the size of a large lynx be a dragon?”


  “Sea dragons get to be very big, some bigger than whales.” Tovenaar doesn’t remove his backpack. Instead, he scans the slope below us as if he expects to see something more than just the landscape. “Sea dragons are so large and their wings so small that they cannot fly, indeed even walking on the beach is almost beyond the power of their legs. However, they are excellent swimmers and use what remains of their wings and legs to propel themselves through the water. You’re probably thinking of cave dragons, big as a warhorse, fire-breathing, irritable. They fly well when they are young, but most prefer to retreat into a cave when they age. Few remain, outside of some isolated regions, because many societies believe that their teeth and skin have magical properties because they withstand the dragon’s fire. This makes them valuable enough for professionals to hunt.”


  I sit atop my knapsack and enjoy Tovenaar’s discourse. The wizard spins a pretty good tale despite an occasional ramble into nonsense, much more entertaining than his lectures. I often wonder how much of what he says is true or whether parts are parables made up to illustrate a greater truth. Based on his stories, some things that I once believed true are true no longer. Truth changes: disconcerting, but inevitable. Maybe that is the lesson he teaches. Maybe that lesson is more important than cataloging dragons. Or maybe he just enjoys spinning outrageous tales that bend the truth because once he starts a story, stopping him is difficult.


  “Can things have magical properties?” Time for me to change the subject from dragons. “Like a talisman or crystals or even the magic swords described in fairy tales?”


  “Yes, talismans and the likes charmed by wizards can hold magic, but just remember the third rule of magic. By the fourth rule of magic, enchanted swords cannot be iron. We shall discuss that implication another time. Back to dragons. The desert dragon is little more than an overgrown feathered lizard, although its blood is warm like a bird’s. The mountain dragon is my favorite. Very quick. Clever and friendly too. That last may prove to be their undoing if man ever comes to dwell in the high mountains.”


  “What do dragons eat?” I give up my effort to distract him.


  “Mountain dragons? Fish, rodents, usually nothing bigger than a rabbit is—”


  A loud crack followed by a deep roar interrupts. The rumble is so deep that even when I stand, I can’t locate its source. Tovenaar immediately looks up the trail.


  “Avalanche.” Tovenaar points at a roiling surf of snow cascading toward us. Before I can protest, he grabs my sword and throws it toward a nearby massive bolder. He then wraps both arms around me. “Stay close. We are under attack.”


  “By an avalanche?” I suddenly realize that even all-but-weightless snowflakes can do great damage when acting in concert.


  The bubble forms around us just before the snow arrives. The bubble is half again my height in diameter. When the snow hits, we bounce and roll until the avalanche completely packs around the bubble and blacks out all light. A last hard bounce, and my chin butts Tovenaar’s face when we crash together. I lie stunned in the dark for several minutes and then feel around the bubble for the wizard. He is breathing but otherwise still.


  “Tovenaar?” I shake his shoulder. “Tovenaar, are you all right?”


  He doesn’t respond. I need light. With nothing to burn, snapping a spark between my fingers seems fruitless. Nevertheless, I try. A quick flash illuminates the bubble and then fades to nothing. I sit and review all revealed in that brief light.


  Tovenaar has a bloody nose. My chin and jaw hurt from the same collision. We are inside a bubble. My backpack is gone, and my bow is broken. Doubtless, Tovenaar conjured the bubble to protect us from the avalanche.


  We are sealed and buried beneath the avalanche. How deep is the snow overhead? What about air? How long will we be able to breathe? Can we dig out?


  The first task is to get through the bubble. Is it strong? Strong enough to shield against an avalanche, for sure, but will my sword cleave it? My sword. Tovenaar threw away my sword. Why?


  Of course. Rule four: cold iron reroutes magic. Tovenaar used magic to form the bubble. He could not use magic close to the sword.


  Back to the bubble. How do I destroy the bubble shield before it becomes our tomb?


  Rule three: magic is not permanent. It will wear away. Tovenaar always does as little magic as possible. The bubble won’t last long.


  When the bubble disappears, will the snow collapse? Will we already be dead from suffocation? I must get us out now, but how? Think!


  If I can make a spark between my fingers hot enough to start a fire, hot enough to form a ball of flame, then why not something less extreme? More than just to warm my hands, but less than a fire. Perhaps just something glowing like the sun to produce heat. Something hot to melt the snow.


  I extend a hand toward the top of the bubble, and then withdraw it. No good. If I melt a hole through the roof, how will we climb out? If I must carry Tovenaar, it will be impossible.


  Twenty-degree, thirty-degree incline? I dare risk no steeper. I extend one hand, reconsider, and extend them both. I moderate my fire spell to produce heat without flames. My palms grow warm at the effort. Then the glow from my hands darkens into a red beam of light that illuminates the interior of the bubble. The snow outside the bubble melts at the light’s touch, but the resulting water does not drain away.


  “Good idea.” Tovenaar says. At last, he is awake.


  I don’t release the spell, but I glance back. In the red glow, Tovenaar sits on the floor of the bubble and explores his bloody nose. It looks broken. He strokes his nose twice. The bleeding stops, and his nose straightens.


  “The melted water drains too slowly.” I indicate the liquid accumulating against the bubble. “It needs somewhere to go.”


  “I’ll release the bubble. Then it will flow into here.”


  “Won’t the snow collapse on us?”


  “I don’t think so.” He rubs his beard. “It’s packed tight and should support itself like a dome. Besides, we haven’t much choice.”


  The pale bubble disappears at Tovenaar’s bidding, but the snow dome remains in place. With rising confidence, I focus the heat on melting a tunnel. The heat rays from my palms increase the snow melt rate. Sweat from my palms sizzles in the beam. Water oozes down into the sphere, and the icy liquid soaks my boots and rises to my knees.


  Tovenaar joins my efforts. A second beam of light leaps from his hand. His ray is more focused and hotter than mine. Steam drifts into the chamber.


  Encouraged, I increase my output.


  “Easy.” Tovenaar places a restraining hand on my shoulder. “A little at a time. We have a good tunnel started. We don’t want to collapse it.”


  “The water is getting very high.” The icy liquid reaches my groin and everything tightens.


  “Yes.” Tovenaar stops his beam of heat. “We don’t want to drown here.”


  “Or freeze.” I can’t stop shivering.


  “Let’s crawl up the tunnel as far as we can. You first. You now have a pretty good feel for this heat business. Very clever, incidentally, better than fire in this case, and it doesn’t cost as much. When we get to the top of the tunnel, you concentrate on melting the next length of tunnel, and I will attempt the more subtle endeavor of keeping us both from freezing. Understood?”


  I agree and crawl two body lengths up the incline. Tovenaar follows. The melting water running against my chest, stomach, and legs is unbearably cold. Fortunately, the wool wax in my sheepskin coat seems impervious to water so that I am not getting very wet. Then, a slow warmth swells beneath me, indicating that Tovenaar is at work. Comforted, I firm my lips and apply heat to extend the tunnel so that we can climb the next leg.


  We repeat the process three times before breaking through the snow. The action leaves me drained as much from the magic as from the cold. Gasping, I exit the tunnel and collapse atop the snow. The air is the freshest I can recall.


  Tovenaar nudges me to get up. “We must find shelter and start a fire. Keeping us warm by magic will age me a year at this rate.”


  A year! How much had melting the snow aged me? Suddenly, the price of magic seems less abstract and very important.


  “Look there.” Tovenaar points to an outcrop on my right. “A cave revealed by the avalanche.”


  My left snowshoe is broken. My right is lost beneath the snow. I limp forward. “We are far above the tree line. What will we use for a fire?”


  “A dead bush or a broken snowshoe. Perhaps dry dung. Where there is a cave in the mountains, something lives or once lived. After we have a fire started, then we must retrieve your sword.”


  * * *


  The mountain dragon follows me while I trudge through the snow. She stays back too far for me to touch, yet every place I dig for my sword, she follows and sniffs.


  “I cannot find the boulder,” I shout at Tovenaar. My clothes are mostly dry, but my boots are stiff and damp.


  The dragon looks up when I speak. Is that a smile? Why does she follow me?


  “Unfortunate. The rock must be buried beneath the snow.” The wizard looks skyward as if to measure the daylight remaining. Maybe an hour of light, no more.


  I stop myself from asking why he doesn’t use magic to find my sword when the answer comes on its own. Cold iron reroutes magic. The sword is iron. It is immune to spells.


  A dwarf tree uprooted by the avalanche protrudes from the snow. I pull it loose. It should be enough to rekindle the sparse embers dying in the cave.


  Tovenaar approaches. He points to the dragon.


  “She likes you. Have you tried to touch her?”


  “What? No. Look at those teeth.”


  “Do you like the dragon?”


  “Uh, well, I’m getting used to her. She does have a cute face.”


  “Then take the friendship she offers.”


  “How do I do that?”


  “Introduce yourself.”


  “Hello, I’m Eric. I—”


  “No. Introduce yourself like a dragon would. Move slowly, hands to your sides. Smile and approach her.”


  I firm my lips and straighten my back. “Yes, Master.”


  When I step toward the dragon, her ears perk up, and her wings unfold above her back as if she will make a quick escape into the air.


  “Smile, dammit, Eric.”


  I comply, and the dragon tilts her head. Her pupils narrow into vertical slits. She lifts a forefoot as if nervous.


  I stop within reach. “Now what?”


  “Keep smiling. Slowly reach out and touch her forehead. Good. That’s good.”


  The dragon’s face feels warm and feathery. She blinks and moves closer. Her breath is pungent like day-old fish.


  “What now?”


  “I’m not sure.” Tovenaar screws up his face in contemplation. “I’ve never made friends with a dragon. The stories say that you must touch minds, but what that means is a mystery to me.”


  So now I’ve got this dragon’s face in the palm of my hand, and neither of us knows what to do. A single snap of her jaws can take off my hand, but she doesn’t seem agitated. How do we touch minds?


  Mind to mind? Hoping I won’t lose my head, I lean forward and press my forehead against hers. A spark snaps between our faces, and the shock knocks me on my butt. My vision clears, and a young man about my age sits on the snow before me. He looks confused. I am confused. Has the dragon turned into a man?


  “Master Tovenaar, the dragon became a man.” The scene shifts, and the dragon reappears against a different background. “There. She changed back. Is this magic?”


  “Nonsense.” Tovenaar grabs my arm and helps me stand. “The dragon changed not at all.”


  “But I saw her become a man.”


  “Dragons are not practitioners of magic. She’s female, and I would be surprised if she could transform into a woman much less want to become a man. You touched minds, and now you share vision, the ability to see through the other’s eyes. Think carefully. Wasn’t it yourself you saw through the dragon’s eyes?”


  “Huh, well, the man had no beard and wore a coat that looks like mine. Are you sure it was me?”


  The dragon thrusts her head under my armpit. My ribs vibrate from her deep purr. It tickles and forces a smile. Maybe dragons don’t practice magic, but I feel enchanted.


  Tovenaar laughs. “The best thing you can do now is give her a name.”


  “A name? Like Mary?” Wait. An image. “She already has a name, difficult to say, but it sounds like Esmeralda. I’ll call her Esme.”


  “Excellent, a new friend is always welcome, but we must find your sword before dark.”


  “My sword. Yes.” I cast around but find no clue. The avalanche changed everything. Nothing looks familiar. “The snow may have carried it away.”


  Esme mews and backs away. With sporadic wing flaps, she hops across the white landscape, sniffs twice, and then plunges into the snow. Moments later she emerges and takes to the air gripping the hilt of my sword in one claw.


  “Praise her, Eric.”


  “Good girl, Esme.” I attempt to run after her but sink to my loins in the snow. A few snowflakes drift from higher up the mountain. “Bring me my sword.”


  The dragon circles back and lands nearby. She drops the sword atop the snow and grooms the feathers on her wings.


  I struggle through the fresh-churned snow and throw my arms around her neck. “Good girl.”


  She licks my face with a raspy tongue until I sputter and release my grip. Her head tilts up as if she hears something. Her wings spread and quick strokes lift her into the air.


  “Mountain dragons are inquisitive and smart.” Tovenaar shakes the wonder from his face. “Sheath your sword and gather up the wood you’ve scavenged. I want us secure in the cave before dark.”


  “Why hurry?” With my sword at my belt and a dragon for a friend, confidence fills me. “Do you expect more snow?”


  “If dragons are wakening from hibernation, then so are bears. The ones here are large and break hibernation hungry and grouchy. Fortunately, they don’t like fire. So let’s settle into the cave and stoke up the flames.”


  * * *


   A meadow briefly flashes below, long enough to reveal five men about to enter the forest. I soar upward and glide to follow. Now the redwood giants conceal them. Far up the mountain, the forest dwindles where it approaches the tree line. My eyes are sharp, sharper than ever. The rising sun flashes above the mountain peaks. Is that the debris of yesterday’s avalanche a few miles above the tree line? 


   My wings steadily beat and lift me. Exhilaration. Now for the long coast. Wait! A white hare crosses a snow drift. Eat now, fly later. I swoop. 


  Suddenly alert, I sit up. I’ve dreamed I could fly before, but this is too real.


  Tovenaar is out of sight. Did he go outside? Surely, he has not left the gallery to follow the cave deeper into the mountain.


  “Master Tovenaar?”


  When had we last eaten? Breakfast yesterday? I carried the food supplies in my backpack. Tovenaar carried the bedding. My backpack was lost in the avalanche. Fortunately, Tovenaar held on to his, or we might have frozen overnight: magic loses focus when you sleep.


  A shadow blocks the light at the entrance. Brushing snow from his coat, the wizard enters the cave gallery.


  “Master Tovenaar, I dreamed I could fly and that five men follow us up the mountain.”


  “That was no dream. You saw the world through Esme’s eyes. Five men, you say? Then my brother is among them. Without snowshoes, we will never beat them over the pass.”


  “I have my sword.” Although I’ve never raised a blade against a wizard, I pat the hilt with confidence. Steel is immune to magic.


  “We will save your sword for our last resort. Fight fire with fire, I say.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “They attacked us with an avalanche. An ingenious strategy incidentally, and a good lesson for today. Always leverage magic where possible. An avalanche is a perfect example of maximum leverage. I’m sure it was my brother’s idea. He is almost as smart as I am. Questions?”


  “No. Yes. I’m confused. Your brother caused the avalanche?”


  “Of course. To start an avalanche requires only a small effort. Sometimes a simple shout with no magic at all can start the snow cascading. A great effect for a small effort: leverage.”


  I smile at the thought of fire with fire. “Then you will drop an avalanche on them?”


  “Absolutely not. My brother is with them. Someone might get hurt. I’m going to drop an avalanche on us.”


  The rumble begins almost instantly.


  “We should move farther from the entrance.” Confidence colors Tovenaar’s voice.


  Has he gone mad? The rumble grows at the cave entrance. Will it seal the cave?


  “How will we get out?” I shout, and step toward the entrance.


  The wizard grabs my arm and pulls me back. A quick shadow at the entrance darkens and muffles the roar of snow. With a blast of cold, damp snow, the cave plunges into blackness.


  Seconds later, yellow light flickers on the gallery wall. Tovenaar holds a torch overhead. Where did he get a torch?


  “I estimate that it will take us two days to traverse this tunnel to the other side of the mountain. My brother will surely struggle for a week to go over the mountain pass. Come. We should start.”


  Numb, I follow him to the rear of the gallery. “What tunnel?” I’m pleased that my voice does not squeak or break, for I do not enjoy enclosed spaces any better than avalanches.


  While we walk, the gallery ceiling descends within a few feet of my head. Now the walls approach as if to embrace me, as if to squeeze me into a coffin.


  “More torches.” Tovenaar pauses and points to a stack of eight prepared torches in the shadows. “Can you carry them all? No? Take six, and I’ll fit the rest through the straps of my backpack.”


  He picks up two torches. As instructed, I fold my arms around the other six. The wood feels dry and smells of aged pitch.


  I glance at the cave entrance and see only blackness. The atmosphere feels heavy, difficult to breathe. Did the light take the air with it?


  “You’ll have to duck through here, but the passage is roomy enough on the other side.” Despite the confines, Tovenaar is cheery. “Dwarves don’t always worry about inconveniencing tall people.”


  Tovenaar is not tall enough to be inconvenienced. I duck beneath an outcrop of rock.


  “What dwarves?”


  “The ones who dug this shortcut through the mountains. I thought the cavern entrance to the tunnel was lost ages ago. Luck was with us when my brother’s avalanche revealed it.”


  “This cave opens on the other side of the mountains?”


  “Of course. Well, the tunnel from the cave does. I’m reasonably certain this is the correct cave, the one completed by the dwarves. Why else was there a stash of torches? What other reason could there be?”


  “What if you’re wrong?”


  “Then we’ll die lost in the dark. Don’t worry about that. We can attend your lessons while we travel. That’s good busy work.”


  “No!” I didn’t mean to shout. “No, Master Tovenaar. I won’t do more lessons until you tell me why those men want to kill us.”


  “That’s no way for an apprentice to speak to his master.”


  The scowl in his voice is intimidating, but I won’t give up. “You say I am too old to be an apprentice.”


  “Hmm. Yes. Now I appreciate why apprentices are always taken very young.”


  “You accepted me because you wanted my sword arm, not a student. If you expect me to fight for you, I should know why.” I stop, but he continues to walk several paces before he pauses.


  “Yes, that is a good point, Eric. However, I am unaccustomed to explaining.”


  “Then we can both learn something.”


  “Very well, but let us walk while we talk. I’m not sure we have enough torches to light our path for two days. And don’t complain if I intermix lessons with my story.”


  “Yes, Master.” When the darkness closes in behind Tovenaar, I suppress the impulse to attempt more concessions from him and hurry to catch up to the torchlight.


  * * *


  “New tack. What is the first Platonic solid?” Tovenaar’s torch reveals glimpses of chiseled cave walls just ahead. Behind us lies darkness.


  “Master, you said you would tell me about those men . . .” Platonic solids? Is he going to make me repeat every lesson I ever learned before he tells me of his quest? How long is this current lesson? It must already be hours.


  “Wizards, not just men. The first Platonic solid and the element it represents, please.”


  “Yes, Master. The first Platonic solid is the tetrahedron, characterized by having four congruent faces, each of which is an equilateral triangle. It has four vertices and six edges. The tetrahedron represents the element fire.”


  “Ah, despite your disrespect, I have taught you something. All is not lost.”


  “Master, I am sorry—”


  “Quiet. This is of some importance. Many years ago, twenty of the world’s greatest wizards gathered to create an object of immense power, a lens to capture and focus magic. My four great-grandfathers were among these men. The wizards divided the task among themselves. Each wizard would make a piece of the lens, twenty pieces in all, which when assembled, would become the greatest magical object ever created.”


  “Twenty pieces.” I recognize the count with excitement. “The puzzle in your purse?”


  “Of course, the puzzle in my purse. Are you a dullard? No? Then describe for me the second Platonic solid.”


  “Uh, the second Platonic solid, the hexahedron or cube, characterized by six faces that are congruent squares. The cube has eight vertices and twelve edges. The cube is unusual because the other Platonic solids all have triangular faces. What did you mean that the lens focuses magic?”


  “Really? All triangular faces? And what does the cube represent?”


  “Oh, the cube represents solids, the things of the earth. Solid, stackable for building. What about focused magic? What about magnification?”


  “The lens is an all-purpose lever for magic. You remember leverage? Good. The third Platonic solid, please.”


  “The octahedron has eight congruent triangular faces each of which is an equilateral triangle. The number of vertices is—”


  “Never mind that. What element does it represent?”


  “Air.”


  “Yes, air. And?”


  “And last is the icosahedron. It’s twenty congruent faces are equilateral triangles. It represents water.”


  “The last?” Tovenaar raises an eyebrow.


  “Last? Yes, last. The four elements of creation are fire, earth, wind, and water. There are no others.”


  “You are sure?”


  Now I am less certain. “These are all that you’ve told me.”


  “Yes, yes. I have told you of no others, but that does not mean that there is no more.”


  “What else can there be?”


  “The fifth element is aether.”


  “Aether?”


  “Aether composes the things of heaven, the things beyond man’s ken. Magic is constructed from aether. Hungry? Here. I saved a few strips of jerky in my pocket.”


  I take the dried meat and gnaw at one end while I ponder the fifth element. “If it is beyond our ken, how do we know it exists?”


  “Sad. A boy your age. Did you learn nothing before you came to me? I must have you study solid geometry. As Euclid so profoundly proved, there are exactly five Platonic solids, no more, no less. You omitted the dodecahedron bound by exactly twelve congruent, regular pentagonal faces, not triangles. Note the implied punctuation of a five-sided pentagon face for the fifth solid. If there are five Platonic solids, then there must be five elements of the universe. Everything in our world is made of water, air, earth, or fire. What elemental purpose can remain except for aether to give substance to the heavens and to provide command over the other four? Quod erat demonstrandum. This torch is all but finished. Hand me another. What, only three remain? They will have to be enough. This spot is as good as any. Let us sleep and light the next torch when we awaken. Don’t complain. Now that you have the tools you need, I can tell you the rest of my quest tomorrow.”


  I recognize the finality of Tovenaar’s QED declaration, but I suppress my doubts about his reasoning. “What do Platonic solids have to do with you assembling the puzzle into the lens?”


  “Assemble it? My quest is to destroy it.”


  * * *


  I have almost worked out the sore spot in my left shoulder from sleeping on a pointy stone when Tovenaar asks the obvious.


  “Is that the last torch?” The torch he holds flickers and threatens to die. Darkness squeezes our pale sphere of light.


  “Yes, Master.” I hand him the last pitch-saturated stick of wood.


  He ignites it using the hot remnant on his dying torch. The pitch sputters and catches. He twists the torch to redistribute the flame. The flame spreads. The light expands and pushes back the shadows.


  “Stay cheerful.” He thrusts the torch ahead and smiles. “We must almost be there.”


  “Yes, Master.” Right now I would rather have another strip of dry jerky than an extra torch. I talk to take my mind off the hunger. “I don’t understand why the lens was divided into twenty puzzle pieces.”


  “A precaution. All the wizards would have to agree to the assembly before the lens could be used. If even one disagrees, then the lens is useless, but there is another important reason. Can you guess what it is? Recall the rules of magic. Which seems most important for any enchanted object?”


  A rock trips me, but I recover without falling. “I wondered about that when you said the lens was created by your great-grandfathers and other wizards. That must have been years ago. How did they overcome the third rule of magic: magic is not permanent?”


  “Very good, Eric. I am pleased with your insight. Rule three is why wizards seldom waste time enchanting objects. They would expend years of their lives only to have the power in the object decay. The genius of the lens design is that twenty wizards worked on the lens. Each piece aged its creator only a year or two. However, the power of the lens would not commence until the pieces are assembled, hence there is very little leakage of magic from the talisman. Each puzzle piece could last for centuries and still exert full power when assembled. Moreover, the lens is not intended to be magic. It is intended to amplify magic.”


  “It all seems too good to be true.” Is the cave warmer here, less damp? A faint draft touches my face.


  “Exactly. It is too good to be true. Rule five of magic—”


  “Rule five?”


  “Yes, five. The rule of the conservation of magic, a consequence of the first and second rules, but important enough to get its own number. You never get something for nothing. Someone must pay the price of magic by aging. Magnified magic is usually for difficult situations and requires even more aging.”


  “Then what advantage is the lens to a wizard?”


  “The lens allows the wizard to shift the burden of aging to someone else. The person aged need not even be a wizard. Not only is this use unethical, in my opinion, it is dangerous. Do you understand the consequence of exercising power without cost?”


  “No, Master.”


  “You’ve used magic long enough to understand. What’s the first thing you think of when you decide to use magic?”


  “Uh, how much will I age?”


  “Exactly. Would you think twice before using magic if it cost you nothing? Would you use it for every trivial matter without regard to what others had to pay?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think so. I wouldn’t want others to pay.”


  “Every access to power begins with good intentions, with the argument that with great power one could do great good, but as the power becomes easier to exercise, then it becomes easier to abuse. The user soon thinks of himself as deserving of privilege because his goal is to do good. Soon, he loses sight of doing good for others and focuses only on his own good. The easiest abuse for a wizard is to make himself younger by aging others. No recursion. Then you have practical immortality and unlimited power.”


  “Are you sure every wizard would do this? Surely some cannot be tempted.”


  “Sadly, the history of man is repeated yielding to temptation, and beneath it all, a wizard is simply a man with some special skills at manipulating the aether. Anyone who expects that they are different from other men, that they can wield great power and remain uncorrupted is a fool. I should know. It was my father’s grandfather, Amos, who designed the lens. He knew full well that magic is conserved, nonetheless, he believed that he could do great good with the lens. My mother’s grandfather, Claudius, was no fool either. He insisted that all the wizards must agree to the assembly of the puzzle, and that the aging from its use be equally spread among them and their descendants, not extracted from anyone outside the families of the twenty.”


  “Wait. How did you get all the pieces? I thought the fail-safe was that each wizard held a piece of the puzzle, and they all had to agree to the assembly.”


  “Accidents befell those who disagreed with Amos. Somehow, after their deaths, Amos acquired their pieces of the puzzle.”


  “Accidents?”


  “None could prove murder, but I have little doubt that my great-grandfather was a ruthless man.”


  “Did he kill the other nineteen, including your other three great-grandfathers?”


  “No, but he acquired seven pieces before the others realized that they must oppose him. Unfortunately, two of the others also began to murder and steal other wizards’ puzzle pieces. Amos died from poisoning a few years after starting his acquisitions. Some suspect my great-grandmother of sacrificing her husband to save her children from the effects of the lens, but I believe that it was my grandfather who killed his own father. Not long after Amos died, every piece of the puzzle was held by some member of my family. Hmm. This torch is about to go out.”


  “You inherited the puzzle pieces?”


  “Not exactly. Damn, there goes the torch.”


  “We can use magic to make light.”


  “Wait. Let your eyes adjust. A faint glow awaits ahead. Yes, see it there?”


  “Master Tovenaar, you said no one could resist the allure of power, yet you have all the puzzle pieces and have not assembled the lens.”


  “Eric, every night, I take out the puzzle pieces and stare at them. I dare not join even two of the pieces, for then I would be lost, compelled to complete the puzzle. I know this because in my dreams, the puzzle promises me the lens as an instrument for doing great good in the world.”


  * * *


  The tunnel narrows and the ceiling dips low enough that I have to duck beneath a stone outcrop as we round the bend. Tovenaar tells me that this will be the narrowest stretch of tunnel, but despite his warning, having no room to swing a sword makes me feel vulnerable, insecure.


  Now the tunnel is brighter, and Tovenaar casts aside the remnants of the last torch. Sunlight illuminates the far end of the tunnel.


  Someone stands in the entrance. She takes a step back so the sunlight washes over her. Her face, her form astonish me. I am speechless. Is she real or illusion? My mind flashes back to the long winter in the cabin and Tovenaar’s discussion of magic versus illusion:


   “Convincing someone that you’ve done magic is better than doing the magic,” he said. “Call it an illusion.” 


   “Illusion?” As so often happened when Tovenaar shifted the conversation, I felt as if my foundation was shaky, and I needed to rebalance myself. 


   “Illusion. Something that appears to be one thing but is really something else. Romantic love, falling in love, is the most obvious example.” 


  “Don’t you believe in love?”


   “What? Of course I believe in love. I’ve been in love numerous times, and I’ve been lucky enough to love some of the women I was in love with. I married five of them. I probably have many children, and I love them all, particularly the ones I don’t know.” 


  “Where is the illusion?”


   “The illusion is that you fell in love with the person you met. What really happened is your mind imagined someone different from the person you met, and that illusion is what you fall in love with. If you are lucky, you will love the person after the illusion fades. Like magic, an illusion is not permanent. Cheer up, Eric. This is only one example of the power of illusion in every person’s life. A more dangerous illusion is when you believe yourself different from what you are. You’re still a young man. Perhaps I was too quick in choosing these examples. With experience, you will understand what I mean.” 


  The girl in the cave entrance waves at us. Her smile compels me into the present.


  “She is Princess Helen.” Tovenaar waves back. “As I requested, her father sent her to meet us. Sending that message from these tunnels cost me a week of aging. Worth it. She will guide us through the kingdom.”


  Princess Helen! I am smitten as if she wields a sword, smashes my armor, and pierces my heart. Never has the first sight of anyone affected me thus. Love. For the first time in my life, I understand the word. I’ve seen the face of love, and it is Helen’s.


  We approach the entrance and the cave expands. The tunnel opening grows larger.


  Yet Helen still fills the opening. Is she taller than I am?


  Her image shifts with my approach. She is not standing in the entrance. She stands back from the entrance. She is taller than I am. It matters not. I cannot take my eyes from her face or ignore her lithe figure.


