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      Chapter One

      Vas traced the long scar with the tip of her finger. It ran along Deven’s ribs, crossing his olive skin almost from front to back. It was far more faded than it had been, and was one of the few still visible.

      “That actually tickles,” Deven said. He rolled over and wrapped her fingers in his. “Why are you still awake?” His green eyes were half closed, his thick black hair mussed from more than an attempt at sleep.

      “They’re fading, all of them. Soon they’ll be gone.” Vas pushed herself up on one elbow. “And we’ll still be trapped here.”

      Deven pulled her closer. “That was as close to melancholy as I’ve heard from you without your being drunk.” He peered into her eyes. “You’re not still drunk, are you?”

      “No. Probably, no.” She swatted his arm and rolled off the cot they shared. She had hit the bottle fairly hard before coming out here to the Warrior Wench to work on the ship. Deven had followed her and she found more to vent her frustration out on than a broken ship.

      That had been almost fifteen hours ago. As if just reminded they should be sore, all of her muscles suddenly hurt. She wasn’t still drunk but this place was getting to her.

      The Warrior Wench was mostly in shambles, as much from the final attempt at landing a crashing ship as being torn apart in the gate. Miraculously, no one had been killed in the landing, many injured; including the ship itself, but no one died.

      That was the only good thing that had happened since they crashed through the gate, leaking fuel almost six months ago. Or five months and twenty days if one was keeping count. Which she was.

      “We will get out of here,” Deven’s voice was less sure than it had been just days ago. And the slight pause before he spoke said far more than his words.

      Vas heard the cot move as he got up to join her. They were in the medical lab. Chunks of the ship were still open to space, but a few internal areas had been spared. Leaving the rest of it open to the elements saved energy as they made repairs.

      The med labs were more secure than any place on the ship and had survived with their full self-contained power. Even though Vas had been out surveying the area around them not a day before, she called up the screen to the outside as she did every morning. It helped focus her on getting out of here.

      A ruin-filled landscape, devoid of life, spread out before her. The structures were far older than anyone had ever seen—and even Deven had no knowledge of the people who left them. The system they’d been flung into was so far off any charts, not even Gosta knew where they were.

      The largest surprise, once the horror of being marooned in a strange galaxy had faded a bit, was that some of the buildings were still airtight. From what Mac and his team of explorers had seen so far, the air of this planet had gone bad long before the beings who lived here had vanished—or died.

      That meant securing the surrounding structures for living spaces had been possible. Food still had to be created here on the Warrior Wench, finding only poisonous plants meant nothing to eat, and the air was deadly. They’d managed to survive…but they wouldn’t be able to for much longer.

      Deven reached around Vas and shut off the screen. “Are you trying to undo all of the good I just did?” He kissed the side of her neck, but Vas knew he was doing it to distract her. The situation they were in was a romantic mood killer for anyone.

      “I just don’t know how we can get off this rock.” She pushed away from him. “This ship might fly again, at some point. But even if we get her back up—where do we go? The gate is still sending off unstable readings and while your people might wander space aimlessly, mine don’t.”

      He reached over and put on his pants. A good idea, but it still left his naked chest to distract her. “I didn’t think you had people,” he said without malice.

      That had been an ongoing discussion—Deven pointing out that her crew; those here and elsewhere—were her family, her people. She kept reminding him she didn’t have family and the one she did had tried to kill her. Before they unceremoniously blew up along with her home planet twenty years ago.

      “Fine. I have people.” She gathered her own clothes and put them on. “And my people aren’t going to be roaming around some unknown galaxy in a wounded ship. Are we going to hope we can get to a system with inhabited planets and what, beg for a way home?”

      An explosive rumble knocked her to her knees before Deven could respond.

      Vas scrambled up and grabbed her blaster. Then she hit her comm. “Mac? Gosta? What the hell was that?”

      “Not sure, Captain,” Gosta’s voice responded, but she heard Mac in the background. “It came from the buildings past the perimeter.”

      The screen in the med room didn’t have the far range that the ones on the command deck had—at least not until more repairs were made. Vas grabbed her breather and tossed one to Deven. The air within the other parts of the ship wasn’t as dangerous as the outdoors, but still shouldn’t be inhaled without the small breather masks. Pretty much that meant every place except the med lab, the kitchens, the command deck, and a partitioned-off part of engineering.

      She ran to the sealed door. It had taken two months to fix the damage enough for anyone to be up in the command deck without suits, but that hadn’t slowed Gosta down. Mac was there most days as well. Even though there was nothing for the crack pilot to do on the deck of a dead ship, he worked on trying to scan for any other ships. There was still a chance that Ragkor and the crew on the Victorious Dead had survived being thrown out of the damaged gate as well and Mac might be able to find them.

      The way to the command deck was far longer than before and involved climbing through access tubes. Gosta had told her the lifts worked, but Vas wasn’t about to waste the energy they’d burn to use them. The emergency tunnels extended and sealed off the access tubes but she and Deven kept their breathers on.

      They’d set up seals for each of the functioning areas. Once Deven and Vas came out of the access tube, she resealed the tube behind them, waited ten seconds, then unsealed the one leading to the command deck.

      There was no way anyone could have thought this was the command deck of a functioning ship. Anything that hadn’t been originally shattered on impact had been ripped apart by the repairs. One of the things that had survived intact, just no longer connected to any weapons or commands, was her pristine command chair. Vas hadn’t sat in it since they’d crashed. She told herself the only way she’d go back in that chair was when they were lifting off this forsaken rock for good.

      The larger screens were still down, but Gosta had both of the nav screens up. Unfortunately, while she could now see a growing plume of smoke, she couldn’t make out what or where it was. “What’s our intel on that quadrant?” When they’d first crashed, she’d made sure that scouting teams went far and wide looking for any sign of life. Deven and Mac had led the longest scouting trip—a week out and a week back going a different direction. They brought home the devastation of this world—there was no sign that anything sentient had been here for hundreds of years.

      “Not much,” Gosta said. “There were heavily-damaged ruins there, sunken in low. Not airtight.” He paused as he read off the list. He looked up with a grimace. “It appears they could have been the remains of an abandoned mine.”

      Vas swore. Mines were never good and abandoned unknown ones could be catastrophic if they hadn’t been closed off properly. They had no idea who had been on this world. Aside from it having been sparsely populated, dead, and abandoned a long time ago—they really knew nothing.

      “We should have spent energy on scanning those areas better.” She wasn’t reproaching anyone but herself. They’d scouted the areas, yes. But she’d had to limit what they used. There was still a lot of power left in the Warrior Wench, but if they drained her too low, they would lose all chance of getting off this rock. Being stuck here was causing her to miss things.

      “Should we send a team out?” Gosta asked, but Mac was already moving for the door.

      “We don’t have a choice,” Vas said. The plume of greasy looking smoke was growing. “Deven, take Mac and Bathie, I’ll meet you on the way out. I have some things to check before we go.” She saw Mac slow down. The man’s face was such an open book it was amazing he had survived this long. He was happy to be going, bummed about her and Deven leading. Not to mention him and Bathie were off again. But Vas wanted her out there as well. Bathshea was an engineer but like many of her crew, had been branching out to new studies. Geology was her latest. Mac could just deal with having his on-again-off-again lover along.

      Deven watched the smoke for a few moments, and then turned to follow Mac out.

      Vas felt an odd tingle. “Wait, take Walvento too. He’s been bored and maybe getting out will take care of his need to blow something up.” The weapons master wasn’t called on that often if they weren’t on a job, but he got itchy if it went too long. Besides, having extra weapons along couldn’t be a bad thing. Just because there hadn’t been signs of life the first hundred times they looked wasn’t a reason to become complacent.

      She raised her hand as she marched over to her ready room. “No, it wasn’t a premonition—just a good idea.” She didn’t look at Deven but she saw him pause before he and Mac unsealed the tunnel, then move on. Deven was sure that Vas had developed some skills of precognition. Or had them all along and was just now showing them. He mostly kept his theories to himself, but she’d noticed him and Terel dropping low-level conversations a few times when she’d come into the makeshift medical rooms in the ruins. She was going to have to nip that collaboration in the bud.

      The door to her ready room was forced open—it hadn’t fared well in the crash and then had been forced aside by Gon. She really should just have him take the door off completely—he’d used a little too much force on it, and at this point the door wasn’t anything but a chunk of useless metal. Sort of the story of her entire ship right now.

      She shook her head and went for the secret drawer in her desk. Deven was right—she was becoming melancholy. Either she needed to drink more, or go set up some more time with her mind-doc. Part of the problem was that Vas was physical, very physical. She wanted to be doing things, not tinkering around a ship. There was only so much sex could do to relieve stress. And while Deven was an extremely energetic partner—she did need more than just that.

      She needed to find someone to fight. Or blow something up. The holodeck still functioned, sort of, but the energy it took was way too high to even consider it.

      She holstered her extra set of snub-nosed blasters and looked at her swords. Chances were if there was anything out there, shooting it would be the better option. With a sigh, she closed the drawer on them.

      Deven and the team were ready and waiting by the ramp. Since the Warrior Wench was designed for planet landing it had a crew-loading ramp. One that mostly survived the landing, but Gon was able to force it completely back into place. Vas was willing to overlook the new bumps it had.

      A fully suited-up Walvento stood at the top of the ramp with a huge blaster in his arms and his helmeted head systematically turning to view everything around their ship. As bad as not having a ship to fly was for Mac, it was ten times worse for Walvento. They’d verified repeatedly there was no one alive left on this rock beyond their crew, but you wouldn’t know that from watching him.

      Walvento was mostly human but he was close to seven feet tall and made Deven look like a kid next to him. He rarely spoke nor smiled—but he was doing the latter now.

      “Captain, the area is secure. But there could be hostiles in the vicinity of the explosion—we can’t get a fixed reading.” As he spoke, he kept scanning the horizon.

      “Thank you, Walvento.” Vas said. “I want you to take lead, keep your comm open the entire time.” They’d been going easy on the comms due to power rationing, but the still solid stream of smoke wafting from the area, it would be good to have him on open mic. He wasn’t impulsive normally, but almost six months of enforced down time could change that.

      Everyone finished getting their full airsuits on and she nodded to Mac to follow Walvento. He didn’t say anything but moved quickly. Bathshea shook her head and followed.

      “I take it you and I will fight for the guard?” Deven matched Vas’s steps. She’d been planning on bringing up the rear herself, but wasn’t going to argue the point—not this time anyway.

      “Nope. It’s all yours.” She patted his faceplate and followed Mac and Bathie.

      The terrain hadn’t changed. Vas guessed it hadn’t changed in the hundreds of years it had been abandoned. The buildings were stuck in a state of slow decay. Their original designs, or what was left of them, were functional rather than beautiful, and made of stone, brick, and an odd metal. Higher doorways indicated a non-human race, but aside from this being an outpost of some sort, they still hadn’t figured out who had lived here.

      The area around the smoke was barren except for a single massive building. Possibly where whatever was being mined had been processed. She was going to need to send a team out to do a better study of the mine. After they resolved this current crisis.

      The entire group froze as Walvento raised his right fist up in the air. Vas couldn’t see what caused him to stop, but his abilities were why he was on this trip. Two fingers to the right, two to the left, and one forward. The building had an open passage, one that might have started as a door, but now went clear through the building. Vas might be the captain, but whoever had point called the shots. Walvento was going into the building; she and Deven would go around it to the left. Mac and Bathie had already split off to the right. They might be on the outs romantically right now, but that didn’t stop them from working together.

      Vas and Deven were almost to the opposite side when they heard crunching stone—Walvento hadn’t waited for the other two teams but went out as soon as he cleared the building. Vas swore under her breath. Bored or not, that was a stupid move and reduced the impact of having the team split up. She and Deven moved faster but they still weren’t around it when a new explosion flung chunks of stone in the air.

      

      Chapter Two

      Vas didn’t fall this time, but both she and Deven rocked a bit then quickly moved away from the building. The explosion had come from the front of it, near the bottom. Right where Walvento was.

      Bathie and Mac rounded their side at the same time but she couldn’t see Walvento. She reached up to tap her comm when his tall shape rose up, shaking off debris.

      “Sorry, boss, Captain,” he rubbed his helmet. “I took a hit.”

      “Damn it,” Vas said. “Next time you obey protocol or there won’t be a time after that—no matter how long we’re stuck here. Are you okay?”

      She couldn’t see his face but the head bob was chagrined. “Aye, Captain. That explosion was the crashed ship settling. Not a weapon, I don’t think.”

      “There was a ship? Damn it, why didn’t our scanners pick that up?” Vas stepped closer to the pile of metal and stone in front of Walvento. The vessel had been a small one, therefore easy to miss. Still, she’d have to get Gosta and Mac on fixing that glitch immediately. Then she held up her hand. “Move back. What’s that ticking?” The sound was low and with debris raining down, she hadn’t heard it at first. But there was a steady ticking coming from the pile.

      Mac stepped forward and scanned the area. “It’s nothing we have to worry about.”

      “So the ticking isn’t a bomb?” Vas would have said she was certain that even her crew would overcome their extensive curiosity and run if the scanner looked like they were facing an explosive. But the gleam in Mac’s eyes even through the faceplate made her question that.

      “Not a bomb, that’s the remains of a homing device. It’s too damaged, so it’s slowly dying. But something called this ship here.” He held up a piece of metal. “It was a Fury.”

      Vas looked at the mess before them. If Mac said it was a Fury, she’d take his word for it—but there wasn’t much left but a pile of twisted metal.

      Deven took the piece then nodded. “It’s a part of the weapons console, but I don’t think there’s enough metal here for a full Fury. And definitely not the missile bank. It’s as if it was sheared off before it crashed through the gate.”

      Vas said a silent prayer to the deities at that. The missile bank of a Fury was massive and unstable. “Part of a Fury crashed here on purpose?”

      Deven was gingerly shifting through the mess, but pulled back. “Mac is right. Something pulled the ship through to this planet and it’s a descending autolock. The pilot was most likely dead before they even came through the gate.”

      Vas pointed at the mess before her. “Did the gate do that?”

      Bathie had been doing her own scanning. “I think so. There’s gate residue all over this thing.”

      Mac swore and stumbled backwards. “Damn it!”

      Vas stepped over. The pilot was there, or what was left of him from the waist up. The black suit of the partial body told her who was behind it.

      “The Asarlaí’s henchmen had a reconstructed Fury, one that was programmed to come here, even through a shattered gate. Why?”

      Deven looked at the buildings in the distance and started swearing in a few languages. “Because this piece of crap planet was theirs.”

      “This planet was an Asarlaí home world? When? When they were dying out?” Mac waved around the buildings around them. “This doesn’t look like any Asarlaí work they showed us in primary vids.”

      Vas agreed. They had no idea who the planet belonged to, but the long-dead-but-now-coming-back homicidal Asarlaí wouldn’t have been on her list of suspects.

      Deven had stopped swearing but was peering into the wrecked ship. “This might have been a staging area. Something to launch their attacks from. But this is definitely not good.” He pulled out a lump of metal from the wreckage.

      Bathie moved forward. “A Starchaser propulsion shaft?” She looked into the mess before them, but Deven must have found the only remaining intact piece—well, mostly intact. There was no way that Vas could have known as quickly as those two that it was a Starchaser part. He handed it to Bathie.

      Starchasers were deadly fighter ships that the Commonwealth had been developing in secret. At least they had been before the Commonwealth government imploded on itself.

      The fighter ships were also something that Vas had found in the storage area of her new ship—the Warrior Wench. Or rather a whole lot of parts were there. No intact ships unfortunately. While it was considered treason to own any part of the secret ships, she just hadn’t been able to force herself to dump them. Not to mention, things had been a bit hectic when she found them.

      “So they were using Starchaser parts to rebuild Furies?” Vas said. “There’s no way that’s a good thing. And it definitely reinforces the theory that the Commonwealth, or part of it, is working with whoever or whatever is bringing the Asarlaí back.” A shudder went through her as she recalled those massive Asarlaí warships above the destroyed planet Mayhira. Right before she ordered the Warrior Wench and the Victorious Dead to flee.

      Marli and her crew had also taken off—Vas assumed the Asarlaí woman joined her surviving crew on a stolen frieghter before they gated out of there. A combination of some serious hits to both ships and damage to the gate had flung both the Warrior Wench and the Victorious Dead into unknown space. At least she hoped her final command to Ragkor to get out of the gate at the first slip had saved them. Hopefully, they fared better than she and her ship had.

      “But why here? It’s a dead planet.” Mac had grown bored after the initial excitement and was looking for something to poke through.

      “It was on a homing trajectory,” Bathie finished whatever she had been scanning and looked around. The pinging beep was slowing down significantly.

      “Identify. Code five-two-eight. Identify.”

      Vas jumped, thinking the destroyed back suit had come back from the dead. But the mechanical voice was coming from the wrecked console. It then repeated in three more languages that her translators couldn’t process.

      From his new round of swearing, Vas knew Deven understood at least one of them.

      “Identify. Code zero-two-eight. Identify.”

      “Okay, what is it asking for? From who? This thing doesn’t realize it pulled the ship to a dead world?” Mac had picked up a thin piece of metal and looked ready to poke the wreckage. Vas snapped it out of his hand.

      “Incorrect. Identify. Code zero-zero-eight. Identify.”

      Vas held up her hand to keep everyone quiet, then motioned to back away.

      “Identify. Code zero-zero—”

      “Run!” Vas yelled as she made for another building, but nothing was close enough to protect her.

      The explosion behind her swallowed any replies her team made.

      Silence never felt as loud as it did right after that explosion. Vas assumed the mic on her helmet and comm itself still worked but a roar of nothing filled her head. She hadn’t made it completely to the ruins, but only a few chunks of building hit her. With any luck, the explosion had been absorbed by the remainder of the building. The only pieces near her were small.

      Including a shard of metal that had gone through her suit and a good few inches into her right leg. Adrenaline masked the pain, as well as the fact she was losing air. But that wouldn’t last long. Removing the shard might actually make things worse; at least now there was something blocking part of the hole.

      The dust and smoke dissolved quickly, but she still couldn’t see her team.

      “Can anyone hear me?” The roaring silence responded. Chances were she’d taken a hit to the comm mic or her ears were temporarily blown out from the explosion. Even if someone did respond, she wouldn’t hear them.

      Her leg was starting to burn and the air was thinning.

      Vas forced herself to get up and move toward where she’d last seen the others. Movement would shorten her air supply, but having longer to breathe was useless if she couldn’t get back to the ship or the habitable buildings. It had taken fifteen minutes to get here; there was no way she could limp that long while losing air.