  When we reach the cave entrance, I realize that she is not close to the entrance at all. She adjusts her blouse, clasps her hands at her waist, and smiles while she waits for us beyond the tunnel. Now I can better compare her to the world around us.


  She is twice my height, at least twelve feet tall. She is a giant, but the realization comes too late to sway my affection, too late to engage my reason.


  “I brought food,” she says.


  Food! I’m starved. She is an angel. I am lost in her presence. I love her with all my heart.


  * * *


  Tovenaar makes the introductions, but I only hear her name, Helen. Helen, Helen. Music accompanies her voice when she speaks.


  “You remind me of my younger brother.” She hands me cheese and bread. “He just turned six.”


  Did she mean years or height? Six years old! Is that how she sees me? I’m six foot tall and still growing. Look at her face. I can’t be much younger than her. I might be older.


  Maybe she means both her brother’s height and years. Six. I’m like a child to her. My world collapses around me.


  I follow Tovenaar and Helen down the mountain path. We walk depressing miles before my senses return and I eat the bread and cheese.


  When I finally look around, trees intrude along the path, but no snow, only the evidence of spring with snowcapped mountains in the distance. The redwood forest is a kingdom of giant trees. Is this valley a kingdom of giant people? How far have we come?


  Helen’s strides are long. Tovenaar and I hurry to keep pace. Soon, she stops to allow us to catch up, to rest.


  I flop against the tree she indicates and try not to watch her. That proves difficult. She is flawless up close. When she glances skyward, I don’t take my eyes from her face until her eyes widen.


  Esme circles overhead.


  The mountain dragon settles to earth not far from me, but she keeps her distance from Helen. I extend my hand, and she comes close enough for me to scratch behind her ear. She purrs and pushes closer until we touch head to head.


  The memory from Esme blanks out all else.  I soar. Five men far below. Snow melting. They shout in triumph and enter the cave. 


  “Master Tovenaar.” My cry is so loud that Esme bolts and takes to the air. “Esme brings me a warning. The wizards did not go to the mountain pass. They cleared the snow from the cave entrance and entered the tunnel.”


  “Then they cannot be far behind.” Tovenaar stands. His robes and beard billow in a gust of wind. “We must find some place that we can defend. Helen, can you help?”


  “The closest refuge I know is my father’s old summer palace. It is built atop a steep outcrop of rock and is difficult to reach, but it’s been unoccupied for several years.”


  “How far?” Tovenaar swings his pack onto his back.


  “Not far. We passed the turnoff a mile back. We can be at the castle before dark.”


  My military training makes a suggestion. “If we backtrack without sign, they may lose our trail and pass us by.”


  “My brother is not easily fooled, not for long. Let us hurry. I do not want to meet him on the road.”


  * * *


  The steep climb up the path to the castle is difficult, and the temperature drops quickly after the sun sets. I am comfortable with the width of the trail, and walk alongside Tovenaar, but Helen fills the road and hugs the rock wall tighter when we climb. I often look back to be sure she is safe. Once, Tovenaar pulls me back from the precipice when I look back too long.


  As soon as we are within the castle walls, Tovenaar seals the gate while I worry that it is made of wood and will too easily burn.


  “Considerable magic must be expended to burn this gate.” Tovenaar pats the latch for emphasis. “Notice the iron hinges and latch.”


  “Yes,” I say, “but fires can start without magic. Arrows can distribute the flame.”


  Helen points above the gate. “From the gatehouse, we can release boulders onto the trail. They will kill the enemy and obliterate the trail.” Her voice lingers like a persistent melody.


  “My brother is among our adversaries,” Tovenaar says, “and I don’t want to kill any of them. Let us drop the boulders now to block the trail.”


  “Magnanimous, but foolish,” Helen says. “Nonetheless, I’ll release the boulders now.”


  She is so thoughtful, kind, and considerate. A maiden of unlimited sweetness.


  “How will we get out with the trail blocked?” I ask before Helen can leave.


  Tovenaar inclines his head. “Every castle must have an emergency exit.”


  Helen nods; her face is angelic. “The cistern guards a steep drainage tunnel. In an emergency, we take special sleds and flush the cistern down the tunnel to carry our sleds to safety. Father insisted that I ride it at least once to be sure I could operate it. I admit I screamed on the last drop over the waterfall and into the river. I should inspect the sleds to see that all is in order.”


  Helen starts for the stairs to the gatehouse. How gracefully she moves. She pauses at the door when Tovenaar calls after her.


  “Wait for Eric after dumping the rocks so that he can learn the operation of the sleds. I will make preparations here. Then we should sleep. My brother prefers to start a siege early in the morning.”


  While Helen gracefully climbs the stairs to the gatehouse, Tovenaar pulls me aside so that I cannot watch her. He thrusts the puzzle purse into my hand.


  “Pay close attention to the operation of the escape tunnel. If things do not go well at the gate, then you must escape and destroy the lens, but only when you are well away from me. I should not be within its influence when assembled.”


  “Me escape? What about you and Helen?”


  “What about us?”


  “Helen. I’ll take her with me of course, but you can’t fight five wizards alone.”


  “Take her with you? Are you mad? I’ve seen the look on your face, Eric, but don’t imagine more from her than kindness. Her father will kill you if you express other intentions.”


  “But the wizards . . .”


  “The wizards will not hurt a princess who has done no more than give us shelter and hospitality. My brother is with them. He would not allow it. Nor will they continue to fight me once they realize I no longer have the lens.”


  “You said they were evil wizards.”


  “Well, yes. Perhaps I exaggerated. Likely, they would tell you that I am the evil one.”


  Now I’m confused once more. “I thought they wanted the lens so that they could exercise power without cost.”


  “They claim that they want to destroy it, but I do not trust them to do so. The temptation of power is too great.”


  “You told me that your quest was to find a way to destroy it.”


  “Yes, it was, but I didn’t know how, and it’s taking me longer than I expected to figure it out. Besides, I am far more likely to destroy it than the others . . . I think. Of course, they don’t believe me. They say I want the power for myself.”


  “Do you?”


  “Sometimes I do, but now I know—”


  “Why don’t you just scatter the pieces?”


  “The families of the original wizards inherit an affinity for the puzzle parts. We are drawn to them. Only iron can destroy the lens, but only after the puzzle is assembled. To assemble the puzzle, approach it with intent and avoid the dark side. Once assembled, strike with iron.”


  “How did you collect all the pieces, if the others are also attracted to them?”


  “Easy. I bought three, and I stole the remainder from my brother and our four cousins: that is who pursues us.”


  A large rumble outside the castle gate announces that Helen released the boulders onto the path. When the dust settles, she leans over the gatehouse railing.


  “All done,” she says. “Eric, meet me at the main door of the castle keep.”


  Meet her! My heart races at the invitation. All that Tovenaar said leaves my mind. Oblivious to all else, I tie the puzzle purse to my belt and run for the castle keep door. My love must not be made to wait.


  Tovenaar shouts after me, but his words are lost in my thoughts of Helen.


  * * *


  The steps to the castle keep are too tall for me, and I have to jump up or knee-over each one. When I reach the top, Helen is already there.


  “We released the boulders just in time.” She points beyond the castle walls. “I saw men farther down the path.”


  “Where is the cistern?”


  She leads me through the castle keep to the courtyard. Long pale shadows stretch across the expanse. The afterglow of the setting sun streaks clouds on the horizon.


  “See the bathing pool in the center of the courtyard? The cistern is concealed by the cellar door beyond.”


  “Bathing pool?”


  “Yes. Fed by warm springs. My brother and I love to bathe there.”


  Suddenly, I’m blind. I cannot see beyond my vision of her bathing in the pool.


  “Eric? Eric, hurry before it grows too dark for me to show you how to operate the escape sleds.”


  Clasping my hands in front to conceal my arousal, I follow her to the cellar door. She skips down the steps and opens the cellar door. I struggle with the steps. When I catch up, she stands just inside a large underground room. She applies steel and flint to light the candles hanging near the door.


  A pool of water fills most of the vast room. Candlelight skips across the ripples. Four large sleds wait half launched from the narrow beach.


  “See the stone ramp into the water?” She points to the far side of the nearest sled. “Just queue the sleds into the ramp and load everyone on board. Pull the lever at the end of the ramp, and a reservoir flushes it while a passageway opens at the far side to drain the pool. The sleds follow the water down the drain. No one dares take the passage without a sled, and it’s impossible to climb from the outside. Simple, huh?”


  “Yes.” I attempt to review her instructions, but her beauty interrupts every attempt.


  “What was that?” She returns to the door in three quick leaps.


  Unable to make any decisions, I attempt to follow. “I hear nothing.”


  “There, again. Shouts. I don’t think that Tovenaar’s brother will wait for morning.”


  Using hands and feet, I scramble up the remaining stairs.


  Tovenaar’s shouts become clear to me. “The gate is aflame. Now, Eric. Go now. Destroy the lens.”


  I attempt to grab Helen’s hand but cannot grasp it. I take her index finger instead. “Come. I’ll take you to safety.”


  “What? No. This battle does not concern me. I’m going to my room until you children are finished with your games.”


  Is she really in no danger? Then how shall I become her hero? She gracefully dances away before I can protest.


  The puzzle purse glows and vibrates. Tovenaar must have unlocked the purse.


  A pulse of light dazzles me. Are they flinging fire at the castle battlements? How long can Tovenaar secure the castle keep? I should help Tovenaar. No. If I go to him, then my sword will neutralize his magic. The only way to resolve this conflict is the wizard’s way: destroy the lens and remove the reason for the war.


  I leap down the stairs, stumbling on the last step. First, move a sled to the launch ramp, then press the lever. When I am far from the wizards, assemble the puzzle and destroy the lens. For the first time since I met her, purpose clears my mind of Helen.


  The sled nearest the ramp is my target. I apply shoulder to the sled. It doesn’t budge. What must it weigh, this sled made to carry several giants? I dig my feet into the sand and try again. This time the sled wobbles, but moves no closer to the ramp.


  Flashing light from the wizards’ war reflects into the chamber. The battle is closer. I cannot wait for escape. I must destroy the lens now.


  Intent on assembling the puzzle, I open the purse and spread the pieces on the bottom step of the stairs. Does the candlelight deceive me, or have the pieces lost their dull gray sheen and taken on color?


  As if in response to my question, the colors brighten until each of the pieces is either red, yellow, blue, white, or black. What had Tovenaar said? Avoid the dark side.


  When I flip the black pieces, the opposing side of each is colored red, yellow, blue, or white. A quick check reveals that all the pieces are black on one side. I label that as the dark side and make sure that no black shows. Now I have five pieces that display a white face, five that are red, five that are yellow, and five that are blue. I group them by color.


  The white pieces obviously fit snugly together. I connect two, then add the third. They interlock and do not easily come apart. The fit of the remaining white pieces is obvious. Now I have a white equilateral triangle. I repeat the similar assembly for a blue triangle, red triangle, and yellow triangle. Four triangles of identical shape, but different in color.


  I pause. The pieces of the white triangle are congruent to the pieces of the red triangle. I can swap a piece of one with a piece of the other. Should I? Not yet. I see no way to intermingle the colors in any meaningful pattern.


  When I move the red triangle close to the white triangle, an edge of one snaps to the edge of the other like two lodestones. The triangles fit together. I move the edge of the blue triangle close to an open edge of the white triangle. They snap together. Likewise, the yellow triangle bonds to the remaining white edge.


  My first assembly attempt forms a parallelogram. Nothing happens. I reconsider and shuffle the triangles around. Now the assembled structure is a three-pointed star with a white triangular center and the three colored triangles attached around the perimeter.


  Is this the lens? Too simple. Tovenaar mentioned a sphere. Surely there must be more to give a wizard power over the elements. Nothing happens. What now?


  I try to pick up the star by the red triangle. The triangle rotates up but remains connected by its edge to the white triangle.


  Wait. If I rotate all the colored triangles up, then—


  Without releasing the red triangle, I grab the vertex of the yellow triangle. Then I notice the black sides of the two triangles. If I lift the three colored triangles and connect them, they will form a tetrahedron with the white triangle as the base, but all the colors will be to the inside, and only black will show on the outside.


  Avoid the dark sides.


  Fortunately, I have large hands. I set the star flat and palm the central white triangle so that I have a thumb or finger at each of the vertices. I lift the white triangle. The colored sides fold downward. I collect the colored vertices with my free hand and guide them together. Each colored edge snaps to the colored edge adjacent to it. The tetrahedron is complete.


  I set the tetrahedron onto the step. It glows. Colors flow between the joined edges to discolor the triangular faces.


  “No, Eric.” Tovenaar stands at the top of the stairs. His face is flushed. “You should have waited until you were far away. Now you must give the lens to me.”


  I clutch the lens to my chest. A wall of fire springs up between Tovenaar and me.


  Had I done that? I look to the lens. The tetrahedron represents the element fire. What about the other elements, the other Platonic solids?


  As if my thought is a request, the lens reshapes into a cube, and I feel new power flow to me. Before I can gasp, the lens changes into an octagon and sparkles like a diamond. The colors swirl together on the triangular faces, and new power infuses me. Next, the lens assumes the shape of a dodecahedron quickly followed by an icosahedron swirled with the luminescence of mother-of-pearl. Water is mine.


  My power over the elements of the world is complete. None can match me. Even the aether of heaven is not beyond my grasp.


  The lens frees itself from my hand, levitates, and spins. When it slows, the edges and vertices are smoothed away, and the lens is now a transparent sphere with each of the Platonic solids inscribed within. It returns to my hands, and we reconnect.


  I stagger back under the power influx through the lens. Where does it come from? From those near me? I shudder and struggle to regain my wits. The fire blocking the stairs sputters and dies.


  “What have you done?” Tovenaar shouts from the top of the staircase.


  “I assembled the lens. It chose me.”


  “Nonsense. I chose you. I chose you because you are not a wizard. I chose you because you lack ambition. I chose you because you have an iron sword. I chose you because you are no killer. Do it now, Eric. Destroy the lens before we are all undone. Destroy it before the others break through the gates and we fight among ourselves to possess it.”


  “My sword did not stop the lens from making a fire wall. I don’t know whether it can destroy the lens.”


  “The lens makes you the most powerful wizard in the world, and you wield a sword. If you cannot destroy the lens, then no one can.”


  Esme lands near Tovenaar. I glance in her direction. Through her eyes, I am a stranger. Fear distorts her face. She retreats and leaps into the air. She doesn’t circle back.


  “I must fix some things first.” I shove the lens into my pocket.


  “Please, Eric. Don’t. This is the way the seduction starts.”


  “Should I give the lens to you? Not likely.” I gesture, and he sprawls onto the pathway. Did I hurt him? Do I care?


  Helen is easy to find. Her bedroom window lights the courtyard. I don’t bother to knock. She sits before a mirror in her bedroom and combs her hair. She looks up in surprise when I enter. Her eyes narrow as if she doesn’t recognize me.


  “Eric? Is that you?” When she stands, she towers over me. “Is the battle over?”


  “Almost, my dearest. I am here to smooth our path.”


  “What path?”


  “The path of true love.” I raise my hand. “First, I will change you to my size.”


  “What? Why?”


  “So that we can be together.”


  “I like my size. If you change my size, I won’t recognize myself. I won’t be me.”


  “Then I’ll grow large. That’s it. Mighty rulers should be larger than mere humans.”


  “No. Don’t. I don’t love you, Eric. Besides, not only am I twice your height, I’m older than you.”


  “I can fix that. I have power. I can fix anything.”


  “I could never love a man so thoughtless of the consequences. Do it, and you will possess only an illusion, not me. Is that what you want?”


  “But, I love you.” I’m stunned. This is not what I expected. “I have power but can do nothing.”


  “Sometimes the best thing love can do is let go. What greater power is there?”


  “Eric.” Tovenaar leans against the door. He looks much older. Does the lens drain him with my efforts? “My brother and my cousins breeched the gate. Soon they will find us. If you persist, I must join them against you. You will have to kill us all. Before you are finished, all of the twenty wizards’ descendants will die, aged by your magic. Please. Is power worth all those lives?”


  I take the lens from my pocket. It pulses. The interior expands forever. The fulfillment of all my desires is within. I am in control of that power. I am in control, but I am not strong enough to wield it or let it go. I am like every other human.


  Fear fills Helen’s eyes. Despair settles on Tovenaar. The sound of feet running up the stairs echoes in the room. The other wizards arrive. They crowd into the room.


  A mirror? I step back. Where had that come from? An image appears. Another challenger? Is he behind me? Lust inhabits his eyes. Greed distorts his mouth. My enemy. I spin to face him, but no one is there. Another glance at the mirror. I almost do not recognize who it is. The image is my reflection.


  Quickly, I drop the lens to the floor. Before the others can react, I raise my sword overhead, and with all the strength I can muster, I smash the glowing sphere. The explosion propels me across the room, and I smash into the stone wall.


  * * *


  When I wake, Helen hovers over me. She dabs my face with a damp cloth. Bandages cover both my hands. A complex root pattern of red welts covers my forearms and expands to my shoulders. The pattern reminds me of lightning flashes.


  Sunlight streams through the open window. Where has the night gone?


  “You stopped breathing when you broke the lens,” Tovenaar says. The daylight emphasizes the deep wrinkles in his forehead. “We were worried that you would not recover. Helen breathed life into your lips. That worked better than magic.”


  “The lens.” I sit up. “What happened to the lens?”


  “Gone.” Tovenaar grimaces and points across the room. “Ash. Finer than sand. No one will ever assemble it again. My brother and cousins expressed their satisfaction, but that may only be an illusion they weave to console themselves at its loss.”


  “Master Tovenaar, I am sorry. You were right. I should have followed your instructions—”


  “Things worked out. I am satisfied with what you did. Esme must also be, for she waits for you in the courtyard.”


  I cannot look at Helen. “I also owe you an apology, Princess Helen.”


  “I am always Helen to you, Little Brother.”


  “Little Brother?”


  “Yes. My younger brother will grow taller than me and one day be king, but you will always be the right size to be my little brother.”


  “What now, Eric?” Tovenaar touches my shoulder. “Much of this is my fault. My brother says I should never have taught you any magic, not when I planned for you to destroy the lens. The wizard aroused in you was too vulnerable to the attraction of the lens.”


  “I still want to become a wizard. Will you continue as my master and teach me? I have much to learn.”


  “I haven’t many years left, but if these last months are an example, sharing my experiences with you will be an adventure, one that I relish.”


  “Adventure?”


  “Yes. I did not expect you to be an adept, but suddenly you are filled with potential and mystery.” Tovenaar lays my sword alongside my bed. “This is yours.”


  “The blade glows.”


  “Aye, I’ve never seen anything like it. A week ago, I was certain that magic is incompatible with iron, now I’m not sure of the relation. Also, those patterns on your arms suggest magic washed over you when you smashed the lens.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Neither do I, but isn’t that what makes an adventure? Recognizing that you are ignorant is the first step to enlightenment. Ready for your next lesson? I will hold back no longer. We cannot afford to loose you untrained onto the world.”


  “Yes, Master.” My sword arm protests at the movement, but I sit up in recognition of his pedagogical tone.


  “Every day, iron becomes more commonly used. What does that tell you about the future of wizardry?”


  “Future? Won’t magic be difficult to practice with more iron around?”


  “Excellent analysis, but perhaps you are the wildcard in that prediction. I am pleased.”


  Did Tovenaar deliberately age a few minutes to make his eyes actually twinkle?
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Between Earth and Exile


  By Laurie Tom | 9,100 words


  We had captured the Alcaltan frigate a week ago. It should have been an easy job. We chose that moment for a reason. The ship was being towed for decommission and only had a skeleton crew for defense. But that hadn’t mattered. They still killed Kellen.


  Sometimes no amount of planning or preparation is enough. Most of us, had we lived anywhere else on Earth, would not have had the opportunity to escape on the Bloodborne. We understood how some things came down to a matter of luck.


  But luck still had to be dealt with. And Kellen was gone.


  I knocked on the door to my Captain’s quarters, telling myself that my plan was sound, even logical, and not that I was homesick after all this time. I was twenty-one and had served under the Captain for six years. Age did not matter in the face of survival.


  “Come in.”


  Even while we were docked at Pyre Rock, the Captain preferred his quarters aboard the Bloodborne. It was quieter than the base most days, given all the construction and the wailing from Emma and Daiki’s new baby.


  I pushed open the door and it squeaked in protest. The Bloodborne ran on limited power while docked. The only reason we still had normal Earth gravity was because we were at Pyre Rock, where we could take advantage of the stolen generators we’d installed in our base. The Alcaltans’ command of gravity had been one of the deciding factors in the war. It was nice to make it work for us.


  “Alexa,” he said, with a glance in my direction, “isn’t your team lining the walls of the new wing?”


  He sat behind a rough desk of our own construction, dark hands rotating a display of Pyre Rock on the holo. It was a draft of the construction. We hadn’t burrowed into that much of the asteroid yet.


  “Finished, sir. If I might have a moment of your time?”


  The Captain gestured for me to take a seat at a small table a meter from his desk. He did not get up to join me, nor did I expect him to. The Captain had never been much for coddling his crew, or himself. His quarters were spartan, save for the rack of shelves on which he kept keepsakes of our victories. They were a reminder that against all odds, we still survived.


  “Captain,” I said. “Right now, the crew has its hands full. We’re trying to expand our base and man the Bloodborne at the same time. And I hate to say it, sir, but Kellen’s death has hit us hard.”


  He nodded, silent. I don’t think he wanted us to know how much he missed Kellen. If the Captain was the head and the heart of the Bloodborne, Kellen had been the limbs to make everything happen. We’d lost crew before, but the second-in-command of the Bloodborne had been a sharp, intuitive man. Replacing him would not be easy. Not that we could really replace anyone, but even pulling from what we had, no one was Kellen.


  “We need more people,” I said. “I know there’s a chance they’re not even alive, but if we’re building a colony here, I would like to rescue my family. My mom was a structural engineer before the war—she could help build Pyre Rock—and now my brother is old enough to crew.”


  The gaze that met mine betrayed neither surprise nor anger, but it was unflinching, hard. The Alcaltans had tried to break us many times, but even with Kellen’s death, I knew they would never break him.


  “We have been exiled,” he said evenly. “You know you can’t go back for them.”


  That was the agreement, the only reason the Bloodborne had been allowed to leave.


  “I don’t need to go back to Earth itself. Just the solar system would be enough. We need more people, before there aren’t enough of us left . . .”


  It was selfish to want to rescue my family. I wasn’t supposed to care about things I could not change, people I could no longer see, but no matter how I wanted to be like the rock that was my Captain, I could not be that strong. He had gone into exile with his head held high and a willing crew at his back. I had gone in tears.


  My Captain studied me, and I tried to still the twinge in my gut. “And how do you propose to get your family off planet?” he asked.


  “I have an idea,” I said, and I felt very small sitting in the office across from the man to whom I owed everything. “I think I can get them smuggled out on a carrier. It won’t be easy, or cheap, but I believe I can manage.”


  The Alcaltans were not a hive mind any more than humans. Though in exile, and officially hunted by Alcalta, there were a few rogue outposts where we, the crew of the Bloodborne, were tolerated despite what we were. We had connections, and if I pressed them hard enough, paid them well enough, I was reasonably certain I could arrange something even on occupied Earth.


  “I’ll handle all the arrangements,” I said. “I just need your permission to borrow a shuttle.”


  I prepared myself for his refusal, because with a crew of a hundred, two on leave caring for a child, and no way for us to gain new recruits, he could scarcely afford to lose anyone to a whim, to a purpose that arguably served the individual more than the crew.


  “If I offer this opportunity to you, I must offer it to everyone,” said the Captain finally. “Find out who is interested and how many people that means you will have to rescue. If you think you can manage, you have my permission. However, I think you will find that a shuttle will not be enough.”


  “Thank you, Captain.”


  * * *


  My life had changed the day the Captain’s ship landed on the outskirts of Concord Grove, bringing the last human colonists home in defiance of Alcalta. It had stayed grounded for only a few hours.


  The police, the human police, had surrounded the ship, as though they could hold a dreadnought and its crew at bay with tiny tanks and a handful of rockets until a representative of our government could arrive—the same government that had surrendered to Alcalta once they realized that the aliens only had an interest in keeping humanity contained and not in obliterating us.


  Captain Jonathan Mercer had been an officer in the Earth-based fleet, but he didn’t roll over when the war ended. He and his crew stole an Alcaltan dreadnought to rescue the survivors of a colony that would have died without help, survivors who would probably die anyway on a depleted and overpopulated Earth. Our government called it a pointless venture, but for that, the Captain and his crew were branded a threat to the peace.


  If not for the fear that murdering the Captain would have turned him into a martyr, I had no doubt they would have executed him on the spot.


  Instead the sentence was exile. He and his crew were to take that blasted ship and leave Earth, forever.


  I remember seeing the Captain, standing so tall and proud that I doubted they could have forced him into exile if he had not agreed. He didn’t belong there on Earth. To the rest of us, to those who crowded around his ship despite our fear, he issued a warning, that the Alcaltans would not hesitate to eliminate us the moment we became too great an inconvenience, that we might discover ourselves unhappy with the sacrifices demanded in a life of appeasement.


  So he extended an offer, to any who were willing, to join his crew. At first only a handful dared to walk past the police, and when they weren’t shot, a handful more. No one knew what kind of future a life in exile promised, but the Captain seemed so assured, so strong, that we knew he would not limp into the stars and fade away. I had no future on Earth, where every day revolved around finding enough to eat. With the new refugees, there would be even less.


  My mom refused to go. She did not believe we could survive on a ship without a port, in the face of aliens that had made it plain they would only tolerate our existence if we remained on our home planet. I was afraid too, but I was more afraid of what would happen if I stayed.


  I still remember her fingers in my hair, how her body shook as I hugged her good-bye and told her I had to go. She said she understood, though I don’t know that I believed her. Without me, there would be one less mouth to feed, and she could care for my younger brother without worrying about what could happen to a teenage girl in a broken city. We’d fought so much—over school, over food, over curfew—that I could barely believe she let me go.


  For a moment, I reconsidered, but fear was stronger than tears. When I darted past the police line, I did not look back. I fell in behind the new crew members preparing to board, the last to join.


  In retrospect, we should have found it strange that we had been allowed to leave Earth on a stolen dreadnought, that the Captain had been allowed to take dissenters with him. The Alcaltans did not let us go so easily. Our first battle as a unified crew was shortly after we cleared Earth’s orbit, once we were far enough away that we were out of sight of those on the ground below.


  The Alcaltans planned to kill us where there would be no chance of martyrdom or inspiration to those who remained behind.


  We were terrified, outnumbered, running a ship many of us had never served on before, some of us not even familiar with ships at all. I considered it a testament to our Captain that we escaped. We then understood what measures we needed to take simply to survive.


  Our crew was alone in a universe where we were the only humans outside of Earth. We named our ship the Bloodborne and took to raiding for food and supplies. It wasn’t out of rebellion, or a patriotic desire to show the Alcaltans that humanity was not done. We were pirates, and we could only rely on each other.


  But as I relayed our Captain’s offer to rescue our families back on Earth, I soon discovered that, though I trusted my fellow crew, I hadn’t really known them.


  Peter had a sister, three years younger than him, who’d lost an eye in a crossfire. Valerie had left behind her husband of only two months, not realizing that helping Captain Mercer in the colony rescue would result in her exile. Manuel wanted to know if his parents were all right. And Justin had asked me to find his son. I hadn’t known he was a father.


  Hitomi and I had even gone to the same school, though being in different years, we had never met. Richard’s mom owned the store where I used to buy slushies before the sky fell, and if I thought hard, I could remember seeing him there on Friday afternoons.


  When they learned the Captain had approved smuggling their families off planet, their lives came tumbling out, and by the time I finished speaking with everyone, I had a list of just under two hundred names. Not all the crew had family they could speak of, some had lost everyone in the war, but there were still more people than we could fit in a single shuttle.


  I knew that the chances of all of them being alive would be negligible though. Perhaps a quarter would be, and we could work with that.


  The amount of money needed to bribe our contacts to get information on two hundred people was astronomical. The crew chipped in whatever they could, even those without loved ones to rescue. We used the Alcaltan lumil when dealing with the outside world, each member of the crew getting a share of the spoils after a successful raid, but we didn’t use it with each other. There was no such thing as paying for room and board. You served on the ship, you got a room and three meals in the mess. Any lumil we kept was just gravy, and yet I couldn’t account for more than half of what we needed.


  People started talking about pawning their belongings the next time we visited an outpost. Human goods were nearly worthless to Alcaltans in their intended forms, but a diamond from a ring could be repurposed for manufacturing, the metal from old electronics could be salvaged.


  “I can arrange the necessary information gathering,” I told the Captain, when next I met him in his quarters. “The only problem is the money. Not everyone can afford it, but it doesn’t seem right that we should restrict rescuing family to only a portion of our crew. And how would we choose? It’s easy to say those who can afford it should get priority, but what about the rest? Would we hold a lottery?”


  A part of me regretted conceiving this plan at all. If no one was rescued, we’d be no worse off than before, and I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to see someone else’s family come home while mine was left behind.


  Once again I sat at the small table while the Captain remained behind his desk. The distance may as well have been the entire ship. I was just a part of the crew. I wasn’t Kellen. I couldn’t expect sympathy. After all, I was the one who’d dug myself into this mess.


  My Captain spoke. “Would you consider it right to leave a few people behind, when by the luck of the draw they could have been the ones you save? You can’t give hope only to take it away.”


  “It wouldn’t be right, but it would be fair. I just didn’t think this would happen—that we wouldn’t have the money to even find out if the people we want to rescue are still alive. I thought the crew would have saved up a little more. It’s not as though we’ve needed a personal stash of lumil to survive.”


  Indeed, we ate better on the Bloodborne than we had during our final year on Earth.


  “And what did you save for?”


  “I . . . I wanted to buy my own ship,” I replied, feeling silly to admit it. “When I was in school, I had this idea I would buy my own ship, see the galaxy, go to Alcor, Yukikawa, and all those planets we don’t have anymore. Of course, now I know I wouldn’t be able to afford much more than an oversized shuttle, but it would have been less recognizable than the Bloodborne, so we could have used it . . .”


  The Captain stood and walked over to the shelves suspended along the wall. “For years we’ve stolen everything we needed to survive, and used the ship’s communal funds to procure what we could not. There are no longer such things as homes, vacations, or retirements to save for. It’s unsurprising that the crew should spend the majority of their earnings on the rare outpost entertainment.”


  He retrieved a small brown box from the top shelf and offered it to me. “Not everyone is as industrious a saver as you. Here. This should cover the rest.”


  Had he known? I had contributed the largest donation to the smuggling funds, but I hadn’t told anyone, feeling sheepish about how much money I’d saved. The crew already made light of my spending habits whenever we docked at an outpost.


  “It’s what is inside the box,” said the Captain.


  Remembering myself, I popped the lid and found a recorder inside. I flicked it on, bringing up the display, and stared.


  “The schematics to an Alcaltan battle cruiser?”


  “The new one, put into service in the past year,” he replied. “I had intended to wait before bargaining with it, so that the Alcaltans would be less likely to tie it to the attack we made six months ago.”


  This would certainly pay for everyone’s families, not just for the information, but to smuggle them out as well. There would probably even be money left over. Certainly there were some Alcaltan malcontents who could put this to use and would pay handsomely for it.


  “Thank you.”


  He nodded and walked back to his desk. “That is only to pay for costs remaining after the crew has contributed all they can. Anything left over is to be added to the communal funds for the Bloodborne and Pyre Rock.”


  “Understood.”


  I turned to go when a sudden thought occurred to me.


  “Captain! I forgot to ask. Do you have family back on Earth?”


  “No.”


  “Oh. I’m sorry. Thank you, again.”


  * * *


  I didn’t tell the rest of the crew of the Captain’s contribution, especially when it occurred to me that the only person on the Bloodborne more miserly than me was the Captain himself. The battle cruiser plans had come from his personal collection of trophies, which shouldn’t have been much larger than any of ours, except that we tended to pawn things we didn’t want as quickly as possible, and the Captain tended to dispose of his spoils as gifts or bargaining chips.


  Finding a buyer for the schematics was the frightening part. I didn’t know how the Captain could stand it, trading for ship parts and illegal weaponry on a regular basis. I did have connections, though, and a few inquiries took me to an Alcaltan weasel who claimed to have a wealthy client.


  My mom wouldn’t have recognized me, haggling over battle cruiser plans as if they were a scarf at a swap meet. I struck a deal, and with several members of the crew present for protection, we exchanged the schematics for two large crates of surya. The Alcaltans used the rainbow crystals to perform large, untraceable transactions, but I’d never seen so much at once.


  With the profit, we doled out cards of lumil and handfuls of surya to individual weasels, but never in sight of each other, never letting them know that while we asked one to look into ten people, we were asking another to look into eight. The Alcaltans did not value familial relationships as much as humans did, and we counted on them to not piece together the reason for our inquiries, but as we waited for news, we could not help fearing that they would.


  When their reports arrived, I was grateful.


  Roughly a third of our list could not be tracked down, their whereabouts unknown even to the weasels. Others they confirmed dead, but they were able to locate forty of our family and friends in varying degrees of health. My mom was alive. She was over fifty now—despite everything she must have endured, she was still alive! She hadn’t moved from Concord Grove, terrible though it was. My brother was in a labor camp. The Alcaltans were comfortable with exchanging food for work, so my brother was probably healthy, but for how long?


  A sense of malaise settled over the crew. For some, they had lost family all over again, and we worried over the state of affairs on Earth in a way we hadn’t since the earliest days of our exile. No matter that we had been forced off the planet—we didn’t hate our home—but if I could not have Earth, I at least wanted my family.


  We were overdue for a raid, but the Captain refused to launch the Bloodborne. He didn’t tell us why with any words, but I knew from a look and his silence that we were in no shape for combat. I found myself doubting again whether I should have brought up my plan to the Captain, but I remembered his words about offering hope only to take it away, and I wasn’t going to be the person who let the Captain down.


  I told the crew to prepare for a rescue. Maybe we couldn’t save everyone, but we could save someone.


  Hush was my favorite information weasel, and the only one that I trusted enough to handle my family, so much as I trusted any of them. He was still an Alcaltan who made a living as illegally as we did, an opportunist. I just hoped he would consider our dealing with him beneficial enough to keep his end of the bargain.


  Forty people, I told him, on one Alcaltan transport, to rendezvous with us on Varuna in the Kuiper Belt. I didn’t care how he got everyone on board, but it had to be safe passage for all of them, intact, without harm. To this weasel I gave enough surya that his bulbous eyes misted a milky brown in contentment, with the understanding that he would get an equal amount if the selected humans arrived safely. Alcaltans had faces like earless elephants, and Hush signaled his approval with the shaking of his long snout.


  The Bloodborne had come equipped with two shuttles, both with meager weapons and limited range. They were designed to convey guests to and from a planet’s surface while the Bloodborne remained in orbit, though in an emergency they can and have been used to hop between planets in the same star system. If passengers were willing to get cozy with each other, we could squeeze forty people plus crew onto two shuttles for a short trip from Varuna’s surface.


  “We just need to get the Bloodborne close enough to launch them,” I told the Captain.


  We stood in what had once been an Alcaltan officers’ meeting room. The ceilings were high and rounded, built for the aliens’ greater height and sense of aesthetics, but we’d torn out their furnishings and replaced them with our own, fit for human dimensions. Kellen and the Captain had often met here to discuss strategy. Now the Captain and I had a map of the greater Sol System displayed on the holo before us and I pointed him to the ovoid ball of rock that was to be our rendezvous point.


  “I would have liked carrying them out farther than the Kuiper Belt, but that would have required export clearance, and it wouldn’t have been likely we could have gotten forty people past security for that.”


  The Captain nodded in approval. The Alcaltans weren’t concerned about intrasystem smuggling, only between stars. A transport out in the Kuiper Belt could easily be on mining business. It was good cover. Humans had been occasionally used for that kind of labor.


  “Still,” he said, “the Alcaltans have early warning probes at the edge of the star system. They’ll recognize the Bloodborne’s drive signature, even in the Kuiper Belt. The dreadnought’s too large a ship to slip by without notice.”


  “Even if they have patrol ships in the area, it will take them time to react. It always has. We’ve never worried about them recognizing us before.”


  “We don’t normally hit star systems this secure,” said Captain Mercer. “Earthspace is still heavily fortified from the war. They know the Bloodborne, and you can bet they will send more than six ships after us if we get close to Earthspace again, but they might not react to a different ship, especially a smaller one that isn’t on their most wanted list.”


  “The frigate?” I asked.


  We’d finished the retrofit, but no crew had been assigned. A few of us had gone out on test runs, and though dated by Alcaltan standards, it was perfectly serviceable for us, if a bit cozy compared to the cavernous Bloodborne.


  “Caleb says the test flights have gone well,” said the Captain. “All systems check out, and he commended your handling of the bridge. Even if the Alcaltans identify it as the one stolen en route to decommissioning, they will not know that renegade humans are aboard. There’s a decent chance they will wait for you to identify yourselves.”


  “Ourselves? Captain, aren’t you going—”


  “The Bloodborne is my ship. This is your plan. I want you to take the frigate to Varuna and handle the rescue. You may bring enough crew to staff the key posts on your ship and maintain a security team on the ground. Volunteers only.”


  “Yes, sir,” I said, my voice cracking. “Of course.”


  So when I boarded the frigate for our mission and stepped onto the bridge, I did not go to the helm as my training would have suggested, but to the command dais in the center of the chamber. It had already been made over with chairs and consoles to our height. The main screen was a wide wraparound display in the Alcaltan fashion, since the aliens’ eyes rested on the sides of their heads. I would have to swivel the captain’s chair to see everything around me.


  This should have been Kellen’s, I thought, as I stood looking at the high-backed chair. I had no doubt that if he’d lived, the Captain would have given him command of the frigate. Instead, the first person to sit in this chair for a real mission would be the relief pilot of the Bloodborne. I’d only helmed the ship once in combat. I wasn’t part of the Captain’s regular bridge crew.


  But the rescue had been my idea. The Captain was right. I had to be the one to see it through.


  My volunteer crew filed onto the bridge, taking their places in the stations that ringed mine. Valerie had the scanners, Peter was weapons lead, and Manuel, our helmsman. Hitomi was our best Alcaltan mimic, so we placed her on the comm, to delay any hostile response for as long as possible. Caleb insisted on being the frigate’s engineer. He had overseen the retrofit, so it only made sense to take him along, and he’d brought three assistants with him.


  In total, we had twenty crew on board, a fifth of our entire population. We had to come back.


  With a deep breath, I sat in the chair meant for Kellen and ordered us out.


  * * *


  Varuna loomed before us, a pale red egg tinged with crisp bits of ice. Manuel put it up on the wraparound as he guided the frigate into high orbit. It looked sedate enough, but I knew better than to trust my eyes. The planetoid itself was a blind spot, blocking our view of anything that might be hidden behind.


  “Anything on the scanners?” I asked.


  Valerie shook her head, barely even looking up from her console. “No ships registering in our immediate vicinity, but we’ll want to complete a full circuit around the planetoid to be sure.”


  I looked at the time set to Alcaltan standard. We were early, a habit born of the need to lie in wait for our prey. It would have been nice if the transport had been early as well. I couldn’t stop the uneasy twinge in my gut, knowing that the safety of our families could not be guaranteed until they were on board with us.


  “Manuel, prepare to take us down to low orbit once we finish our circuit, assuming nothing turns up. Peter, drop a missile pod.”


  “Sure thing, Alexa.”


  “On it, Alexa.”


  I watched the pod fall away, carrying a compliment of missiles with it. It would settle into its own orbit, away from us, and ready to launch a single salvo. It was a good way to catch an enemy off guard, striking it from a direction it did not expect.


  “Alexa!” said Hitomi. She cradled a hand against the ear of her headset. “There’s chatter on the Alcaltan emergency band.”


  My gut turned to ice. “What’s it saying?”


  “It’s hard to tell. The speaker’s very excited. Not military, but it’s trying to alert them. Something about a chase with three ships. No, four. They’re all in our sector of the belt.”


  Four ships racing through the Kuiper Belt? They must be lighting up the Alcaltan warning systems like fireworks.


  “Valerie! Can you find them on our long-range scan?”


  “Already checking,” she said.


  Manuel caught my eye but didn’t say anything. We were still in high orbit. Low orbit would hide us better from a long-range scan, but we wouldn’t be able to scan as well either, not with a planetoid blocking our view.


  “Any luck?” I asked.


  “Nothing yet,” she replied.


  If the ships weren’t heading our way, we could ignore them. They would have nothing to do with our smuggling run. But if our transport was involved, we couldn’t afford to stand by.


  “Cargo ship,” said Hitomi, eyes unfocused as she concentrated on the audio feed. “Mining-class transport. Smugglers on board.”


  “That sounds like it could be ours,” said Peter.


  “I know,” I said.


  What could they have done to arouse suspicion? I thought I’d offered enough surya that there would be no reason for the smugglers to risk the safety of their passengers. We’d paid double for the forged paperwork, and Hush would not get his bonus if the transfer was not complete.


  “I still don’t see them,” said Valerie.


  And that meant that we couldn’t run to their rescue.


  “Hitomi! Have they given out coordinates on the emergency band?”


  She shook her head, but I could tell by the way she curled into herself that she did not like what she was hearing.


  “A heading, please!” I said to her. “The tattler must be giving some frame of reference. Manuel, get us out of orbit. We can’t stay here.”


  Valerie inhaled sharply. “Cap—” She turned to me wide-eyed, with reflexes telling her how to address the person in the captain’s chair, but Captain Mercer wasn’t here. It wasn’t even Kellen, whom we’d called Lieutenant. It was just me.


  “Commander!” she said, recovering. “I’ve sighted the transport! It’s being pursued by two cruisers and a corvette.”


  Peter turned in my direction. “Alexa! I can have all weapons online in two minutes. What do you want us to do?”


  The energy from the charged weapons would give us away. We could handle a single corvette, the frigate was big enough for that, but against two cruisers, we were just outclassed, outgunned.


  “Alexa!” someone shouted. I didn’t know who. “Alexa!”


  “Commander!” Peter snapped.


  I hadn’t realized I’d stopped breathing.


  The odds were bad, but the Bloodborne had faced worse escaping Earth. If we didn’t try to rescue our families, they wouldn’t have any chance at all. The Alcaltans would execute them for trying to escape. We knew that.


  “Valerie, you have coordinates now?” I asked.


  She nodded. “Already sent to Manuel.”


  “Manuel, set a course for the lead cruiser. Peter, keep the weapons offline a little longer. We need to be sure of the situation first.”


  The frigate shuddered as Manuel gave us a good burn. My gut turned all sorts of somersaults, none of which had to do with the motion of spaceflight. Yes, the Bloodborne had faced worse escaping Earth, but the Bloodborne had had Captain Mercer in command.


  “Valerie,” I asked, “can you bring up a combat map of the four ships on the main holo?”


  “Done,” she replied.


  The three-dimensional grid displayed our potential battlefield and the four ships, all of which were headed in the direction of Varuna. I grimaced. One of the ships matched up with the schematics of a Mezzen freighter. That would be our transport.


  “We’re almost in missile range. How much closer are we going to get?” asked Peter. “Chances are their crews are preoccupied with trying to catch the transport. If we fire now, we’ll be able to catch them by surprise.”


  “But if this isn’t our transport, we’re going to be jumping into a fight with the odds against us,” I said. “Hitomi, have they noticed us?”


  She shook her head. “Nothing as far as I can tell. The emergency band has gone silent. The situation has been reported as ‘under control.’ ”


  “That’s a good thing,” I said, with a confidence I didn’t feel. “It means we won’t have to deal with more than these three ships.”


  Peter was right. We could fire first and strike them before they could react, but if we didn’t score a fatal hit on more than one of them, we’d still be outnumbered, and I doubted that we’d down a cruiser in an opening salvo. Those things were armored enough that we’d only bust a few bulkheads, with no guarantee we’d break through to the vitals. I couldn’t risk such an attack for less than absolute certainty of the transport’s identity, and there was no way to determine that without hailing it.


  “Hitomi,” I said. “Open a channel to the Alcaltan patrol ships and ask them under what circumstances they are chasing that transport. If they need our ID, go ahead and use the real one assigned to this ship. As far as they are concerned, we are a frigate returning to Earthspace for evaluation after being retrieved from pirates. Our goal is to give ourselves an excuse to hail the transport without drawing fire from the patrol. If it’s not our transport, we’ll withdraw. You know the pass phrase.”


  She nodded, hesitation melting away as she slipped into character. A languid expression crossed her face as she hit the comm and burbled out a salutation that sounded like a phlegm-filled mutter. I couldn’t follow Alcaltan as well as Hitomi did, but she did a remarkable job of sounding as though she had just stepped into an undesirable problem she could not avoid.


  The exchange passed for an intense two minutes, then moved to an extended pause. Turning off her mic, Hitomi explained that the Alcaltans were verifying our ship ID.


  “Are they concerned about us?” I asked.


  “Not yet. Seems within protocol.”


  Peter sat ramrod straight in his seat, hand resting on the lever that would power the cannons. His other hand had one finger on the comm that connected him to all the gun crews on the ship. He spoke softly, notifying them that they were on standby and should prepare to open fire on the lead cruiser at any moment. In the event that communication with him was compromised, they should assume hostilities with the Alcaltan patrol and use manual override to return fire.


  “I have permission to speak with the transport,” said Hitomi. “Opening a channel now.”


  She launched into another broadcast, her attitude miffed and domineering, and I knew the patrol would be listening in.


  “You must have interesting cargo to come all the way out here,” she said.


  After a lengthy pause, the Alcaltan freighter replied, “It is like home out here.”


  Hitomi made a noncommittal statement as though nothing was amiss, but the rest of the bridge held its collective breath, the air so still that the silence was only broken by Hitomi’s inane chatter.


  This was our transport!


  “I’ve got target locks down the length of the lead cruiser,” said Peter. “Their distortion field will probably knock out the first volley, but we’ll have a second before they can redirect.”


  “Should I continue approach, or turn the ship?” asked Manuel.


  Peter shook his head. “Don’t turn until after we fire the first two volleys.”


  “We can’t use the side cannons from this position though.”


  “If we turn, they’re going to notice we’re up to something. We’ll lose any chance of surprise!” Peter swung in my direction. “Alexa, do I have permission to power up the weapons?”


  I gave a stiff nod. “Do it.”


  Hitomi continued to speak over the comm as though nothing was amiss, but I could tell something had changed in the demeanor of the freighter. It sounded eerily like hope, and if it was clear enough for a pidgin speaker like me, it must be blazingly obvious to the patrol.


  A harsh voice cut in demanding to know why our weapons systems were online.


  Hitomi insightfully pointed out that the Alcaltan patrol already had their weapons up, and we were only trying to help.


  They probably wouldn’t be able to recognize that our cannons were directed at them at such a distance, but our weapons coming up at the same time as the transport was getting optimistic wasn’t a good sign.


  “Weapons charged!” said Peter.


  All the moisture went out of my mouth. “Fire.”


  A wave of long-range Fulmi-class missiles launched from half our forward cannons, then a moment later, the second round fired from the other half. The high-energy exhaust cones of the first wave made for the ideal smokescreen for the second. It was a tactic we had developed late in the war in an attempt to overcome the Alcaltans’ distortion technology. Their command of gravity allowed them to warp space at points around their ship, diverting the direction of the missiles and causing them to miss.


  Common sense said the Alcaltan cruiser would shunt the oncoming missiles at its flank above or behind it, so they wouldn’t endanger the other ships in its patrol group or accidentally shoot down the transport. Once the hidden second wave of missiles closed in on the Alcaltan cruiser, they would execute a burn to redirect themselves around to the front of the ship, bypassing the warped space before the Alcaltans could see the new threat and set up a second gravity well. It should be a solid hit. Peter had done this before on the Bloodborne as Nathan’s junior.


  “Five minutes until impact,” said Peter.


  “Any reaction from the Alcaltans?” I asked.


  “The targeted cruiser is changing its heading,” said Valerie. “The other cruiser and the corvette are still in pursuit of the transport.”


  Manuel muttered a curse.


  “They’ve cut the line,” said Hitomi. “I can’t raise the freighter anymore.”


  I grimaced. “It’s not going to be able to outrun them.”


  “The targeted cruiser has returned fire!” said Valerie. “They’ve got better propulsion than us. We’re looking at ten to twenty missiles in three minutes!”


  “Distortion field is ready,” said Peter. “I have gravity-well creation set to staccato just in case they try our own tactic on us.”


  “That’s risking a hit! We’re a frigate, not a dreadnought.”


  He grunted and shifted in his seat. “We should be able to take one or two hits without compromising the hull, but we won’t want to risk an unprotected second wave. I’d rather take a fifty-fifty chance of minor damage than a ten percent chance at a fatal hole in the hull.”


  “Nathan wouldn’t go for that,” said Valerie, but she shot her glance at me rather than Peter.


  When I did not immediately reply, Hitomi asked, “What should we do?”


  And I realized that I needed to be the one to answer that. The cruiser we had shot at was turning to engage. It had been traveling lengthwise to us, allowing the use of its more numerous side cannons, so it if was turning, that could only mean that it had a fixed main cannon it wished to engage. I thought of the Bloodborne’s own implosion cannon, and a chill settled around me. The cruiser should be too small for such a weapon, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be lethal.


  “Two minutes until impact,” said Valerie.


  “Three for ours,” said Peter.


  Staccato creation would be no good against a main cannon. A grav cannon would be capable of powering through all but the strongest of gravity wells. The staccato defense was like slapping willy-nilly at the missiles. It allowed the space distortion to be done quickly by making smaller wells with little strength behind them, so it was capable of reacting fast enough to catch a stealth wave, but also risked not being powerful enough to divert any one missile.


  “Commander!” This time it was Manuel.


  “One minute,” said Valerie.


  Hitomi echoed her countdown, broadcasting to the rest of the ship and calling all crews to secure themselves.


  “Change it!” I said, turning to Peter. “Change the distortion to full!” I could see him hesitate and shouted, “They’re firing the main cannon!”


  He was on it before the last word came out of my mouth.


  “Impact in twenty seconds,” said Valerie.


  “Distortion set,” said Peter. “We’d better hope they don’t have a stealth wave.”


  “Ten seconds!”


  “Don’t forget to secure yourself too, Commander,” said Hitomi.


  I’d forgotten, and I quickly snapped on my harness.


  If there was only one wave of missiles, they would be shunted aside by the well and we would feel nothing. But if there was a stealth wave . . .


  “Missiles deflected—”


  Peter did not have a chance to finish before we felt the impact of the stealth wave rocket up from below us. The lights flickered as we teetered in our seats. Then a second impact rippled through us, turning stomachs and making more than one of us hold our heads from nausea. The distortion field had dampened the full force of the main cannon.


  “Heads up,” said Valerie. “I’m registering heat from their main cannon. They’re going to give us another shot.”


  “And this time they’ll time it better with the missiles,” said Peter.


  Die by a rain of missiles or die by the main cannon. We couldn’t divert everything.


  “Damage reports are coming in,” said Hitomi. “Internal teams have sealed the bulkheads to the damaged areas. It looks like we’ve only lost—”


  “The corvette has changed course to engage. The other cruiser has almost caught up to the transport,” said Valerie.


  The lights flickered again.


  “Lost what?” I asked Hitomi.


  Before she could reply, the comm to the engine room lit up and Caleb’s sweaty face peered up from the screen by my station.


  “Alexa,” he said, “we’ve got a problem. That hit took out some of the wiring to the ship. We’re trying to reroute as much as we can to take the load off the damaged areas, but we’re looking at several local power failures.”


  “Which systems were affected?”


  “Gravity control. That’s the biggest one. The grav drive itself is fine, but we’re going to have to throttle it to make sure it doesn’t short out. We’re doing everything we can to make a workaround possible, but you’re going to have to be extremely careful—”


  “We’re dead,” said Peter. “If we have to throttle the grav drive, we’re not going to be able to run the distortion generator at full.”


  No. We can’t be. Not yet.


  “Missiles incoming,” said Valerie. “Three minutes. Main cannon hasn’t fired yet, but it’s safe to say it’s being timed to arrive at the same moment.”


  Peter shook his head. “I don’t know what I can do. I can put up a well for the main cannon at the last second to avoid straining the electrical grid, but it won’t be very strong. It’s still better than nothing . . .”


  “Cut artificial gravity to the ship,” I said. “Countdown in one minute.”


  Caleb had left the comm open, and he barked an affirmative.


  Hitomi broadcast the warning to the rest of the ship.


  “You’ll have your power, Peter.”


  “Commander,” said Valerie, “the corvette has opened fire as well!”


  We couldn’t do this. There was just too much. I could hear the different countdowns, to loss of gravity, to impact, all of it a gray haze. What was I doing there? And then I felt my stomach lift and my hair rise. Gravity was gone. We had only seconds left, then the missiles hit.


  My harness cut deep into my shoulders as the ship rocked. I don’t know how, but Peter must have pulled a miracle with the gravity well, because we were still alive.


  “More casualties reported,” Hitomi was telling me.


  “One of them mine,” Caleb cut in.


  “Dead?” I asked.


  “Not yet, but she’s got a bad concussion.”


  “Three dead, two critically wounded,” said Hitomi, as if she hadn’t heard Caleb’s interruption.


  “We can’t take another barrage,” said Peter. “I could feel the distortion generator give just as I changed from full to staccato for the stealth wave. The ship’s shedding plating. Too many bulkheads busted, and the forward guns have been heavily damaged.”


  “Then the casualties?” I asked.


  “Mostly my team,” he said.


  Faces flashed before me. Without asking names I couldn’t be exactly sure whom Peter had placed at the forward guns, but it didn’t matter. I knew everyone who had come aboard. They had volunteered because I had a plan, because they wanted to rescue their families as much as I did and they believed I could do it.


  I looked at the scanner display, at the ships heading toward us and the cruiser suddenly on top of the transport. The freighter would never get away unassisted. What would the Captain do?


  “They’re readying a third salvo,” said Valerie.


  Peter raised his head. “This is it.”


  “Manuel,” I said. My voice couldn’t have been more than a whisper, but I felt it thunder on the bridge. “Take us out of here, fast as you can. Peter, whatever shreds of the distortion generator you can get working, use it to cover our rear.”


  “We’re leaving?” croaked Hitomi.


  “We have to,” I said. But no matter how hard I tried to put my family out of my mind, I could not help but picture my mom and brother cowering in that freighter, hoping to be rescued. I’d let them down, and I was sorry, so very sorry.


  But I had other lives depending on me, and they still had a chance to escape.


  “We’re too badly damaged,” I told Hitomi, “and I’m not going to risk the lives of any more crew.”


  “I’ll try to wag our tail as we go,” said Manuel. He would not turn around to face me. “If we’re lucky, the energy cone from our thrusters will smear on their display, make it a little harder for them to target us.”


  The frigate shuddered as the ship turned around.


  “Will we have enough power to get range on pursuers?” I asked.


  “Maybe,” said Caleb. “I’m more concerned about our hull integrity. It looks good enough for flight, but just barely.”


  I could see Varuna before us again, now that we had turned around. If we could duck around the other side, we might be able to earn a breather long enough to escape into deep space.


  “Speeding up,” said Manuel. “We’re gaining distance. The cruiser has changed its heading. It does not appear to be pursuing.”


  “But the corvette is!” said Valerie.


  “That thing’s moving fast. If it wants to fight, it’s gonna catch us.”


  “Peter,” I said, “can we hold against the corvette?”


  He shrugged. “You know what our systems are like.”


  Our display showed the corvette chasing us out of the solar system, closing in. In a fair fight it would be a close match, but it wasn’t fair anymore. Its crew knew we were limping, they might even be contemplating boarding. Did they know who we were?


  This was my fault. If I hadn’t come up with this crazy idea, our families would have continued living on Earth, not free, but at least alive. We wouldn’t have casualties on top of a failed rescue.


  “They’re gonna fire on us at any moment,” said Peter.


  “I know,” I said. We weren’t going to get around Varuna in time. “How are our rear cannons?”


  “Fully functional, but with the distortion generator compromised, I don’t know if we’ll be able to get any gravity wells up again once we let the field down. You can forget staccato.”


  “If we don’t take out this corvette, it’s going to be over for us anyway.”


  I looked at Varuna on the wraparound and then down at the monitors at Peter’s station. There was one reassuring green glow. One hope.


  Peter noted the same thing I saw and said, “I’ll time them. Distortion field coming down. Give me thirty seconds and we’ll be ready to fire.”


  “Manuel,” I said, “stop wagging. Let Peter line up his locks. We’re going to need to make these shots count.”


  “They’ve opened fire,” said Valerie. “Missiles will land in three minutes.”


  “Are we ready, Peter?” I asked.


  The missiles lit up Valerie’s screen. The corvette crew hadn’t even bothered with a stealth wave from the looks of it. They might have seen our distortion field come down and assumed it would never return. They could have been right. We were wide open.