      A shape rose and slowly shook itself out of the debris. From the height, it was probably Bathie. While they were too close of a size for her to carry Vas, she’d be a perfect size to lean on.

      Vas tried the comm again, but heard nothing back. Bathie turned to her anyway so maybe it worked.

      Bathie seemed fine and Vas could see her mouth move, but she couldn’t hear anything.

      She did see Bathie’s eyes go wide as she pointed to the shard sticking out of Vas’s thigh. The pain and lack of breathable air was already hitting and Vas leaned forward a bit. Bathie caught her and Vas felt vibrations as the other woman was clearly yelling.

      Still couldn’t hear anything.

      Deven arrived first. He was covered in soot, but his suit, and body, appeared intact. Mac and Walvento were behind him. Walvento was limping a bit, but it looked like Vas had been the worst hit.

      Deven tried talking to her but she shook her head and tapped the side of her helmet. The rest could obviously hear as Bathie pointed down and explained. Even with the helmet on, Deven’s face went noticeably paler as he saw her leg.

      Without waiting for her to suggest a plan, he picked her up and started running toward the Warrior Wench and their compound. He must have given a command to the others—Mac followed behind them, but Walvento and Bathie turned and went back toward the explosion site. They were out of sight before she could see more.

      Even though he was being as careful as possible, there was no easy way to run with a person in your arms—especially a wounded one. Vas knew they needed to get back before the air became a problem, but each pounding step was reverberating through the shard in her thigh.

      “I’ve got you,” a voice said. A voice from inside her head. She looked up to Deven’s face; injured or not she was going to rip him a new one if he was using his telepathy to soothe her. They just kept fake esper bracelets on him—especially once he pointed out the real ones hadn’t worked for him anyway. But they hadn’t mentioned that to the crew. Most of her crew had been around Deven for years and trusted him with their lives. But they also believed his esper talents were blocked.

      But his focus was on the uneven terrain ahead of them, not her.

      “You will be fine. Follow your training.” There it went again.

      “Who is in my head? And what the hell are you doing there?” Vas thought back.

      The laugh that bounced around her skull was immediately familiar. Mother Aithnea of the Clionea nuns. “You never were this dense when you were a child.”

      Great. Not only did she have some probably contaminated metal spearing through her upper leg and poisoned air shutting down her lungs—now she was losing her mind. Aithnea died along with her order of warrior nuns months ago defending the location of an ancient weapon cache and Vas.

      “And you were never a telepath. And you’re dead. I saw the vid thanks to you. You died before I could come save your ass.” Crazy or not, Vas was going to give this mental figment a piece of her mind. Aithnea had raised the young and wandering Vas when she ran away from home. Brought her in to live with her order of Clionea nuns. Then kicked her out two years later. Not having a chance to save them had pissed Vas off more than the ensuing grief had. Well, almost.

      “Surprise.”

      Vas swore as Deven missed seeing a rock and they both lurched forward.

      “I can explain later, but there is more in the air than you know. Use your healing training to slow down your heartbeat and breathing. Or you’ll be joining me far too soon.”

      “Ha! You are dead!” Vas wasn’t happy about that situation, but in the past few months she’d come to terms with it.

      “There are many layers beyond living—as if this man saving your life wasn’t an example. No time to explain—trance. Now!”

      Vas had been young when the Clionea nuns took her in. Rebellious and homeless, she was running from people who wanted her dead—or sold off. That those people were her family hadn’t sat well with Aithnea once she heard the story. Vas had never been a novice but helped around the convent for her keep. And she had to sit in on all novice classes.

      When Aithnea, or whatever trick of her mind was acting like her, shouted ‘trance’ Vas’s response was swift and automatic. Her pulse slowed as the words of the mantra spread through her. Words she would have denied recalling a moment ago if asked, but now flared to life in her mind. She no longer felt the pain from the leg injury and the burning in her lungs eased.

      Deven must have felt something change in her body as he looked down with terror. She wished she could tell him she was saving herself, not dying. But her mental communication seemed to be limited to Aithnea.

      He sped up and Vas felt a floating sensation fill her. She hoped this was part of the healing trance the nun novices had been taught. But since she never actually did more than watch, she wasn’t sure.

      “Is this right?” she asked, but the voice inside her head was silent.

      Deven slammed his palm on the lock to open the airway into the ship. Vas imagined the sound of it sealing, but she still couldn’t hear. The inner chamber opened quickly.

      Deven’s comm must have been working fine, as he rushed to the med labs and Terel and her assistant Perla were both there.

      “—don’t know what happened. She just went limp.” Deven’s voice was jarring as her helmet was removed and she could hear again.

      “S’okay. Trance,” Vas finally got out. She didn’t think a religious trance should leave you feeling drunk, but it was better than the alternative. She thought she heard Aithnea’s laughter but it was faint and vanished before she was certain.

      “She’s in a trance? Did you put her in one?” Terel quickly looked down to the false esper bracelets on Deven’s wrist. But Vas knew her friend was aware they were fake.

      “No. Nuns.” Words were like rocks in her mouth but she was afraid if she pushed too much harder the pain was going to slam back.

      Terel squinted at her. “Nope, she’s not making sense. Hopefully she can hear me better than she can talk. Vas, I need to put you under. And a full breather on.”

      Vas really tried to fight the trance to yell no. She hated being knocked out. But the trance state had a mind of its own.

      “Seriously, when did you become so damn stubborn? Let her fix you.” Aithnea’s words were faint but clear, and the mocking tone Vas knew well came through easily.

      “But bad things happen when I’m put under—it’s not good. Why can’t I break free of the trance?” It said something, although Vas wasn’t sure exactly what, that she could form words and sentences in her head, they just couldn’t get past her mouth.

      “Your mind knows what needs to be done—listen to it. Good night.” The words faded as Terel placed a breather on her face. Slowly the world faded from view regardless of what Vas wanted to happen.
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      Chapter One

      “Collins!” I yelled. “Get your sorry ass in gear! We aren't out here picking flowers!”

      Tanner followed, “I think he likes it down there, Sarge.”

      The ornery corporal stood, spitting on the dead Maxan body he had used as a shield. “I was gettin' up, Sarge. Was just makin' sure I didn't take a stray bolt to the back.”

      Tanner laughed. “From friendlies? Yeah, I could see that. Being as popular as you are and all.”

      Collins gripped the handle of his combat knife. “How about I just gut your smart-ass right here and—”

      I thrust out my arm with two hard fingers pointing at the two best members of my team. “Shut it! Both of you! We have another six decks to clear before this tub is clean. Barnes. You take point. You two pulse-jockey's take his six. Squad 4 will have yours. I'll be following up in five after escorting Mr. Higgins to the pipe.”

      The three Marines moved forward. I had to shake my head as they stepped over the sea of dead Maxans that lay before them. Tanner made faces at Collins as he repeatedly threatened his closest friend with a slashed throat from the razor edge of his combat blade. The five members of Squad 4 mumbled as they passed my position.

      I reached out and grabbed Oliver Higgins by the shoulder of his lab suit and squinched up my nose with a scowl. “What's that smell?”

      “I may have had an accident while in captivity.”

      I shook my head as I pushed him forward, almost at a carry. “Let's get you through to the ship. Command wants a debrief as soon as possible. We need to know exactly what the Maxans got out of you and the others.”

      Oliver Higgins sheepishly held up his hand. “I swear, I didn't tell them anything!”

      I looked over his clothes. They were as clean on the outside as they had been two days before when Orion's Belt, a research vessel out of Alday Port, had been overrun. The crew of eight were butchered while the fourteen scientists were taken aboard the Rohox. I had no doubt Oliver Higgins had soiled his suit on the inside while spilling his guts to his captors. My nostrils confirmed it. Half of me detested his lack of nerve while the other half pitied this civilian for getting caught up in our war.

      The Maxans had broken a longstanding agreement that civilian populations, and the vessels that served them, would be left alone. There were more than enough warships teeming with bloodthirsty soldiers for each side to work out their hostilities toward each other. It had been thirteen years since the last civilian incident. Now we had seen four in one month.

      When we reached the doorway of the docking tube, I yelled across at the two guards watching over the opening. “Got another breeder for yah! See that he's passed through straight to the debriefing room. And if you let him so much as utter another word to anyone else on the way, I will personally come back and space the two of you!”

      The guard on the right hurried forward. “I got him, sir!”

      I looked down at my shoulder. “Private, you see any bars here?”

      The private slowed, taking hold of Oliver Higgins' arm. “No, sir—I mean sorry, Sarge. It's been kind of hectic around here with all the fighting and such.”

      I shook my head. “What's your name, Private?”

      A nervous reply came back. “Montague, sir—I mean, Sarge. Sorry.”

      I gently pulled the remains of a stogie from my top right pocket, slipping it into the corner of my mouth. “Mr. Montague, am I guessing right that this is your first assault?”

      Montague nodded. “Yes, sss—Sarge.”

      I reached out, placing a firm hand on his shoulder. “Well, you better get your nerves in order, son. If you’re pissin' your drawers while watchin' the pipe, just what are you gonna do when you have a shag-o-Maxans slingin' bolts at'cha?”

      Montague pursed his lips. “I guess I'll be pissin' my drawers then too, Sarge.”

      I shoved the stogie to the other side of my mouth with my tongue. “Ha!”

      I squeezed the private's shoulder hard before releasing it. “If you can keep that bit of humor when you get out there in the fight, you'll do OK, Mr. Montague. Now, take this squealer to debrief for me. I've got some work left to do before we torch this bucket.”

      The private nodded as he pulled the rescued scientist toward the docking tube, known to the Marines as 'the pipe'. As I watched the two disappear into the pipe, I began to wonder how many times I had come charging through a similar tube during an assault. I had to guess it was hundreds, if not a thousand. I had crossed through onto an enemy vessel more times than most Marines had days in the service. The two years of mandatory for every citizen, had not served us well.

      The Rohox was not my first assault party. For that matter, the Maxans had not been the only enemy I had freed from a living, breathing existence. The galaxy was full of species who had every interest in stopping the advance of Man. As a member of the Earth Alliance Terran Marine Element, Confederation Defense Force, I had every interest in seeing to it they didn't.

      When the moment of remembrance had passed, I turned to find an angry lieutenant shouting at me. “Doesn't your squad have decks to clear? There are another half dozen hostages we need to free, Sergeant! Get your hairy-ass back up there and bring them out!”

      “Yes, sir!” I said as I shoved my way past.

      Lieutenant Coddle was one of those new young officers that screamed to be beaten to a pulp and then jettisoned from an airlock. I sometimes wondered if the officer's corps recruiters back home were playing a sick joke on the battle-hardened lifers every time one of those squeaky-voiced bar-polishers showed up for a raid.

      I had seen more of them die on their first assault, due to the stubbornness the officer school infused into them, than I had lost squad members. While on a raid in the Bakkan sector, I lost count of officer casualties after seeing my twenty-second greenhorn tagged by a split and splattered about the corridor walls in front of me.

      For a while the slate-gray body bags were called green bags. Use of that term had come to a quick end when the admiralty caught wind of the meaning. Greenhorn officers just didn't seem to last. But this was war and there always seemed to be an ample supply.
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      Chapter One: Tipping Point

      Rebus Station, Terra

      The five blue-skinned Myrads quickened their pace as they made for their hotel in Rebus Station.

      Nannette, one of the two women in the group, threw a hurried glance over her shoulder. “There’s another one back there now. They’re definitely following us.”

      “Quit looking back,” Edmun said. “They’re probably just drunk and looking for an excuse to pick a fight.” While he spoke, he scrolled through the functions on his wrist comm and tapped the Emergency icon.

      After several seconds, a comm tech’s face appeared on the small screen. “Emergency services. How may I assist you, Citizen Edmun Strand?”

      “We’re being followed by some colonists,” Edmun said. “Can you send help?”

      “I have a squad of dromadiers three blocks from your location. I am sending them your locator ID now. They should be there within two minutes.”

      Edmun let out a breath. “Thank you.” He scanned his group, giving them a reassuring nod. “You hear that? They’ll be here in no time.”

      The group didn’t slow down, and neither did the three colonists following them. Four more colonists emerged around the corner ahead, walking straight toward the Myrads.

      Edmun slowed and then abruptly cut to the right, taking his group off the sidewalk to cross the street.

      “They’re all following us,” Nannette said, her voice a couple octaves higher than normal.

      Yet another group of colonists emerged from an alley across the street. Edmun froze, then spun around to see himself and his friends trapped in the middle of the street as the groups converged around them.

      “Let me handle this,” Edmun announced to his friends, all of whom were wide-eyed and stiff with fear. He turned to face the colonists and held out his hands in a non-threatening manner. “Listen, we don’t want any trouble. We’re with the Citizens Against Hunger Program. CAHP is a humanitarian group. We’re here to help you.”

      “Ha!” One of the colonists stepped forward. He was dirty, and his hair looked like it’d gone years without a cut. He was dressed, like his compatriots, in frayed brown clothes and an oversized, heavy canvas coat. “We wouldn’t be hungry if it wasn’t for you citizens taking half our food and ninety percent of our income.”

      The ice in the leader’s glare brought chills across Edmun’s skin. He swallowed. “If you need credits, we don’t have much, but we’ll give you what we can.”

      “Can you make the droms leave us alone?”

      “The Collective Unified Forces exists to protect everyone in the system,” Edmun said, hoping the CUF’s dromadiers would be there soon to rescue them.

      “Bullshit. All they do is beat us and take our kids.” The leader opened his coat and pulled out a rifle. “The Collective taking everything of ours stops today.”

      Gasps and whimpers came from Edmun’s group. He felt a trickle of sweat roll down his face. The weapon wasn’t a photon gun—it was something much older—but he knew it was likely just as deadly.

      The group of colonists had moved to form a V in Edmun’s line of sight. With the area behind him now opened, his first instinct was to turn and sprint away. Maybe that was what the colonists wanted—to watch citizens turn tail and run. But he was a Myrad, and Myrads weren’t mongrels that ran at the first sign of danger. He inhaled deeply to tamp down his fear. The droms would be here any second. All Edmun had to do was buy his group time. “Listen,” he began. “You don’t want to do this. They’ll throw you in prison for twenty years if you hurt a citizen. Take our credits. If that’s not enough, I have a ship at the docks—”

      The leader raised his rifle.

      “No!” Nannette cried out.

      The man fired. A loud blast echoed off the building walls around them.

      Someone screamed.

      Edmun felt an incredible pressure in his chest. He looked down to see a dark stain. He lifted a hand to the spreading stain and numbly discovered a puncture wound just above his heart. The pain hit him then, excruciating agony that dropped him to his knees. He tried to suck in a breath but couldn’t find any air. Panic took control. He gasped, but his inhalations never reached his lungs.

      Around him, a cacophony of gunfire erupted. He wanted to scream for help, but his mouth filled with tangy liquid. He coughed and sputtered for only a moment before everything faded into floating darkness.

      

      Chapter Two: How War is Made

      Parliament, Myr

      Corps General Barrett Anders stood behind the podium facing the emergency Parliament session on Myr. He could’ve addressed the members with the formality they were used to, but instead decided to go with the straightforward approach. “By now, you should’ve read the terms of the cease-fire agreement. As part of those terms, I request Parliament to declare the fringe planets as independent worlds of the Collective, with guaranteed open trade through all four fringe stations, to be detailed via individual trade negotiations.”

      The senators raised an uproar. Voices stepped on one another as politicians declared their dissent.

      Anders let them carry on for a minute before speaking loudly into the microphone. “Tell me why each planet within the Collective shouldn’t be treated equally.”

      “Because they’re colonies, not citizen-states,” someone yelled. “Those colonies wouldn’t exist without our resources and support.”

      Anders held back a shrug. “Myr and Alluvia were Earth’s colonies as well, yet Earth never once dictated control after the colony ships left Earth’s system.”

      “The fringe worlds don’t have the infrastructure to manage themselves. They need us,” another called out.

      “Do they?” Anders looked across the faces until he found who he sought. “What do you have to say about that, Senator Finnegan? As the sole representative of the colonies to Parliament, do you believe they are capable of managing themselves?”

      The senator, a plump, elderly man, took his time to turn on the microphone at his table. “I do believe the colonies are capable of managing themselves,” he drawled out.

      “You have to say that for your constituents or else you won’t get voted in next term,” a senator shouted.

      Finnegan held up a hand. “However, each fringe world was settled by colonists with Collective backing. It was the Collective—namely, Myr and Alluvia—that provided the funds and resources to establish each new planet’s first colonies, which became what we know as the fringe stations. As such, I believe two things must be made true for the Collective to thrive. First, I believe the fringe worlds should remain in the Collective as independent citizen-states. After all, it’s natural evolution for colonies to mature. We all know the Collective would collapse if four of its six worlds broke free. We learned a hard lesson when the blight was released at Sol Base, which cut us off from over half of the Collective’s food supplies for several months. That brings me to my second belief. I have long been a proponent for allowing multiple fringe stations on each planet as redundancies, with each world managing its own docks, just as Myr and Alluvia do today. I believe today is the day we lift the ban on the fringe worlds and allow them to build and manage their own space docks.”

      Anders suspected the fringe was already building space docks under the Collective’s nose. He’d dispatched drones to orbit all four fringe worlds to detect any such construction, but space docks only needed silo openings for ships to be launched. Finding holes with diameters of less than one hundred fifty meters wide equated to finding the proverbial needle in the haystack.

      “Then the fringe would control the docks,” a senator called out.

      “If they control the docks, they can dictate trade terms and tax us for landing,” another said.

      “True enough,” Finnegan said. “However, capitalism creates competition, which will ensure equitable rates for everyone. The CUF has controlled the docks for too long. Don’t you agree, Corps General?”

      “Absolutely,” Anders replied quickly, thankful to get the floor back from the famously long-winded senator. “If the Forces were freed up from maintaining the status quo within the Collective, then we could focus on the future, such as exploring for habitable systems for expansion. That, I believe, would be a boon to everyone.”

      Anders noticed movement from the corner of his eye. He looked to see a senator from Alluvia stand and proceed toward the podium. He grimaced inwardly. Gabriel Heid was the well-known co-chair of Parliament and was believed to have much of Parliament already in his back pocket.

      Anders had gone through the Academy with the senator’s daughter. He and Gabriela Heid had become friends, staying in touch even after she stole the warship she commanded and joined the fringe cause. He’d seen firsthand how Senator Heid treated his daughter like a disposable pawn, always using her to improve his career. The senator was a snake, and Anders did not trust him.