  “Ready!” he said.


  “Then fire.”


  The ship shuddered with the force of the cannons. Our frigate did not bother with a stealth wave either, because from orbit around Varuna, Peter had triggered our missile pod, the second attack that the corvette would not anticipate.


  “Two minutes to impact,” said Valerie.


  “Distortion field is coming up,” said Peter, but it wasn’t rising fast enough.


  On the holo, I could see two sets of missiles tracking for the corvette, timed to land at the same moment from different directions. It would not be able to block both.


  “I think we got them,” I said. “If we make it out of this, thank you, everyone, and I’m sorry.”


  Valerie’s screen flashed red when the missiles hit us and took out what remained of our electrical systems.


  * * *


  The damage was not fatal, though for hours the ship was completely without power. We looked like a piece of space junk, which was just as well. If either of the cruisers had decided to take a spin back, it would have been over for us.


  Caleb was eventually able to jury-rig something once we no longer had the threat of death hanging over our heads, and he thought it would be enough to get us back to Pyre Rock. On our way, we were met by the Bloodborne, and our sorry frigate pulled into its shadow, accepting the escort home.


  The Captain requested my presence aboard the dreadnought and I took a shuttle over. The halls were largely empty, the crew focused on the execution that Earth broadcast into the depths of space just for us. I could not watch. I was the one who failed, the one who had risked everything and lost our families. I’d almost gotten the crew of the frigate killed. I was no Kellen.


  When I entered the Captain’s office, I found him sitting behind his desk as he had so many times before. He was watching the execution proceedings, but minimized the display with a gesture. I would have remained standing for the dressing down I expected, but instead he motioned for me to take a seat at the round table.


  “You knew we’d fail, didn’t you,” I said. “That’s why the Bloodborne came out to meet us. We aren’t late by any means.”


  My Captain stood and walked over to me. His face was stern and I cringed beneath his gaze.


  “I would not have wasted the schematics on a fool’s errand,” he said. “You know how much those were worth. You sold them yourself.” He looked at me. “I did have some doubts about your success, but there is a difference between doubting and believing in failure. The important thing was your initiative.”


  To my surprise he pulled back the other chair from the table and sat across from me. “Ever since we lost Kellen I’ve been considering who would be best to replace him. It would have to be someone who knows my mind. Someone whom I can trust as an extension of myself. This was your test.”


  “But I lost! And some of my crew even died.”


  My Captain frowned, a shadow cast over his eyes. “How do you think I felt when we lost Kellen? Yes, you failed, but I think that is one of the most important lessons for a captain to learn. Think about what you’ve done in pursuit of this mission. You spoke with the crew. You bartered with the rogue Alcaltans. You commanded a frigate in actual combat and survived. You even took out an enemy ship. Sometimes you have to make choices, and they aren’t the ones that you want, but that is part of what it is to be in command.”


  He paused.


  “Did anyone ever tell you what happened when I first took the Bloodborne to rescue the colonists? The Earth government, afraid of what the Alcaltans would do to us, threatened to kill my family if I went ahead with the rescue.”


  “But . . . you did.”


  He nodded.


  “I had to choose between four lives and four hundred, and either way I would lose. I think you know some of what that’s like now.”


  “Captain, I—”


  “The frigate is yours if you wish to command it. I know morale is low, but don’t hold it against yourself. It was a worthy goal, and remember that every member of the crew who went with you volunteered knowing the danger. You did a fine job under the circumstances, and you now have a tested crew.”


  The frigate? Mine?


  “I don’t know what to say.”


  He regarded me, and I thought I detected a flicker of warmth that hadn’t been there before. “How about picking a name for it?”


  I thought about the battered ship, what hopes it had carried and what we had tried to do with it, and then of the burden it bore as we realized that there was nothing at all left for us on Earth. There had never been a chance of going home, but now even the dream of that was gone.


  “The Exile,” I said. “I want to call it the Exile.”


  “Very well.” My Captain stood and pushed in his chair. “I understand your crew calls you Commander now. It’s a good title. We’ll talk again later once we get back to Pyre Rock and make the transition official. For now, dismissed.”


  I left his office, my heart a little less heavy, but understanding the direction he had given me. However much it hurt, I knew I had made the right decision. It was the decision the Captain would have made. My Captain and I—we are more alike than I thought.


  


Laurie Tom
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Autumn at the Dragon’s Cave


  By Kathryn Yelinek | 6,000 words


  Shaya, my dragon, my master, my friend, had been away for two weeks when the storm hit. An early autumn squall barreled down the mountains and buried our valley in ankle-deep snow. Once the storm had passed, I drew on my boots, wrapped myself in my dragon-feather cloak, and went to check for damage.


  Snowmelt dripped from bowed pine branches. It beaded off my cloak as I checked on Shaya’s cave, its door still locked. The cattle were safe in their meadow, and the greenhouse undamaged, its glass panes glittering. Everything looked tidy.


  Blue jays shrieked as I strode past the springhouse, on the way back to my cabin. Below their noise, a woman moaned.


  I spun. In summer, villagers trudged the day’s walk into the mountains to seek Shaya’s healing. But for the last month, the only human voice I’d heard had been my own baritone.


  Against the eastern wall of the springhouse, lit by golden sunlight, a woman huddled in a cloak too thin for the recent storm. Snow crusted the hem of her dress. Ice glistened in her black hair at the edge of her hood. Beneath it, her lips showed blue.


  I dropped to my knees in front of her. “What’s your name? Are you hurt?”


  She muttered something incoherent. Her cloak rustled; it seemed she tried to turn toward me, but her movements were sluggish, uncoordinated.


  “It’s okay,” I said, and hoped it was true. Shaya wasn’t here. I could only pray my meager healing skills would be enough. I reached for her hand. “You’re safe. I’ll see you get warmed up.”


  Her fingers wouldn’t grasp mine; her skin felt cold to the touch. She was past the point of shivering. In desperation, I lifted her bodily from the ground. As I did, her hood slipped back. I gasped. I was staring into the face of Bleu Chandler, daughter of the village’s late candlemaker.


  Bleu, the only woman I’d ever loved.


  * * *


  Dragons are funny creatures when it comes to trespassers on their land. Shaya tolerated the villagers who sought her out because she enjoyed their reverence, and they never stayed past sundown. Me, her latest human companion, she welcomed because I was useful. She needed someone to uncork the wine, dry the herbs, and corral the cattle—all tasks difficult to do with four-inch claws. The arrangement suited me. Still brooding over my broken heart, I preferred the company of a dragon to the pitying stares of villagers.


  Or I did, until Bleu’s pale face emerged from that hood.


  What will I tell Shaya? I fretted as I peeled off Bleu’s wet things (keeping my eyes averted as much as possible) and slipped her into my best tunic and trousers. Behind us, the hearth fire poured out heat. When will Shaya be back? I wondered as I tucked Bleu (and a bed warmer, not me) into the cabin’s single cot, under my dragon-down blanket. Already I imagined Bleu staying.


  My cabin suited a bachelor hermit who needed only a cot, a chest, a table and stool, and a hearth kept burning with dragon fire. Still, two could fit. Plus, my braided rug cheered up the room, and on a shelf over the cot, I’d laid out my collection of birds’ eggs. Bleu had always loved things that flew.


  While I boiled mint tea, thinking she would like the smell, I listed in my head ways to spruce up the cabin. As I poured myself a mug, Bleu shifted on the bed.


  “Ryeland Baker? Is that you?”


  Her voice was throaty, deeper than I remembered. My heart didn’t care. It pounded against my ribs, and suddenly I felt seven years younger, a lad of eighteen.


  I turned, wiping my palms on my trousers. She looked older than she should have for a woman of twenty-four. Gray streaked her hair, and her flushed skin stretched thin over sunken cheeks. Life with the Sisters of the Ever-Burning Hearth must have been hard. Still, she was more beautiful to me than any woman in the village.


  And she was looking at me as she once had, as I’d hardly dared to hope that she would, as if she’d found the one thing that would make her happy. “How are you back in town? Did you leave the dragon?”


  To my shame, I didn’t answer. Let her think for a little while that she’d made it back to the village. “How are you feeling?”


  “Warm.” She nuzzled the top of the blanket. Once, she’d nuzzled me like that. “And pleased to see you.”


  That was my Bleu, direct as always. I poured a mug of tea to give myself something to do and took it to her. “Think you can drink something?”


  She nodded and pushed herself up. She arched an eyebrow at finding herself in my tunic, but she took the mug. I sat on my stool and sipped tea, content for the moment to sit beside her, smelling mint. I remembered our engagement night, lying beside her by the village stream, watching stars shoot across the summer sky.


  When only dregs remained in my mug, I asked, “Will the sisters come after you?”


  She shook her head. “They let me go, said my service was fulfilled.”


  I coughed. I put my mug down quickly. I’d dreamed about that, but those dreams had faded years before. “I thought you had eighteen more years.”


  “I’d rather explain only once. Could you get my parents?”


  I bit my lip. I asked, “Didn’t anyone write you last winter?”


  She frowned. Slowly, her gaze never leaving my face, she set her mug on the blanket, her fingers still wrapped around the mug’s sides. “Why should they have?”


  “Your parents”—how I ached, being the one to tell her—“passed at midwinter. Pneumonia.”


  Her eyes widened. She pressed a fist to her mouth. Seven years before, I would have gone to her, would have hugged her close and stroked her hair. Now, unsure of our relationship, I only cupped her hand in mine, feeling helpless and sad. They had been good folks, her parents, and had been as devastated as I was when the temple tither selected Bleu as payment.


  “The house was sold to pay for the funerals,” I said after a time. “There’s nothing left, I’m afraid. But you can stay here. For now,” I added hastily.


  She stared out my window, her thin hand gripping mine. I wondered what she was thinking, if she could find solace in the sight of sun and sky. I hated to think of her alone in her grief.


  She shook her head. “It’s nice of you, but I can’t stay, can I? The dragon won’t let me.”


  Of course she’d figured it out. “You can for now. Shaya’s away on research.”


  “How long until she gets back?”


  My heart leaped. Maybe Bleu would consider staying. “I don’t know. She’s always back before full winter, but other than that, I can’t say.”


  She chewed her lip. “I’ve imagined finding you again for so long. I can’t believe I’m here. But I don’t want to cause trouble.”


  “No trouble. I’d like to have you here.”


  “You never did have good taste,” she teased, the same as she had years before.


  And just like that, the years disappeared. She was my Bleu, I was her Ryeland, and our love was our own. Her lips looked as soft as ever. It had been so long since we’d kissed. I leaned toward her.


  She stopped me with an upraised hand. “It’s too late for that, dear one.”


  I blinked. Had I imagined the look in her eyes? “Why?”


  She took a deep breath. “I won’t stay here long enough to become a burden.”


  Instantly my body went on alert. I knew, in the twisting of my gut, that I wouldn’t want to hear what she was about to tell me. Yet I couldn’t turn away.


  “You’ll never be a burden,” I protested.


  She met my gaze. “Ryeland, the sisters let me go because I’m dying.” She pressed a hand to her side. “I’ll be buried alongside my parents by the solstice.”


  * * *


  The hard lump in Bleu’s side lurked just below her ribs. It was a ravenous lump, sucking her energy and appetite. And hope. Seven years cloistered inside a temple had withered her belief in miracles.


  “I just want a little peace,” she told me the next morning, her face turned toward the window. “I want to see the sky and the clouds and to watch the birds streaming south. If I’m lucky, maybe I’ll see Shaya fly.”


  “You can’t give up!” I banged my spoon. “It might not be too late. Shaya could still heal you.”


  She shook her head. “I know my body. This is beyond even dragon healing.” She pushed her bowl away. “I don’t want to prolong this. I’m not scared of dying. It’s the long decline that terrifies me. Promise you won’t let me linger.”


  “I can’t promise that.” Losing her once had broken my heart. I didn’t think I’d survive a second blow. “At our engagement, I promised to care for you. Don’t you remember?”


  “You must have something,” she continued. “Some plant to end my pain when it becomes too much.”


  “Just hold on until Shaya gets back. Please.”


  She pressed her lips together. “The pain’s not too bad yet.”


  I breathed out. I wasn’t going to lose her, not if I could help it. And for now: “Let’s get you under the sky.”


  I wrapped her in my dragon-feather cloak and helped her hobble outside. We stepped into a world topped by a crisp autumn blue. She beamed. A man would risk much to see that smile.


  At her direction, I helped her sit on a stump just outside the cabin door. With her back to the wall, the sky and the valley stretched before her. Her smile grew wider.


  With that smile in mind and after I was sure she was tucked securely in the cloak, I walked to Shaya’s greenhouse, glinting behind the kitchen garden. Almost too small for Shaya to enter, the glass ceiling reached twice my height. Inside grew our cold-hardy herbs and greens.


  Usually I enjoyed puttering in the dirt and tending the dragon fire in the central clay oven. Never before, though, had I entered without some task from Shaya to do.


  I paused at the entrance and scanned the sky. My fingers tingled; I felt as though I stood at the entrance to a king’s unguarded counting house. Once inside, I stole through the heat to the raised beds with herbs that Shaya used for stomach pains.


  I snatched sprigs of feverfew, licorice, and chamomile. Even though I was alone, I hid them in a basket and slunk back to the cabin. While Bleu dozed in the sun, I steeped them in a tea. Then I paced the cabin, twisting my hands. Yes, I had stolen the herbs, but I’d done so to fulfill my vow to Bleu. Surely I could care for her until Shaya came back. Then Shaya would cure Bleu and let her stay with me, right? I crossed my fingers and prayed to any god who would listen.


  Around noon, Bleu shifted on her stump. She was awake.


  I brought her a mug. “Something for pain.”


  She raised an eyebrow at the smell but accepted the mug. Before she took a sip, she pointed over my shoulder. “What’s that?”


  I knew what she was pointing at before I turned around. Sure enough, she pointed to the railed platform perched at a dizzying height in an orange-leafed oak tree by Shaya’s cave. My head spun and my stomach dropped just thinking about its distance from the ground. I had to lean against the cabin wall.


  “The treehouse.” I was proud that my voice didn’t wobble. “One of Shaya’s former companions built it.”


  Her gaze lingered on it. I imagined that she breathed in the sight of it more than she breathed in the air around her. A cold dread crept down my spine.


  “What’s it for?” she asked.


  “Fun, I guess.” Although I could not imagine anyone enjoying climbing that high. “Get a dragon’s-eye view of the world.”


  “Is it in good repair?”


  I shuddered. I knelt beside her. “Please don’t think of going up there.”


  She blinked. A frown creased her forehead. “You’re still not good with heights, are you?”


  I shook my head. My face grew hot.


  “It’s okay.” She rubbed my shoulder. “I should be able to get up there without you going. A pulley, maybe.”


  “Half the boards could be rotted through!”


  She scrunched up her face. Then her gaze swung back to the treehouse. I don’t think she realized it, but she licked her lips.


  “Don’t,” I said. Panic made my voice rough. “It’s not safe.”


  The breeze blew feathers from her cape around her chin. I realized I’d grabbed hold of the cape edge, was holding on for dear life.


  “All right.” She slumped back against the wall.


  I breathed a sigh of relief. Only later, after the heat had left my face, did I realize she’d never explicitly promised to stay away from the treehouse.


  * * *


  A dragon does as a dragon wishes. Shaya had winged away on many trips during my seven years with her. She left when she wanted and returned as she wished. Never before had I gone to my knees, praying for some sign of when she’d return.


  Over the next three weeks, the nights turned colder. Skeins of geese honked their way south. The walnut trees dropped their leaves, and the sugar maples deepened from orange to red. Bleu grew thinner and thinner.


  “I’m not hungry,” she said one evening when I roasted chestnuts. Their earthy smell filled the cabin.


  “You haven’t eaten all day.”


  She shrugged. Her dress, which I’d washed and patched, hung around her like a loose blanket.


  “You have to eat to keep your strength up.”


  She glared at me. “I’m not hungry. Stop asking.”


  Dread coiled in my stomach. The next morning, I took the iron key from the ring at my belt. It was cold in my hand, an accusation, and I knew I would pay for what I was about to do. Still I strode across dead leaves to Shaya’s cave. For the first time, I unlocked its door without her beside me.


  The cave was massive, stretching high overhead and deep into the mountainside. I felt as small and unwelcome as an ant without her there. I hunched my shoulders and stole past the towering bookshelves and strange models that littered the front of the cave. Toward the back, where the air grew cooler and smelled faintly of salt, I slipped into one of the niches that held the most valuable medicines.


  I lifted my lantern to see the shelves. My hand shook, causing the light to scatter over the vials. I took a deep breath. Bleu needed this; my tea wasn’t working, and the gods only knew when Shaya would come back.


  Ancient labels named the contents of each jar: serpents’ tongues, bezoar stones, even rock dust from the walls of her own cave, since dragon caves were said to have life-extending properties. Those I passed by, preferring a white stone jar at the far end of the second shelf. I pulled it down and uncorked the top. Inside was enough powdered unicorn horn to buy a castle.


  My breathing sped up to hold such a treasure. Luckily, I didn’t need much. Even a tiny quantity could counteract poison and seal wounds. What better than unicorn horn for an internal hurt that was eating Bleu alive?


  “Shaya forgive me,” I whispered as I helped myself to one of the small cloth bags she gave to visitors. Into it I poured about a dram of the powdered horn. All the way out from the cave, I dreaded a claw on my shoulder, a low growl of Thief!


  Bleu, on the stump by the cabin door, caught one look at my face as I returned and asked, “What’d you do?”


  I froze. The pilfered bag hung awkwardly from one closed fist. I should have made up a story. Yet it was a relief to be caught. I blurted, “I got you some unicorn horn.”


  Her face softened. She didn’t ask where I’d gotten it. It must have been obvious. “Dear one, that was kindly meant, but I’m not going to take it.”


  Anger drummed in my ears. “You can’t give up!”


  “Can’t I?” Sunlight gilded the circles under her eyes. “The tea’s not working. What makes you think this will?”


  “It’s stronger.” A statement, or a prayer? “Much stronger.”


  “All I want is to sit in the sun and enjoy what time I have left with you. Not run after every possible cure.”


  “Just try it, please. Shaya has to come soon.”


  She held out her hand, and I folded my fingers around hers. How very tired she looked.


  “It means that much to you?” she asked.


  I nodded fiercely.


  “I’ll try it for a week, not a day more. And no more tea.”


  “Thank you.” I squeezed her fingers and hurried inside to make unicorn horn broth.


  * * *


  Ice lined the puddles the next morning when I went to haul water. The flocks of geese had dwindled to a few stragglers. Shaya had never returned so late before. I scanned the sky and tried not to imagine her in some unknown forest with a broken wing.


  For five days, Bleu ate only enough broth to fill an acorn. I offered to season it differently, to ladle it over pumpernickel bread, to soak it with oats, if she would only eat a little more.


  “I’m not hungry,” she said, and stroked my cheek and turned her gaze to the sky.


  I chewed my lip and pulled my hair and searched the clouds for Shaya’s silhouette.


  On the sixth morning, Bleu walked right past the stump by the cabin door. With the dragon-feather cloak around her, she strode to the base of an oak tree beside Shaya’s cave. She sat, her back against the ridged trunk and tipped her face to the sun.


  I wanted to pump my fist and crow. Who cared about buying a castle when unicorn horn could bring Bleu a different view of the clouds?


  “Are you cured?” I asked, trying not to split my cheeks grinning. “Is the lump gone?”


  “No.” She rubbed her side and crinkled her nose. “But the pain’s gone.”


  An excellent start. “Do you want more broth?”


  “Later. Let me enjoy the view here.” She patted the base of the trunk. “Go, shoo. You have chores to catch up on.”


  I’d neglected them, it’s true. By now I should have checked the entire length of the cattle’s meadow fence. So that morning I walked to the near corner of the meadow, where I had a clear view of Bleu, and squatted down to check the first boards.


  Is there anything more glorious than whistling while you work under a crisp autumn sky? The mountainsides were bright with orange and red leaves. Late-season crickets chirped under logs, and a woodpecker tapped in time with my tune. All the valley seemed to celebrate the glory of the day.


  Whistling still, I turned the corner of the fence and glanced back to Shaya’s cave. Bleu no longer sat under the oak tree. The feather cape slumped empty at its base.


  My song died.


  “Bleu?”


  No answer.


  Maybe she’d slipped away to the privy, or gotten tired and gone inside. Maybe she’d simply moved to a different tree. But my mouth was dry, and I had to wipe my hands on my trousers.


  “Bleu?” I held my breath to listen.


  No answer.


  I strode back up to the cave. “Bleu!”


  “Ryeland?”


  Her voice floated down from above.


  I froze. Reluctant to look, but knowing I must, I tipped my head toward the treehouse.


  It was empty. Sunlight gilded the wooden rails and set the house in stark relief against the rich blue sky. Below that, about a quarter way up the tree, Bleu clung to one of the oak’s thick branches.


  Cold sweat doused my spine. My knees felt as solid as snowmelt. “What were you thinking?” I yelled.


  “I thought I was strong enough to get to the treehouse.” Her voice was thick. She’d been weeping, but I was too angry to care. “I can’t move. I’m too tired.”


  I should have chopped down the tree before she’d ever had a chance to climb it. I should have burned it.


  I stripped off my jacket and prepared to climb. “I’m coming!”


  Metal rungs nailed into the trunk made an easy ladder up the lower part of the tree. My fingers tingled as I grabbed the first one. It was reassuringly solid. Still, my heart slammed against my ribs as I took the first step up. I climbed a second rung, a third. Then my head spun, and my throat closed. I squeezed my eyes shut and hugged a rung at chin height.


  “Ryeland?”


  “Coming.” My voice cracked like an apprentice’s.


  “Ryeland, it’s all right. I’ll find a way down.”


  “No, I can—” I gritted my teeth and forced myself up another rung. My knees buckled. My right foot slipped from its hold. For a moment, I hung, my foot flailing.


  “Ryeland!”


  I fumbled to jam my foot back. My breath was harsh in my throat.


  “Hang on!” From above, there came a scrabbling sound.


  My foot found its place. Breathing hard, I looked up, just as the scrabbling ended in a shriek.


  Bleu plummeted to the ground in front of me.


  I felt her landing like a blow to my chest. “Bleu!” I scrambled down.


  She moaned. Dry leaves scattered around her in golds and reds. I dropped to my knees beside her. “Where are you hurt?”


  She moaned again. I ran my hands over her legs and feet. She jerked—good, it meant she had feeling and movement there. One arm was pinned beneath her. She screamed when I made to move it.


  “I have to,” I said. “I think your arm’s broken.”


  “Stupid arm,” she hissed through her teeth. “Stupid body. Everything hurts again.” Tears leaked from her eyes.


  “It’s okay,” I murmured. I wondered how on earth to mend this. Where was Shaya when I needed her? I stroked Bleu’s hair; there were twigs in it. “I’ll take care of you.”


  “Why? I’m no good for anything.”


  “You’re good for me,” I said. She sniffled, and I stroked her hair some more.


  I didn’t know how to heal a broken bone beyond rudimentary splinting. I didn’t know what it meant that her old pain was back. The only thing I knew to do was to take her into Shaya’s cave for its healing powers. But that meant leaving her inside, depriving her of the sky. And what if Shaya came back while she was in there? Would Shaya be too angry to heal her?


  “Maybe this is a sign from the gods.” Bleu gripped my wrist with her good hand. “A sign to stop fighting.”


  I stiffened. “No.”


  “Ryeland, the plant I asked about—?”


  “Not yet.” I fished for the key on my belt. “Hold on.”


  I braced myself—please, gods, let me be doing the right thing—then gathered her in my arms. She sucked in her breath. I stood, cradling her against me, giving her time to breathe through the pain.


  Then I let us both into the cave.


  * * *


  I mixed cave dust into a paste and smeared it on her arm before splinting it. Wrapped in my feather cloak, she curled up in a corner between two shelves. I’d given her poppy extract for the pain; she’d sleep for some time.


  Then what?


  I had nothing stronger to give her to help her hold on. If Shaya didn’t come back—no, better not think about that. When Shaya came back, she’d be angry. Still, she would heal Bleu. Of course she would. Because if she didn’t—


  I busied myself hanging Shaya’s two small mirrors on the walls so Bleu could awaken to a view of the sky. Then I went to retrieve my dragon-down blanket so she might have something soft to lie on.


  A shadow darkened my cabin window.


  Heat flooded my face. I dropped the blanket. I turned.


  Shaya peered into the window with one black eye, her pupil a yellow pinprick of anger. She clacked her beak. “Come out. Now.”


  I hurried out. She’s back, she’s back, my heart sang. Below it, my gut churned. I didn’t seem to know what to do with my hands.


  Shaya didn’t have that problem. She stood on four taloned feet. She was twice the height of the tallest horse and lithe as a snake, a sleek, sinewy bundle of red, yellow, and bronze feathers. Her tail lashed, and her wings flicked close to her body.


  I wanted to hug her, and I wanted to scream at her. I said, “She’s ill. I had to—”


  “My cave. My horn. How dare you?”


  “She fell. I didn’t know—”


  Shaya growled. “I smelled her. In my cave.”


  I wasn’t explaining this right. “She’s Bleu! My Bleu. The one I told you about. She’s back.”


  The feathers of her ruff stiffened in surprise. “Your Bleu?”


  “She’s sick. Please go look at her. We’ve been waiting for you to come home. I’m sorry I broke your trust, sorry I took the horn. I’ll do anything you ask, anything. Just please heal her.”


  Shaya eyed me, her tail flicking. “Your Bleu?”


  I nodded. My throat felt tight.


  She clicked a talon. “I’ll see her. Wait here.”


  Whisper soft, she vaulted into the air. In a moment, she was over the cabin, winging toward her cave.


  I wanted to run after her, stand by her side while she examined Bleu, listen as she pronounced a cure. But I’d broken enough of her rules. All these long weeks we’d waited for her to return. Waiting a few more minutes to hear the good news wouldn’t matter.


  I was worrying a thread on my shirt sleeve when she returned. She padded around the side of the house. Her ruff was down, her tail curled close to her body, an odd posture for one delivering good news.


  I straightened and smoothed my shirt. “Well?”


  “Do you love her?” Spoken softly, her words still sounded like an accusation.


  “Of course!”


  “Then why put her in my cave?”


  “I said—”


  “She wants the sky. You put her in my cave. This is love?”


  “She’s dying! Your cave—”


  “Has no sky.”


  “You don’t understand—”


  She stamped one great foot. “All my companions go. You stay some years, you go. My heart breaks. I do not lock you in my cave.”


  I stiffened. “How dare you compare our comings and goings to Bleu? She’s dying! It’s not the same.”


  “Sometimes it is.”


  My jaw snapped shut. I sank down onto the stump where Bleu had spent many a day. How many of Shaya’s companions had sat there? I’d not thought much about them, other than to curse the man who’d built the treehouse. Had Shaya sat beside him as he died?


  “How do you stand it?” I whispered.


  She tilted her head. Her pupils widened, softened. “I told you.”


  “You did? When?”


  “I do not lock you in my cave.”


  I stared at her. My brain clicked. “You gave them a choice. You let them choose their end.”


  She huffed, a confirmation.


  “I can’t! Bleu wants me to give her—”


  “Her choice. You love her, you give her her end.”


  I shot to my feet. My throat felt tight. “Cure her.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You must! Please. I’ll do anything.”


  “I can’t.” Her voice was soft. “She past my aid. I’m sorry.”


  “But—”


  “You must have known. Bleu did. Why you not listen to her?”


  I swallowed. My voice seemed lost in my throat.


  “She not eating. Her lump so big. You not notice?”


  I wrapped my arms around my waist. My throat felt raw. “I didn’t want to know. Didn’t want to admit she would really die.”


  Shaya bowed her head. “Her time runs out. Will you help her?”


  “I—” My voice trembled. I’d fought so hard to care for Bleu. I’d done everything I could to make her comfortable, to inspire hope. But maybe I’d cared for her the wrong way. Wasn’t that what Shaya was saying? Rather than caring for Bleu, I’d locked her in my own cave of hope.


  Now Shaya was showing me a different way, a softer way. She stood patiently, waiting to learn my choice.


  Choice. Bleu’s choice. She didn’t fear death, she’d said, rather the long decline. Though it pained me, I could save her from that.


  “Yes,” I whispered. “I’ll help her. Give me a moment.”


  Shaya bobbed her head. She slipped away, whisper soft, around the side of the cabin.


  My knees gave out. I sat down hard on the stump. I hung my head between my legs. I didn’t want to go, didn’t want to ground the herbs or make that final tea for Bleu.


  It didn’t matter what I wanted. Shaya had made that clear. Bleu was dying. My job was to see to Bleu’s wishes, whatever they were.


  A wren warbled in the afternoon sun, grating in its cheerfulness. The whole world seemed too bright, the leaves too red, the breeze too mild. My mouth tasted of ashes.


  I could have sat on that stump forever, if it meant Bleu lived. But that was not the way of the world. I stood, creaking like a man three times my age.


  The cave door stood open. I cleared my throat and knocked.


  No answer.


  Perhaps Bleu was asleep. I slipped inside. “Bleu? Shaya?”


  The cave was empty. I wandered its length, as if Bleu or Shaya could have hidden behind a book or inside a vial. I felt dumbfounded. Shaya could easily have gone elsewhere, but surely not Bleu?


  I shuffled outside. Laughter from above made me look up.


  Bleu sat on the treehouse, her black hair a smudge against the blue sky. Wrapped in the feather cloak, she seemed a bird at home in the trees. On a limb beside her, Shaya clacked her beak in dragon laughter.


  She arched her neck down at me. “Join us!”


  “Don’t tease him,” Bleu said.


  “I’m not.” Shaya cocked her head at me.


  A challenge. I gulped. My stomach shifted uneasily. Bleu and Shaya looked impossibly high. “I’ll be with you in a minute.”


  I ran to the cabin and retrieved a length of rope. One end I tied around my waist. The other I tied to the highest tree rung I could reach.


  I took the first step. My knees shook. Sweat coated my palms. I climbed another rung, and another. My head spun. I closed my eyes and pressed my forehead to the trunk.


  “Keep going!” Shaya’s voice flowed down.


  I breathed deep. I could do this. Darker challenges lay ahead, but this I could conquer.


  I hoped.


  The lower branches of the oak hung around me, a red curtain to block the outside view. It was easier to focus on the trunk, on the bark, on the cool touch of the rungs under my fingers. To listen to the rustle of the leaves, breathe in the smoky scent of the wood. To remember that Bleu waited high overhead.


  I untied the tree end of my rope and retied it higher. Then I climbed. Rung after rung, rope tie after rope tie. I reached a branch, swung the rope high and tied it off. Pulled myself up to the branch and hugged it tight until my arms stopped trembling and the breath returned to my lungs. Then pushed myself up and started over.


  The sun crept across the sky. Leaves fluttered over my scratched wrists and against my sweat-cooled neck. The branches grew smaller. My arms trembled. Still I climbed, and I climbed, and I felt like my entire life had been climbing and Bleu would forever stay out of reach.


  Then I looked up, and the next tie of my rope would snag around the railing of the treehouse. I lifted my aching arm to swing—and Shaya plucked me from the branch to set me down in the middle of the treehouse.


  I lay gasping. My arms and legs quivered. I squeezed my eyes shut, reveling in being alive.


  When I opened them, Shaya curled her front paw in a dragon wave. “You two talk,” she said. “I come back at sunset.” She slipped off her branch like a leaf on the wind.


  Bleu watched her go, wonder in her gaze. I would have climbed a thousand trees to see that look on her face.


  I dragged myself to a sitting position in the center of the platform. The view was breathtaking, blue sky over autumnal mountains, but I felt better looking at Bleu’s face. She slid over until our shoulders touched.


  “You didn’t have to come,” she said. She cradled her splinted arm in her lap.


  “Yes, I did.” I leaned my head against hers. “I’m sorry I put you in the cave, that I didn’t listen to what you wanted.”


  “Forgiven, but I won’t go in any more caves.”


  I nodded. “I’ll give you the herbs, since that’s what you want.”


  “It’s not.”


  I blinked. A green shoot of hope unfurled in my mind. “It’s not?”


  She took my hand, traced my knuckles. The wind whistled in our ears, and far away a raven croaked.


  She took a deep breath.


  The green shoot withered. I braced for what she was going to say.


  “When Shaya flew me up here, it was marvelous! She carried me as if I weighed nothing. And the wind in my face, the world so small—” She squeezed my hand. “That’s what I want in my final moments.”


  I stared at her. Her face was alive, as it had been when she first spied the treehouse. “You’re going to”—I swallowed—“jump?”


  “Not quite.” Her thumb stroked my knuckles, soothing, entreating. “Shaya’s willing to take me for another ride. A final flight.”


  My mouth was dry. “You’re going to fall.”


  “Shaya will give me an herb. I won’t be awake at the end.” How serene her face looked. “It’s what I want.”


  I bent my head over her hand. Already I felt the chasm of her passing opening inside of me. I could see the desolate days ahead, every one as bad as when she was first taken. Yet, this time I knew it would not break me. It would not send me scurrying to deeper isolation. I had climbed this tree and survived. I could survive the grief ahead of me.


  I kissed the back of her hand. “Go, with my love.”


  “Thank you.” She touched my cheek. “I didn’t believe in miracles before, but finding you again, and now Shaya, this is a miracle.”


  “Let me stay with you,” I said, “until sunset.”


  “I’d like that.”


  She shifted to draw the feather cloak around both of us. I held her close, my Bleu, until I had to let her go.
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Not That Kind of Wizard


  By Eugene Morgulis | 10,000 words


  Artis Tasker was struggling to crack a tricky spell to harden the ground in a ghoul-infested cemetery when a tweet from his windowsill broke his concentration. Grumbling, he rose from his cushioned stool and jogged to the window, where a swallow waited with a note. He opened it and read the familiar script.


  Arty dearest,


   I can’t wait to see you for solstice tomorrow. There’s an extra eel pie just for you! Don’t get annoyed, but your uncle Jeston wants to talk about some dragon problem he’s having. Be nice and help him. 


  Love, Mom.


  Artis rolled his eyes. They’d warned him about this in sorcery school: once you sign the Scroll, friends and family all want free magical advice. It didn’t matter that Artis knew nothing about dragons. As a midlevel mineral mage at Grindleflog, Bildenploy, and Snith, LLG, he spent his days increasing a mining company’s chances of hitting rubies or decreasing a seaside castle’s risk of coastal erosion. Anything dragon-related was handled by other wizards in other departments, and Artis preferred to keep it that way. True, when he was a boy and dreamed of being a wizard, he hadn’t pictured himself practicing subterranean thaumaturgy. But it was a good job and could be quite fascinating on an intellectual level. Or so Artis told himself. In any case, no one had ever been eaten by a slab of shale.


  “Am I interrupting your break?”


  Artis whirled around to see Archmage Harpus Binkle glide into his cell, his robes and eyebrows trailing behind him. “I need a new draft of the Dramshire incantation,” he said, tossing a scroll onto Artis’s desk. “The client now wants his statues to glow with moonlight, not sunlight.”


  “No problem,” Artis said as he reviewed the scroll. “Let’s just reschedule the incantation for nighttime.”


  “Nah, that raven won’t fly,” said Harpus distractedly. He was already on his way out. “I have a royal function that evening, so let’s keep it at noon.”


  Artis sputtered. “Oh, well, maybe another night . . .” But Binkle had disappeared. Not that it mattered, of course, as arguing with an archmage was pointless.


  After a few moments dumbstruck, Artis began to brood over the elements he’d need to make the moon shine at midday. Sun-dampening cucumbers? Ether lenses? Permits from the Ministry of Skybound Orbs? It wasn’t even his practice area! He groaned and hoped his colleagues in the astrology department would have some ideas.


  The swallow on the windowsill chirped impatiently. Artis grunted and hastily scribbled a response:  Happy to talk dragons, Mom, but again, I’m not that kind of wizard. 


  * * *


  Artis arrived at his childhood home the next day, dusty from the road and exhausted from having spent all night working in his cell. The eel pie waiting in the kitchen brightened his spirits. Five years earlier, he’d barely managed to eat half. But, as the years at GB&S expanded his mind, his belly had kept pace. Artis ate the whole pie, washed up, and then collapsed onto his childhood bed.


  He awoke to the sound of guests in the field behind the cottage, where Artis’s mother, Chara, had set up the large banquet table for the solstice feast. Artis mingled groggily with his relatives, taking care to avoid his uncle Jeston, who arrived with his wife, Matilla, and their pair of red-haired goblins, Rolly and Tolly.


  After the meal, the two boys begged their cousin Arty to make some magic. Reluctantly, Artis dug up a small stone from the field and showed it to the lads. He then clasped the stone between his hands and whispered to it. When he presented the stone again, the children scratched their heads in confusion over its ordinariness.


  “See how it sparkles now?” Artis told them. “I turned some of the quartz into mica.” The boys remained unimpressed. “Actually, what I did was rearrange the overall statistical composition of the minerals. It’s just a little trick—not real magic—but neat, right?”


  Tolly hucked the stone at Rolly, hitting him in the side. The two tore off to wrestle in the field.


  Artis shook his head. Serious magic took planning. Preparations needed to be checked and double-checked. And even then, the result was often subtler than most people could appreciate. The previous year, he spent an entire afternoon explaining to his mother how, thanks to him, their rickety old plow would never hit another stone. But she just patted his hand and asked if he was hungry.


  “Wonderful boys, ain’t they?”


  Artis turned to see his uncle Jeston standing behind him, as provincial and rotund as ever. “Spitting images of their father,” he responded.


  “So how’s life, Mr. Wizard? Your ma says they’re working you hard at that guild of yours. Best in the realm, she says.”


  Artis blushed. “Only one of the best.” He dreaded whatever Jeston was buttering him up for.


  “Got a favor to ask,” said Jeston, right on cue. He then shoved a yam into Artis’s hands. “Think you can heat up my leftovers?” On the word “heat” Jeston waggled his fingers “magically.” He then threw his head back in laughter, snatched up the yam, and demolished half of it beneath his horseshoe mustache.


  “Seriously, though,” Jeston said between chews. “I been running this market in South Hamdon. Your ma mention it?”


  Artis shook his head.


  “Some of the farmers are grousing about this giant beastie that flies around burning up their fields and eating their sheep. I need to slay it, or they’re gonna move on, and I’ll be out of business. Think you can help?”


  Artis swallowed hard. “Honestly, all I remember about dragon practice is that it’s governed by the Uniform Code on Winged Wyrms and subject to oversight by the Archibald Council. They don’t test on it, since it’s so specialized.” In school, Artis had only known a few classmates who had taken extra elective courses on monster defense. Their careers were violent and short.


  Jeston grunted. “Yeah, well I already filed the stupid—what do you call it—Notice of Dastardly Encroachment with the local Council office. They’re saying it could take three months. I need this fixed now.”


  Artis ventured a guess. “You could apply for expedited procedures.”


  “Yeah, okay, expedited. Or maybe you could just take care of the damned thing.”


  The thought made Artis shudder. “I’m not licensed for battle magic,” he said, rubbing the back of his head. Nor do I know any, he could have added. He’d told his mother that repeatedly, but it was useless. Chara Tasker would probably swear that her son could vanquish a horde of ogres.


  “Maybe someone at your guild can help.”


  Artis winced as he imagined introducing Jeston to an archmage. “Hiring my guild is, um, pretty expensive. You’d be better off talking to a local wizard.”


  Jeston exhaled sharply. “Well, there was one guy in town who said he might be able to help. Seems talented. I saw him swap the brains of a chicken and a goat at a festival! Ever seen a goat cluck?”


  “Dragon slaying and party tricks? That’s quite a diverse practice.” Artis hadn’t meant to sound so condescending, but Jeston caught his tone.


  “Well, I can’t be too sure of his pedigree, but what do I know about wizards? Meet with him, would ya? To see if he’s on the up-and-up?”


  Artis struggled to suppress his annoyance. “I’m only home for a week—” Before he could finish the sentence, Artis caught his mother’s eye glaring at him while she served tea and dessert to the other guests, as if she’d had an ear on their conversation the entire time.


  “Sure. I’ll go see him after the holiday.”


  “Atta boy, Arty. Can’t tell ya how much I— Dang it, Rolly! No body slams!” Jeston ran off to join his children amidst the fireflies and clods of fragrant earth. Artis remained, tensing under the stress of a new assignment ruining another vacation.


  * * *


  A wooden sign hung creaking over the doorway of the one-story building. It read, Warlick Jompel, Magical Services, in gold lettering. Artis exhaled deeply and pushed on the door. It didn’t budge.


  “Midmorning and he’s still not in,” muttered Artis. “Must be nice.”


  “What’s nice?”


  Artis whirled around to see an older man in rumpled blue robes. The lines on his face ran deep, framing his hastily shaven jowls like trenches. Sweaty curls of hair, more gray than black, peeked out from underneath a conical hat so outdated that not even the fustiest of archmages still wore one.


  Artis stammered. “Must be nice to, uh, work on the ground floor. No stairs.”


  The old sorcerer smiled, his dishwater eyes gleaming. “Ah! So you’re Jeston’s wizard boy Arty! Which guild are you with again?”


  “It’s Artis, and nephew. I’m with GB&S.”


  “The big boys, eh? I bet you graduated top of your class.”


  Artis blushed. “I did okay.”


  “Ha! Jeston said you were modest.” The old man shook Artis’s shoulder familiarly. He then snapped his fingers and the door to his office swung open. Artis smiled thinly. Such parlor tricks might have impressed his small-town clients, but Artis was no rube. He followed Warlick inside.


  Warlick’s office looked like someone had taken the magical resource dungeon at Artis’s guild, turned it on its side, and swept the various instruments and relics into a mildewed broom closet. Stepping through the clutter, Artis took great care not to upset the various items of glass, copper, flesh, and bone littered throughout the room. He carefully removed several orbs of starlight from a chair and sat down with a puff of dust. The idea that anyone could do any type of work in such an office filled Artis with equal parts awe and disgust.


  “Sorry about the mess,” said Warlick. “Things tend to pile up when you don’t have apprentices to keep the files in order.” There was no scorn in his voice, but Artis stiffened defensively anyway.


  “So you deal with a lot of dragon issues, do you?” Artis called over the stacks of paper on Warlick’s desk.


  Warlick seemed not to hear him. “Tea?” he offered.


  “No thank you.” Artis struggled to maintain his smile. “My uncle Jeston asked me to stop by and . . .” Artis trailed off when he noticed that a tiny brownish-green creature had hopped onto the table. It ribbitted twice and, in a succession of careful hops, made its way over to a steaming mug of water in front of Warlick. Without even a moment’s hesitation, the frog jumped in, relaxing into the liquid with a sigh that smelled of lavender.


  “Sure I can’t interest you in a tea frog?” said Warlick. “If that’s too strong, I should have a chamomeleon.”


  That was the problem with small-town wizards, thought Artis. All their magic was for show. Which was fine for kids and simpletons, but no one would pay any real coin for it. Certainly not enough for a young mage to pay off his sorcery school debt.


  Warlick, sensing Artis’s impatience, lifted a finger to the ceiling. “Dragons!” he said with a booming voice. The tea frog ribbitted nervously. “Reptilia tyranicus!”


  “Yes. My uncle needs to request expedited action for banishment or extermination in South Hamdon.”


  Warlick waved his hand dismissively. “Pah! They’ll never grant it. Best hire a knight, equip him, and deal with the creature forthwith.”


  “Won’t the quest be unsanctioned?”


  The old wizard laughed and sipped his tea. As his lips approached the rim of the mug, the frog leaped out and disappeared among the bric-a-brac. “Once the notice is filed, the Council has one moon cycle to investigate. If they don’t respond in that time”—he clapped his hands smartly—“permission is waived!”


  “But that period isn’t yet up.”


  “True, but the Council won’t respond anyway.”


  “But if they do, and the dragon’s already dealt with . . .”


  “Then we withdraw the notice. Aha! Once less thing for them to worry about.”


  Artis eyed the old wizard suspiciously as he sipped his tea. Did he expect Artis to applaud his cleverness in breaking the rules? It was dishonorable, and moreover, dangerous. Artis resolved to warn Jeston not to trust the man.


  Warlick continued musing obliviously. “We’ll have to enchant the weapon ourselves,” he said. “You can handle that, no problem, right, Arty?”


  Artis, who hadn’t enchanted anything since sorcery school, sputtered. Warlick was roping him into the venture! Enough was enough.


  “I’ll have to discuss it with my uncle,” said Artis, rising abruptly from his seat. “We’ll be in touch if we have need of your services.”


  Warlick blinked dumbly for a moment.


  “Very well,” said Warlick. He cordially showed Artis out.


  On his journey back, Artis practiced the conversation he would have with Uncle Jeston. He ticked off the reasons Warlick Jompel was the wrong wizard for this—or frankly any—magical task. Reckless. Frivolous. Disorganized. He even considered reporting him to the Keepers of Magical Integrity.


  Returning home, Artis headed straight to the pantry for a snack but was waylaid by noises coming from the other room. He poked his head around the corner and found his mother sitting with Jeston and his wife, Matilla. They were both sobbing.


  “Arty!” Jeston bellowed. “He took ’em! That winged bastard swooped in and plucked ’em up like posies!”


  “Who?” asked Artis.


  “Your cousins Rolly and Tolly,” whispered his mother as she patted Aunt Matilla’s hand. The large woman was shaking like a pinecone in a bonfire.


  “The dragon ate them?”


  Matilla exploded with grief.


  “Can’t be!” cried Jeston. “We heard ’em screaming as they flew away. They’re alive, I know it. Oh, Arty. There’s no time to lose. Get Mr. Jompel and save my boys.”


  Artis bit his lip. “Yeah. About him . . .”


  “I spoke to every wizard in South Hamdon. Only Jompel agreed to help. He’s good, right, Arty? Not a big shot like you, but he can save ’em, right?”


  Jeston’s watery red gaze fell upon Artis. Matilla added her own desperate stare. Artis looked to his mother for rescue, but was met with eyes as cold and hard as diamonds.


  “Go!” she said in a voice that could move mountains.


  * * *


  Artis waited in the meadow at the edge of the forest. Far beyond, the setting sun cast the jagged snow-capped mountains in vermilion, reminding him of bloodstained teeth. He fished the divining box out of his pocket and looked inside. There, two tiny hearts—grumblingly donated from Warlick’s tea frogs—beat on their own, letting him know that Rolly and Tolly were still alive. The frogs’ eyes, which Artis had painstakingly mounted onto Aunt Matilla’s pincushion, directed lidless gazes toward the red mountains.The boys are up there, thought Artis with a shudder, but where is Warlick? It would not have surprised Artis if the old sorcerer failed to show. A part of him would have even been relieved.


  Artis walked another lap around the enchantment circle he’d spent the afternoon preparing, taking care not to disturb the interlaced rings of barley and salt around the perimeter. Under his breath, he read off the names and positions of the elements for what seemed like the hundredth time. “Bottles of cloud vapor at twelve, four, and eight o’clock . . . stormcrow feathers at one, five, and nine . . .”


  Before long, two figures came into view against the purple sky. One was short and disheveled, unmistakably Warlick, scampering to keep up with the second, much taller figure.


  “Behold, our champion,” announced Warlick over the gnashing of metal armor. “Sir Regald Steelgarter!”


  As the towering knight approached, Artis felt a wellspring of hope bubble up in his breast. The feeling was momentary. “Pleased t’meet ya!” rasped Sir Regald, before emitting a loud belch that smelled as foul as it sounded.


  Artis yanked Warlick aside. “Egads!” he hissed. “Did you find him inside a whiskey barrel?”


  Warlick laughed wearily. “You try finding a dragon slayer on such short notice.” He clapped Artis on the shoulder. “No worries, lad. With a lightning enchantment on his blade, he’ll barely need to tickle the dragon’s hide. Speaking of which,” he glanced over the intricate ritual circle Artis had arranged. “Is all this necessary? In my day, we’d burn some sage, gut an electric eel, and that was that.”


  “This is safer,” said Artis. “At GB&S, redundancy is the enemy of uncertainty.” He looked at the circle, feeling an anxious rumble in his belly. “Do you want to check over my work?”


  Warlick laughed. “Pah! I trust you.” He turned to Sir Regald, who was swigging brown liquor from a flask. “Sir knight! Over in the center, please!”


  The knight took a moment to get his bearings, but did as commanded. In motion, he was as loud as a barrowful of pots and pans careening down a flight of stairs, and nearly as graceful. Artis snatched the flask out of his hand.


  “You can’t bring that into the circle!”


  Regald rolled his eyes and spat.


  “And watch your feet!” cried Artis as the man almost knocked over a wad of magnesium wrapped in basil.


  “Good,” said Warlick once Sir Regald lumbered into position. “Now hold your sword up high. That’s it, that’s it!”


  Artis cleared his throat. He felt like he was taking a test he hadn’t studied for, but upon which his life depended. Then he remembered that it was not his life, but Rolly’s and Tolly’s.


  “You can do this, lad,” whispered Warlick, positioning himself behind Artis.


  Slowly, his words began to flow, deep with power. “ Enos cumulos vorticulous!” As he said it, dark clouds congealed in the sky above and swirled clockwise. “Meenos electros scolios!” The clouds increased their speed and flashed with yellow light. Wind whipped Artis’s robes as he shouted above the gale: “ Minos excalibos jupitous MO!”


  On the final word, lightning shot from the sky and struck Sir Regald’s upraised sword with such ferocity that it blew Artis and Warlick onto their backsides. The knight thrilled at the power and roared like a man possessed. Artis shook with giddiness as he squinted at the brilliant spectacle. It was a delicate enchantment, but he’d nailed it perfectly. He was rehearsing recounting the story when he noticed Sir Regald’s hand snaking beneath his breastplate. Another flask appeared.


  “Don’t!” cried Artis as Regald, his sword still crackling with electric light, yanked the cork out with his teeth. He nearly had it to his lips when an arc of lightning jumped off the blade. The flask exploded, engulfing Sir Regald’s head in green fire. Artis and Warlick each let out a shout, but they were lost beneath the burning man’s shrieks, which stopped long before Artis and Warlick managed to put out the flames.


  Artis collapsed onto the charred grass beside the smoldering ruin. “I tried to tell him,” he gasped. “You saw that, right?”


  “No one’s blaming you, Arty,” said Warlick. “But if they do, you can show them the waiver of questing liability Regald signed before we left.”


  Artis shot him a furious look.


  “Just saying,” Warlick mumbled.


  Artis banged his forehead with his knuckle, trying to organize a whirlwind of thoughts. “What are we going to do about Rolly and Tolly?”


  “Well,” said Warlick, “dragons feed in the morning, so we’d better get moving.”


  “By ourselves? Without Council authorization or a unionized knight? That’s too dangerous. And against the rules.”


  Warlick laughed heartily. “If I wanted to stay safe and follow rules, I’d have been a lawyer. The whole point of magic is to break the rules. It’s the art of influencing events and producing marvels. Not following some dusty old procedures.”


  Artis was speechless. The scents of pine and charred flesh stung his eyes.


  “Now, Arty,” continued Warlick in a reassuring tone. “I’m no happier about this, er, setback than you are. But it’s not all bad news. Look!” Warlick pried Sir Regald’s sword from his palsied grasp. A crackle of energy raced along the blade. “It’s still got plenty of charge in it!” he announced cheerily. “A solid blow from you should do the trick.”


  A maelstrom of nausea raged inside of Artis, driven by horror, regret, remorse, and the certainty of his own failure. He wanted to scream. He wanted to weep. Most of all, he wanted to run. But something shocked him into lucidity. “Wait,” he said, “what do you mean a blow from me?”


  “Well, he’s in no shape to do it,” said Warlick, waving his hand over the burnt corpse of Sir Regald. “Not to worry, Arty. You seem strapping . . . enough . . . to land a good shot to the noggin. The lightning enchantment should take care of the rest.” He held the sword out to Artis  and looked off into the forest. “Shall we? Tick tock and all that.”


  * * *


  The moon was high and bright, but Artis scarcely saw it. He walked among the trees with his head bowed, cursing his luck and fussing with Sir Regald’s reclaimed sword belt. No matter how he adjusted it, the sword slapped obnoxiously against his ankle, a physical reminder that a much larger man should be wielding it. Each step deeper into the forest was one that he wished he could take back.


  But what then? Artis wondered. Tell his mother and uncle that the quest had been a failure? That his cousins were going to be eaten at sunrise, and there was nothing Artis could do about it because, for all his fancy education, he didn’t know the first thing about practical magic? Artis preferred to take his chances with the dragon.


  After several more hours of walking, Artis and Warlick approached the edge of the forest, where the trees thinned to reveal the mountains beyond. Artis stopped, transfixed by the immensity.


  “You hear that?” whispered Warlick.


  “Mmmm,” hummed Artis.


  “Voices!”


  Artis snapped out of his reverie. “What? Where?”


  “There! And look. Fire!”


  They snuck toward the flickering orange light and peered through bushes to find a campsite hidden among the trees. Three large tents were arranged in a semicircle around a bonfire, beside which, sat two burly men in armor. A third man paced around the camp, his robe flowing behind him. He carried his long frame with the utmost dignity, and his stern face, slicked-back silver hair, and aquiline nose suggested power and stature neither Artis nor Warlick failed to notice.


  “He’s not from town. I can tell you that much,” whispered Warlick.


  “No. Likely an archmage from one of the big guilds in Santibel.”


  “Listen closely, Arty. We’ll circle around and give ’em the slip. If they catch us, tell ’em we’re travelers–”


  “Why would we do that?” snapped Artis, who was no longer whispering. “We’ve finally had a stroke of luck!” He rose and strode into the heart of the camp.


  The men at the fire jumped up instantly, their hands going for their swords. Artis ignored them and approached the tall robed man directly. The man’s features tightened in suspicion.


  “Artis Tasker. GB&S.” He reached out his hand.


  The man relaxed and gave Artis’s hand a serious single shake. “Mr. Tasker. Pleasure. Fentus Sovenari. S Double P.”


  This was better than Artis could have dreamed. S Double P was the common name of Sovenari, Plinkum, and Plinkum. Whenever Artis corrected someone that his own guild was not the best, but merely one of the best, it was largely out of deference to the S Double P’s prominence (though some had suggested an ancient reputational spell may have been at work). That Artis was speaking with the head archmage of that vaunted guild was not lost on him. He stood ramrod straight, and used his clearest adult voice.


  Fentus revealed that he was in South Hamdon to slay a dragon at the request of the noble house of Velobar. As it happened, Lady Velobar’s favorite wine came from a vineyard in the region, and the family had retained S Double P to exterminate the beast for the protection of the crop.


  “Interesting that we’ve run into each other,” noted Fentus. “Our diligence did not turn up any other quest authorizations for this area.”


  Artis pretended to casually inspect the camp. “Just a small pro bono matter for a local family,” he said matter-of-factly. “A couple of boys have gone missing in the forest, and we agreed to track them down.” He did not like lying, but some pruning of the truth seemed in order. No doubt Warlick would approve, thought Artis. He continued, “Of course, I had to partner with a local practitioner who knows the area. Though he seems to have gotten lost as well.”


  Hesitantly, Warlick emerged from the bushes, looking even more disheveled than usual. Fentus arched an eyebrow nearly to his steadfast hairline.


  “There he is! Good of you to join us, Warlick,” said Artis. He then lowered his voice and motioned for the archmage to lean closer. “You know how these rustic wizards can be.”


  “Ha-ho!” Fentus loosed a throaty chuckle. “More rusty than rustic, I should say. Mmm?” He elbowed Artis in the ribs playfully. “Come, young man, why don’t you and your associate join us.”


  Artis and Warlick sat by the fire where they were introduced to Sir Abbic and Sir Dolbart, who grunted in acknowledgment and resumed their meal. Fentus sat beside Artis and regaled him with complaints about the roughness of his journey and inquired about the goings-on at Artis’s guild. It was nothing like the nerve-racking conversations with archmages that Artis was used to. Out there, playing the part of a capable and competent wizard overseeing his own assignment, Artis chatted easily, even joked, and felt like an equal.


  Artis became so caught up in the company that Warlick jabbed him in the side.


  “Finish your hobnobbing,” he whispered. “Your cousins don’t have much time.”


  “Don’t you think I know that? If we play this right, we can get Fentus and his knights to rescue the boys for us.”


  Warlick opened his mouth to speak, but just then, a thunderous snore from the mountains smothered the conversation. The company looked up to find its source—a cave opening high overhead, which glowed like an ember among the ashen slopes.


  “Our quarry speaks!” said Fentus. He then craned his neck and shouted, “Are we quite ready, Ms. Siege?”


  There was a rustling inside one of the tents. The flap pulled aside, and out of it stepped a small but not insubstantial young woman in robes with copper-red hair pulled tightly back. Her face was smooth and white, except for a pair of high, rosy cheekbones and some rather noticeable bags under her green eyes. Artis immediately recognized the effects of overwork and little sleep.


  “There you are,” said Fentus. “Artis Tasker, allow me to introduce one of S Double P’s up-and-coming junior mages, Ms. Annadray Siege. She volunteered to spend her holiday camping here to study the mountain.”