      Anders didn’t move from the podium when Heid came to a stop right next to him.

      Heid bumped Anders—no doubt, intentionally—as he leaned close to the microphone. “While I believe all this discourse is interesting, it distracts us from the crucial decision we must weigh today. The violence we’ve seen in the colonies has gone too far. We must take measures to end the rebellion taking place across the fringe worlds.”

      “I don’t see how that discussion is any different from the one we’re having now, Senator,” Anders said. “I have negotiated a cease-fire with Seda Faulk to bide time for Parliament to establish equitable terms for all six worlds. Seda Faulk declared that anything other than the independence of colonies is a non-negotiable outcome. The sooner Parliament acknowledges their independence, the lower the risk we have of the cease-fire being violated.”

      “I’m afraid it’s too late for that, Corps General,” Heid said.

      Anders frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Heid glanced at him briefly before turning to face Parliament. In that brief moment, Anders could’ve sworn he’d seen smugness in the older man’s face.

      “Less than one day after the torrents blew up one of our destroyers, they attacked innocent citizens. Three hours ago, five Myrads, who were on a CAHP humanitarian mission, were slaughtered on Rebus Station.”

      The room burst into another uproar. Gabriel Heid tamped down the air and waited for the members of Parliament to quit talking among themselves. He continued. “The CAHP killings prove the fringe has no intention of respecting a cease-fire.”

      “I will ensure justice is done,” Anders said. “Once I review the footage—”

      Heid held up a hand. “I think you’ve done enough already, Corps General. You’ve given the fringe rebels validation that if they kill citizens, you’ll give in to their demands. They’ve been behaving like unruly children and will continue to throw tantrums as long as it gets them what they want. I say we treat them like children and rein them in.”

      Parliament broke out into cheers.

      Anders steamed. He shot a glare at Heid before turning back to the room. “Then you will fight another war, as bloody, if not more so, like the one Myr and Alluvia fought before forming the Collective.” With that, he stepped down from the podium and returned to his seat on the floor.

      Heid placed both hands on the podium, claiming it. “Corps General Anders says we’ll have war, and I agree. I believe he’s taken us to a point where there is no turning back. The fringe has shown an utter disregard for life with first the blight and now the CAHP killings. When they murdered Corps General Ausyar and killed everyone on board the Unity, Corps General Anders not only did not punish those responsible, he negotiated terms in their favor. We need to show the colonists that they are a part of the Collective, and that the Collective does not stand for mass murder. I move to immediately and definitively declare war on the colonies.”

      Parliament became louder than at any time earlier in the session. The few dissonant shouts were drowned out by cheers.

      “All colonies? Darios hasn’t shown aggression,” a senator yelled through her microphone to speak over the cacophony.

      “If we leave a single colony, the rebels will relocate there,” Heid said, the room quieting at his voice. “The Space Coast isn’t part of the Collective, and that asteroid belt has long been home to criminals. If the rebels choose to move there and away from the good people of the Collective, I’d say we let them.”

      Senator Finnegan tapped his microphone. “War is unnecessary. I will speak with my constituents. I’m sure we can reach an agreement.”

      “The time for negotiations is over,” Heid said. “The Collective, by its very name, must be unified.”

      Cheers erupted.

      Heid continued. “I loathe violence—as I know you all do—but pain is sometimes the only way to get through to an obstinate mind. If the colonies hurt enough, their minds will open to the truth that the Collective serves everyone. Therefore, I propose we accept the war the colonies have been asking for and initiate wartime law over all four colony worlds.”

      Senator Etzel, Parliament’s co-chair from Myr, stood. “I second your proposal, Senator.”

      Heid nodded. “How say you all, senators?”

      All the members, save three, raised their hands and shouted their agreement. Anders felt nauseous.

      “The ayes have it,” Heid said. “Effective now, the Collective is fighting a civil war against criminals spreading lawlessness across the four colony worlds.”

      The senators responded with cheers, and Anders couldn’t mistake the arrogance in Heid’s expression when the senator turned his gaze to him. Heid practically smiled before he turned back to face Parliament.

      “Further, I believe we all want this war to be as short-lived as possible and to minimize costs to the Collective in terms of resources and loss of life. To accomplish that, I believe we need a Corps General who is up to the task. Barrett Anders has proven he cares more about placation than peace. I propose Commandant Maximus Laciam, commander of the freshly repaired Unity, to serve the Collective as Corps General, and Barrett Anders be removed from his current command as Corps General of the Collective Unified Forces and commandant of the Littorio, and be demoted to commandant of a destroyer-class ship within the Unity’s complement. There, Anders may still provide value to the Collective while under the leadership of a commandant not afraid to face problems head-on.”

      Anders scowled. Heid had complete control of Parliament, and he knew it. But naming Laciam? That arrogant Myrad was at least a decade away from having the skills and experience to serve as Corps General of the CUF. Anders could list at least twenty better-qualified candidates. Anders had met Laciam when the lad was first officer on Gabriela Heid’s Arcadia. Laciam and a dozen other dromadiers, who’d been unwilling to follow her to fight for the fringe, had been dropped onto a transport ship and left floating in space for a week until they were picked up by one of Ausyar’s ships. That Heid was naming Laciam meant Laciam was as much a puppet as Ausyar had been.

      “I concur, Senator Heid,” Senator Etzel said. “I feel the interests of the Collective will best be served by a Corps General who’s dedicated his entire career to serving the Collective. I have met Max Laciam. He comes from a long line of stalwart defenders of the Collective.”

      Anders noticed how good Heid was at acting humble, though anyone who’d ever met him would know the man was the opposite.

      Heid spoke. “You have heard our recommendation. “How say you all, senators?”

      Nearly all the Alluvians and Senator Finnegan did not raise their hands.

      Heid looked across the room. “The ayes have it. Thank you, Senators, friends. You have equipped our military to fight the war swiftly and adeptly.”

      The room broke out in cheers and applause once again.

      Anders shook his head in disbelief. He stood and strode from the room. He tried to ignore the cheers until the door shut behind him, granting him silence. Gabriel Heid now controlled both Parliament and the CUF, making him essentially an emperor. Anders had at first believed Heid wanted a war. Now, he understood it was power that Heid had been after all along. Heid had needed the war to run a power play he’d clearly been planning for some time. He wondered how long it would be before Heid eliminated the concept of a Corps General.

      Despite Heid’s political games, Anders knew that securing victory in a civil war was another story.

      Anders had seen the passion for independence across the fringe, passion that Heid was blind to. Myr and Alluvia had treated the colonists as second-class people for too long. The Collective may have the technology, but the colonists outnumbered the citizens ten to one, and the colony worlds had far more raw resources. The longer the war dragged out, the more Myr and Alluvia would suffer. Anders wondered if Heid had considered the likelihood of the fringe winning the war? Because Anders certainly had, and he was starting to believe it would be the better outcome.
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      PROLOGUE

      Masters of the world, their empire so wide and abundant that they had conquered all the nations and that all were their vassals.  -- Friar Diego Duran, quoted in the Oxford Handbook of Mesoamerican Archaeology, written by Deborah Nichols and Christopher Pool, 1st Edition, Oxford Handbooks, 2012.

      

      CELEBRATION

      The Aztecah Empire. Region of Aztlan.

      The Temple-City of Tamoanchan. The Teocalli of Tlaltecuhtli.

      The two figures walked along the temple hallway. Orbs of magical energy lit their way. The entire temple was made of stone. A majestic multi-layered tapered ziggurat reached towards the heavens.

      “Whose turn is it again?” asked one figure.

      “You’re becoming forgetful in your mortal form, brother. It's Tlaloc's month,” answered the other.

      “Ah, nearly planting season again, I presume.”

      “It is. Here we are,” replied his companion as they reached the exit. They were on top of the temple, and before them lay the majestic view of the colorful and impressive expanse of the enormous complex. There were streets paved with stone, gardens in every corner, and smaller but still grand temples in front of them. The entire landscape gave the impression of an orderly, powerful, and deeply religious people. Wide straight lanes defined the design of the complex, reflecting the structured lives of the populace. Every building in sight was either made of stone or faced with the same material. Their colors were bright and distinctive. An aura of discipline, power, and enormous strength filled the air.

      The two stood at the very heart of the feared Aztecah Empire. Around them was a vast religious complex. It was a city solely devoted to the Aztecah gods—there was nothing like it in the entire world. Twenty temples formed the center of the complex. Four on each side, creating a square, and four in the middle. The ones inside the square were larger than the enclosing structures, already huge as they are. Among the four inner temples, one was more massive than its immediate brethren. No mortal was allowed inside the tall and gigantic edifice. The remaining space bordered by the sixteen temples was enough to accommodate more than a million people.

      The two beings stood on top of one of the three other temples inside the square. They watched the festivities being conducted in front of a nearby teocalli - or “god house” as the people call the huge temples - specifically, the teocalli of the deity Tlaloc, the Aztecah god of rain, lightning, and thunder.

      Hundreds of thousands of the faithful were already gathered and rejoicing, all dressed in their most beautiful clothes. Festive and happy noises filled the air. A multitude of bright colors greeted one’s eyes. In front of the temple’s steps, which led up to the flat and wide platform at its apex, were elite warriors of the Jaguar and Eagle military societies.

      The warriors formed double lines at each of the three sides where the multitude gathered, keeping the happy crowd from disturbing the ongoing ceremonies. More warriors lined the steps up to the top of the temple. Lined up in numerous rows, hands bound, were thousands of prisoners. In each row, captives were connected by a thick rope which was coiled around each person’s neck and continued to the next one in line. The cords which tied their hands were also linked in the same manner.

      At the top of the temple was a group of people with elaborate headdresses and attires. A sizeable flaming brazier was merrily burning in the background. Lighted orbs on posts surrounded them; they were arranged in a semi-circle around a raised stone dais slick with blood.

      As the two observers watched, a man garbed more elaborately than the others raised an obsidian knife and plunged it into the chest of a victim tied to the dais. He then meticulously cut open the breast amid a shower of blood and tore out the still beating heart. All that, while the bound man was screaming in agony. The organ was presented to the sky, and then after some words from the killer, it was thrown into the flaming brazier. The dead man was untied and tossed down the steps of the temple. When the body landed, nearby warriors took hold of it and continued throwing it down. A row of captives was already lined up to feed the waiting brazier. The steps leading up to the sacrificial platform were wet with blood and pieces of human flesh.

      “Won’t he get tired?” observed one of the watching beings.

      “He will. He's only human, after all. But you have to give it to Tlaloc’s favorite tlamacazqui, he gives it his best try,” laughed the other being.

      “At least our pets won’t be hungry for many moons,” replied the other. “That spell our demanding patrons gave us does prevent spoilage.”

      “Did they get their share of the latest victory? I know they’re hungry. Too hungry, to my eyes.”

      “Don’t talk that way. You do know what happened to the last one they deemed disrespectful. Though we still don't know what they did to him. But yes, they got their share. Five minor deities from our enemies. Four Incan and one Etruscan.”

      “They’ll be happy then. For now. What if we finish off our present foes?” “It’s a big world out there,” answered the other

      

      A GATHERING OF BONES

      Hellas.

      Kriti.

      On a hilltop above the City of Dori.

      Deimos looked at the encampment. It had grown larger in the past few days due to the large number of people enlisting in the army. Many were bandits masquerading as mercenaries. The city of Dori itself had increased its contribution by assigning many of its defending soldiers to the gathering force.

      Unfortunately, calls to allied cities had resulted in token contributions. A far cry from the numbers initially committed. So far, only around two thousand had arrived; a strength which included more mercenaries. Cannon fodder.

      Some allies had to decline as Dionysian festivals were in full swing in their cities. Their rulers were keen to avoid resentment from soldiers who were looking forward to the festivities.

      Deimos was starting to feel angry. Their recent crushing defeat had made the mortals warier. The ignominious way Ares was defeated added to the reluctance of Dorian cities. Not to mention that the Champion and his minotaur pet were quickly disposed of by the High Mage and his companions. He cursed the reticence and fickle minds of mortals, kings and ruled alike.

      Phobos, on the other hand, was deeper in the Dorian Hills, organizing and mobilizing beasts and spirits who followed the battle-god. Deimos was keen to use them. They could soften up the defenses, keep the men in line and act as the vanguards of the attack. And there were a lot of them.

      More importantly, some beasts and beings could be diverted to harass the Pelasgoi, hindering their ability to help Akrotiri. It might draw off some Pelasgoi troops from the city. They have proven to be doughty warriors; strong enough to be deemed the backbone of the city's defenses. He decided to do so immediately, so he called one of the army's couriers.

      “Thy will, my lord?” asked the courier. A keres. A winged abomination made out of the bones of a man and a reptile. The creature is but one of the many variations. One of the contributions of Eris.

      “Send this message to my brother,” he ordered. As he watched the creature fly away, he couldn’t help but feel that there were plenty of gaps in his understanding of the entire grand play.

      The goddess refused to come out from her domain near the gates of Hades but lent some minions to the brothers. She did mention more aid, but she will not grace the battle with her presence.

      Even her minions appeared to be busy.

      The brothers were surprised. Eris was a goddess who basked in the death and tumult arising from battle. For her to say no was strange indeed. However, the brothers knew better than to pry. The displeasure of the goddess of discord was not a matter to be courted.

      As for the patrons of their father, their representative - a dark hooded and masked man - disappeared the same time Ares got dumped with that mountain of stone. That man was an evil entity. The hideous and fearful aura that surrounded him dwarfed the power of the gods of terror and horror. Deimos was sure that his true nature was blacker than the pits of Tartarus. His brother concurred. Both of them were surprised at and apprehensive about their father's involvement with them.

      They both knew their father’s intelligence and common sense sometimes desert him. This appears to be one of those times. Fortunately, the being had left behind some of its fast travel parchments. Those would help. But he feared what commitments his father had made with such dark and evil creatures.

      He turned his gaze to the tents below. A Champion. Or Champions. It’s high time anyway for the gods of fear and terror to have their own.

      

      Chapter Lore:

      Aztecah – Nahuatl. Meaning “people from Aztlan”. The name of the empire of the Aztecs on Adar. In this story, the more common word “Aztec” will at times be used to refer to the Aztecah. This story adopts the Nahualt version as the name of the Aztec Empire.

      Tamoanchan – A word believed to be either Mayan or Aztec in origin. In Aztec legend, it is believed to be the place where man was first created. In this story, the word is adopted as the name of the massive temple complex at the heart of the Aztecah Empire.

      Aztlan – Nahuatl. The term refers to the legendary home region of the Aztecs. According to myth, the term means “paradise” but there are other opinions on the matter. Even the location of Aztlan is a debated topic among scholars. The Aztecs, according to legend, were originally a grouping of seven tribes. Used in this story to refer to the primary territorial region of the Aztecah Empire.

      Teocalli – Nahualt. A term which meant a temple. Literally, a “god house”.

      Tlaltecuhtli – Nahualt. An Aztec god of earth. Literally means “earth lord”. In this story, he is considered to be one of the three primary Aztecah deities.

      Tlamacazqui – Nahualt. A priest.

      Keres - Greek. Mythological creatures personifying violent death. They roam battlefield by the thousands, feasting on the flesh and blood of the slain. These creatures have been mentioned as allied or have rendered service to Eris, the Greek goddess of discord. In this story, they are given various forms and some do serve the goddess.

      

      CHAPTER ONE

      RETURN TO FOSSEGRIM FOREST

      Tyler stood facing the woods. His passage to Fossegrim Forest was instantaneous — a lot different from the way Dionysus handled it. The last image he saw was Viracocha smiling at him. With a slight nod, the deity raised his right hand, palm out, and then he was somewhere else.

      That ancient Incan deity is something else, he thought. I don’t believe I've seen anybody else with power of that magnitude. Though I have to admit, I haven’t seen Odin or Zeus at full god- mode… but still, he’s at least a millennium older than them by Earth standards. I guess it’s the attitude towards power that defines the deity.

      A slight breeze picked up. Tyler felt the chilly embrace of the Skaney weather. It was getting colder. Autumn must be ending, he observed. He walked towards the trees. A few feet from one, he stopped and looked around. An afternoon of quiet greeted him. He looked at the tree again, and felt silly at what he was going to do. Call Eira by talking to a tree.

      “Eira,” he called out in a soft voice. He called again, this time in a louder voice. “Eira. I’m here.”

      He stood in front of the tree for a while, casting furtive glances to his sides from time to time. Then a sudden warm embrace caught him unaware, nearly throwing him down on the grassy ground. As he steadied himself, his senses immediately caught the familiar and bewitching scent of lilac, lavender, and other fresh flowers. Way before he heard his name called.

      “TYLER! You came!” shouted Eira, the happy tone of her voice adding to its ethereal and musical quality.

      “I guess I did,” answered Tyler, hugging her back. This was the first time he intentionally embraced her, and it felt better than before. Her warm body against his was a tactile pleasure beyond what he could imagine.

      I think I’m in love with Eira. Is that possible? A mortal and an ageless spirit? I should have asked Dionysus. No, Viracocha. Dionysus is bound to make lewd suggestions after answering the question.

      The two stayed that way for a while. No words were spoken. Only the physical reassurance that both of them needed. Tyler was comfortably wrapped in the long-missed presence of the being who had provided him with much-needed steadiness in the turbulence of Hellas. A mixture of warm and welcome emotions filled and flooded his mind.

      After a while, Eira removed her hands from around Tyler’s neck. She looked at him and smiled. Tyler smiled back at her and was reminded of how he missed those beautiful verdant eyes.

      Involuntarily, he caught his breath. Unfortunately, Tyler didn’t know what to say next. Eira saved him from his fumbling attempts to talk.

      “Are you alright? Did everything work out?”

      “I guess so,” he replied. “Though I agreed to help out an old acquaintance. Another problem, I guess. But I was able to ask for some time off—”

      “—and you want to spend that with me,” said Eira as she finished the sentence for him. “I am glad you did.”

      “It’s just a week. I do need the break, and I couldn’t think of any other place to rest and be at peace than Fossegrim.”

      Eira smiled at him again.

      “I do have a surprise for you,” she remarked. “You do?”

      “Yes, but we do have to walk there. Brovi’s already there. He seems to like my surprise.”

      Brovi. That bundle of fangs and claws.

      “How is he?” he asked as they started to walk deeper into the forest. “Growing up. Quite fast for a baby bear. He’s bigger now. I’m so proud!”

      Baby bear? The last time I saw that bear, he was nearly an adult! More than a hundred pounds of fanged fur! And he’s bigger now?