  Artis noted how Annadray’s green eyes narrowed at the word volunteered. “Hi” was all he could say.


  “Good evening,” said Annadray, nodding curtly. “Fentus, I have completed mapping the mountain’s mineral structure, as requested.” She handed him a scroll. “Speak these words, and the mountain will crumble.”


  Fentus unrolled the scroll and studied it with a frown. “It’s a bit long.”


  “It’s a big mountain,” she replied a bit too sharply.


  “Now hold on,” Warlick, who’d been roasting an apple over the fire, interjected. “You plan to what?”


  Fentus gave Artis a cheery eye roll before answering. “The commissioned deliverable is one dead dragon,” he said, as if he were schooling a child. “Why risk life and limb fighting it when we can simply bury it?” He slammed his fist into his palm decisively. “That’s casting outside the circle!”


  “But the boys!” shouted Warlick.


  Artis stepped between them. “Fentus, my colleague and I are concerned that the children we’re looking for might have made their way up that mountain. If it were to collapse . . .”


  “Mmmm,” intoned Fentus. “That would certainly be a crack in the crystal.”


  “A crack? They’ll be killed!”


  “Now, Warlick, there’s no need for hysterics,” said Artis, trying to get a hold of the situation. “Fentus is a reasonable man. I’m sure we can come to an understanding.” He turned to the archmage and smiled genially. “Perhaps you could delay the spell until morning. Warlick and I will track down the missing children and bring them back here. Then we can all watch you destroy the dragon together. How about that?”


  Fentus scoffed and shook his head. “Impossible. A dragon is on the rampage, and Lady Velobar’s wine source needs protection. In fact, just before you arrived, I received message by sparrow that some poor country knight was burned alive at the edge of the forest. That monster must be stopped.”


  A familiar anxiousness crept into Artis’s belly and worked its way up to his tongue. “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear.” Artis was trying not to babble, but failing. “The dragon is asleep, you know. For now. Or rather, for a while longer. So it’s okay to, um, wait a bit. Right?” His eyes landed on Annadray, who was reddening. She cleared her throat and spoke hesitantly.


  “The dragon sleeps until sunrise reliably. Then it feeds. We should be safe to wait a few hours while these gentlemen—”


  Fentus cut her off sternly. “Nonsense, Annadray,” he said, annoyed and not bothering to hide it. “The Velobar family is paying by the hour, and I’ll hear no more suggestions unless I ask for them. Go prepare the incantation site. This mountain comes down tonight.”


  “But,” Artis said weakly.


  “But nothing,” said Fentus. “Unless you show me a competing quest authorization, my wax is dried.”


  Artis was speechless, but Warlick was not. “I’ll wax you!” He spat and marched up to Fentus, his nose barely reaching the other man’s chest. “You should be ashamed to call yourself a wizard. In my day, the practice of magic was all about helping the little guys level the playing field. Now it’s just another tool for lining the pockets of nobles.”


  “Oh please,” replied Fentus. “If I wanted leftist sermonizing, I’d grab a pamphlet from the gutter in Santibel.”


  Warlick continued trading barbs with Fentus, who was suddenly flanked by the two knights—not that that intimidated Warlick in the least. Artis watched in shock, hot blood roaring in his ears. Warlick’s passion would have been impressive, were it not so misguided. Fentus would never change his mind. Artis had spent enough of his career catering to the whims of archmages to know that their wills, once fixed, were immutable. Warlick may as well try arguing with the mountain itself. An idea occurred to him, but he didn’t like it.


  Artis put his hand on Warlick’s shoulder. “Warlick, stop,” he said. “Fentus is right. An authorized quest takes precedence, as do the Velobars’ property interests.” He may as well have punched the old wizard in the throat, but he needed to be convincing for his plan to work. 


  “There now,” said Fentus smugly, “at least one of you is a professional.”


  “I apologize on behalf of my less-refined associate,” Artis continued. “In fact, I have experience in mineral matters. I would relish the opportunity to show S Double P what I can do and assist Ms. Siege with the preparations.”


  Fentus smiled approvingly. “Loyal and ambitious! You have a bright future, young man.”


  Warlick’s eyes bulged out of his skull. “Arty! How can you—”


  Artis did not let him finish. “Gather our things. We’ll sift through the rubble when our friends have finished.” He locked eyes with Warlick intently, watching the old wizard’s face turn from bewilderment to resignation.


  The site for the spell lay a short journey from the camp, at the foot of the mountain. Artis walked beside Annadray, who lugged a satchel of instruments. When they were alone, Annadray spoke.


  “Thanks for coming,” she said. “But I don’t need your help.”


  Artis coughed. “It’s the least I can do for the great house of Velobar.”


  Annadray pondered that for a moment. “I’m sure you’ll make an excellent archmage one day,” she said coolly.


  “Isn’t that the goal?” said Artis, surprised at how defensive his words sounded.


  “For some. I’m only working at the guild until I pay off my sorcery school debts. After that, I’m going to open my own practice in my hometown.”


  It was the same dream Artis had heard many young wizards repeat year after year that they remained at the guild. At least he was honest with himself, and never entertained such delusions. Annadray will figure that out soon enough, he thought, but he was too nervous to quibble.


  The two arrived at a clearing at the base of the mountain. Without protection from the trees, the cold wind cascaded off the slopes. Artis was shaking and huddled deeper into his robes, but it didn’t help. There was no hiding from the foul smell of ashes and decay.


  As Annadray busily arranged the situs incantus, Artis faced the mountain. He sensed the humming of its minerals, knowing that Annadray’s spell would account for each one precisely. It was painstaking work, but if her analysis was off, various rocky elements would prop up each other, and the mountain would stand. That, Artis hoped, was his chance. He would change the mountain’s composition just enough to subvert the spell and delay destruction. He and Warlick would still need to save Rolly and Tolly, which meant facing the dragon, but Artis tried to focus on one impossible feat at a time.


  He spoke the names of the minerals quietly as he recognized them, preparing to make the necessary adjustments. “Granite, dolomite, quartz, iron oxide, . . . gold?”


  “Pyrite,” said Annadray. She was standing beside him, her eyes closed. “Fool’s gold. There’s also manganese, calcite, barite, cerussite, stibnite, gypsum, copper. Don’t you just love it?”


  “It’s, um, fascinating on an intellectual level.” His stock response left a foul taste in his mouth.


  Annadray laughed. “I like to think of each mineral as a different instrument. It’s like the mountain is one big symphony that only we can hear.”


  Artis strained his ear and listened. Each mineral’s vibration stirred the ether at a unique frequency, but he struggled to hear the music beneath it.


  “Focus on that vein of copper,” said Annadray.


  He did, furrowing his brow and sensing the ore. Then he heard sound—not from the mountain, but from Annadray herself. She hummed a high note, as clear as any bard, with barely a waver or even a part from her pink lips. The tone grew louder, and Artis realized that it was no longer coming from Annadray, but from the copper secreted deep within the mountain. Soon, the sounds of other minerals joined it, rising together like the opening strains of an orchestra. The song was as large as the mountain itself, filling Artis with so much sound that he feared his chest would burst.


  “It’s wonderful,” he managed to say.


  “It’s magic,” Annadray replied. It was something Warlick would say, which made Artis smile. Annadray smiled back, and for a moment Artis forgot that anything else existed.


  But the smile did not last. Annadray returned to her work. Artis remained, listening to the mountain music and ruing what he had to do. The frog hearts in his divination box beat almost as quickly as his own. If the mountain was a symphony, it was about to get a new conductor. He would not need to be precise, just alter enough of the mineral composition to throw off Annadray’s calculations and buy more time. He took a deep breath and dived in. His words were sloppy, desperate, and ruinous.


  Artis was at it for nearly ten minutes when Annadray perked up her head with a gentle “Huh?” Artis bit his lip and continued his spell under his breath.


  “Wait. What are you doing?” she said, her eyes going wide as she heard the broken music. “Stop it!” she said with increased desperation. “You’ll ruin everything.”


  “I’m sorry,” said Artis. “But I can’t let you destroy the mountain until I’ve saved my cousins.”


  Annadray was about to make another plea when they head Fentus’s voice calling.


  “What’s that commotion?” He appeared in the clearing, followed by Warlick. “Annadray, where are we on the preparations?”


  Artis looked pleadingly at Annadray’s worried face and mouthed to her, Please. He could see the calculation racing in her green eyes.


  “I’m so sorry,” she said through her teeth. “But I’m not ready, Fentus. Artis just pointed out a miscalculation in my spell, and I’ll need some time to correct it.”


  Fentus spoke slowly, which made his words sting harder. “That is unacceptable Ms. Siege. And poor optics in front of our friend from GB&S.”


  “I know,” she responded. “But I’ll have it fixed before the dragon wakes.”


  “You’d better,” said Fentus. “Or do not bother returning to work.”


  The young woman nodded curtly.


  “This will be noted in your annual review,” Fentus darkly intoned. He then spun away with a whip of his robe and disappeared toward the camp. It was the kind of dressing down Artis feared every day of his career.


  Annadray turned to Artis and poked his chest with a stiff finger. Her face was as red as her hair, her jaw locked so tight she was almost trembling. “You have until sunrise,” she said through her teeth. “And if I find out you’re lying to me, you’ll have bigger worries than the dragon.”


  “Thank you,” said Artis, hesitating before adding, “and I’m sorry.”


  Annadray turned in a huff and proceeded to quietly unravel Artis’s spells.


  Artis motioned to Warlick, who shuffled along dumbfounded. They walked away silently toward the mountain.


  The two had hiked up nearly half the distance to the cave before Warlick said anything. “You changed the rocks to ruin the spell, didn’t you?” he asked.


  Artis said nothing, but gave Warlick a quick nod between heavy panting breaths.


  “I didn’t think you had it in you,” said Warlick warmly. “Shame though that you had to get that nice girl in trouble.”


  Artis did not respond at all.


  Warlick continued. “Do the higher-ups at your guild treat you like that? Pummel you with expectations? Blast you for failure?”


  Artis climbed on.


  “I see now,” said Warlick softly. “It’s a wonder you’ve got any magic left.”


  * * *


  Artis and Warlick approached the mouth of the cave, wincing when the waves of stench overwhelmed them. The dragon within was breathing steadily, sleeping.


  “Another hour until the sun rises,” whispered Warlick. “Just enough time to grab the boys and get out with our skins.”


  “What’s the plan?” asked Artis.


  “Don’t you have one?”


  Artis shot him a bewildered look, and Warlick smiled. “Step lightly. Stay quiet. And be ready to use that.” He poked his foot at Sir Regald’s sword, which hung from Artis’s belt. Artis gripped the hilt and pulled the blade out to observe its faint yellow glow. It looked powerful. He hoped it would be enough. Even more, he hoped he would not need to find out.


  All throughout the ancient cave, glimmering stalagmites and stalactites jutted from the floor and ceiling. Many were broken where something enormous had crashed through them with little regard for the patient work of eons. Artis pulled out the divination box for direction, but put it away when he realized that the cave had only one wide passage leading deeper and deeper into the mountain. The two had no choice but to follow it toward the rhythmic grumble of the slumbering beast, which grew louder with their every step.


  Artis realized that everything he had ever feared—failure, insolvency, disappointment—were little more than petty anxieties. For the first time, he felt true fear: fear for his life, the lives of his cousins, even Warlick’s. There was purpose to it. That tightness in his belly made him determined, rather than sick. His senses sharpened. His pace quickened. His lips pulled back, baring his teeth—not in a smile exactly, but in an expression surprisingly similar.


  They found the dragon curled up in the center of a large blue-and-white cavern. It was nothing like the drawings Artis had seen, which the artists had clearly editorialized through the lens of their own terror or their editors’ sensationalism. This was no demonic lizard. Rather, the monster’s posture, as well as its stout round face, pointed ears, and leathery tendrils of hair gave it a feline appearance. All huddled up, it was almost peaceful looking, though still as big as a cottage.


  “Nothing more than an overgrown pussy cat with wings, isn’t it?” said Warlick over Artis’s shoulder.


  “You’ve never seen one either, have you?” asked Artis, knowing the answer.


  Warlick responded with a blank look.


  “Some expert,” Artis sighed. He looked around for Rolly and Tolly, but couldn’t see them anywhere. “Where would a dragon keep its morning meal?” he asked.


  “I don’t see a pantry,” mumbled Warlick. “Unless . . .” He pushed past Artis toward the middle of the cavern, toward the sleeping beast, his feet making odd and delicate patterns on the cavern floor. Artis bit his lip bloody, frightened and confused as the patter of the old wizard’s soles filled the dim emptiness.


  “This is no time for your ridiculousness,” he hissed.


  “If you’re only worried about what’s beneath you,” Warlick said softly as he danced, “you’ll never rise above.”


  Suddenly, Warlick shot up twenty feet into the air. Artis clasped his mouth, shocked when Warlick did not fall. He hung in the air for a few moments, looked around, and alighted, silent as a feather. Warlick jogged back to Artis, whose hand still covered the lower half his face.


  “Not bad, right?” Warlick said with a wink. “Great for cleaning gutters.”


  “I must have missed that lesson in sorcery school.”


  Warlick chuckled. “Listen, Arty. The dragon is curled all around the edge of a pit. I couldn’t see in, but I’d wager your cousins are down in there.”


  “Can you be sure?”


  “Of course not. But it’s our best chance.”


  “Fine. Then why don’t you float your way over the dragon and into the hole, and float back out with Rolly and Tolly? Assuming they’re even in there.”


  Warlick laughed a bit too loudly and quickly stifled himself. “You cannot seriously expect me to drop into the middle of that? Besides, I can’t carry anyone out but myself.”


  Artis looked back toward the mouth of the cave. Even at a distance, he could tell that day would soon break. He closed his eyes and tried to concentrate, running through and discarding various possibilities. But his mind kept returning to Annadray, or rather something she had said as they stood together before the mountain. Then he heard it—a sound like faint wind chimes, deep in his mind. Artis opened his eyes.


  “We go under,” he said. “Create a tunnel from here to the bottom of the pit and walk back out with the boys.”


  “Dig? But we’ll wake the beast.”


  “You see this?” Artis waved a glowstone over the cavern floor, which sparkled like a frozen river. “This entire cavern is filled with calcite. Minerals deposited, grain by grain, over millions of years by dripping water. It’s the most versatile rock there is because each tiny bit makes its own decision about where it ends up. So, we don’t have to dig at all. Just confuse each mineral into its prior state of flux.”


  Artis reached his hand toward the ground and began to whisper. His fingertips jerked lightly, as if he were coaxing the stone. Slowly, a dent appeared in the floor, creating a shallow puddle of water and grit.


  “Incredible,” whispered Warlick.


  “Not just for lining the pockets of nobles, is it?” said Artis with a smirk. He resumed his spellcasting, and the rock gradually dissolved into a diagonal tunnel. Warlick stayed close behind, huffing and puffing as he scooped handfuls of slush and tossed them out of the hole.


  Before they knew it, they’d pierced the edge of the pit beneath the dragon. The rock wall fell away to reveal a small, circular open space. Above them, a living roof pulsed with warmth and rumbled with hunger. Squinting, Artis could see two small sleeping figures huddled against the side of the pit amidst a pile of bones. Rolly and Tolly’s clothes were tattered and covered in dirt. Tears streaked their blackened cheeks, revealing the freckles below. They had been through much, but they were alive.


  Artis slunk over and gently shook the boys, who awoke disoriented. As their awareness returned, they shouted in relief, “Cousin Arty!”


  Above, the dragon stirred. Artis hushed the two boys and hurried them into the tunnel he’d dug, but it was too late. Enormous joints cracked as they roused from sleep, and a drowsy murmur creaked as loud as a temple door. Behind them, a clawed paw padded and grasped at the floor of the pit. When it found nothing, a furious roar shook the cave so loudly that they all covered their ears.


  “Maybe we can wait it out in this tunnel,” said Warlick.


  Artis was about to nod when the shaking above them intensified. This was different from before. Stones crashed. Even the booming yelps of the dragon sounded more panicked than angry. Slowly, Artis realized what was happening. “They’re starting the spell to destroy the mountain,” he said. “Come on!”


  Artis nearly ran out of the tunnel, but Warlick yanked him back in. Peeking into the cavern, they saw the dragon had made its way past them and sat blocking the way to the cave’s entrance. The beast was shivering, its head tilted in fear and confusion.


  Artis’s hopes collapsed. “We can’t outrun both the cave-in and the dragon! We’ll either be buried or eaten!”


  Warlick wiped the sweat from his forehead, leaving behind a charcoal-colored smear. “I’m done running,” he said with a weary smile. He turned to Rolly and Tolly. “Have you boys ever ridden a horse?”


  The two nodded in unison. Warlick grabbed their hands and ran out of the tunnel, right to the dragon’s backside, and climbed up on its rump. “Hang on tight!” he instructed as the kids took hold of the thick leathery fur that covered the base of the monster’s tail. Artis joined them, the thundering of his heart blocking out the inner voice that begged caution.


  Another falling sheet of rock exploded just feet away from them. The dragon whelped frantically, but did not budge.


  “It’s too scared to move,” shouted Artis, feeling the follicles stiffen and shudder.


  “Then encourage it!” replied Warlick.


  With a worried grunt, Artis yanked out Sir Regald’s sword, which still crackled with electrical energy.


  “We have to expel the lightning, or else we’ll all be—” Just as he said it, a massive stalactite plunged down upon them like a stone dagger. Artis shut his eyes and thrust the sword aloft, sending a bolt of yellow energy into the air, vaporizing the stone into rubble.


  “Never mind,” he called. Then, with one more glance at Warlick, Rolly, and Tolly, Artis stabbed the sword into the dragon’s backside. The beast roared and lurched forward, taking off toward the mouth of the cave. All around, the passage shifted and narrowed as the walls crumbled. But the beast was undeterred, bounding at blinding speed as Artis and the others struggled to hold on. Just as Artis felt his grip failing, the violent bouncing stopped. The noise of the collapsing mountain faded, and a cool rush of wind enveloped his face. He opened his eyes and was overwhelmed by the morning’s brightness.


  They were flying.


  The dragon had burst out of the cave and was diving along the slope of the mountain, outpacing an avalanche of debris tumbling after them. Rolly and Tolly squealed in delight, and Warlick gave a whoop. The exhilaration of flight consumed Artis as well, crowding out all terror and thought of consequence. He indulged in it, drank it in, and for one delirious moment, Artis howled like he’d been jolted alive. The moment ended when an arrow whizzed past his head. Artis ducked and pressed closer to the dragon’s hide. “Someone’s shooting at us,” he shouted over the wind.


  “It’s Fentus’s goons,” called Warlick, pointing.


  Artis peered around the side of the dragon and under its wing and saw that Warlick was right. Sir Abbic and Sir Dolbart stood at the base of the mountain, bows in hand, sending arrows at the dragon—and its riders. Behind them, Artis could make out the figures of Annadray and Fentus. They seemed to be arguing. Another arrow zipped toward them, but the dragon rolled to avoid it. It snarled and sped up its dive toward the party on the ground, preparing to strike.


  It’ll smash them like insects , Artis thought as speed and terror squeezed his belly. And then us!


  The thrill of the escape had faded, leaving Artis exhausted and out of ideas. The comfort of resignation called to him. How easy it would be, he realized, to follow the dragon’s unstoppable trajectory to the end. It felt like a decision Artis was used to making. Yet, deep inside, a new part of him resisted. He had done more magic in the past day than he had in all the previous years. He transformed a mountain and rode a dragon. He even nearly rescued his cousins. Nearly! he thought. That meant he was close. There was still time.


  “What the blast is that?” Warlick’s voice snapped Artis back into the fray.


  Ahead of them, a massive stone boulder, as big as a haycart, was rolling up the mountain and into the dragon’s path. As it got closer, Artis saw that it was not rolling, but running, sprinting toward them on massive stone legs. Artis sensed something else within, but he could barely believe it.


  “Get ready!” he shouted. Though for what exactly, he was not sure.


  The dragon unfurled its wings to their full width, and they caught the wind with a tight leathery snap, slowing its descent. Just before the massive stone passed underneath, it sprouted arms and leaped toward them. As the rock creature surged closer, Artis saw that atop the torso, where the head should have been, there were flames. No, not flames, he realized, but a bonfire of wind-whipped red hair belonging to Annadray Siege, who was piloting the giant like a puppet. In one deft motion, it reached up and grabbed the dragon by the throat. They hung in midair for an instant, the dragon beating its wings frantically against the tons of stone. With a final jerk, the giant brought the monster thunderously to the ground.


  Artis, Warlick, and the boys tumbled off the dragon’s rump and onto the mountainside. It was not a soft landing, but they survived it and limped to safety behind a rock outcropping. Behind them, Annadray maintained her grip on the dragon’s neck with one stone arm and pummeled its head with the boulder-sized fist of the other. The dragon twisted and gasped, coughing flames.


  Artis and Warlick watched awestruck.


  “I always considered myself a pretty nifty wizard,” said Warlick. “But this puts things in perspective, doesn’t it?”


  Artis stood marveling at Annadray’s creation, trying to work out the spells necessary to accomplish such a feat. It was some combination of battle magic and mineral magic, employing more creativity and power than he’d ever imagined possible. He wondered how long she could maintain it, before realizing that her time was short. Annadray’s rock golem was starting to fall apart as the dragon thrashed from side to side like a rat terrier.


  “We have to help her!” cried Artis. He looked around, but Sir Regald’s sword was nowhere to be seen. Their packs, too, were lost. “Don’t you have anything?”


  Warlick rummaged through the pockets of his robe, tossing out random trinkets. “Not for that monster!” he said, pointing.


  Artis found himself transfixed by Warlick’s chubby outstretched digit. It seemed to blink at him. Artis drew his face closer. Perched on Warlick’s finger was a tiny creature, its skin gently oscillating between beige and green.


  Warlick saw it too. “My chamomeleon!” The little lizard acknowledged him with a lazy motion of its three-fingered foot. “Now, here’s a magical lizard I can handle!”


  “That’s it!” said Artis excitedly. He grabbed Warlick by the robe and pulled him out into the open, toward the clearing where Annadray and the dragon were battling. Warlick protested, but Artis was dead set. “My uncle mentioned a trick he saw you perform at a festival. Do you remember it?”


  Warlick’s eyes went wide as he realized what Artis was proposing. “I . . .” He stammered, then steeled himself. “We’ll need a distraction,” he said finally.


  * * *


  Annadray’s strength was failing. She was losing her grip on the dragon’s neck. The dragon, sensing that, leaped up onto the giant’s shoulders and, with all the might in its four legs, shoved it backward. The rock arm shattered, freeing the dragon into the air, where it hovered, preparing to finish off its adversary. Annadray lay on the ground, amidst the dusty ruin of her giant, a great winged shadow enveloping her body.


  Just as the dragon was about to belch its fire, a pebble struck it in the eye. It jerked its head angrily.


  “One hundred points!” shouted Tolly. Next to him, Rolly hurled another stone. This one lodged itself in the dragon’s nostril.


  “Two hundred!” shouted Rolly.


  The dragon snorted and growled at the two ruddy morsels, who ran screaming into Artis’s arms. He hugged the boys tightly as the monster swooped in for the kill. It sped faster and faster over the ground, its catlike face growing so near that Artis could see the red veins of its slitted eyes. The dragon was only an arm’s length from devouring them when it smashed face-first into an invisible wall. It lay there in a daze, hindquarters bunched up behind its great skull.


  “See?” said Artis to his cousins, stepping out from behind the crystal and tapping it. “I changed the structure of the granite so it’s clear as glass. Kind of like the rock in the field at home, remember?”


  “You said that wasn’t real magic,” said Tolly.


  “I did, didn’t I? Then how about that?” He pointed to the sky.  


  The three looked up to see Warlick, floating in midair, toes twinkling. He descended like a falling leaf directly onto the dragon’s head.


  “Hurry!” shouted Artis.


  “I’d like to see you try this!” Warlick shot back. He clambered over the dragon’s nape and placed his right hand on its furrowed forehead. In his left, he held the little chamomeleon. The old wizard closed his eyes and muttered a spell. The dragon began to stir. Warlick repeated the enchantment as the monster below him writhed. Suddenly, the dragon convulsed as if it had been struck by lightning, sending Warlick tumbling to the ground.


  Artis ran over to him. “Are you all right? Did it work?”


  “I’m not sure,” said Warlick, rising with difficulty. “I believe that— Yow!” He threw up his left hand and flapped it painfully. The chamomeleon dropped to the ground with a soft smack, shook its tiny head, and proceeded to hop up and down, wriggling its body as if it were expecting to fly. Artis picked it by the tail and studied it. The lizard opened its mouth hotly, but all that came out was a tiny noise, halfway between a ribbit and a snore, that smelled of mint. Artis swaddled the fussy creature in some cloth and presented it to his cousins.


  “Because you were both so brave today, I present you with this magical reward. A lizard that thinks it’s a dragon. Treat it well.”


  Rolly and Tolly stared in awe.


  “Careful,” said Warlick as he sucked on his finger. “It bites.”


  “What about that one?” asked Artis, nodding to the dragon, who was blinking sleepily and lolling its head around.


  Warlick walked over and scratched its jowl. The dragon barely noticed. “Gentle as can be,” he called. “And a vegetarian. I’d wager it won’t be harming anyone ever again. Except perhaps the shrub men. Pah! They’ll be fine.”


  The dragon yawned and rose onto all fours. Moving only one limb at a time, it began a slow ascent up the mountain.


  “Where’s it going?” Artis asked.


  Warlick tutted thoughtfully. “A chamomeleon’s natural home is a steaming mug, so I’m guessing it’s off to find some hot springs.” The old wizard smiled. “That was clever thinking on your part.”


  Artis returned the smile. “I couldn’t have done it without you and— Oh!” he suddenly remembered.


  When they reached Annadray, she was still lying on the ground among the stones that had formed her golem warrior. She was alive, but the spell and battle had taken their toll.


  “Can you walk?” asked Artis.


  “Yes, but please don’t make me,” she said woozily. “What happened to the dragon?”


  “Warlick gave it an attitude adjustment,” said Artis.


  “But only after Arty subdued it,” said Warlick.


  “Which I never could have done if Annadray hadn’t softened it up first,” said Artis. “You never told me you were a battle mage.”


  “I’m not licensed,” said Annadray. “But I took the advanced combat courses in school. Didn’t you?”


  Artis shook his head. “I thought they were silly and impractical.”


  Annadray laughed despite the pain. “How about now?”


  “Some night classes couldn’t hurt,” he replied.


  * * *


  The door to Warlick’s office swung open with a snap of Artis’s fingers. He walked inside and waved to the old wizard behind his desk. The office looked almost tidy since they had installed shelving for all the magical items that had previously littered it. They had also put in a second desk.


  Warlick noticed the large flat package under Artis’s arm and jumped up from his seat. “Let me see it!” he begged, waggling his fingers excitedly.


  Artis put the package down and tore back the brown paper. The two stood for a moment’s silence, admiring the artisan’s handiwork.


  “Shall we put it up?” asked Artis.


  “Of course,” said Warlick. “But, oh!” He put a finger to his temple. “First, I wanted you to see this.” Warlick reached into his robe and handed Artis a letter. “It came while you were out.”


  Artis took the envelope. “It’s from Annadray,” he said.


  “I waited for you to open it.”


  “Why?”


  Warlick rolled his eyes. In the past months, Artis had spoken of Annadray often. He first wrote to her to apologize for getting her fired, and offered to explain to S Double P that her assistance in his unsanctioned quest was done out of utmost necessity. Annadray wrote back, declining. Their correspondence continued. When Artis went back to Santibel to pack his things for the move back home, the two met for ale. Warlick had tried to pry more information about that evening from Artis, but Artis merely told him, “It was good to see her again.”


  “So, how’s our girl?” asked Warlick.


  “She got her battle magic certification,” said Artis, scanning the letter before he continued. “And she plans to travel in the north for a bit to hone her skills.”


  “ ‘If you don’t hear from me in six months,’ ” he read, “ ‘start sifting through Yeti dung.’ ”


  Warlick chuckled. “Six months,” sighed Artis, his voice tinged with disappointment.


  “She’ll be back before you know it,” said Warlick. “Besides, we’ll be much too busy for distractions.”


  They walked outside together and used a stool to take down Warlick’s battered old sign. The new one they hung read  Jompel & Tasker: Magical Services of All Types and Descriptions  .


  “I see you chose not to highlight your specialty in minerals,” said Warlick.


  “Yeah,” Artis replied. “I’m not that kind of wizard.”
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The Dealer, the Hag, and the Boy Who Dreamed


  By Clint Johnson | 2,500 words


  There once was a boy in love who loved as no other boy ever did: with the whole of his heart. It is often said lovers offer their whole hearts. Few really do. Even rarer is the youth who knows what his heart truly wants. But the boy was not like other boys, or girls or adults or children. This boy was like no one else. So it was not surprising when he gathered together every kurush to his name, seventeen years worth of child labor, and skipped with it to the Meandering Market to buy his beloved a dream.


  The Meandering Market crouched in the mountain above the village three days of every month. On the first day, the market was assembled within the sparkling coils of the boundary, silver thread so fine and bright it was said to be spun by spiders in the dealer’s dreams. Inside, the villagers rioted in celebration, with food and wine and music. That night, the entire village gathered within the boundary to sleep safely.


  The third day was when bartered dreams were shared and interpreted. Then the market was disassembled and hauled away on huge flatbed trucks spewing black smoke.


  But on the second day, just before sunset, was the auction.


  The richest, most desperate villagers, with bags beneath their haunted eyes, came to the velvet tent of the Dream Dealer. At the sound of the gong, one by one, they disappeared inside to offer their greatest treasures in hopes of procuring a dream.


  Always before, the boy had watched the hopefuls huddled outside the velvet tent, marveling. Now he stood as one of them.


  Other hopefuls stared at him, hostile and confused. What could a poor shop boy have to offer in return for a dream?


  He smiled at their dark looks. “Good fortune to all. It is my blessing to be counted one of you.”


  They scowled, hunched in their coats, and stamped their thick-soled boots. The boy hugged his frayed cardboard egg box to his chest and waited for his turn to enter the tent.


  He watched the others go, some arguing and shoving to be first, until all were gone but himself. It was only with the last gasp of day, when orange and red fist-fought above the mountain, that a pale hand parted the tent door, beckoning.


  “You dare to dream?” a voice asked from the opening.


  The boy closed his eyes and pictured his beloved. Then he walked into the velvet cavern of the Dream Dealer.


  He walked along a lightless cloth corridor, guided by the breathing walls, into the central hall. Circular and small, it held nothing but a heavy wooden desk that sprawled bare but for a small incandescent lamp dumping yellow light in a circle on its surface.


  The Dream Dealer sat behind the desk, hunched and wizened, with hands folded before his face.


  “What will you give me for my dream?” the dealer asked.


  The boy hugged his life’s treasure once before setting the box on the desk. The dealer flicked the tattered top away, exposing wadded bills and a scree of coins. He blinked.


  “And?”


  The boy shuffled his feet. “And what, Beyefendi?”


  “And what more?”


  “But . . . I have no more. This is all I’m worth.”


  The dealer laughed until the velvet walls shivered, and the boy’s heart buckled and broke.


  “You think this worth a dream?” the dealer mocked. “This pittance you’ve scrimped in the drudgery of your life?” The dealer shook his head, dark eyes degrading in their pity. “Fool boy, do you know what deals I have made? Hopefuls have bartered their hearts’ treasures on the altar of my desk: maidens’ virtue, men’s pride, freedom, fortunes fit for kings, and firstborn sons.” His hands arched up on grasping fingers that raked the desk like striking scorpion tails. “Souls have been offered on this desk in return for a dream.”


  The dealer’s hands chittered within his sleeves, and he sat back. “What, in the whole of your life, could you offer that I want and do not have?”


  The boy knew he had nothing to sacrifice—but he did have one thing to share. A secret.


  “In return for a dream for my beloved,” the boy said, “I will tell you what you do not know.”


  The dealer smirked, his teeth rotted by shadow. “What do you think you know, boy?”


  “I know one who is safe from the Hag,” the boy said.


  The dealer’s smile dissolved in darkness as he sat back in his throne. His pale chitinous hand danced on the arm of his chair, nails clacking.


  “That is a more interesting offering.”


  So the boy picked up his egg box, fixing the battered lid on top, and walked out of the tent, his bid made.


  * * *


  That night during hagwatch, the boy’s beloved opened her family’s tent flap to see him standing there with a smile and a small plastic vial in his hand.


  “You promised to buy me something from the market today,” she chided. “All your talk of a gift was a lie.”


  “I’m sorry I did not see you,” he said. “But I did not lie.”


  He gently squeezed the small plastic vial until a single drop fell to his fingertip. A silver honey-looking bead.


  “What is it?” she asked, breathless.


  “My gift,” the boy said simply. “Your dream.”


  He extended his finger, offering the drop to her small mouth. She licked her lips, large eyes meeting his for one excited moment. Then she took the tip of his finger into her mouth, and the dream drop with it.


  “What is this?” a gruff voice called.


  The boy and his beloved quickly parted, the boy’s finger tingling in memory of her lips’ embrace. Her father loomed over them in the entryway.


  “Forgive me.” The boy bowed. “I brought your daughter a gift.”


  Her father’s eyes slivered. “So near night?”


  “This gift could not wait, Beyefendi.” He shared an excited glance with his beloved.


  “It will have to.” The man put a large hand on his daughter’s shoulder, pulling her behind him. With the other hand, he handed her a steaming mug. “Leave, boy. If you omit the Smothering, I’ll not be held accountable.”


  The tent flap shut, and the boy saw three shadows drink from steaming cups.


  He ran home.


  * * *


  “Here.” The boy sat upon his sleeping pallet in the corner of his mother’s threadbare tent as she handed him the draft. In one hand, a steaming ceramic mug. In the other, the tin of Smother. “May the Hag pass you by this night,” his mother said.


  The boy took the mug and a pinch of powder from the tin, nodding respectfully. “May she pass you by as well, Mother.”


  He watched her wrap herself in her too-thin blanket and in moments succumb to the relative safety of drugged sleep. Then he drank the steaming water, set the mug in the wash basin that served as their sink, and slinked into the night. In the freedom of the village’s Smother-induced slumber, he ran.


  The powder slid from his fingers, gone on the wind.


  * * *


  The boy wrapped himself in his thin blanket next to his beloved’s tent. All the village slept Smothered, so heavily drugged it barely counted as sleep. Sleep too dead to wake, or perceive, or much rest. Too deep to tempt the Hag. Too deep to dream.


  Then, as all slept in fitful fear, the boy lived his secret.


  He dreamed. And he rode the dreams of others.


  Every time the Meandering Market came to the village, he felt others’ dreams whispering in his sleep, distinct from his own, drawing him in. He lived them more tangibly than his waking life.


  So he nodded off, contently waiting to hitch a ride on his beloved’s first-ever dream.


  But before, came the Hag.


  He felt her as oil on black water, unseen but palpable. She searched, hungry for a victim to ride into nightmare. So the boy closed off his mind. He didn’t know how. He just did, shutting down part of himself as the slick oozed on by and away.


  Then he opened to the dream, a bubble in the dark, then a burst of light.


  He is his beloved, but he is himself, standing beside a table. On the table a body, small and twitching and slick with sweat. A little girl, dying.


  Something is odd.


   He stretches out a hand and touches the shivering child. At the touch, she glows, radiant flushes of purple that shimmer, then dim. The child’s eyes open, showing irises of electric blue. His beloved. She has healed herself. 


  No. Not she. Not herself. No.


  This is wrong . . .


  * * *


  The Meandering Market lay piecemeal, much collapsed in heaps on the back of semitrucks, when the boy entered the still-standing velvet tent. He found the dealer behind his desk, staring glittering-eyed from his cowl.


  “Pay me, as you promised,” he said. “Who has escaped the Hag?”


  “I will not pay,” the boy declared. “You did not give my beloved her dream.”


  The dealer stood, casting an impossibly large shadow in the light of the single lamp. “Last night she dreamed—and was safe from the Hag. My part of the bargain is done.”


  “No,” the boy challenged. “A physician standing beside a table. On the table, a child, a girl he loves with electric-blue eyes. He touches her and heals her. He touches her,” the boy repeated. “It was not my beloved’s dream she lived last night. It was mine.”


  The dealer’s hands fell from his sleeves, fists clenched. “What are you saying, boy?”


  “I was a child,” the boy said. “Too young to understand what a dream truly was, or that others did not have them as I did. Even then I loved her, and I dreamed of being a great physician and healing my beloved so that she would love me too. I have had the dream many times since; it is a dream of my heart, and so can never be stolen. But that first time, the very first dream, is missing.” He tapped his temple. “The Hag came before I knew how to defeat her and stole it.”


  The boy walked around the desk to face the shrouded lump that was the dealer. “Yesterday, you gave it to my beloved. You gave what wasn’t yours.”


  For a moment, the dealer’s eyes shown within baggy folds of skin, nodules of malice. Then two frail claws snatched the boy’s head.


   Oil, seething as it steams, yawns wide as the boy’s consciousness plunges into the dark, which runs red with pain. 


   A mountain of silver, whole crags and peaks of it, flashing white-hot, then pouring into his screaming mouth, washing him away. 


   Five horses all sprout fangs and grab a piece of him, galloping apart, and rending. 


   A room full of blades, roaring with the grind of steel teeth, gnashes down on him, hungry, tearing. 


   The people of the village, and uncounted more, a sea of sleeping victims, all with silver straws jutting from their foreheads as the Hag, wire haired and with cheeks rotted to striated muscle around burning silver eyes, raises a claw with the same silver straw, which turns to a drill and burrows into his screaming brain. 


  The boy’s eyelids flared open, twitching. As the nightmares racked him, some part of his mind not completely immersed marked the snarling face of the dealer. Shock of bristling white hair free of the fallen cowl. Gaunt cheeks twitching with rage. Two eyes cratered in that face, hot burning silver.


  And the boy realized: You cannot hurt me. Not me.


  He felt the dealer’s peaked fingers grasping his skull, and something far more intrusive gnawing inside. But somewhere too deep for fingers to scratch or hunger to consume, he was his own. Something in that untouched area tickled as the boy switched off part of his mind, just as he did when he was asleep to escape the Hag.


  The caravan of horrors rumbling through his brain became so many photos, hollow sun-scorched negatives.


  The boy grabbed the snarling dealer’s brow.


  “Don’t just see it,” the boy said to the Hag. “Live it.”


  The boy fed him the nightmares, circling them back to the dealer’s stolen trough of dreams. As he did, he ignited the man’s brain, electrifying nerves, animating twitching fibers of muscle, recreating all he did with his own body that allowed him to live the dreams he rode, body and soul. Then he plunged the dreaming dealer into the torrent.


  The dealer’s back arched near to breaking. His desiccated lips opened in a soundless scream as he fell and dragged the boy onto his chest. There, the boy watched from a distance the steaming sea of oil and the smoking mountain of silver and the five fanged horses galloping and the room of whirling blades and the screaming face of the Hag, a match for the screaming face of the dealer. The boy’s hands burned with silver fire as he held it all and drowned the dealer’s mind.


  * * *


  The next morning the Dream Dealer was found dead, his body twisted, face contorted in horror. The Hag had taken him.


  No one in the village ever saw the boy again.


  His beloved woke and ran to his mother’s tent to share her dream, only to find him gone. She cried for many days, and his gift dream remained special to her long after the village began to dream once more, free from the Hag and bereft of the dealer.


  She cried sometimes after that, though she drew odd comfort from the dream she’d had the night after his disappearance.


   She watches the boy walk the village streets at night. He comes to her as she is ridden by the Hag, a horrid intermesh of a scarred woman and the cruel leathery visage of the Dream Dealer. With his eyes flashing silver, the boy tears the Hag from her chest. He then chases the Hag through the night, but not before turning back to give her a smile and a gentle kiss. He then walks away, herding the Hag into the darkness, where she dissolves, and the boy becomes a glowing mote of silver. She watches that mote draw radiant lines across the world, and wherever it stretches, coils of silver light wrap around every home. The roof of each such home bursts off, lifted by the dreams inside. The last thing she sees is the glimmer moving town to town, stretching a web of silver over the entire dreaming world. 
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The Price of Healing


  By D.K. Holmberg | 8,600 words


  Kira felt a cough building as she looked around the familiar streets of Amon. The town had changed little in the years since she’d left—not nearly as much as she had changed, especially as the wasting sickness had taken hold the past year—but enough that she didn’t know the square like she once would have. Maybe that would help Father make a few sales; local merchants never got the same price as those from out of town. And the gods knew they needed the extra income before reaching Annendel.


  “Watch the wagon. The square is notorious for thieves sneaking through,” Father reminded her. “I’ll see if Rubbles will buy anything.” He grabbed a rolled package of paper and a small box of inks from the back of their wagon parked near the center of the town.


  Kira nodded as the coughing fit took hold. The fit lasted longer than usual before finally easing off. She wiped a hand across her mouth, afraid she’d see blood again.


  Her father didn’t notice, frowning as he glanced up at the dark clouds. “Are you certain you will be fine?” Roughly, he placed his hand on her head as he’d seen the healers do, but didn’t seem to know what he was looking for and pulled it away.


  She shook him off, surprised that he bothered to touch her. Usually, he feared catching her wasting illness and stayed at least an arm’s length away. Besides, he wouldn’t find anything. None of the healers she had seen had been able to find anything.


  “I’ll be fine, Father. Besides, any sale you make will help,” she said. After the fit, her voice felt weak. She forced a smile onto her face rather than let him know just how weak. If he knew, he wouldn’t continue to trade. They’d head straight to Annendel, sales be damned, and worry about finding enough coin to pay for healing later.


  “Well—if you’re certain. Just watch the wagon. I think we’re close to what we’ll need. Another week, maybe two, and then we will be in Annendel.” He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “The parchment might bring us the rest, even without knowing its secret.”


  Kira nodded, afraid to say anything. In spite of all the hard work to find a way to get her help, nothing had made a difference. When she had fallen ill, he had become driven in a way that she had never seen from him before, determined not to lose her as they had lost her sister. But Kira knew time was getting short. Even were they to get enough money for the study in Annendel, it probably wouldn’t matter. After everything they had gone through to get the money needed, she did not dare tell her father that.


  He checked the locked trunk in the back of the wagon one more time before securing it. The trunk contained the entire savings from their trip, her last hope for healing once they managed to trade for enough money. As he ambled away, he clutched the items he hoped to sell to Rubbles under one arm, glancing back only as he neared the edge of the square.


  Kira made a show of waving, but once he was out of sight, she let out a long breath and shifted over to the cart, slipping as she climbed up. Standing even a few moments drained her, but that was something her father would not learn.


  Another fit of coughing hit her. Her eyes watered with it, and she tasted bile at the back of her throat. At least her father wasn’t there to see it; he got so worried every time she broke into one of those fits. Eventually, she worried that he would stop taking her word that she felt fine.


  As she sat, the dark clouds overhead finally made good on their threat of rain. Kira pulled her cloak up and over her shoulders, fighting the sudden shiver that worked through her. She had not been away from Amon long enough to forget the heavy rains so common that time of year, rains that made even simple daily activities difficult.


  Thankfully the rain had held long enough for her father to take supplies for a sale. If nothing had changed, at least Ms. Rubbles could be counted on to purchase some of their supplies. Every bit helped, getting them closer to being able to afford the price the healers demanded. Soon it wouldn’t matter—at least, not to her—but she kept fighting for her father. She worried what would happen to him when she finally succumbed to the illness. At least by doing something—anything—any guilt he might have could be lessened.


  A loud thunk made her turn. A small figure streaked away from the back of the wagon, quickly disappearing into a small throng of people. She looked down and saw the back of the wagon open.


  She climbed down slowly. The cold rain sent shivers through her, but her heart fluttered for a different reason. Hopefully, the wagon had just been bumped, but the reminder of thieves in the square made her heart pound. Rounding the end of the wagon, she nearly slipped, barely catching herself on slick rain-soaked wood.


  A few items were missing from the back of the wagon. A small lantern. A roll of cheap silks. And the trunk.


  All the money they had collected gone.


  Another fit of coughing overwhelmed her, doubling her over, but all she could think about was how her father would react, already seeing the disappointment on his face.


  * * *


  When the coughing fit finally eased, Kira wiped tears away from her eyes and swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat. She knew she shouldn’t be disappointed; having the Guild of Annendel study her illness had always been unlikely to succeed, but it had been hope that she could cling to. Suddenly, even that was gone.


  She tried closing the back of the wagon to avoid everything else inside getting wet. Her arms trembled and it fell open. She did not have the energy to try again.


  “Kira?”


  She lifted her head and looked up. A tall young man with straight brown hair falling over his forehead looked at her with piercing blue eyes. She recognized those eyes. “Galen?” she asked.


  A wide smile split his face, until she started coughing again. When she finally got it back under control, he looked at her with the same expression of concern she always saw on her father’s face. “You are unwell,” he said.


  From Galen, son of Amon’s most respected healer, that simple statement made her throat tighten again. “I’m fine.” The familiar lie was easy.


  He blinked and she could tell that he wanted to say something more, but he remained silent.


  She sagged, her legs giving out as another shaking chill rolled through her. Had Galen not been there, she would have fallen.


  Galen lifted her and carried her to the front of the wagon, setting her atop the seat carefully. Without asking permission, he pressed the back of his hand against her forehead, with more confidence than her father had managed. Then he touched her neck and twisted her head from side to side before resting his head on her chest and listening. Her breath caught at the familiarity and lack of concern for catching her illness.


  “Don’t,” he said. “Take a deep breath.”


  She took a shuddering breath. Her chest rattled as it so often did. So far, her father hadn’t noticed. Or if he had, he hadn’t said anything.


  Galen sat up and met her eyes. “How long have you been sick?”


  “A long time,” she said softly. She pushed up, leaning back on the wagon and turning away from him. The way he studied her made her uncomfortable, reminding her of every healer she had seen over the past year. But none had shared the same compassion that she saw in his eyes. After all the healers she had seen on the road, she wondered why her father had not taken her to see Galen’s father, Aelus.


  “You’ve been to Annendel?” he asked.


  She shook her head. “We’re traveling there now. The Guild has offered a study.”


  Galen snorted dismissively. “And how much did they quote you for the study?”


  “A hundred silver marks.” Saying it aloud made it sound ridiculous.


  “A hundred?”


  Seeing the disgusted look on his face, Kira pushed on. “The Guild is unrivaled in their knowledge, Galen. I don’t have to tell you that few have such an opportunity.”


  “Even fewer can afford such an opportunity,” he said, then climbed down from the wagon, as if suddenly realizing how close he sat to her. He wiped ink-stained hands on his brown pants, smearing crimson stains down the sides. The rain soaked them, making it look like blood running down his legs.


  “I am fortunate,” she said bitterly.


  Galen shook his head. “Kira . . .” He paused. “I’m sorry. That was poorly said on my part. Blame my father for teaching me that healing should not be something only the rich can achieve.”


  Kira glanced to the back of the wagon. They weren’t rich, but her father was determined. Nearly a hundred silver marks—half a year’s hard work on a journey that Kira once had thought impossible—stolen. Any hope she might have at the Guild finding an answer stolen with it.


  Would it have made a difference to the thief had he known?


  “Would he see me?” she asked.


  Galen frowned. “Who? My father? I thought you were traveling to Annendel.”


  “I was . . . Am,” she corrected herself. “But we’ve seen every healer my father could find from Duras to the Western Plains. None has helped.”


  “And you think my father will do better than a Guild healer?”


  Kira sighed. She didn’t, but since their money had been stolen, she had no other options. “It wouldn’t hurt.”


  Galen shook his head sadly. “I’m sorry, Kira. He’s not here. Left to collect herbs and other supplies about two weeks ago. Doubt he’ll return for another two weeks. He left me in charge, though that mostly means inventory.” He held up his ink-stained hands.


  Kira took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Of course. It was worth asking.”


  The rain started to taper off, turning into a fine mist that still left her feeling soaked. She stared across the square, worry for what she would tell her father when he returned growing stronger.


  Looking back at Galen, she asked, “Is there anything I can do for you?”


  Galen laughed lightly, still watching her with his piercing blue eyes. “I had just stopped at Rubbles trying to buy paper,” he said. “Probably not the best weather to make such a purchase.”


  Kira wondered if he had seen her father. Would Galen even recognize him after his years away? But he had recognized her, even changed as she was, though she shouldn’t be surprised since she had always known Galen had a crush on her. “You didn’t find any?”


  Galen held up his hands again. “Closed.”


  If Rubbles’s was closed, then her father would return soon. And she would have to tell him what had happened. “Where else can you try?”


  A small smile crept across his face. “Theran.”


  “That’s nearly a day’s ride!”


  “Longer by foot,” he said.


  “Galen—” Another coughing fit kept her from finishing what she intended to say.


  “I don’t know what the healers have tried, but if you’re visiting Amon for long, you should stop by the shop. Let me at least give you something for the cough.”


  Kira managed to suppress the cough long enough to nod. “I’ll talk to my father about that,” she said, seeing the top of his head weaving through the crowd as he made his way back to the wagon. Already she felt her heart pounding as she thought about how she would tell him what had happened. Would they just return home to Duras? At least that way she would have time with her mother before the illness took her.


  “Do you remember how to find it?” he asked.


  There was a sincerity in his voice that pulled at something inside her. She forced another smile as she nodded. “Thank you, Galen.”


  He studied her for another moment and then started away. Kira watched him until he rounded a corner. Only then did she hear her father opening the back of the wagon, and she began to prepare for his outburst, dreading the conversation as another coughing fit threatened her.


  * * *


  Kira clutched the roll of parchment in one hand as she looked at the storefront. Little about it had changed since she had lived in Amon. The paint had faded somewhat, and the lettering seemed smaller, but otherwise, the sign reminded her of those days so many years before when she had still been allowed to move around the streets alone. She’d never had the same freedom once her father moved them to Duras. The larger city had different dangers. Unfortunately, he hadn’t been able to protect her from everything.


  She had not had the heart to tell him about the chest. With the rain, he had slammed the back of the wagon shut quickly, not looking inside, but she had no doubt that he would soon learn what happened. And then she would be forced to endure his disappointment.


  A fit of coughing set her shaking, then slowly eased. The fits seemed to be getting worse, each time taking her breath away for longer. That time, a little blood came up. How much time did she have left? At the least, she could take Galen up on his offer and see if he knew of anything that would suppress the cough. Perhaps his father had learned of something the Guild had missed.


  A bell over the door jingled as she pushed it open. Inside, the shop itself looked neatly cared for, rows of shelves all well labeled. That, at least, seemed different. She remembered Aelus’s shop to be more disorganized, a clutter of scents from the stacks of herbs practically overflowing the shelves. She wondered if the change was Galen’s influence.


  Voices near the back of the store made her hesitate. An older man, his voice high-pitched and shaky, spoke to Galen.


  “Do you know when he might return?” the man asked.


  Kira peeked around the end of one shelf. She saw Galen standing across from a well-dressed older man, a pained look on the man’s somber face. A narrow table was all that separated them. “I’m sorry, Hyp, but he’ll probably be another week or two. If there’s anything I can do to help . . .”


  The man gripped his stomach. “Well . . . I awoke to severe stomach pains and haven’t been able to eat anything all day. I’ve never had anything quite like it.” His voice sounded pained and his head swayed as he spoke.


  “Never?” Galen asked. There was a barely masked hint of surprise as he motioned to the table. The man crawled on top, moaning as he did, and Galen pressed his hands into the man’s stomach and twisted his ear down to listen. Once satisfied, he helped the man sit back up.


  “The pain goes through to my back and neck.” He stood up straight, letting go of his stomach. “Aren’t you going to write this down, Galen? Your father always documents my symptoms.”


  Galen let out a soft sigh. “I’m sorry, Hyp.” For a moment, Kira thought that Galen would dismiss Hyp. He clearly did not think his symptoms were too serious, but then he grabbed a piece of paper, dipped a pen into ink, and quickly scratched something across the page. He slid the paper quickly off to the side. “Maybe it’s time you see the Guild,” Galen suggested, looking back up at Hyp.


  A sour noted entered Hyp’s voice. “The Guild?” He grunted and shook his head. “Your father is a better healer than any Guild member. Quite a bit cheaper too. And don’t you worry, Galen, pretty soon you’ll be there as well.”


  Galen smiled and steered Hyp down the rows of shelves. Seeing Kira, he winked. “Try these,” he said, taking a few loose leaves and stuffing them into a small bowl. “Mix them in water. It should help soothe your stomach at least. Let me know if it doesn’t work.”


  Hyp nodded. “You’ll tell your father?”


  “Of course, Hyp.”


  Hyp dropped a few coins into a bowl on the table before leaving the store with a soft jingle of the bell.


  Galen watched the door for a moment before turning to face her. Tension faded from his shoulders and his neck. When he smiled, she could not look away from his eyes.


  “You see him often?” Kira asked.


  Galen shrugged. “Hyp is a worrier. It’s been worse since my father left. I haven’t figured out what my father gives him to help him relax, but nothing I’ve given has helped so far.”


  Kira looked back to the door. “Then what did you try today?”


  “Just barberry and chamoline.” He shook his head and wiped a hand across his brow. A streak of dark ink smeared as he did. “The chamoline is soothing. Might help his nerves. The barberry may help calm his stomach.”


  Kira suppressed a smile. This wasn’t the same Galen she’d known when she was younger. That Galen had been full of chaotic energy, determined to leave Amon and explore the bigger world. The Galen standing before her carried himself confidently, seemingly content to follow in his father’s footsteps.


  Another cough threatened to come over her, and she covered her mouth and took a few shallow breaths. That was the only thing that seemed to work when the fits threatened her. Galen’s eyes narrowed as he studied her and then he put an arm around her shoulders and steered her toward the small table near the back of the room.


  “Sit,” he said. “Let me see if I can find you something.”


  “You aren’t afraid that you’ll catch this?”


  He looked at her with a strange expression before shaking his head. “I knew as soon as I saw you that you weren’t contagious. I just wish I knew how to treat the wasting illness that’s taken you.”


  Galen left her and wandered down a few of the rows of shelves. Kira looked around as he did. The hard table had a clean white sheet covering it. A few heavy tan ceramic mortars, the kind she had seen used by every Guild member her father had brought her to see, rested nearby, each darkly stained but otherwise clean. Behind the table were a few sturdy pots. As far as she could tell, all were empty. A stack of papers rested on the desk nearby, the topmost with only a few lines written on it. In a neat scrawl, she saw what Galen had written about Hyp.


   Abdominal pain. Nausea. No physical findings. Suspect hysteria. Given barberry, chamoline, and feverleaf. 


  Galen returned and pulled one of the smaller mortars off the shelf. Kira did not see what he poured in before he began pounding at it with the heavy pestle. He caught her looking at the page and smiled sheepishly.


  “My father prefers to document all the symptoms and treatments. Thinks he can catalogue them sometime, make a reference that anyone can follow.”


  “So they won’t need the Guild?” she asked.


  “The Guild will always be needed for certain things.”


  Kira frowned, surprised that Galen would admit to the usefulness of the Guild.


  He shrugged. “Can’t operate on yourself. And sometimes there are unique cases that don’t have a clear answer. But often enough there is much that simple herbs can heal. I think that is his goal.”


  “I thought you were nearly out of paper?” She clutched the roll of parchment under her arm.


  Galen nodded. “That was the last sheet. Shame I had to use it on Hyp, but he was right—my father would be disappointed if I didn’t document what I saw.”


  He moved behind a tall shelf and reappeared with a pitcher and cup. “Just a small spoonful,” he said, scooping out a small amount of greenish powder from the mortar. Galen poured water over the top of the powder and handed the cup to her. “It won’t taste great, but should help ease the coughing.”


  Kira brought the cup up to her nose and inhaled. “What’s in it?” She caught a hint of mint and cinnamon, but something bitter as well that seemed to burn her nostrils.


  “Codain leaves mostly. The pulp from the leaves helps suppress the cough. Everlind takes care of what codain does not. Everything else in it just makes the taste more palatable.”


  She took a sip. The lukewarm liquid tasted as bitter as it smelled, and there did not seem to be any of the cinnamon flavor the scent promised. She almost spit it out.


  When she managed to get it down, another fit of coughing worked through her. “I thought you said it would suppress the cough?” she said when it had finished.


  “Give it time.” He pulled a metal canister out from under the counter and scooped the rest of the powder into it before handing it over to her. “Take this. If it works, use it. You can always have another healer mix more for you; just remember to tell them to use codain and everlind. They can flavor it however they please.”


  Kira took the canister. Already she felt the urgency of the cough easing, like a knot in her chest loosening. For a moment, she wondered if Galen were wrong. Maybe his concoction could heal her. Or maybe if given enough time, he could come up with something the Guild had missed.


  Then the moment passed. Even if the medicine took away the cough, nothing else had changed. She was still dying. For some reason, losing the money—and the hope of healing in Annendel—made that easier for her to accept.


  The canister wasn’t anything fancy, but after spending as much time traveling with her father as she had, she knew the price of metal. “I don’t have anything to pay you for this.”