      “He’s not magical, is he?”

      “No, not magical at all. But the magic here in Fossegrim tends to imbue mundane creatures with abilities. Not all but some animals.”

      “What’s his ability?”

      “None so far, but he does show an aptitude for understanding human speech… but that’s good enough for me,” answered Eira.

      “How about the jotnar and dokkalfr? Are they still around?”

      “Fortunately, no. After their defeat at Scarburg, everything went back to normal. They disappeared back to their usual haunts, but the forest still maintains its vigilance. It had learned its lesson.”

      She talks as if the forest is a living being. I still don’t understand how things work in this magical environment. Getting past tall tales and legends is difficult enough, but trying to understand them after knowing that they do exist is something else. Harder to get one’s mind to understand them.

      Surprisingly, the entire trip was just like taking an afternoon stroll. The path was clear. Animals and vegetation didn’t block their way. Even a cooling breeze followed them. In the meantime, Eira was full of questions which Tyler tried to answer without giving away his secrets. The topic ranged from his companions, the battles he fought, to the deities he had met. Though he noticed a slight change in her tone when he mentioned that a Valkyrie was a new addition to his companions.

      “A Valkyrie? Is she pretty?”

      “Come on, Eira. I know where this part of our conversation is going. First, it was Odin’s wish. Second, after the Akrotiri battle, she still has to choose whether she will continue being with us. Third, as Dionysus mentioned, Valkyries are all hack, slash, and cut. Preferably men as targets.”

      Eira laughed. The wonderful sound he so missed.

      “You can’t blame me, kerasti. Even that Greek goddess makes me feel something. It’s like anger but not as bad. Hurts more inside though.”

      “I think it’s called jealousy, Eira.” Tyler didn’t know how to react.

      “It is? I have never felt it before. It’s not a good feeling to have. Sadness and anger rolled into one.”

      “It’s not. To humans, it is a natural emotion. But it’s never a good idea to let jealousy control how you think or act. The only balance to that negative feeling is trust.”

      Oh, right. She doesn’t have experience in dealing with human emotions that came with such relationships. A degree of panic struck him. What am I going to do? Even I can’t say I am sufficiently familiar with such feelings! My love life is nearly zilch.

      Eira stopped in the middle of the path and thought for a while. Then she looked at Tyler. “I trust you.”

      At that statement, with all that it implied, Tyler mind raced through options on how to answer. A faint sense of lightheadedness assailed his senses. His intense emotional reaction to those three simple words stopped his brain from functioning. At a loss on what to say, he went close to Eira and kissed her on the forehead.

      “I trust you too.”

      He got a hug in reply. Again, the feel of her warm body and her scent threatened to overwhelm him. All he wanted was to stay that way forever.

      Then reality said hello.

      What does this situation exactly mean? The thought crossed his mind. I may be dense, but a relationship between a mortal and a spirit is not exactly normal.

      “Come,” invited Eira. “Let’s visit your surprise!”

      The Lady of Fossegrim Forest walked by his side, holding his hand. He could feel her happiness through her touch. At that touch of her hand, he knew he loved Eira. Beyond anything he could express.

      I am officially hooked, thought Tyler. Not that I mind. I guess I was looking forward to it. It also makes me a lot happier than I ever have been. But Eira is still naïve when it comes to mortals. As she confessed, I am the first human she had dealings with, and she appears to need to learn about emotions. I can’t blame her secluded upbringing. I just need to take it a step at a time. A mistaken assumption on her part about what’s going on will prove disastrous. A lot of beings will be furious with me if I bungle this up. Powerful beings, Rumpr and Hrun among them. But I will never forgive myself if I break her heart.

      Finally, they reached a part of the forest which had a wide meadow sheltered by tall hills and enormous trees. A waterfall graced the scenery, the water falling into the pond. A gentle brook led from the large pond into the forest. In the middle of the meadow stood a house; similar in size to Eric’s house, but it looked better built.

      “Surprise!” exclaimed Eira. “A dwelling to call your own in Fossegrim when you want to rest here. Don’t worry about the surroundings. There are tree guardians around, and rune protections too.”

      Tyler was astonished. And impressed.

      “Thanks, Eira… but this is too much. You went through all that trouble. I am finding it hard to express how thankful I am.”

      “A hobby, kerasti. I thought about it, and I realized there’s really no place on Adar you can call your own. You appeared to enjoy your stay in Fossegrim, so I decided to build you a home.

      You’re safer here than anywhere else in Skaney. Now that I know of the mist monsters, I have prepared protections against them around the woods.”

      “I can’t express how much I appreciate this, Eira.”

      Eira kissed him on the cheek. He didn’t know if he blushed or not, but he felt a warm sensation suffuse his face.

      “Oh, don’t think about it too much, kerasti.”

      Then a loud growl caught Tyler’s attention. He turned his attention to it. A large brown bear was racing from the house towards them.

      “Brovi!” Eira called out.

      Tyler was terrified. The juvenile running towards him had grown. A lot.

      Tyler watched as the bear came rushing at him. He was terrified. Brovi had his tongue out, exposing his fangs. He couldn’t move or run away. Eira was beside him, clapping her hands in delight as her pet neared them.

      Oh my God! He is bigger! The realization hit him, adding to his terror.

      As Brovi neared, he slowed down and finally settled for a walk. He went to Tyler first and then licked the mage’s fingers. The bear looked at him afterward, mouth slightly open.

      I think he’s smiling, thought Tyler. Damn! He knew what he was doing! I’ll bet on it!

      The bear then went to Eira who immediately smothered the bear with hugs, rubs, and kisses. An interlude which enabled Tyler to recover his composure. As he looked at Brovi, the bear was looking back at him, mouth still in the imitation of a smile. Or a snicker. He couldn’t tell.

      After all the greetings, Eira asked Tyler to go and look at his new house. As they walked towards the structure, Brovi amiably ambled behind them.

      “I tried to make it look and feel like a human house. Even the furniture. I didn’t know if I did it right, though,” explained Eira.

      “I really appreciate this, Eira. Don’t worry about the furnishings. Even human-built houses take time to be complete,” answered Tyler whose mind was on whether pet bears act like dogs.

      Because if they do, he’s in for a playful tumble later on with more than a hundred pounds of fur, fangs, and claws. Not that the bear would intentionally hurt him, but painful mistakes do happen.

      The three stopped at the door of the house. It was built of wood, but the walls were not hewn planks. They looked like branches spread out to form rectangular boards and then stuck to each other. The house looked like it was grown instead of built. It had a large window in front; rather, an opening which served as a window. It did have curtains, but not of cloth. They appeared to be leaves woven together in a fashion which gave the impression of being cloth. They looked durable though.

      “You get to be the one to open the door, Tyler. It’s your house,” offered Eira.

      Tyler opened the door and stepped inside. The floor was made of a kind of flat gray stone. Roughly made chairs and tables made up the furnishings of the receiving area. Magelights were placed on the bare walls.

      “I didn’t decorate it, so you could choose what the ornaments should be. The house has two bedrooms. The main bedroom is over there, and the other one is beside it. It has a small kitchen and a nook which can serve as your workplace,” described Eira excitedly.

      Tyler looked around. Even the roof was made of wood, with sturdy beams holding it up. Thankfully, Brovi stayed outside.

      “It’s perfect, Eira. I really don’t know what to say,” commented the mage, still in awe of the gift that she had given.

      “Oh, a thank you will do.”

      “Thank you very much. But how and where did you get all the wood?”

      “Don’t worry about that. I got them from dead branches from the forest. Although some ancient trees volunteered their old branches. Trimming will enable them to have new growth. Even the roof had been treated - it’s waterproof.”

      “Amazing,” replied Tyler as he walked towards the main bedroom. When he opened it, it had a bed, a side table, and some chairs. A wooden box and open shelves completed the room’s arrangements. A small window, with the same curtains made from leaves, provided light and ventilation. Surprisingly, the bed had a mattress, pillows, a bedsheet, and a blanket. The beddings appeared to be cloth.

      “How were you able to get man-made items?”

      “I have my ways. I’ve never dealt with humans before. So, I asked some landvaetters who lived on the edges of the forest to help. They have dealings with humans who pass by Fossegrim.

      They’re the ones who came up with the human-made items you see. And also advised me on how the house will look.”

      “This is incredibly lovely, Eira! You do make me feel guilty.” “Guilty?”

      “Yes, I haven’t been able to help you yet with your brother.”

      “You have given me your promise and are working towards it. That’s worth a lot more than what a simple forest spirit could ever give.”

      Tyler sat on one of the chairs, putting his staff against the wall. It felt sturdy and like the house, looked as if it was grown rather than built.

      “This means a lot to me, Eira. More than you ever could know. Despite the fact that I have been here for almost two months, I really didn’t have a place to call home. And now, you gave me one.” Tyler wanted to say more, but his mind was overwhelmed by Eira’s present. It was the first time somebody thought of his needs first ever since he arrived on Adar.

      “Look at it as a small gift. You did help with the night creatures the last time you were here.” “Only after I attracted them with that burst of energy.”

      “Oh, come on, Tyler. Stop with the modesty and just enjoy it. It makes me happy to see that you like it. It’s protected by the magic of the forest, it’s yours, and I get to see you when you’re not busy.”

      “I get to see you too, Eira,” Tyler commented. He had a lot of questions on his mind about him and Eira, but felt that this was not the time. Foremost was the fact that Eira was not human.

      “Before I forget, I asked the help of the landvaetters to provide water for you. See those pitchers?”

      Tyler saw two pitchers and some cups on the side table.

      “The magic of the house refills them. They will never run out. Though for food, I still have to provide you with it.”

      “Good. It means I get to have meals with you often.”

      Eira gave a small laugh. The musical and ephemeral sound that so enthralled Tyler.

      “Yes, you get to do that. Though as the Lady of the Forest, a lot of tasks occupy my attention every day. But don’t worry, I will try to be with you as much as I can.”

      “Can this house be discovered by other beings? Just asking. You do know my concerns.”

      “They can discover it, but it’s not going to be easy for them. The forest is a big one and has its own magic. Embedded in the walls and roof are runes of protection and concealment. They were attuned to me and now, also to you. That’s one reason why I wanted you to be the one to open the door and enter the house first.”

      “Only the two of us now can enter or see the house?” asked Tyler.

      “Yes. No Valkyrie or Greek deity allowed.”
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      PROLOGUE - ISSYK-KUL

      1348 A.D.

      The northern Tian Shan mountains.

      Central Asia.

      The Kyrgyz Region. The lake of Issyk-Kul.

      Enzo looked at his gory work, blood dripping from his blade. Beneath their robes of brown, the tainted monks were armored in various designs and make – hardened leather lined with iron or steel evidently being the popular choice. The senior priests among the dead wore chain mail hauberks. Cervelliere helmets were the norm, easily hidden by the large cowls of their plain robes.

      He looked at his two companions. Agmand, the Magyar, was unhurt. But the man’s sabre was also bloody, and his shield was gone. The panting Magyar was resting against the stone wall of the room, his mail coif unhooded. The Venetian, Francisco, was worse off. He sported a large bleeding gash on his left arm. The man’s bevored breastplate was heavily dented, and his vambraces were gone. His buckler was on the floor, split into several pieces. But he still had his barbute and mail coif, though the steel headgear showed several nicks and small cavities in the metal.

      “Agmand, watch the door,” Enzo ordered as he moved towards the Venetian. The Magyar moved to the side of the inner door where the hostile and armed monks emerged. He reached Francisco just as the man slumped to the floor on his knees. The man was already pale from the loss of blood, which gaudily decorated his armor.

      Enzo placed his right palm on the wound and his left on the Venetian’s face. A warm glow, yellow in hue, softly suffused both men. He removed his hands.

      “I’ll never get used to that,” said Francisco. His pallor was returning to normal, and the bleeding wound had disappeared, leaving a faint red welt instead.

      “The power of Our Father is more than enough, my friend,” replied Enzo as he stood up. “Rest for a while. Agmand and I can handle matters for a few more minutes.”

      Francisco dragged himself to a wall and sat down, his mace still in his hand.

      “How about you, Agmand? Wounds?” Enzo asked as he wiped his sword on the robe of a fallen acolyte.

      “Tired, Jehoel. Extremely. I didn’t expect these tainted monks to come rushing at us like that.” Enzo smiled.

      “You really must be exhausted, calling me by that name.”

      “I guess I am,” laughed the Magyar, whose armor was covered with blood. “Though why the name ‘Enzo?’ It could be something else. One closer to your true name.”

      “There are very few, if any, Italian names which start with ‘J.’ I could call myself Jovanni, but that would grate on a lot of ears,” Enzo chuckled.

      “That would be an unforgivable atrocity,” came Francisco’s exhausted comment to the laughter of his companions. The immediate battle over, some of the stress induced by the surprise attack and of fighting while outnumbered was released by humor.

      “Though it appears this lot was expecting us,” added the Venetian, pointing with his mace at the twenty or so dead bodies around the room.

      “It does appear that way. I expected a warm welcome from the Nestorians, but not this hot a greeting,” commented the being known as Enzo. “And by the Heavenly Host, the rumors are regrettably true – the Adversary had gained a foothold in this ancient land.”

      “If it had, then I believe this small monastery is empty of its minions. I don’t hear anything moving. With the ambush we broke, reinforcements should be here already. Either that or they have fled towards the cathedral on the lake.”

      Enzo stood silent for a while, his youthful countenance deep in concentration. Finally, he opened his eyes.

      “The cloister is empty. We can all rest while we plan our next move. But let’s find another room. I can smell the faint stench of Hell from these corpses.”

      The three transferred to a nearby chamber, one with a window through which they could observe a cathedral in the middle of the lake. It was built on an eyot, and even at a distance, they could see people moving about.

      “Looks like a hard nut to crack, Enzo,” remarked Agmand as he brought in their supplies from the horses hitched in the courtyard.

      Enzo didn’t answer but grinned in reply.

      “Oh, I know that smile,” said the Magyar as he shook his head. “Well, the two mortals in the room will eat and get some rest.”

      Enzo’s grin gave way to a full chuckle.

      As his companions rested, the former angel kept watch. Enzo needed a clear mind to fill out the details of his plan. It was painfully obvious that they couldn’t rush across the narrow human-made earthen approach to the cathedral. Three men didn’t make an army. Their bodies would look like porcupines with arrows instead of quills by the time the defenders were finished with them. That left the lake. A night swim across its frigid waters would be one solution. But it would be risky. The three of them would be vulnerable once the defenders discovered their attempt. And after that would be the ramparts. The walls themselves were crenelated. He did notice the change in the cathedral’s layout when they arrived, but he put it down to increased bandit raids. Enzo knew the Mongol tribes had been active in the region. Never in his darkest imagination did the possibility arise that the bishop and most of his priests had been turned. This monastery was supposed to be the window of the Church of the East to new lands of the sun. He knew it had already made inroads into China and India. This location was intended to be the new center of the church for the additional ecclesiastical territories.

      Enzo keenly observed the stone battlements. He could see the bobbing helmeted heads ofguards. Definitely a problem, he mused. Relatively inexperienced priests we could handle even in lopsided numbers. But mercenaries? That would be another story.

      His memory went back to that fateful meeting in the plains of Megiddo a few months earlier. An urgent petition came to the Order of Malakha, one of the organizational faces of the Khamsa, signed by religious heads of churches and emperors having spiritual power over their domains— all the major denominations and some smaller religious congregations. The Orthodox East, Catholic Rome, the Caliph of the rising Ottomans, the Chagatai Khanate, the Khan of the Golden Horde, from Coptic and Muslim Egypt, the Nestorians and Christian churches not of Rome nor the Orthodox line. Even the Hebrews sent the Order its separate message. It was an urgent matter too important for the Khamsa. The organization knew it was a momentous test. Another of many. Each century seemed to bring its own challenges and the need to reaffirm its status among the churches of the era.

      Five members of the Order attended the dawn meeting. It was a cold day. The wind was whipping on the plains, blowing dust among the gathered field of tents, pennants, and banners. Representatives of the Order were Enzo, Markus—formerly known as the angel Uriel—and three mortals. Agmand and Francisco arrived with Enzo, and Ibrahim with Markus. All those gathered knew of the old agreements and the purpose of the Order. Enzo recognized that the respect given to the Order was also tinged with fear. He didn’t doubt that the secret archives of the represented spiritual and temporal institutions now gathered on the plain were full of accounts of what the Khamsa had done against the incursions of the Adversary. Meanwhile, Markus was clearly amused by the colorful and disparate elements of the host gathered on the field. He wryly remarked that there was still hope for humanity, considering that those assembled with their tents and pennants side by side would, on a different occasion, be hacking each other to pieces.

      The extraordinary petitions dealt with the plague known as the Black Death. Millions had already died. After separate investigations, the churches and authorities began to suspect an infernal hand in the disease. The scale of the terminal infection and its terrible effects were unnatural, almost demonic in character. For many, it seemed that the Apocalyptic Horseman of Pestilence rode in various lands at the same time.

      Informal exchanges of information among the secret societies of the disparate religious and intelligence groups finally tracked down where the deadly disease started. The Nestorians eagerly volunteered the knowledge that they did have a community in the region and gave Enzo a letter of introduction to the bishop of the monastery. Faced with petitions from so many, the Order of Malakha, the Aramaic word for “angel,” had no choice but to investigate.

      It appears I didn’t need the letter after all, thought Enzo. But they knew we were coming. That means they were expecting the Order to be present. But that ambush nearly did us in. Good thing I was with the men. Otherwise, they would have missed the alarmingly unclean aura of this place.

      He looked at the sky. Daylight was fading. A decision would have to be reached. He had no doubt the answer to the outbreak of the plague rested within the bowels of the structure he was watching. The wasting disease didn’t have any effect on him or any of the Diminished, a term Enzo and those who volunteered to come down to the mortal plane called themselves. “Fallen” was an accursed word given to those they were fighting.

      But while they were with mortals, the humans around them were also immune to the plague. Unfortunately, the Order, as well as the Khamsa itself, was kept busy with numerous outbreaks involving sorcerers and ancient creatures of darkness – ghouls, vampires, mad mages who believed dark magic was the solution to the plague, and other such vermin. On reflection, Enzo realized that something about the Black Death brought out the monsters from their hidden holes.

      The millions of mortals who died from the horrific disease painfully affected all members of the Khamsa. They had seen the piles of corpses heaped on the wagons of death as they went around the cities gathering the dead, witnessed the huge bonfires burning the departed, and heard the wails and cries of those left behind. The sight of plague doctors with their bird masks was a familiar sight to members of the Khamsa as they hunted and pursued their inhuman or mad opponents. Terrible sorrow marked the suffering mien of diminished angels and mortals alike whenever they gathered in their sanctuaries.