  Galen waved his hand toward a small jar at the end of the table. A handful of coins—mostly coppers—rested inside. “That’s not how my father runs his shop, Kira. Just pay what you can. It all works out.”


  She swallowed and closed her eyes. “That’s just the problem, Galen. I don’t have anything to pay you.”


  “I thought you were going to Annendel?”


  She shook her head slightly and took a deep breath. “We were. The money was stolen.”


  Galen blinked slowly. “When I first saw you. You nearly fainted.”


  She nodded. “After every place we’ve visited. Bels. Chefe. Even all the way to Voldin. To have it all stolen here in Amon seems a cruel irony.”


  Galen put his arm around her shoulder. She tensed at first, but there was a comfort to the way he held her that she never felt from her father. Tears streamed from her eyes for a long while before drying. Kira took a deep breath and sat up, pushing away from Galen.


  “Is there any way . . .”


  She shook her head. “Not that much silver. Not with the time left.”


  Galen studied her again. The way his eyes danced from her head to her neck to her arms left her feeling almost as if he touched her. Then he nodded.


  “If only my father were here,” Galen said. “Maybe he would know of something different you could try. I’m sorry, Kira.”


  She sighed, shaking her head again. “No, Galen. I’m sorry. You’re just offering help.” She pulled the roll of parchment out from under her arm and held it out only to realize that she’d grabbed the wrong roll.


  “What is it, Kira?”


  “I meant to bring some paper to you. I thought I could use that as payment.”


  “That would be perfect.”


  “But it’s not,” she said. “I brought the wrong one. There’s a small roll of paper that my father has said is practically useless. I figured you could use it. But this isn’t that roll.”


  “What is it?”


  “This parchment is something strange my father found somewhere on the plains. The mystics there claimed it has special properties. Father thought to sell it to the Guild. They always appreciate items like that.”


  Galen unrolled the parchment and ran his hand across the surface before pulling one sheet away, fingering the edge as he did. “Where did you say he found this?”


  Kira didn’t remember exactly. Much of the journey blurred in her mind, a combination of the various medicines the healers they encountered along the way wanted her to try and the strain of traveling every day. “Voldin, I think.”


  “Much nicer than Voldish parchment,” Galen said. “There’s an unusual marbling to it.” He looked up at her. “Why can’t you still sell it to the Guild? Maybe you can trade it for the study.”


  “It’s not worth enough. Not like it is.”


  Galen frowned. “My father would love it. This is just the kind of parchment he would use to begin his record of ailments.”


  “Record of ailments?”


  Galen laughed. “Book of maladies?” he suggested.


  Kira laughed. It felt good to laugh. That she could do it without coughing surprised her.


  “What’s wrong with it?” Galen asked.


  In answer, Kira reached across him, grabbing the quill and bottle of ink resting near the stack of paper. She dipped the pen into the ink and drew a long line across the parchment.


  “Kira!” Galen reached toward the pen.


  She only nodded toward the parchment. The dark line gradually faded, as if absorbed by the page. “There is no way to write on it,” she said. “Father figured we could discover some method during our travels and make the parchment more valuable to the Guild, but we haven’t been able to find anything that would work.”


  “Would it be worth enough if you could?” Galen asked. He leaned over the page, staring after the ink for a moment. Then he took the pen and started writing. The words quickly faded.


  “Father thinks it might.”


  Galen looked up. His eyes seemed bright. “Enough for the study?”


  Kira didn’t know. Could a roll of parchment—even this strange special parchment—really be worth that much? Her father had always intended the parchment to make up any difference that remained when they finally reached Annendel. She didn’t think he expected it to fetch enough to fund the study completely.


  “I don’t know. Maybe?”


  She felt a surge of hope rising in her chest and knew that she needed to tamp it down. Even were she to reach Annendel, she reminded herself, there was little chance the Guild could find an answer in time to help her. Nothing could change the fact that she was dying.


  * * *


  Galen leaned over the page of parchment. Ink practically covered his face, staining his cheeks, with a small dot on the end of his nose. His bright blue eyes still held the same excitement as when they had first started searching for an ink that might work; so far, all the different inks that they had tried had absorbed into the paper just as quickly as the first one. Kira felt herself growing increasingly disappointed.


  “We can stop,” she said, leaning back in her chair. She felt exhausted, though they had only been at it a while. How much longer before her father began to worry? She had told him that she wanted to visit some of her old friends, but the only person she had seen from her days in Amon was Galen.


  “The colorant is all wrong.”


  Kira looked up and saw an older woman, gray hair pulled into a swooping bun atop her head, her dress of a simple cut but heavily embroidered.


  “Ms. Rubbles,” Galen said, lurching to his feet.


  She waved her hand and glanced at the sheet of parchment. “Stock that thick needs the right colorant, otherwise you will barely be able to see it on the page.”


  Galen shot Kira a look before smiling at Ms. Rubbles. “Of course, you’re right, Ms. Rubbles. We’ll try that.” He made his way around the table and stood facing her. “Can I help you with anything?” he asked.


  Kira hadn’t seen Ms. Rubbles since she had lived in Amon. After all those years, she looked older but no less distinguished. Being one of the few female shop owners in the village likely made the difference; Kira remembered her as tough but fair. She looked sickly, with a slight sheen to her face as she leaned on a lacquered cane.


  “Is Aelus available, Galen?” Ms. Rubbles asked.


  Galen shook his head. “I’m sorry, Ms. Rubbles. He’s gathering supplies.” He swept an arm toward the shelves. Kira didn’t think they looked bare, but Galen obviously did.


  Something changed in Ms. Rubbles’s posture as she learned that Galen’s father was not available. She closed her eyes and let out a soft breath. “I see.”


  “Can I help with anything?” Galen asked.


  She gave him a placating smile. “I don’t think so, Galen. I’m sure that your father has taught you well, but I need a fully trained healer.”


  “Of course, Ms. Rubbles. I’ll tell my father that you stopped in.” She tilted her head forward. “But if I might offer a suggestion?” he asked as she started to turn. She paused and waited. Galen moved past her and grabbed a few items from the shelves before returning to her. “Steep these as you would tea. It should help until my father returns.”


  Ms. Rubbles glanced down at what Galen had placed in her hands. She frowned for a moment before nodding. Then she turned and limped out of the shop, leaving with a soft jingle of the bell.


  Before saying anything else, Galen grabbed the topmost sheet on the stack and pulled it toward him. In his neat script, he made a quick note.  Arthritic knees. Faint sweat. Eyes slightly pronounced. Visible mass on neck. Likely glandular problem. Given methimanine seeds, buglebalm leaves, and motherwort. 


  He slipped the page back atop the pile and gave Kira a wry smile. “Maybe she’s right.”


  “About needing a better healer?” Kira asked, surprised. “From what I have seen, you’re as skilled as any healer I’ve met outside of Annendel.”


  “Thanks, but that’s not what I meant. I think she’s right about the colorant. We’ve been using different inks, but none has worked. Maybe we need a darker colorant. Treat the ink like I would any other medicine I compound.”


  Kira bit her lip as she turned back to the page. They had tried the different inks that Galen had available but had not really tried mixing their own. “What do you suggest?” she asked.


  “Taris berry?”


  Without waiting for Kira to say anything more, he slipped out and around the table and hurried to one of the shelves and back holding a small cluster of cherry-red berries. Setting them in his mortar, he ground them quickly with the pestle and then spooned it into the ink, stirring it with a practiced motion. Kira could tell that the ink lightened as he did, taking on some of the color of the berry.


  “I thought you said we should go darker?” she asked. “That seems to be lightening it.”


  “Maybe lighter here, but I think the color will be bolder on the page.” He pulled the sheet of parchment close to him and dipped the pen into the ink. Then, slowly, he ran the pen across the page.


  Both watched the line as Galen pulled the quill off the page. For a moment, it seemed as if the bright red line would remain on the page, but then it began to fade, slowly absorbed back into the page no differently than any of the other inks they tried.


  “Anything else that you can think of?” she asked. “Maybe darker, not just bolder?”


  Galen furrowed his brow while thinking. “Maybe parsap?”


  Again he hurried over to the shelves and again returned, this time carrying what looked to be a small twig. He broke the twig over one of his other mortars. A small droplet of a thick, oily sap dripped out into the bowl. Galen took a few drops of fresh ink and added them to the mortar, mixing it together.


  “It’s usually used as a sealant. Helps bind wounds,” he explained, then shrugged. “With as thick as it is, maybe it will work.”


  With a tight expression, he cleaned the tip of the pen and dipped it into the ink before making a long mark on the page. This ink seemed a little different, almost congealing atop the page and giving Kira hope that it might work, but then it slowly started to fade, sinking below the surface of the parchment.


  Galen lifted the sheet and looked underneath the page, frowning. “Interesting how that works.” He ran his hand across the top of the parchment carefully, expecting the faded ink to stain his hand. His frown deepened and he held his hand up to his face.


  Kira sat back, feeling defeated. Nothing they had tried seemed to work. And if nothing worked, then any hope she had at getting enough coin to pay the healers for the study was gone. She hated the lump that formed in the back of her throat and tried to swallow it back.


  “Kira, there are many other things we can try. Caldric ash? Torch thorn?” Galen’s eyes narrowed as he thought. “Pollyton seeds? They stain everything.”


  She shook her head and smiled at him sadly as she blinked back the tears threatening to well up in her eyes. “We can stop, Galen. It never would have worked anyway,” she said softly. “I know that I’m too far along. There isn’t the time for a study to help, even if I hadn’t lost the money.”


  Saying it aloud felt freeing in a way. Finally admitting what she had grown to know over the past few months took away tension that she hadn’t known was there. She might not be ready to die, but there was nothing she could do to change it. Nothing anyone could do.


  Galen slipped an arm around her shoulder and held her against him again. She didn’t tense that time. “You didn’t lose anything.”


  She turned to see him looking at her with more affection than she deserved. “I should go, Galen,” she said. “My father will be worried about me. Keep the parchment as a gift for trying to help me.” She patted her pocket where she had the small canister of medicine he’d given her and started to turn away from him before he could see her cry.


  As she turned, her hand caught painfully on something sharp resting on the parchment. The tip of the pen, probably, she thought, bringing her hand to her mouth with a soft cry. She tasted the parsap ink before realizing what she was doing and pulled her hand away from her mouth.


  “Let me see that,” Galen said.


  Kira tried to stand but found that her legs were weak. “I’m fine,” she said.


  She didn’t want him to learn that the bleeding would not easily stop. That had been happening for the past few weeks. Like everything else, it was getting worse. And Galen had already been more than helpful to her. The cough medicine really seemed to work; she hadn’t felt a fit come on since she first took it. And he had willingly worked with her as she tried to find a solution to the parchment, probably knowing that even if they found an answer, there was nothing the Guild of Annendel would be able to do to help save her anyway. Best to simply return to Duras. Be together as a family before the sickness took her completely. Considering what had happened with her sister years earlier, even her father could agree to that.


  The bell over the shop door jingled. Kira stood then, willing her legs to hold her up so that she could make her way out of the shop. She did not trust herself to look back at Galen, though she knew she owed it to him for all that he had done.


  “Aelus?” a deep voice demanded.


  Kira turned, recognizing it as her father’s voice.


  “He’s not here,” Galen said, coming around the table.


  Kira wished for a moment that he would put his arm around her one more time, longing for one last touch. When Galen had comforted her, there had been none of the concern others seemed to have of catching her illness, none of the fear that even her father had, the way he always kept her just far enough away. Only those times when she nearly fell did her father touch her.


  Her father appeared between the shelves. Galen stopped and glanced back at Kira. He saw something on her face—the anxiety of admitting what had happened with the money, or her acceptance of her fate.


  “Master Benril,” he said, turning back to face her father. “Thank you for allowing Kira to visit with me while you stopped in Amon. It has been wonderful catching up with her after all these years.”


  Her father looked over at Kira. “You did not tell me you were coming here.”


  Kira took a deep breath, smiling as she turned, hoping that it didn’t look as pained as it felt. “I said that I wanted to visit friends.”


  His broad face seemed to darken. “What did you tell him?”


  For whatever reason, there had always been friction between her father and Galen’s. She’d never understood.


  Galen answered for her. “Only that you were stopping briefly through Amon.” His smile appeared much more convincing than hers. “We talked about your recent travels, and I asked if she happened to see my father while to the west.”


  Her father turned to Galen. His frown deepened. “We have most certainly not seen Aelus. And she will not.” He looked at Kira. “Come, it’s time that we be going.”


  Galen tilted his head. “Of course, Master Benril.” He turned to Kira. “It really was wonderful to see you again.” He took her hand. His fingers felt soft and warm. One worked briefly over where she had cut herself, smoothing the skin and briefly probing the wound. Satisfied, he squeezed again and released. “May we see each other again soon,” Galen said to her.


  Kira swallowed and nodded sadly. Both of them knew that wouldn’t happen.


  * * *


  Outside the Aelus’s shop, she glanced back. Dusty windows blocked her view so she couldn’t tell if Galen watched as they made their way back to the wagon. The streets were muddy and she took care to stay on the uneven cobbles as she followed her father, but she slipped and had to turn away before she could see if Galen watched. Her father walked a step in front of her and did not look back.


  Kira dreaded telling him about the lost money. She wondered if he already knew. Could that be the reason he’d come for her? She doubted that he did or he would be angrier.


  “Did you think that Aelus could help?” her father asked, pulling her attention back to him. He finally looked at her briefly, and she read annoyance on his face and heard the derision in his voice as he said Aelus’s name. “We’re going to Annendel. Home of the greatest healers in the known world. There is little a village apothecary can do compared to some of the healers you have seen.”


  Kira didn’t want to argue, but knew that many of the healers they had visited during the journey west paled in comparison to the skill she had seen from Galen. She glanced at her hand and shook her head. He had even recognized that she was bleeding and used the parsap to seal the wound. It still throbbed, but no longer bled as it had, and certainly not as long as it usually would.


  They weaved through the streets and reached the wagon. The back was latched and the tarp pulled tight over the top. Everything was ready for their departure. Kira would have to tell him that the box had been stolen. They couldn’t go to Annendel. She was not sure she really would want to even if they still had the necessary coins.


  “Father . . .” She started to explain, but felt an irritant in the back of her throat as another coughing fit threatened her. It would be the first one since she had taken Galen’s concoction.


  He watched her with a concerned look on his face as he always did when the fits came on. She knew he felt helpless and hated waiting for the fit to pass, but there really was nothing else that could be done.


  “Water?” she asked between coughs.


  He frowned but nodded, reaching into the front of the wagon and pulling out a flask. He handed it to her.


  Kira wanted to turn so that he wouldn’t see what she did next, but her father stood watching her closely. As carefully as she could, she slipped her hand into her pocket, pulled out the small canister that Galen had given her, and quickly took a pinch of the concoction to put into the water.


  Her father grabbed her wrist before she could mix the medicine into the water. “What is that?” he demanded.


  The coughing fit hadn’t completely eased. She took shallow breaths as she tried to work through it. When he didn’t let go of her arm, she pulled back and mixed the medicine into the water, drinking it quickly before he could say anything more. It tasted no better the second time she tried it.


  “He gave that to you?” he asked.


  The spell finally eased and she nodded. “Just a suppressant,” she answered. “But it works. I haven’t coughed for hours.”


  Her father frowned suspiciously. “Are you certain that all he gave you was a cough suppressant? I’ve seen how his father works. Thinks he knows more than the Guild, he does!” He lowered his hand, suddenly aware that he had still been holding it up. Something in his face changed, softening. “Kira—I just want you to get well. That is all I’ve ever wanted.” He let out a long sour breath. “Once we reach Annendel, we can finally start getting you the help you need. The study will find—”


  “Nothing, Father. The study will find nothing.” She took another drink from the flask and shook her head. “Why should the healers in Annendel succeed when the others have not? Can’t you see that nothing has made a difference? The only thing that has helped has been this!” She held the flask containing the cough suppressant out in front of her and shook it at him. “And you can’t get past your anger at Aelus to let me have this one reprieve!”


  “It is because of Aelus that we lost your sister.” His voice dropped to nearly a whisper.


  Kira blinked and swallowed back what she nearly said next. “You can’t believe that. There was nothing anyone could have done for Lisa, not after that injury. Even the Guild couldn’t have saved her.”


  His eyes grew wide and he shook his head angrily. “But because of him, we’ll never know. He told your mother that she would be all right. Offered her kind words, letting her think that Lisa would pull through. Had we only known . . .”


  “What? You would have subjected her to the same journey that I’ve had to take? Trudge her across the countryside until you found someone else to take a crack at making her better?” Kira coughed once and wiped her hand across her mouth. “She wouldn’t have survived the journey. No more than I will,” she said, turning away from her father.


  “I just want you to get well,” her father said.


  Kira tried to suppress the tears that came to her eyes when she answered. “I know that you do.”


  Then he touched her shoulder and squeezed, at least trying to show affection. Kira couldn’t help but contrast it to the gentle way that Galen held her. They stood in place for a few moments. Kira let the tears fall while her father made every attempt to look away.


  “I can’t lose you too, Kira,” he said. “Losing Lisa has been the hardest thing your mother has ever gone through. Don’t give up on the Guild. There’s still the chance that you might be healed.”


  Kira looked down at the wagon, wishing that she didn’t have to tell her father about the missing trunk. Losing the hope of her healing would break his heart almost as much as losing her.


  But she had to tell him. Better that they have some time left together as a family.


  “Father . . . I am not sure that we can.”


  “What do you mean?”


  She took a deep breath to answer.


  As she did, Galen came running through town toward them, splashing through the muddy street. He called out her name as he ran.


  Kira turned, wondering if he came to tell her good-bye once more, but his face looked too serious for that. He held out one of the sheets of parchment as he ran.


  “Kira. Master Benril,” he said as he approached, nodding politely to them both.


  Her father looked at the sheet of parchment, his eyes growing from surprised to angry in the span of a few heartbeats. “You gave him that parchment?”


  “A trade for the medicine,” Kira said weakly.


  “Don’t you know what that is worth?” he asked.


  “It is not worth anything, Father!” She tried to shout, but her voice did not cooperate. “Not without the secret of how to write on it. I thought Galen could help me discover it. That we could then sell it to have enough money to pay the Guild.”


  “But we almost have enough for the Guild, Kira.”


  She closed her eyes. “No. We don’t, Father.” She sobbed. “A thief . . . I was sick, coughing on the wagon . . . You were at Rubbles’s . . .” Kira knew she was babbling but couldn’t stop herself.


  “The money is gone?” he asked.


  Kira opened her eyes, forcing herself to look at her father. His face had gone white. All the anger that she had sensed from him had disappeared, replaced by an expression that he tried so hard to hide from her—grief.


  “I’m sorry, Father. I should have locked the wagon. Should have protected the trunk. Now the Guild won’t help.”


  Standing there, she knew the moment that his heart broke. It was overwhelming to her when it happened. The flat expression disappeared, turned into a look of devastation. “But we were so close. The Guild had agreed to take you into the study. We just had to make it to Annendel. Now . . .”


  She saw on his face that he had already lost her. Like Lisa. “Maybe this is better,” Kira said. It was her turn to try to comfort him. “We can return to Duras. To mother and Nathan. Be a family for the time that remains.”


  “That means that you will . . .” He couldn’t even finish the words.


  “I don’t think that anything was ever going to change that.”


  “That was the whole purpose of this journey. That we would reach Annendel with the silvers needed for the study. That you could get the healing you need.”


  “Maybe this is best. Now we can just be a family. I don’t know how much time I have left, but I would rather be with you and mother, not sitting in a cold room in Annendel while the Guild picks me over.”


  Her father stared at her and then nodded bitterly. He looked at Galen and waved a thick hand at him. “Keep it. Just like what Aelus did for her, the parchment is useless. Tell your father it’s payment for what happened with Lisa.”


  “But that’s what I came to tell you,” Galen said. “We found the solution. Or really, Kira found the solution.”


  “What? How?” she asked.


  Galen held up the page. Copied on it in his tight scrawl were the symptoms he had recorded for Hyp and Ms. Rubbles in richly colored ink. A large smear of ink ran across the middle of the page, darker than the rest. Kira saw another line and realized that Galen had recorded her symptoms there along with the others.


  “When you cut yourself. The blood stained the page.” Galen laughed a soft rich laugh. “Unlike the other inks, it stayed.” He pointed to the long smear across the page. “I diluted some of my blood in plain ink and it still worked. The colorant we needed is just blood!”


  He looked up the street and Kira looked after him. She thought she saw Hyp, standing with a disheveled appearance, his shirt untucked and his pants wrinkled. Something about him seemed different from the last time she’d seen him. He smiled and waved at Galen, pointing to his stomach. Galen seemed not to notice.


  Kira thought she saw Ms. Rubbles hurry down the street as well, then decided she must be mistaken. When she had last seen her, Ms. Rubbles had needed a cane and had a soft sheen of sweat across her face. The woman Kira saw looked different, more relaxed and younger than Ms. Rubbles.


  Her father took the page from Galen and held it up to the gray light, frowning as he read it. “If this works, then the Guild might pay dearly for the secret. I wouldn’t be surprised if we can trade the remaining parchment for . . .” He looked over at Kira. “But you don’t want to go to Annendel, do you?”


  She coughed, feeling a bubble of blood come up with it. “It won’t change anything. And I’m . . . I’m just so tired.” She was relieved to finally admit it, but she hated the look on his face. “I’m sorry, Father,” she whispered. She knew that the healing she could find in Annendel was not the healing she needed. What she needed—what her family needed—was nothing more than time together. No healer could help her with that. All that she wanted was to return to Duras, to be a family, for whatever time remained.


  Kira grabbed her father’s hand. He did not pull away as he so often did. She smiled up at him and, after a moment, he smiled sadly back at her, finally seeming to understand what she needed.


  Her father handed the page back to Galen and then nodded. He stepped over to her and slipped his arm around her shoulders, holding her up. He let out a pent-up breath, deflated and defeated. His voice came out as a whisper as he said, “Then let’s go home.”
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  JUNE 2016 - ORDER ON AMAZON


  



  This month, we feature an exclusive interview with Brandon Sanderson on his latest journey to the United Arab Emirates. We also include short stories from Wall Street Journal bestselling author Jeff Wheeler* ("The Beesinger's Daughter"), Amazon bestselling Carrie Anne Noble ("The Perfect Specimen"), and Cecilia Dart-Thornton who came out of hiding to let us publish her latest ("The Churchyard Yarrow"). We also feature stories this month by Steve Yeager ("Rain Dance") and Brendon Taylor ("The Apothecant"). You'll also get two articles, one written by NYT bestselling author Anthony Ryan and the other by David Pomerico, Harper Voyager US's Executive Editor. Still not convinced to give it a try? We'll also be publishing an extended sample of Wall Street Journal bestselling author Charlie N Holmberg's** latest novel ("Magic Bitter, Magic Sweet"). 


  



  * Wall Street Journal, June 2016


  ** Wall Street Journal, June 2015
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  AUGUST 2016 - ORDER ON AMAZON


  



  This month, we feature an exclusive interview with Rysa Walker on her first graphic novel based on her bestselling series time-travel series, The Chronos Files. We also share some sage advice on worldbuilding from USA Today bestselling author Shannon Mayer and share the writing journey of one of our authors from last month, Steve Yeager, who didn't start writing until after age 40. We also include short stories from fantasy legend Eldon Thompson ("Thorns"), John D Brown ("From the Clay of his Heart"), and a sci-fi story from Eleanor Wood ("Her Glimmering Facade"). We also feature stories this month by Stephen S Power ("Catskill Dragon"), Charity Tahmaseb's fairy tale twist ("Gretel and Hansel"), and Beth Powers ("Claimed By The Sea"). And along with an interview of our amazing cover artist, we'll also be publishing an extended sample of Josi Russell's excellent sci-fi novel ("Caretaker"). Once you've read it, you'll want to purchase the rest on Amazon. 


  


Order Full Issues


  October 2016
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  OCTOBER 2016 - ORDER ON AMAZON


  



  In this issue you'll find "Salt & Water," a short story written by Charlie N Holmberg, author of the Amazon-bestselling Paper Magician Series. If you like mermaid lore, this story is for you! We also feature T.E. Bradford's debut story "The Dragon Between Worlds" (hint: we loved it!), Christopher Baxter's history-bending story "The Wizard's Granddaughter," and a steampunk story we all went crazy for called "Juliet Silver and the Realm of Impossibility." We also feature some science fiction pieces this month from Brock Poulsen, "The Drawer" and Amy Power Jansen's "On the Other Side."


  We also include the first chapters of a novel from Hollywood director-turned-writer Kieth Merrill from his debut epic fantasy novel "The Immortal Crown" published by Shadow Mountain. There is also a wonderful article by professional dev editor Angela Polidoro (she's the brilliant editor who helps get Jeff's and Charlie's novels up to snuff), and an interview with literary agent Marlene Stringer. You'll want to pay attention to both of their advice. Finally, we include a writing craft article by author Eldon Thompson and an interview with cover artist Tais Teng from the Netherlands. 
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  December 2016
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  DECEMBER 2016 - ORDER ON AMAZON


  



  In this issue you'll find bestselling author Michael J Sullivan! If you're not familiar with his amazing Riyria novels and the witty Royce and Hadrian, then give "Professional Integrity" a try and learn why everyone loves these characters. We also feature Adele Gardner's fabulous fantasy "Lake Heart," Melion Traverse's ode to epic fantasy "To the Last," and some science fiction pieces we were blown away by, Walter Dinjos' "A Hundred Lifetimes" and Arinn Dembo's "Imperial Ghosts." 


  We also include the first chapters of Jeff Wheeler's latest novel "The Maid's War" which will be published in January 2017. It's a prequel to his Wall Street Journal bestselling Kingfountain series. We also took to time to speak to a guy who has interviewed just about every famous fantasy author on the planet in his weekly podcast--Hank Garner--who will share with you some lessons he's learned after doing so many interviews. And if you like Jeff's audiobooks, meet the voice behind his many amazing characters, the award winning Kate Rudd, who we interview in this issue about narrating books. And if you've ever wanted a fantasy tattoo, you might have heard of our cover artist this month, the charming Anne Stokes from the UK. Last but not least, author Erin Summerill will teach you in her writing craft article the tools of the trade for "Real Life Romance in Fantasy Novels." 


  


Order Full Issues


  February 2017
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  FEBRUARY 2017 - ORDER ON AMAZON


  



  In this issue you'll find an exclusive interview with NYT bestselling author Brandon Mull about his new Fablehaven series as well as writing craft articles from WSJ bestseller (and founder) Jeff Wheeler and the newly minted NYT #1 Bestseller Kathryn Purdie. We also features some wonderful stories in this issue. Caitlyn McFarland's "Lady of War" is one that will make you hope she turns it into a novel. We also have Ronald Ferguson's "Wizards and Wizdom," a very clever tale about a wizard in training. There is also Gwendolyn's Clare, whose debut novel comes out soon, with her short story "Waracabra Tigers" to whet your fantasy tastes. For sci-fi, we have a delightfully creative tale called "Pirate Readers" about a future where reading real books is actually banned. And finally, Allen Shoff's space travel story "The Tariff" about a clever ship captain seeking to thwart a blockade. 


  This month we also feature two book excerpts (instead of one) that we think you'll love to purchase. Erin Summerill's "Ever the Hunted" and a sneak peek at Bethany Wiggins' new work, "The Dragon's Price."


  


Order Full Issues


  April 2017
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  APRIL 2017 - ORDER ON AMAZON


  



  In this issue you'll find an exclusive story for Deep Magic by bestselling author DK Holmberg called "The Price of Healing" - it is set in a new world that he'll be introducing in an upcoming novel. We also showcase a great sci-fi story that we loved called "Between Earth and Exile" by Laurie Tom. Clint Johnson also brings us "The Dealer, the Hag, and the Boy Who Dreamed" and "Not That Kind of Wizard" by day-time attorney Eugene Morgulis. Finally, an enchanting story of love, loss, and dragons in "Autumn at the Dragons Cave" by Kathryn Yelinek. 


  We've also rounded up a great interview with Shawn Speakman and the multiple hats he wears in the genre. We interview the amazing artist Andree Wallin. Love that sci-fi cover! He did concept art for the latest "Star Wars" movies. And bestselling author Nick Webb gives us the technical know-how on interstellar travel with his article "Fictional Space Propulsion." 


  This month we also feature two book excerpts that we think you'll love to purchase. Jeff Wheeler's new Kingfountain book "The Hollow Crown" and a sneak peek at Emily King's debut novel, "The Hundredth Queen" - both are sneak peeks and will be published in June 2017.
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