      But the divine limitation imposed on them was clear and couldn’t be crossed. They were on Earth to fight Hell, not to interfere with the tribulations, ills, affairs, and mistakes of humankind.

      But the Diminished were so few, he sadly acknowledged. Of the forces arrayed against us, there are twenty fallen angels, watchers, and archangels among them, leading two hundred more former high members of the Heavenly Host. They have legions of fallen angels and demonic creatures under them, not counting those they have corrupted among men. Even those mortals tainted with their corruption inflicted great suffering and tribulation among the peoples of this world.

      He looked at the cathedral again. Even in the fading light, he could see men positioned on the top of the structure. Bowmen, he noted. I guess swimming would be one of only two viable options.

      But it posed a great danger. If they started illuminating the watery approaches, that would leave one last choice.

      And as if the men on the other side could hear him, Enzo saw small rafts with lamps on them being shoved into the water. Well, that sinks the swimming approach.

      Enzo considered the only remaining means of crossing the lake. He could open a small portal for a few minutes and pass directly into the eyot. But that in itself posed another danger. The resulting mystical gate was usually manifested when the one who was casting it had been to the intended area of destination. Enzo had not been to the cathedral or even to the small island. If he blindly opened the gateway, they would be going in not knowing where they would end up. They may reappear on the other side of the portal ludicrously stuck in stone. The guards would have a field day torturing them. He didn’t have an idea of how thick the walls were or what was inside them. Another critical factor was the extreme exhaustion brought on by the exertion of energies in the creation of the portal, and it was apparent that more enemies awaited them on the island.

      Weakened, he would be functioning at a barely tolerable level. His companions didn’t know that disadvantage.

      With a heavy sigh, he turned to Agmand.

      “Can you take over the watch for a while? I’ll try to see if I can find a better vantage point nearby while there’s some daylight left. A lofty perch which will enable me to see inside the walls. I hope they have tall trees around here.”

      “Take care you don’t fall off,” laughed the Magyar. “I’ll let Francisco rest some more. He did take the brunt of the attack.”

      “Thank you, my friend,” said Enzo as he went out the door.

      As darkness fell and entered the hours before dawn, Enzo was forced to use his energy to create a small portal. He warned his companions about the deleterious effect it would have on him. It would typically take him a day to recover from the effort, but there was urgent work to be done. The Diminished and his companions knew the disastrous consequences of failure. As they suddenly appeared in the courtyard before the cathedral, the three rushed to the entrance, each warrior’s back covered with a large shield they had scrounged from the abandoned cloister.

      When they reached the massive wooden ornate door, it was locked. Arrows started flying in their direction, the shafts embedding themselves in the shields and the panels of the enormous doorway. Enzo hurriedly placed the palm of his hand on the part where the two entrance sections met. He felt the massive plank on the other side preventing the doors from opening, stopping them from entering the cathedral.

      “They’re coming,” said Francisco in a calm voice.

      “And holding these shields against those arrows doesn’t allow me to use Hajna,” added Agmand, referring to the recurve bow strapped to his back. “Pity. There’s a lot of spare arrows around.”

      Enzo focused and coursed a force of energy through the wood, violently cutting in half the blocking log on the other side. The doorway yawned open.

      “Move!” shouted Enzo as he rushed through the entrance, drawing his long sword. The two quickly followed, and each immediately took hold of a door panel and slammed the opening shut. The two used one of the spare lumber from a pile near the door to block it. The intruders were in the narthex, the space right after the main door. The central aisle, or nave, was directly in front of them, but the central area of the cathedral was empty. The group quickly removed the shields attached to their backs.

      “Hey, Francisco,” called Agmand. “I think they like me more. My shield cover has more arrows.”

      “Must be this helmet,” replied Francisco with a laugh. “They didn’t recognize me. Otherwise, they wouldn’t waste their arrows on you.”

      Francisco moved to the door and slid open the letterbox slit. He looked out. Agmand had his Hajna in hand, an arrow loosely fitted in the bowstring, his eyes examining the interior of the cathedral for enemies.

      “You know, I do find it a bit bizarre for the vassals of our hosts to stop just before the well of the courtyard. They’re just gathered there, milling about. I do count around fifty of the gentlemen,” remarked Francisco.

      “Now that is strange. Unless they have prior instructions. But I find that improbable,” said Agmand. “We are interlopers, are we not? Armed and clearly of no good intent against their employers.”

      “Be on your guard. Those were Kyrgyz mercenaries. Fearless but very superstitious. There is something about this cathedral which gave them pause. I believe their fear of this place is well founded. I sense no sanctity in this formerly holy ground. The very stones reek of Hell. I am afraid I can’t tell you more than a lingering suspicion that this may be more than a devilish cult led by that bishop,” advised Enzo.

      “Imps again? I hate those things. Sometimes hard to hit, quite quick on their hooves, and very imaginative about their insults,” commented Francisco.

      Agmand sniggered at his companion’s observation.

      “Laugh all you want, Agmand. You were not the one locked in with three of those creatures in that cellar back in Seville. I confess I lost my temper once or twice,” added Francisco.

      “Hush,” remonstrated Enzo. The Diminished had lowered his sword and was intensely concentrating. The two stopped their banter conducted in low voices and went back to observing their surroundings.

      After several minutes, Enzo took a deep breath and signaled for the two to come closer.

      “I believe I might have underestimated the danger, my friends. A power is now loose here. Of what, my abilities cannot say. That it is of the Abyss is clear. I have heard reports about this lake covering the remnants of ancient cultures, but that’s all. This region had been beyond the Order’s reach until a millennium or so ago. It appears our enemies have been more active than we previously thought.”

      “Ancient devil worshippers? Here?” asked Agmand.

      “That seems to be the situation. The bishop assigned here must have known about the legends about Issyk-Kul lake. He must have collected knowledge about it. Come to think of it, this cathedral would be the perfect cover for our wayward host to start digging down to whatever he was searching for. The lack of a welcoming congregation only means there are no mortals to be encountered here, except for the bishop and whoever he deemed worthy to accompany him.”

      “A lesser demon, then?” asked Agmand. “We can handle that kind.”

      “I really don’t know, my friends. Finding the excavation somewhere in this cathedral is the only way to learn about the nature of the threat. If it’s a ritual, then we have to cancel its hellish effects. If it is a demon, then respond accordingly.”

      “Our Father will guide us and strengthen our hands,” said Francisco.

      “But I hope it’s not the cellar. Dark and musty places, sometimes with big spiders. I hate those things,” remarked Agmand.

      “Then you’re in luck. The entrance is right in front of us. Behind the altar, in the apse.”

      The two looked down the nave, the middle aisle which led directly to the altar. At that point, they noticed that the curved wall at the back of the cathedral was bereft of any religious icons.

      Instead, the stone was smeared with a red substance which covered half the wall. “Oh, I thought those were banners,” commented Agmand.

      The three slowly walked forward with Enzo in the lead. As they reached the apse, a large hole in the ground greeted them. Looking down, they saw that torches lit the excavation. A stout ladder led down to an ancient stone platform. The landing was wide, and hewed stairs showed a curving path downward.

      “Shall we?” said Francisco. Agmand grinned, but Enzo went ahead, quickly followed by the Venetian. As the Magyar started down the ladder, his gaze fell on the crimson smears on the wall. He noticed they were glisteningly wet. Drops were already collected in red puddles on the floor. Despite himself, Agmand shuddered.

      They didn’t encounter any hostile beings or creatures on the way down, torches at regular intervals along the way. As the three continued on their seemingly interminable trip to the bottom, Francisco noticed Enzo’s face grew increasingly grim. Seeing a former angel’s face in such a demeanor shocked him. It was the first time he saw such an expression on Enzo. Anger, worry, determination, and anxiety were all there. Fear was absent.

      Finally, they reached the bottom of the stairs. Another stone landing awaited them. In front was a metal door with no handle. But engraved on every inch of its surface were strange symbols connected by arcane swirls of an unknown language. It hurt the eyes of the two mortals just to look at the eldritch sigils. Enzo, on the other hand, was furious the moment he saw the door.

      “This is blasphemy of the highest order!” he muttered in a low voice. Enzo then turned to the two.

      “I fear this is where we part, my friends. If my suspicions are correct, and they have sounded clarions of alarm every step we took down those stairs, then matters have grown to something beyond what you would understand.”

      “Why, Enzo? We have been through a lot together. The three of us. We’ve faced and beaten down everything the enemy has thrown at us,” protested Agmand.

      “This is the one difference. The great pestilence must be stopped. I can’t even mention the name of who waits beyond this door. It will just give him power. The mere fact that he was able to cross into this plane forebodes the death of almost all of humanity. If I don’t come back, tell our brothers that I faced the Lord of the Merihem. They would understand and make the appropriate preparations if we all fail.”

      “Enzo, I agree with Agmand. I say we face this monster together,” replied Francisco.

      “He is very powerful. One of the First Hierarchy of our Adversary’s domain. A purveyor of pestilence. It was clever of him to spread the plague in such an innocuous manner, avoiding the use of mystical or demonic powers. But by the grace and will of Our Father, I will send him back to his prison. In the meantime, the two of you have something to do,” said Enzo as he pulled a scroll from under his armor. “The heart of the plague is here. I know the bishop and his minions are gone. They will get the reward they least expect from their new masters. But I need your help. I have already charged this scroll. Go up and throw it in the well found in the courtyard while I confront this demon. He knows we’re here. The effect of the parchment would be to flood the land and bury this place underwater. Once you’re done, seek out Markus. Don’t look for me anymore.”

      The two then realized what was going to happen, and that nothing was going to sway Enzo’s mind. Francisco and Agmand each embraced their comrade for the last time.

      “Hurry,” said Enzo. “I will first try to delay him as long as I can. There’s no telling if he’ll go after the two of you. Now, go!”

      Enzo turned and quickly went through the door. As the two started the long way up, they could hear the exchange between Enzo and the beast within the room downstairs

      “Jehoel! Welcome to my new home!” The mocking laughter that followed shook the ground, dislodging small rocks onto the two warriors heading up at full speed.

      “Why are you here, purveyor of filth? It is not your time!” they heard Enzo answer. His voice had changed. It was as loud as that of his enemy, and tinged with outrage and fury.

      “What’s the matter, Jehoel? Such name-calling. Call me by my name! I still remember your part in the War which brought me to the Abyss! Jehoel! The Hammer of the Sky! But you haven’t faced me then, brother. Others of the Light-Bringer’s host might be easy prey for you. But not me. So, call me by my name! Or I’ll make you shout it to the heavens!”

      “Never, accursed of the Abyss! And you are not my brother anymore.”

      Enzo’s opponent laughed out loud, triggering another rain of rocks on Agmand and Francisco. “Then Belial shall be the death of you!”
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      Chapter One

      Imperatoria Manu Magica

      Master Professor. High Mage of the Order of the Sacrum Abies. Summus Magister. High Professor-at-Large of the Imperial University of Learning, the best institution of higher magical education in the Empire of Burgundy. That’s Lucius Henry. A very irritated Lucius Konigsberg Henry.

      Lucius looked at his visitor, his face the very image of a calm and collected professor. As a lecturer among arrogant and conceited magic practitioners, he had lots of practice in hiding his desire to blast to smithereens objects of his displeasure.

      His plan of a quiet afternoon of poring over priceless and rare ancient tracts for his magnum opus, “Sources of High Magic – A Compleat Dissertation”, was now derailed by the presence of his officious guest.

      Not that he had any choice in the matter. If and when the Imperial Bureau of Magical Investigations need the university’s help, only “yes”, “of course”, or the usual “what do you need” will suffice.

      The reputation of the IBMI already terrified many an advanced magic user or researcher in the Empire. From the land of the Scots to balmy Italia, the Empire’s wardens of magic range with dedication and secrecy. They were thaums more efficient, widely distributed, and infinitely loyal than the Emperor’s own secret police, also known as the Imperial Commission on Standards and Measures.

      With the absolute power to regulate the practice of magic, enforce its will and decisions, lovingly handled with a heavy iron hand in most instances, a visit from one of its investigators was enough to make an academician wet himself. Its mailed hand, as many realized, had very sharp spikes. But to the credit of its investigators, IBMI visits were always handled with discretion and a minimum of fuss.

      Not that the affected distinguished lecturer, researcher or professor would know exactly what was wrong. But the nature of magical research being what it was, it could be possible that a new equation or a daring experiment may have contained an anomalous theorem or a forbidden thaumaturgical element. And in some instances, plain stupidity was the cause of the feared visit, and IBMI agents never knock on the door.

      Yet in many instances, the violator knew exactly what he was doing. The question though was how the Bureau learned about it. Nobody, at least outside its inner circles and the Emperor himself, knew the secret. Even the Great Tamzgha Empire, with powerful djinns controlled by its ruler, the Malik Maghreb, couldn’t uncover the secret.

      Lucius didn’t have a clue about it. But he knew that in very serious and exceptionally dangerous instances, it was the Imperatoria Manu Magica, the officially non-existent section of the Bureau, which resolved matters with an even more terrifying ebon and jagged armored hand. Usually in a quick, decisive and fatal manner.

      Outside the realm of the academe and magical professionals, the Imperial police took care of the problems created by hedge magicians, unauthorized tinkerers, and those mages belonging to criminal elements. It was a nice dichotomy. It kept clear the distinction between the mere irritants, the dangerous, and the world-enders or would be world rulers.

      But the learned professor’s visitor was not an ordinary IBMI man. He was of that secret section nobody talked about as it didn’t exist. As with his kind, he didn’t look Manu, much less Magica.

      Lucius knew better. It was his business to know those small and dangerous sections, agencies, and commissions most didn’t expect to be around in this enlightened day and age. But that widely rumored, virtually held as gospel truth, secret imperial commission investigating magical alien visits was pure rat droppings. He knew the task was given to the agency in charge of the Imperial zoos. Not even as a special task but as part of its routine work.

      And now his visitor, a portly balding man in his late forties, was puffing away at one of Lucius’s cigars. He really couldn’t blame him. The cigar box was inadvertently left at the visitor’s table. Good thing the cognac was under lock and key. He knew he better get the meeting over quickly. Get the inquiry and then work on it as fast as he could.

      He was highly confident about doing it quickly. Since the time he started being consulted by the agency that didn’t exist, they haven’t brought him a true conundrum worthy of his time.

      “What mystery has the esteemed bureau brought me this time,” he politely asked the man who clearly had not properly dusted himself off. Lucius thought the man must really be in a hurry. He even forgot to remove his grey duster, to the detriment of the leather chair. At least he hung his tricorne hat where it should be placed.

      The man produced a pen and a notepad. He started scribbling furiously on it, while talking to Lucius about a totally different subject.

      “Hello, Professor! I am Stephen. Stephen Swarovski. We just would like to thank you for your help in translating the Odic documents!” the man said, enunciating each word carefully as if he was talking to a man with a hearing problem. While talking, he passed a note to Lucius.

      What the Newton is wrong with this man? thought Lucius as he took the note.

      He read the scribble. Such abominable handwriting, he thought. He turned the paper over and wrote his response.

      Mages are dissolving? Or is it massage in dipping sauces?

      He gave the note back. The man read it, furiously shook his head, and wrote again. This time in block letters. He returned it to Lucius. It now legibly spelled out the message.

      Magic is disappearing.

      “Don’t be daft, man! How could it disappear!” exclaimed Lucius.

      His visitor was desperately trying to get him not to talk further. The man had one of his fingers on his lips while a hand was waving down the esteemed but outraged professor.

      Lucius regained his composure. The obvious distress of the man at his reaction had a sobering effect. As he looked on, the man was again scribbling on another piece of paper. He waited. The man thrust the paper at him. He read it and the chicken writing again violated his eyes.

      “Oh, for God’s sake!” he blurted out in exasperation.

      He gave the piece of paper back, shaking his head. If he were to read it aloud, he would have said something lewd and not proper for polite company.

      The man took the paper back and wrote again. Slowly this time and Lucius could see he was writing in block letters. Should have done that the first time around, he thought.

      Finally, the man finished and gave back the written message.

      Too dangerous to talk here. Inviting you to our office.

      You know where it is. Please keep this in confidence. Imperial Majesty’s orders.

      Now that’s more like it, he mused.

      “Of course, I would love to visit the zoo. Tell my Aunt I will be happy to accompany her,” he told the man. He really didn’t like the cloak and dagger charade. Lucius actually found it funny. But he had no choice but to play along.

      The man bowed, said thank you, and took back the piece of paper. When the man left, he looked at the leather chair. It was dirty now. Even the wooden armrests were scuffed and colonies of dust made themselves comfortable in the nooks and crannies of the chair.

      He sighed.

      Of all days for the caretaker to have his day off. Not that it mattered. It seems every morning is his day off lately.

      He went back to his table and the waiting conglomeration of parchments, thin stone tablets, and other materials. As he sat down, he couldn’t concentrate on his planned afternoon research. The words the man wrote kept on circling along the fringes of his mental acuity. Like a hungry shark waiting for a chance at the man in the lifeboat.

      Magic disappearing? Preposterous! he again thought.

      Yet the proverbial shark kept on swimming around his mental consciousness, showing a bit of fang now and then.

      He gave up. Lucius had to admit that the visitor’s message disturbed him more than he cared to admit. That officially does-not-exist section of government was not made up of bumbling fools. Most of them were masters of the arcane in their own fields.

      He was more of a generalist. A prudent line of learning which enabled him to see facets of a knotty problem invisible to one singularly obsessed with a particular line of research. Though he deemed himself a humble master of some of those fields already.

      To his knowledge, he was the expert in the field of general magical knowledge. High general knowledge, he would venture to clarify. Higher than anybody else, in his unpresuming opinion.

      Magic as an everyday tool had really changed the world, he thought. If the Duke of Burgundy lost the Battle of Nancy two hundred years ago, history would have been different. But with his victory, he was able to consolidate his territory, annex France, and make peace with the Swiss Confederation. With an heir, he expanded his holdings across the Italian Alps, gaining a foothold in Italia. His successors, God bless them, were all capable rulers who built on Duke Charles the Bold’s success.

      But magic would never have gained a foothold in modern scientific endeavors if not for the threat coming from the South and from the Empire of the Slavs, he continued musing. With competing imperial ambitions adopting the use of magic, the Burgundian Empire was forced to adapt. With a resolute and decisive ruler and the support of the Holy See, adapt it did. With a pace and singlemindedness that even historians now marveled at.

      If magic was indeed disappearing and Lucius hoped it was not, then such a chilling development threatened man’s progress. Not to mention bringing down civilization as people knew it. Such an apocalyptic end to everything. All the progress in health, transportation, communications, and other fields would grind to a halt.

      That would be a blacker Dark Age, Lucius realized. If what the bureau that-did-not-exist said was true, then they finally brought him a matter worthy of his time.

      Well, let’s see what really is the problem, thought Lucius.

      He stood up and reached for his frock coat. He looked around, saw his wood and ivory walking stick and picked it up. Grabbing his beaver tricorne hat, he walked out the room.

      Looking at Lucius, one wouldn’t think of him as having such distinguished and powerful credentials. He disdained wearing the fashionable men’s wig, explaining it away as a medical contretemps. Privately, as he mentioned to his assistant, he couldn’t stand the improbable image of a man walking around with a cat on his head.

      His private quarters in the university were large. Three connected rooms at the end of the hallway. A privilege not a few resented. But it was a tradition of the university that magical proficiency was the sole requirement of such a privilege.

      But after that frog incident during a tumultuous university tenured professors’ meeting, nobody had the gall to openly challenge him again. They could resent him in private. Curse him too. He knew some tried casting against him the most baleful spells they could think of. That ancient Chaldean specular reflection rite was spectacularly effective at returning unwanted tidings to their owners. Too bad it only worked as an area spell.

      But it served its purpose, after the first incidents, none fatal unfortunately, everybody got the message. It did keep the university hospital busy for a month. The head of the Curses, Hexes, and Bindings Section was happy with the practice afforded by the emergencies. In a university function, he quietly intimated to Lucius that he was grateful for being able to work with such exotic cases. At that time, Lucius realized that the man’s pledge of utmost cooperation would be of use in the future so an hour spent in discussing the peculiarities of the cases was time well spent.

      But he was too protected from mere tinkerers and dabblers in the arcane arts. With the Manu openly soliciting his help in matters magical, the resentment swiftly became invisible and was tinged with a dab of fear. A welcome development, as far as Lucius was concerned, these intrigues and petty plots in the academe could drain a man of his wits and nerves.

      Outside the university building, named by student mages as the Konigsberg in discussions conducted with whispered voices and some trepidation, he looked around for his man-servant. He did dislike the term. Albion was more of an assistant. The man’s own arcane proficiency would put some mages to shame. The man’s loyalty was beyond doubt. He did suspect Albion really wanted to be another Summus Magister like him. A welcome development, if true. He had been trying to get the man into the generalist role.

      He carefully looked around. He couldn’t see hide nor hair of the man. Lucius was standing on the elevated patio in front of the door to the Konigsberg. Before him were the stone steps leading to the ground. Low balustrades framed the patio.

      All of a sudden, a man jumped up the right side of the patio and viciously swung at Lucius with a wooden stick. Lucius was warned by his personal spells the moment the man jumped over the balustrade. With a slight movement of his right hand, a prepared incantation sprung into life. The man froze like a statue where he was.

      Lucius turned and looked at the man. With a flick of his fingers, the man returned to mobility. “That was a crude attempt, Albion.”

      “I know, Master Mage, but it was the best I could think of on such short notice. I was having a little nap. I thought your research would occupy your afternoon.”

      “I thought so too. But I have to go visit the bookstore.” “Ah! I understand. Let me get the carriage.”

      As the man left, he stepped back into the entrance and again looked at the surroundings. The Konigsberg, officially the Faculty Center for Higher Learning, was a two-level building built in the grand baroque style. It stood in the middle of a large garden, flanked by similar but less grandiose buildings. The entire complex was called the Imperial Faculty Educational and Research Institutes. Or as the students quaintly called it, the FEAR CIRCLE or simply HELL.

      As to the attack of his assistant, he did have an arrangement with the young man. The short mage had standing instructions to try to catch Lucius unaware when he came out of the building or when they had been separated for more than three hours. Meals and life or death circumstances not included.

      He was a strong believer in being alert and on his toes all of the time. If the young man with that funny mop of hair got a lick in, he got to have a special lesson in one of the obscure magical fields that Lucius dabbled in. A satisfactory arrangement for both, he believed. In the process, Lucius’s training in unarmed defense also received its periodic polishing.

      After a while, the carriage arrived and Lucius boarded the conveyance. It was one of the new- fangled inventions. A carriage driven by magic. No more smelly horses and horseshit. It did have some problems though. It might run out of energy at the most inopportune times. And in one extreme instance, the magical energies got loose and somehow turned the carriage into a pumpkin.

      But Lucius had the latest reiteration. The Italian Menon company did assure him that most of the troublesome issues of the Magical Roadster had been resolved in the Mark III. Particularly its tendency to squawk like a chicken at times, leading pundits to call it the Rooster. No matter.

      “Time marches on”, that was Lucius’s motto. And it meant patronizing the leading manufacturers of magical conveyances and devices.

      He sat beside Albion. The man had the steering wheel in his hands. It was discovered quite early in the Mark I version that voice command steering really was not feasible. Conversations of the driver with passengers could be interpreted by the carriage as instructions and it led to unfortunate and comical incidents.

      “Ready, Master Mage?” “I believe so, Albion.”

      “Then to the bookstore!” exclaimed the assistant, engaging the forward drive of the vehicle.

      Ah, the exuberance of youth, thought Lucius. Quite a rare quality for young mages. Meeting a dragon or a demon usually quickly deflates the ebullience, leading to a fearful state of mind. But not Albion. Even that chance encounter with that pair of lesser demons only made him… more cheerful? Well, he did have some exercise beating them up after I bound the presumptuous devils. Sending them back after Albion was a relief. Never could stand mewling demons. I doubt if those two will countenance coming back soon. He put the fear of Albion in them, that’s for sure.

      Albion dropped Lucius off in front of the bookstore with the decrepit frontage. Though almost as old as the former imperial capital, the shop was a relatively unknown fixture of Dijon as it specialized in esoteric books of magic and general knowledge.

      His assistant took to the conveyance like fish to water or more appropriately, a drunken sod to a free drink. The Menon had a top speed of twenty miles per hour. Somehow, Albion had the idea that it was imperative that the said speed be maintained.

      The drive through the countryside into the city left a trail of cursing peasants, outraged chickens, terrified horses, and one traumatized cow. The man only slowed down when the city gates came into view.

      His passenger didn’t notice the devastation the driver had wrought. He was too engrossed with his thoughts about the weird matter the IBMI brought to his door. Lucius had his eyes closed the entire trip, his absorbed mind working itself through numerous tangents of possibilities. It was a trait of his, irritating to many and endearing to a few.

      Once Lucius puts his mind into gear, no amount of external noise or attempts to converse could pull him out of his mental reverie. It did result in a drastic reduction of invitations to soirees and other social events. Not that he cared. Conversations during such affairs could be frightfully dull.

      It was only when the carriage came to a sudden stop that he was stirred from his ruminations. “We’re here, Master Professor,” said his daredevil driver.

      “So, we are. Anyway, find a place to park this thing and follow me,” replied Lucius while getting down from the Menon.

      Lucius entered the bookstore, a small bell attached to the door announcing his presence. Inside, a busy old man was fixing the bookshelves.

      “Bonjour, Henri,” greeted the professor.

      The old man turned at his greeting, spectacles barely keeping their hold on the bridge of his nose. With a bald pate bordered by graying hair, his wizened visage made him look like a man-sized gnome.

      “Oh, it’s you, Professor. Good morning to you too,” answered the old man in English.

      “I was expecting a French greeting. I do have to practice my French,” said Lucius, as he walked to the counter.

      “And I, my English,” replied the old man.

      “Anything new from my favorite bookseller?” asked Lucius when the old man finally got behind the counter.

      “I am your only bookseller, Professor.”

      “Of course, Henri! That’s why you’re my favorite! Where else can I get materials for my research?” exclaimed Lucius.

      “Heh. I am the only source of materials for your research. Speaking of which, I do have something for you,” said the old man.

      “I hope it’s interesting,” quipped the professor.

      “Oh, the first selection is just a collection of writings on the rites found in the Book of the Dead. But I guess you already have some copies.”

      “I’ll take them. Funny what one can learn from insertions and marginal notes from people who have read the material. Some even hide their findings in the copies. What’s the real surprise?”

      “You’ll like this. A true mystery. I couldn’t understand it myself. Sumerian cuneiform written on papyrus. It’s the only example I have seen since I started selling books.”

      “Now that’s what I call a genuine piece de resistance. Very intriguing. I’ll take it!” “I knew you would, Herr Professor.”

      “German, Henri?”

      “Have to practice it too. Languages of our Empire examination is coming up.”

      That’s new. I thought only field agents of the IBMI had language proficiency requirements. I guess it’s because of the bookstore, he thought.

      “Ah. Good luck. Viel gluck. Bonne chance. The items you may charge to my account with your employer. Which also reminds me that I haven’t touched it for a while. Now, where’s my friendly neighborhood guide?”

      “He’s there. Behind those shelves. Abarran knows you too much. He knows wild horses couldn’t drag you from my counter until you’ve finished checking out new arrivals,” laughed the old man.

      Suddenly, the door burst open. The IBMI man immediately was in front of the professor, and the old man already had a long ornate wand in his hand.

      That was fast, observed the impressed yet surprised Lucius who was still standing before the counter.

      “Master Mage!” It was Albion. A very different Albion. Cape and clothes were torn. Cap was missing. Hair roughly tousled like a bird’s nest. He sported several reddish small bruises.

      “Stop right there, man!” Lucius cried out. “What happened?”

      The IBMI man, recognizing Albion, moved to the door to check for unwelcome guests and Albion’s assailants. The old man followed Abarran.

      “Now. Calm. Down. Get a hold of yourself. Tell me what happened,” quietly urged Lucius.

      “The Menon, Master Mage! Couldn’t find a place to park, so I drove to the square near the city gates. There’s space in front of the guard house. But there was a mob waiting! They were looking for the Menon! They called it the spawn of the devil! Attacked the vehicle immediately!

      I was able to escape when the guards recognized me and spirited me away! There were too many! Most of the guards are now trying to contain the disturbance!”

      Lucius breathed in deeply. Albion couldn’t defend himself magically in the city. Public use of spells was one absolute rule in cities of the Empire. Punishable by death or lesser but still severe penalties. Unless of course, the use was for Crown and Empire.

      But the incident was not that unexpected. Only he didn’t expect it so soon. New-fangled inventions frequently encounter violent reactions from the ignorant masses. And the cost of a new carriage! He could afford it easily, but it still hurt to be an early casualty of the lofty aim of advancing scientific progress.

      Back in the square, amidst the remains of the destroyed Menon, a cow was stomping to tiny pieces parts of the vehicle.
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      STORY ONE

      The Village

      The scribe entered the candle-lit room, head bowed. The old man who called for him lay on the immense and luxurious bed. Curiously, the bed was positioned in the darkest corner of the room, far away from the muted light of the full moon. He knew the enormous room was richly appointed, gold-leaf decorations being one of its rumored hallmarks. Lumeri, son of Ani, had heard descriptions of the grandeur and opulence of the wealthiest man in the city. A dying rich man.

      Lumeri went to the chair beside the bed. His bag was already placed beside it. It was a comfortable high-back seat, and the scribe knew its value was at an amount half of his yearly income.

      “Em hotep nefer weret, shana we ranna Honored Khamet,” greeted the scribe. The dim light obscured if the old merchant was asleep or awake.

      “Good. You're here,” the abrupt greeting came from the awakened man. “Come, scribe. Take your seat. Time waits not for me.”

      “Why me, great Khamet? I am but an ordinary scribe. True, the latest in a long line of scribes, but still a struggling one. There are more erudite and better-known ones in the city. I heard you have already put your affairs in order. Temples of the city proclaim your beneficence and say prayers to the gods in your name. Wouldn’t a priest or a physician be of more assistance?”

      “No. Those greedy priests will get their gold, and the physicians have gotten enough wealth from me. And I don’t trust your well-known scribes with snake tongues afflicted by a fishmonger’s discipline. My time is now. My journey is nearly over. And no more questions!” said the old man, followed by a long hacking cough. "And forget about the honorifics, the dead or soon to be dead don't need them."

      The reprimanded scribe sat still and held his tongue.

      “I apologize, scribe. An old man's temper. And time is short,” said Khamet after his coughing subsided. “Now harken. Prepare your stylus. Write down what I say. After everything is said, leave me. Bring the papyri with you and do with it what you will. I have already sent your payment to your wife. It is enough to settle your debts and then some. And gifts you will find useful.”

      “Dua netjer enek! You are very gracious, O great one!”

      “I just told you to be quiet, didn’t I? Great one. I warned you about using such sycophantic terms. Men. They listen when they ought not to, and don't hear when they should listen,” sighed the old man. “Ah, forget it. You'll know soon enough if such ass-kissing is warranted. Now write this down.”

      The scribe readied his stylus. The papyrus was already on his writing board.

      “My real name I remember not. I do know I was a warrior. A royal commander. An imey-er- mesha, of minor nobility. These memories have come back to me in the past few hours as I wait for death. Thus, I know my time is near.”

      Lumeri was startled. The revelation was a momentous one. The mere news that a royal commander of noble birth was coming would normally shake the city to its decadent foundations. And a general! The elite and high officials would be all over themselves preparing for such a visit.

      “But that’s all in the past. Know that I awoke just outside the city many years ago. I was around forty years of age then, if I am not mistaken, my memory gone, dressed in a merchant’s attire with a sack of gold coins beside me. I was driven to live in this city. A border city, whose lungs depend on trade and whose neck is always at a knife’s sharp edge. A settlement full of the riffraff of the world. Adventurers, expelled mages, criminals, mercenaries, rogues, and all the scum of the earth. The reason for that is a question even my returning memories cannot answer. A compulsion made me find a living as a merchant of precious stones, rare spices, and jewelry. It was easy to succeed. Doors of opportunity opened. Competition dried up, their caravans destroyed by bandits or natural calamities. People couldn't refuse me. In a year or so, I found myself dominating the trade, and I further expanded my business. Life was good.”

      The scribe waited while the old man took a short break from his narrative, a pause punctuated by coughing fits. A reprimand from a living and cankerous old rich man, powerful enough to dictate who the governor of the province will be, is not to be courted twice.

      “Though I enjoyed the comforts of women, something in me prevented me from choosing a wife. My nights were filled with strange and frighteningly vivid dreams. Dread attended the twilight hours, gripping me with its promise of the strange and unsettling images which awaited my sleeping mind.”

      The old man stopped and reached for a glass of water. Lumeri went to the bedside table and helped the old man drink.

      “Then one evening, with a gibbous moon such as the one that greeted this unfortunate world tonight, I found myself taking a wagon and journeying to an isolated oasis a few miles from the city. Beasts of the wild bothered me not. Fearsome creatures of the night scampered away. For some unearthly reason, I was not afraid. But my body moved under the direction of another. A spectator I was, as my bare hands dug through the shifting sands until they uncovered a great wooden box. I saw myself lift the box easily, as if it was but a small container, and put it on the wagon.”

      

      The old man looked at the moon as he continued.

      “As I carried the box up to my room, no servants greeted me, nor were the guards at their posts. I put down the box and opened it. It was full of old maps and small gold trinkets. They were of ancient design, of various civilizations. And when I touched them…”

      The old man sighed. While waiting, Lumeri pulled out more papyri from his bag.

      “The memory of a journey made in my proud prime arose in my mind. An expedition, ordered by the glorious Pharaoh of Kemet, ruler of the golden sands and fertile plains of this land. Then, another memory brushed that remembrance aside. We were running along a narrow forest trail. A priest-mage, a scribe, six warriors, and me. I remembered we left three warriors behind - one dead and two crippled by the attack of an enormous lizard thing. We were all that remained of a thousand-strong host that was dispatched to explore the way west. Warriors and mages from the Great Pharaoh’s own guard. Ah! The battles we fought as we made our way through the Great Desert and the Death Lands. They're not really barren, you know. Once you get past the dead trees and field of gray hills separating it from the Great Desert, you would find a land of jungles, wide open spaces, great winding rivers, deep lakes, and mountains high enough to attract giant, flying serpents.”

      The old man paused and was quiet for a while, evidently reliving long-lost memories.

      “The great beasts, monstrous creatures, and eldritch beings infesting that land make it unfit for man, be he mage or warrior. And the shifting landscape of the Great Desert! The further north you go, giant worms with enormous jaws wide enough to swallow whole a camel and his rider prey upon the unwary. Savage creatures, mockeries of men, erupt from the desert sands and bring my soldiers down with them to their burrows. Large caricatures of birds keep watch in the sky, picking off the rash and careless. Old and mysterious ruins suddenly come to sight after cresting a solitary dune. We learned to avoid them after losing men to skeletal warriors, slimy and tentacled monstrosities, and other abominations. We lost more than half of our expedition's strength when we finally reached the edge of the Death Lands. We thought we had left the worst behind when we saw below us, from the top of the tallest hill, the green jungles, the wide-open plains, the crystal lakes, and the winding rivers. It was a great valley, and yet it was but the beginning of the lands of death. The gods must have named it for no man before us could have gone there and lived.”

      The scribe put the finished parchment aside and prepared a new one. He noticed his hand was badly shaking. Never in his wildest dreams could he have imagined hearing what the old man had said. The Great Desert was just beside Kemet, but all travel was to the south. Nobody went north in the direction of the Death Lands, and until now, no knowledge existed about what awaited men in the northern part of the Great Desert, much less the Death Lands. Part of him wanted to deny what was heard as an old man’s ravings, but Lumeri knew, in the innermost depths of his soul, that he was hearing the truth.

      “Now, scribe, we come to the true horror of my journey. My memory is getting stronger. That means my time is indeed nearing. Al-mawt awaits, but it will have to bide its time until my tale is told. I will not die while the story is unfinished. Death! Bah! It throws its tantrums before the power that holds it at bay. See the moon? Its abominable light waxes strongly, giving me strength! That I know in my black and corrupted soul.”

      Khamet, the general-turned-merchant, looked at Lumeri. The scribe could see the reflection of the candlelight in the man's eyes. But for a brief moment, he thought he saw that the man's irises turned a strange shade of green. I must be seeing things, Lumeri thought. The old man's weird tale, the darkness of the room, the candle-lit atmosphere throwing odd shapes on the wall - all were starting to put his nerves on edge.

      “Let's continue, scribe.”

      “Of course, great Khamet. I am ready." The honorific lipped out of Lumeri's mouth before he knew it. He waited for another caustic remark from the old man but nothing came. The dying merchant evidently choose to ignore the scribe's oversight. For Lumeri himself, the dictates of hoary tradition and the teachings of the academy embedded in his scribe's soul were well-nigh impossible to disregard.

      "Forgive an old man's ramblings. The rush of memories makes it difficult to focus. Now, where was I? Ah, the trail. That damnable trail! Oh, how I wish we all died instead in the Great Desert! Our sun-bleached bones clean and in peace!”

      Lumeri kept quiet. Then the old man continued.

      “We ran up that trail in panic, disregarding the heart-rending pleas and terrible screams of the men we left behind. Finally, we reached the end of the path. It was a dead end. A small grass clearing fenced in by sheer mountain faces. We slumped to the ground, tired and without hope. The surviving warriors arrived without a word and sat down on the grass. What was there to say? At the back of the trail awaited monsters and beasts the like of which man had never seen before. Even the mage said so. All his learning proved useless in that valley of death. His spells did work on some of the smaller creatures, but for the most part, the monsters appeared to have a degree of immunity to magical attacks. Steel and iron did a better job of killing them - if one could get past their claws, fangs, and speed.”

      “Forgive me, great Khamet, but the mage didn’t recognize any of these creatures?”

      “Henunu was an excellent mage. And a priest. A very learned one. He did recognize some of the creatures but not their abilities and characteristics. They seemed to have evolved in that place.

      Stronger, more savage and cunning. Some even hunted us in packs, employing simple hunting skills one would typically ascribe to humans. They baited us. Ambushed us. Not your typical brainless beasts. Would you agree, scribe?

      “No - I mean yes, great Khamet. Not normal at all.”

      “We rested in that meadow. Ate and drank what we could spare from our diminished rations. We watched the sun go to its rest, and as it was setting, we found ourselves surrounded by armed men. Curious how they were able to approach and encircle us without our noticing them. Six trained warriors, a general, and a mage. Disregard the scribe. He was sleeping. To our surprise, we were addressed in the ancient language of Kemet. It was not that far removed from what we use today, so we understood enough. Learning we were from Kemet, lost, and had men down the trail, they greeted us as kin and sent some of their warriors down the path in search of the wounded.”

      “They’re also from ancient Kemet? From the old world?” asked the astounded scribe.

      “From Kemet of the old world, yes. Their ancestors also made the journey but not through our gods. Definitely not through our gods,” laughed the old man. Only a bout of coughing stopped the wild cackle.

      “They asked us to surrender weapons and armor, explaining with apologies that it was the rule of their village. But in turn, they assured us of shelter from the elements and wild beasts. And food. With the mention of those necessities, the faces of the men lit up and turned to me. What choice did I have? Surrounded by spears, with monsters at my rear and hunger beside me, I agreed.

      Some water, please, scribe. My throat is parched.”

      Lumeri filled a cup and gave it to the old man, who held on to it after finishing the water.

      “Ah! That's better. At first, we wondered how we were going to leave the glade, until one of our… hosts… went to a part of the mountainside where two rock faces met. It was a cleverly hidden opening. A cleft, naturally disguised by the angle and color of its surroundings. It was narrow but there was enough room to admit a man, provided he entered in a sideways position. And in such a manner did we leave the mountain clearing. Another forest trail greeted us, and we followed it until, after the better part of an hour, we came to a small village. It was enclosed with a wooden palisade, and watchtowers were positioned along the walls.”

      Khamet took a sip from his cup.

      “It had around thirty to forty wooden structures, but I later learned that thirty or so families were living in that settlement. We were directed to a large dwelling in the middle of the village, right in front of a large square paved with flat stones. It had a raised votive platform at one end. Most of the stones of the square were stained dark. In some places, the pavement was thickly encrusted with mold and clumps of grime. At that time, I credited it to the resources of the village affording limited means for maintaining the center of the settlement. But I was surprised at the religious aspect of it. I didn’t see any temple or place of worship, though I noticed Henunu turned pale and nearly fainted when he entered the square on the way to our appointed quarters. Fortunately, I was able to catch him and hold him up.”

      The old man gave the cup back to Lumeri. The scribe noticed a slight shaking of the man's hand. He didn’t say anything and returned the container to the small table. As he returned to his seat and picked up his stylus again, Lumeri’s legs felt cold, and despite his attempts to control it, his writing hand was trembling. It could have been his imagination, but the shadows of the room seemed to lengthen their reach, encircling the bed and the chair where he sat. A preternatural chill appeared to permeate the room.

      “I ushered Henunu into the house, instructing one of the men to take him to a bed. A native approached me and told me food would be sent to us shortly. I was warned that we were not to walk around the village unescorted. I was also told that the village elders preferred that we stay in the house until their council had decided on what to do with us. The precautions were reasonable. I would have taken the same arrangements if I were in their place. I went to our mage who was on a bed. He looked weak, his skin tone pallid, and his face displayed immeasurable fear. I had never seen him like that, even when that pack of clawed and fanged horrors who walked like men had surrounded us back in the valley. I sat down beside him, but as soon as he felt me sit down, his eyes opened. He grabbed my tunic, pulled me down to his face, and hoarsely whispered to me. The stones were screaming, he said.”

      

      Chapter Notes:

      Em hotep nefer weret – Ancient Egyptian. A greeting meaning “in very great peace.” Shana we ranna – Ancient Egyptian. Great and famous.

      Dua netjer enek – Ancient Egyptian. An expression meaning “thank the gods for you!” Imey-er-mesha – Ancient Egyptian. A general.

      Kemet – Ancient name for Egypt.

      Al-mawt – Ancient Egyptian. Death.
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      Act 1 - The End

      Dime had never felt so good.

      After cycles of resenting the weight inside her chest and now nearing her middle age—or so she hoped—Dime wasn’t going to spend one more turn being bounced around like a miniature in someone else’s game.

      It had been a long time in her mind, leaving her career, and now she only wondered how she’d delayed so long. Closing the stair-well door behind her, she heaved the wooden crate up onto her living room table. Eager for resolution and then a solid drink, Dime was ready to put what was left of her old life away.

      She wasn’t sure where to put these last items from her office: a mix of pencils, papers, accessories, and desk baubles. They felt out of place here, at home.

      The unexpected irony of closing down her old workspace was that these small possessions stared back at her in duplicate. Her desk drawer cellar of salt; a pair of fingerless gloves for chilly offhours. Another copy of Ma’Rorg’s Quotes for Life, and a second pair of fidget balls, which chimed as she picked them up.

      She wondered if there was a second Dime in there as well.

      “I’ve always wanted a set like yours,” Dayn joked from the oppo-site doorway, the one leading to their cooking and sleeping spaces. Looking down at the gold objects in her hand, she almost tossed them to him, but hesitated, cautious of the delicate outer shells.

      With a snort, she threw them anyway, wincing as they landed—not so deftly—into Dayn’s outstretched hands. He gave them a couple of turns. “The Intel Circle doesn’t know what they’ve lost,” he said in an overly cheerful tone.

      They don’t care.

      He slipped back into their bedroom with a quick but dark grin, the fidget balls still ringing in his fingers—he really was going to take them, wasn’t he—and left Dime staring at the stone wall of their tower suite.

      Dime appreciated him giving her space today. After cycles of working for the Intel Circle—or IC, as they all called it—first on teams of covert agents and then in strategy and management, she’d finally answered the calling in her heart. The ability to call the game herself, as it were, and not be subject to someone else’s dice.

      And so, far before her proper time, she’d resigned. Her col-leagues, oddly accepting of the idea, had repeated their congratu-lations over the last several shifts, but for what? What had she done other than leave?

      Dayn had supported her decision, of course. He always supported her. As if his career in the Construction Circle weren’t as frustrat-ing as her own. He was working an effort literally called the “Bor-ing Project.” And Dime was the one who left? Well, it didn’t mat-ter now. She’d made up her mind, and she just had to figure it out from here. Relaxing her jaw, she stretched her neck from side to side. Everything is fine.

      The bells rang through the city and Dime paused to listen to their echoes clanging between Lodon’s tall towers. Usually the layered rings of sound reminded her she was running out of time for some project or another. Today, they marked a beginning. A new time. She smiled as the final echoes wafted through a window panel she’d opened for the fresh air. A bird sat on the edge, preening its feathers. Seeing Dime, it flew away.

      She enjoyed the light streaming through the open window, warm-ing the room around her. It was a nice home they had found here. On a high floor, for the view, they lived in one of the smaller tow-er spikes, offshoots of the main tower at its top. There were two suites on this floor, each covering half of the spike, excluding the outer stairwell with its large, vertical windows. While the cooking and bedroom windows faced the other spikes, the living area faced out over the city, its clusters of towers punctuating the view.

      She glanced around at the wedge-shaped room as if it were someplace new, rather than familiar. To her left, the broad win-dow curved around the outer wall, clear panels at her height and stained-glass panes across the top, secure within a thick frame of stone. Below it stretched a wide wooden ledge, large enough for sitting and heavily lacquered to protect the burled timber over cycles of use.

      A round stand contrasted the wall’s sharp corner, holding a pot-ted flowering bush that her older child, Luja, kept vibrant and healthy throughout the seasons. A flat stone wall followed, striped with Dime’s tall black bookcases and the door Dayn had disappeared behind. She turned again, to face the wide center fireplace, built into a curved stone wall and feeding into the cen-tral chimney.

      The final wall, she kept plain, except for a cushioned bench and a few pieces of art, to enjoy the effect of the daylight of Sol, or the nightlight of the skystones, bouncing against its wide stone bricks. The center of the room held their large living table, surrounded by low benches and a couple of mismatched stools. On its edge, sat the crate of items from her office. Her old office.

      She ran her hand across the smooth boards. Dime had a lot of work to do to figure out how to earn a living now, but at least she could enjoy her own space. Another good reason to get every-thing put away, she reminded herself.

      Reaching into the crate, she squinted at a stack of colorful parch-ment sleeves. Each was dyed with vibrant natural colors claimed to be from the Undergrowth itself; she’d been saving them for cycles. She picked up the stack and tilted the edges toward her. “Too nice to use,” she muttered, sliding them into a drawer at the base of one of the bookshelves.

      She set aside a few books and papers, resting them on the window ledge for the moment. Wriggling out a small bundle, she extracted the small roll of fabric into which she’d wrapped her favorite desk ornament. The jade carving was a gift from a Circlemate who’d re-tired cycles ago; she’d hardly known the pyr. Yet, he’d given her a token purchased from a mountain village: a small jade lizard. He’d said it would bring her wisdom. That, she seemed to have dis-proved.

      Unwrapping it, she held the piece in her hand, feeling the cool smoothness of the translucent stone and watching the light from the window dance through to her gray fingers beneath.

      Yes, her hands were getting grayer, and not just her hands. Some-times when Dime glanced in the mirror and saw her darkening face, she realized how much of her life had already passed. At least now I can live it my way, she reassured herself, with a twinge of uncertainty she shook aside.

      A precise rapping sounded at the door, and she jumped, slipping the jade lizard into a side pouch of her jacket. As old as Dime be-came, she’d never stop jumping at sudden noises. She pulled the door open.

      “So sorry to startle you!” Ador said, a gleam in his eyes.

      “You’re up to something,” Dime said.

      “Of course I am,” he replied.

      Dime smiled with warmth at their friend—one of their oldest and best friends. Though he was closest to her spouse, Dime had long appreciated the elegant pyr with his bright eyes and layered speech patterns.

      Their similar height contributed a sliver of his allure, she’d always admitted to herself, but never spoken aloud—even to Dayn. Dime had never understood pyrsi’s fascination with height. It wasn’t the first societal bar Dime didn’t measure up to, nor the last. Still, she could almost look Ador in the eyes, and that was something to en-joy in secret.

      As always, he was dressed in finery far in excess of a simple home call. She wasn’t sure Ador even owned casual clothes. His tailored mauve pants matched a wide stripe on each side of his long jack-et, which was otherwise a dark gray. His cuffs revealed the slight-est ruffle, with loops of light lace peeking through. She wondered if the gray fabric was a trick of the eye, meant to make his skin lighter in contrast, giving him a younger appearance. Ador wouldn’t care, but the good tailors often employed such tricks. Which was why Dime bought her clothes pre-sewn at the market. Actually.

      She ran her gaze across Ador’s smiling face. She loved the cohe-sion of his tattoos; despite his high-class upbringing, he wasn’t marked with any symbols of rank or accomplishment. Instead, patterns of abstract waves ran over his scalp and down around his neck. The patterns were unusual, to say the least. He’d lived his life here in rocky Lodon, a city rising tall in all its stone and metal at the base of the mountains, where open water was scarce and transient. As fierce as pyrsi held to the plains and mountains, for one to show symbols of water had a ring of, well, disloyalty. At least others might take it that way.

      Only two lone symbols stood out; one depicted the Free Winds, an advocacy group Ador led that challenged the Circles’ power and structure. The second depicted his announcement as mas-culine, of ma’pyr, a long time ago now. She had always admired the way he embraced and displayed his own past. Dime tended to avoid her own.

      “Here.” His hands stretched out to reveal a small yellow box, tied with a sturdy orange string. Taking it, she turned the gift in her hands. “I’m proud of you,” he added. Today, of all turns, his ges-ture touched her, a mix of love and gratitude welling in her chest.

      “Oh, Ador. But I haven’t done anything.”

      “What a terrible attitude,” he scolded, tapping his fingers against the side of his suit.

      “Well,” she said, not knowing if she should open the gift in front of him, “I’m not even going anywhere. Besides, I haven’t got you a thing.” Setting the brightly-colored box on the lacquered window ledge, Dime threw her hands up in a mock gesture.

      “What did Sala say?” Ador asked.

      It was so like Ador to toss out a casual question about the Light, as if she didn’t preside over all of Sol’s Reach. The answer wouldn’t impress him, though.

      “Nothing.” Dime had thought, given the work she’d done for the Circles over these many cycles, she might get a visit from the Light. Thanking her or asking why she was leaving. Instead, she’d had a farewell party with a huge tray of bean dip and received a lovely wristband compass. Then she’d taken her crate and left.

      “I see. So what happens now?” he asked.

      Dime’s heart fluttered. Her plan was to start a music school, one that taught a range of life skills. Feeling too self-conscious to talk about it yet, she gave Ador a tailwaggle answer, knowing he’d take it as such.

      “Oh, nothing yet. I take a new path, Dayn continues to work his Boring Project”—she heard him grumble from the other room—“and maybe I’ll run to the library and pick up a good mystery to settle me for a few turns. Or maybe I’ll get out of the city a bit and see Ada-ji. Not just from the depths of some IC den, no—but out, exploring new things.”

      Her mind did race a bit at the idea of getting out of the city. Make no mistake, she loved Lodon with all her heart. She was born here and had never left for long. She loved Lodon’s stone towers, its hills, its ominous crags. She loved the chiseled ravines and the feel of their smooth stones against her bare feet. She loved the warmth of Sol from the top of the Circles’ complex, its golden accents shining in the light.

      Subconsciously, her hand reached up and felt the crystal which had hung around her neck as long as she could remember. Her father had never said much about it; when she’d asked him, he’d simply said the pendant was hers. Once—and once only—he re-marked that he’d named her Diamond for the one around her neck when he’d found her.

      But ba’pyrsi weren’t born with diamonds. In fact, she’d never seen one other than her own. They were often mentioned in fan-tasy tales or used as metaphors. Dime would have considered them a myth had she not owned this one. Too visually striking to be any other type of glass or stone, and with a unique octagonal shape, she felt certain it was real.

      Dime kept the pendant tucked under her clothing when outside her home. But here, with Sol’s rays streaming through the wide window, she liked the way its soft facets caught the light, casting jagged rainbows onto the rough walls.

      It always amazed her how something so simple could pull her from the expansive landscape and rising towers of Lodon that spread across the tall tower view of her living space. She released the necklace.

      Only at this point did she realize she was gazing wistfully out of her living room window as her friend stood waiting, his hands clasped in patience.

      A cool wind swept through the open panel.

      Dime threw her hand over a stack of flapping papers, old work logs she had saved but not revisited. “I don’t need these now.” She shoved the stack into the refuse bin and turned sharp on her toes. “I didn’t give up.”

      His face drawing slightly, Ador waited for her to continue. But Dime understood the truth behind everyone’s cautious congratu-lations. For a pyr well into her Gamh, the epoch of making chang-es was over. She was supposed to have her plans together far be-fore now. She was supposed to know her path. But, she didn’t. It was why she left.

      “Actually, I did,” she amended. “But it wasn’t because I didn’t want to try anymore, it was that I didn’t think I could make a dif-ference.” She paused. With Ador’s connections to high-status pyr-si throughout the Circles, he must have known that despite her controversial positions and points of advocacy, she was under Sa-la’s consideration for Intel Chief: a member of the Light’s Circle itself. Yet, having ideas dismissed by a boss still had the same ef-fect no matter which step that boss was on. And—

      “Joining the Free Winds ended my own career in the Circles.” Ador interrupted her thoughts, his smooth words grating like scratched glass. “I understand more than you think. Sala views it as treason, what we do. Treason! Suggesting pyrsi think for their own harmed selves!” Ador slammed his jaw shut, folding his arms and turning to gaze out of the tower window, where colorful fes-tival banners rippled in the wind.

      Ador had been the leader of the Free Winds for so long, Dime was embarrassed to realize she’d never thought of him having a career before that. And one in the Circles, too.

      It was so much more than a career that he’d given up; he’d ac-cepted a life of being viewed as high-class, but not accom-plished. Intelligent, but not important. She saw him in new light: not just as their kind and insightful friend, but someone braver—more revolutionary—than she had considered.

      What else had she missed all these cycles?

      Dayn wandered back into the room at a casual pace, as if Ador’s harsh language and terse tone had not drawn him in. Dime almost laughed. When Ador started swearing, something was about to get serious.

      “I’d best be on my way.” Ador smiled with kindness, but his eyes were now distracted.

      Dime knew better than to press her friend once he was worked up. She’d call on him later for a glass of ferm and to thank him for the gift. Ador fanned his fingers and, with a nod to Dayn, stepped through the door. It closed behind him with a thud.

      Her spouse stood across the room, his familiar shape casting a larger shadow against the broad stones of the inside wall. The top of his head—also grayer than she had remembered—sent off a gleam in the bright light. She loved his simplicity, his unassuming stance, his plain suits.

      Unlike Ador with his patterns of waves, Dayn was the least tat-tooed adult she’d ever seen. And he had no concern what anyone thought of it. Just a few simple images marked him, most promi-nently a small tattoo for each of their two children, one spectrum and one feminine. Their names rested on Dayn’s temples in slant-ed letters: Luja. Tum.

      Luja had come to them first, when ve lost vis original parents in a toothcar accident at only two cycles of age. A friend at the medi-cal enclave who knew Dime’s own story had said none of the ch’pyr’s extended family were able and asked if they’d be inter-ested in parenting. One look at the toddling youth with the sharp expression and they knew their life had changed forever.

      Just half a cycle later, a pyr traveled to the city, close to labor and seeking a family for the infant. Without much time to coor-dinate, the same friend had asked if Dime and Dayn were inter-ested in a second. They’d rushed to the enclave for the birth and fallen instantly in love with the quiet little bundle, tiny eyes searching to meet theirs. A rare condition had impeded the de-velopment of Tum’s legs, and turns later, they’d been mostly removed. Soon after, they sat around their cozy tower suite as a chaotic little quartet, Dime marveling at her fortune.

      She had never become pregnant over the cycles, and not through lack of opportunity, but her family was perfect as-is. Two felt just right. Especially with Dayn spoiling the shoulder pads off both of them. Speaking of which, one of Dayn’s shoulder buttons had worked loose.

      “Oh, come here,” she said to Dayn. “Your button is almost hang-ing off. We need to—”

      As she took a step toward him, she heard a click from behind her. Dayn froze. Spinning around, Dime jumped with a loud gasp as the entry door swung open, revealing three robed figures. Dime screamed, and her limbs locked in place.

      They stood like statues, backlit by the stairway window, with dark hoods pulled over their faces, which were obscured in the shad-ows beneath. They were hunched over, perhaps, or their cloaks rose with exaggerated padding. She didn’t have time to under-stand, as one of the cloaked pyrsi pressed toward her with a span of glittering rope.

      “You are under arrest,” xe said in a strange, smooth accent, not to the two of them, but directly to Dime, as though they had located someone of great import. “You will come with us to further re-solve this matter.”

      The mysterious pyr moved closer with calm steps, reaching the rope forward.

      Who is this? A rest? Her thoughts confused, she stumbled in diso-rientation, coughing at a strong perfume. Why would someone enter her home? Why would they risk wearing hoods, against se-curity statute? Who were—

      The figure clasped her arm and started to pull her close. Then xe paused as if stunned, xyr eyes resting on Dime’s pendant. She grunted, wrenching her hand away.

      By instinct, Dime spun to the side, avoiding xyr next grasp. The figure tripped forward, losing xyr balance. A second figure pushed toward her, almost knocking over Ador’s gift, sitting on the ledge. “Don’t touch that,” Dime snapped, whisking the small box into a jacket pouch without taking her eyes from the dark hood.

      My children. An inner voice cut through her panic. Her children. Tum was at lessons and Luja was at apprenticeship. Tum had tak-en Agni to lessons; she remembered seeing the kita’s furry paw curled over Tum’s wrap when they’d placed Tum in the bucketpull to be lowered downstairs. That left Dayn, still behind her. They needed to get away. Whatever was happening, Dime only under-stood she could not let them tie her with any rope.

      Out, then. Out.

      “Together,” she called. As the figures closed in again, Dayn’s fa-miliar presence joined her as they grasped hands and bolted from the room like a construction rod. Their pursuers seemed confused by the action, but not for long. As Dime and Dayn tumbled out into the center staircase, Dime’s training took over.

      If you are detected, get away. Leave no evidence. Get away. As-sess and plan later.

      Their spike had one primary staircase, centered with a bucketpull. The first hub was three floors down—one of Dime’s favorite spots, where Marn kept fresh brew and always ensured a current copy of the Caller. As they barreled toward it, almost flying downward with their hands on the spiral banister, Dime consid-ered what they should do next.

      The pyr in their room had put xyr hand on Dime without permis-sion. She couldn’t shake the touch of it. Was this what the—the Violence felt like? And the ropes. Why? No pyr would consider for-cibly detaining another; those who violated the rules accepted be-ing marked by warning hemsa tattoos and left to live out of the city.

      Was it possible these pyrsi were from one of the outlaw villages on the edges of Sol’s Reach? Had they abandoned all order? With hoods, she couldn’t see their hemsa, if they had any. Wearing hoods would earn them more hemsa, if identified, so they must be serious. She had no clue what she was dealing with. Or why. Could they even mean . . . harm?

      While Dime saw no other way out than through the hub—for as sure as Sol she wasn’t going to submit to these cloaked strangers—she didn’t want to put others in their path. Yet they trailed close behind her in the narrow staircase and, the image of their tightly grasped rope muddling her thoughts, she let her feet continue to run.

      Dime landed hard in the center of her local hub, glad she was still wearing her boots as they slammed into the planked floor, sur-rounded by lounging residents and the smell of fresh brew beans. Several pyrsi screamed, scrambling out of her and Dayn’s way. “Danger!” Dime shouted. “Danger; leave or hide!”

      The hooded figures landed beside them without a stride to spare. One reached for her, getting hold of both arms this time. Involun-tarily, Dime yelped. Dayn thrust the wheeled brew stand, brew and all, between them, forcing the aggressor to jump back and release her, as pyrsi in the hub gasped and screamed.

      “Go!” Dayn yelled.

      Dime jumped onto the counter, kicking the papers as she slid across it. Pages from the Caller fluttered into the air and Dime leapt over the side, aiming toward one of the two closest exits, knowing they wouldn’t see which one she had chosen until she was through it. She raced forward with all her force, again propel-ling herself, hand over hand, down each floor’s banister.

      Purchasing a high home for a nice view now seemed like another of her more short-sighted decisions. Her heart pounding, she tried to remember where each hub was, as now she was in a less famil-iar section of the tower. The shouts from behind indicated a close pursuit, as did Dayn’s voice, carrying over the din. “Go! Go!” he continued to shout.

      She realized in that moment what Dayn must already have real-ized. They wanted her. Not Dayn. Dime. She was the one that needed to get away.

      Unsure how she was able to keep pushing forward, and not feel-ing much of anything at this point, she continued the pattern: down the tower, find a hub, pick a new, less expected path. Stay one step ahead. Switching spires cost her time, but she hoped it might throw off her pursuers. She only needed to get far enough ahead that they would choose the wrong arch; maybe even enter a new tower once they got to the lower levels.

      If she lost them, would they leave?

      But she didn’t lose them, and she heard a torrent of steps close behind. What do you want with me? Dime asked again and again. There must be better options than simply running, but there was no time to think. Floors flashed by, and pyrsi gaped and ran, and Dime gave up on reality until she had time to consider it again. Al-most rolling out into the tower’s street-floor lobby, she bolted for the entrance.

      As though her senses caught up to her, she felt an overwhelming exhaustion all at once. Should she try and find Enforcement? Would these outlaws even respond? Wearing hoods and wielding ropes, they showed complete disregard for the law.

      Yet she couldn’t keep running this way, with her pursuers right behind her. She could run to a public place, but if the invaders tried to take her anyway, would pyrsi stop them? How could they be stopped if they did not respond to the law? The answers were not ones she would consider.

      She thought that in a crowd, she could lose them. They seemed to want her specifically; she hoped they wouldn’t use the ropes on anyone else.

      Stumbling from the lobby arches as those within fled in panic, she heard the commotion growing behind her. There was a dome just down the street; with a sharp breath, she turned toward it. Pe-destrians and toothcars paced by on the busy road. She hoped in desperation that they would block her from view and the pursuers would leave, their mission a failure. Behind her, the calls grew closer. They were gaining ground, almost to her.

      She heard a bellowing yell. Turning by instinct, she saw that Dayn had leapt onto the tail end of the closest one’s cloak and dug a set of metal claws—Construction Circle pyrsi always carried little tools—into the thick fabric to hook the figure’s garments and hold him back so Dime had a better chance of leaving. No! It was too close to the Violence. The fabric must have been damaged. She would not allow it.

      The figure wrestled away, not understanding that Dayn’s tool had burrowed into the cloak, holding it back as xe continued to press forward. As the dark fabric rippled away, two large, iridescent wings sprung back and a rope of braided hair unraveled between them, as if xe hadn’t shaved, well, for cycles.

      Wings.

      Hair.

      For a long stride that was probably just a split moment, they froze, staring at each other. The pyr—she supposed xe was still a pyr; xe didn’t look so different overall—wore a dark robe, ac-cented with a small pin. Xyr face, what was visible outside of the hair, was much like anyone else’s, but without any tattoos.

      “Take that one too!” one of the cloaked figures yelled to the un-cloaked pyr as xe pointed at Dayn, still in his slippers. “Meet back at Chambers!” Around them, chaos bounced through the crowd like lightning.

      “Fairies!” pyrsi shouted, those whose shouts were discernable over the torrent of screams.

      “Sprites!”

      “Their wings, like bugs!”

      “Look! Over there, look!”

      “The Violence! The fairies have returned it!”

      Dime and Dayn locked eyes. “Don’t worry about me,” they both called, as if in chorus. Dime wanted to smile, but then it seemed she had two pursuers now to flee, whereas Dayn would just have the one. She’d better get to it.

      Fairies?

      A knot grew in her gut and her back twitched in a panic spasm as she accepted what she had seen. Whispered stories of the flying creatures flashed through her mind, of their terrifying screams and cruel practices, living in murky forests with the beast-like newts. Yet, there xe was. Clearly a fairy, yet looking like other pyr-si at xyr core, wings and hair aside.

      Contact with the fairies would return the Violence. Dime couldn’t think about that now, not if she wanted to prevent it.

      Around her, pyrsi screamed and ran. Someone pulled the storm siren, and wind rushed through the bellows, its loud warning howling down the street.

      The uncloaked fairy with the braided hair flew overhead, pushing aside the abandoned toothcar Dayn had slipped behind as if by valence. But—it must be valence, Dime realized with shock. Then, valence was real?

      … <Act 01 Continues>
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      Marian Halcombe’s journal

      25 December 1856

      I start this new volume of my diary rather early! All orderly minds would agree it would be more proper to begin it next week, on January first. But what is to be done? My dearest half-sister Laura’s gift to me was this most wonderfully handsome blank journal. It is far more grand and expensive than my usual run of black cloth-bound Letts volumes. This book’s luscious blue Morocco leather cover smells divine, simply begging to be opened, and the sleek, cream-colored paper implores the pen’s ministrations. So I must begin.

      Let me start this new volume as is proper for the new year, with a report on all our household.

      Baby Walter—Wally—is now quite the young man! Almost five years old, my darling nephew is teethed, breeched and walking and climbing like a young monkey. His mother has been teaching him to pick out simple tunes upon the piano while I undertake the sterner task of introducing him to his letters. Alas, too often our alphabet blocks are requisitioned to become fortresses for his toy soldiers. But he grows in intelligence every day, the light of the household.

      His father, my brother-in-law Walter Hartright the elder, has devoted his energies to mending fences with all our neighbors. During the residence of Laura’s uncle, the late Mr. Frederick Fairlie, social martyrdom reigned. Relations with all the county were at best suffered to fall away to nothing; when Mr. Fairlie had the energy, or folk were so foolish as to actually call, he did not hesitate to offer direct insult. But now under Walter’s head we have rejoined the community. We occupy the family pew in Limmeridge Church; we call and are called upon, dine and are dined with. Though he is an incomer to the district, and not born to the gentry, he has been so well received that there is talk of Walter standing for Parliament when the current incumbent, Sir Cedric Gratham, retires year after next. But when this is suggested he brushes it aside with a laugh, saying that his old friend Professor Pesca foresaw it, and therefore it cannot be.

      But my happiest news is of my darling Laura. My sister could not thrive, all the years we lived in humble circumstances in London. Transplanted back to her native northern soil, surrounded by love and kindliness, Walter and I hoped she would gradually bloom again. How foolish we were, and how little we knew of her greatness of soul!

      For what dear Laura needed was to serve others. Poor and ill, she could come to no one’s aid. How well I remember her desire, even though she was barely restored to health, to assist in earning our daily crust! Now, chatelaine of Limmeridge, she is come at last into her own. She is the fond patroness of the village school, as our mother was before her. Mr. Frederick Fairlie had an abiding horror of children, but now he is gone we have revived the parish fête, giving over the garden and shrubberies once a year to the great benefit of the church.

      And, thus nourished, Laura’s energies and spirits have grown wonderfully. She is indefatigable in visiting the poor. If there is a lying-in or a sick child within twenty miles, young Mrs. Hartright is there on the instant with calf’s-foot jelly, or some arrowroot, or a basket of baby linens. Already she is the acknowledged mercy angel of the district; I doubt not that before she dies she will be elevated to the rank of saint.

      To see my dearest sister, the person I love most in all the world, flourishing like this fills me with joy. And, with another child on the way, she—and I—look to be happy and busy for years to come. So when she gave me this volume—oh, I must write it plainly and in order! Let me go back a little.

      We were a merry party for Christmas. Walter’s elderly mother and his sister Sarah had come up from town, escorted by his old friend Professor Pesca, the Italian tutor. Little Wally had received a stick horse for Christmas and was galloping and shouting up and down the halls.

      Little Professor Pesca wore a silver basin on his head, a veritable Quixote, and waved a napkin for a banner. He pelted along behind on his short legs, singing some Italian patriotic anthem at the top of his lungs. Walter himself, between paroxysms of laughter, bestrode a dust mop liberated from a startled housemaid, bringing up the rear. Was it the battle of Waterloo, or the Charge of the Light Brigade? In any case the noise was immense.

      “At least your floors are becoming cleaner,” Sarah noted—we were observing from the safety of the stair. Old Mrs. Hartright sat on the landing and wiped tears of laughter away and Luna, Laura’s pet miniature greyhound, trembled and cowered against her skirts at the tumult.

      Laura smiled fondly down at husband and son. “I assure you, Sarah, that is the last thought in any of their minds. But, dear Marian—I almost forgot. I have a gift for you.”

      “What, in addition to Mrs. Yonge? We will begin reading The Daisy Chain aloud in the new year.”

      “Yes, yes. But come through into my sitting room—Wally’s voice is so carrying.”

      We went into her little room, the same chamber that has been the scene of so many important conversations in our lives. We sat on the sofa by the window, which looked out over the wintry garden. In the watery sunshine Laura looked more happy and healthy than I have ever seen her. All the grace and affection of her character from girlhood were blended now with the mature and intelligent gentleness of a woman. She has blossomed and grown into all her promise; the beauteous rosebud, darling of the garden, is in full fragrant blow. “Love and happiness is good for you,” I burst out. “I have not seen such bloom in your cheeks since we were girls.”

      “And that is what I wanted to say to you, my dear Marian. You will remember, always and forever, that I love you, won’t you? And that your happiness is essential to my own?”

      I was startled—how could there be any doubt of it, after all we have been through? It is family policy to never speak of the past. “Laura, is something wrong?”

      “No indeed, Marian. It is because all is so right that I give you this.” She put the Morocco volume, this very journal, into my hands. When I had finished exclaiming over it and thanking her she went on, “Marian, you are so clever and capable. Your life should be larger than that of a spinster aunt. You could be so much more.”

      “Oh, Laura, you know that is not a possibility.” I did not need to glance at the square mirror propped on the mantel. From the moment of birth the two of us have been the most amusingly ill-assorted sisters: she fair and blessed as springtime, and I the impoverished harsh winter, with my dark hair and unharmonious features. All my life I have been compared to Laura, and am content to be forever second. “If your blessings of face and fortune are no guarantee of happiness, how can a person with neither hope for it?”

      “But that is precisely my point, Marian. I am happy, after much storm and peril.” She smiled, a smile of such bliss! “Once, in a moment of great distress—do you remember?—I made a foolish and unkind demand of you. I asked you to never marry and never to leave me.”

      “You did?”

      “I’m sure you noted it in your journal—when you have leisure, go back and look. And today—now that we can both see how much Walter’s love has done for me—I know that I was wrong. I had no right to make such a selfish demand even of the meanest servant. Love does not lay such requests upon the beloved. You are no slave in chains, but the dearest person in my heart. Surely only the overwhelming press of circumstance kept you from scolding me roundly on the spot for my childish unreasonableness. You pronounced no promise at that time. But if you made it silently, in the corridors of your heart, it was a noble sacrifice to my need. My dearest, dearest sister, now and for always: I absolve you of it. You are no prisoner. You are free. And this journal is the token of that. Let it be the next chapter in your life, Marian. Let it record a wider heart, a life fully lived.”

      “Laura! Walter spoke of this once. Are you—” I could not go on, my eyes filling with weak tears.

      Quickly she put her own slender white hands over mine, which numbly clutched her gift. “Never, not for an instant. Your home shall always be with us if you wish it, and our lives shall always be entwined. Why, little Wally would never tolerate less! But . . . consider seeking more, Marian. Yes, it is a risk to change. To reach out, to grow. But you are not nervous, like me. You are a mighty oak. You do not have to linger always in a little clay flowerpot like Limmeridge. You are an eagle. If you spread your wings and fly, that is right and proper. And we, Walter and I, will watch you soar with shouts of joy.”

      From the open door, below in the hall, came those exact shouts of joy. “Oh, Laura,” I choked. “How have I ever deserved a love so pure, so noble as yours?”

      “Marian! When you have done so much for me? How can you say that? You deserve all good things, every joy in the world. And because I love you, I want them all for you.”

      Overwhelmed, I retired to my own room, and when I was more composed I sat at my writing desk and wrote all this down so that I may read it over again, and reflect upon Laura’s words. She has not spoken words of rejection. She does not close a door on me. These are words of opening, of liberation. She wants the best for me, as I want it for her. What shall I do, my darling girl, if you become wise as well as good and happy?

      

      27 December

      It is all very well to recognize a need for change. Now that dear Laura has articulated it, I too feel it. The young tree she spoke of perhaps felt this, a need for a larger space, for fresh earth and running water. A new year is coming, and as she advised, I will meet it boldly.

      But how? I remembered there was a novel, a popular fiction from several years ago, about a young woman in this exact same quandary. Mrs. Ramer, the rector’s wife, has spoken disparagingly of the heroine’s unladylike example and rebellious, unregenerate spirit. If anything this is a recommendation! Down in the library I found it: Jane Eyre. Alas, Miss Charlotte Brontë is notably unhelpful. Advertise for a position, indeed—it does not quite sound respectable. Certainly impossible for Miss Marian Halcombe of Limmeridge House. So I tabled the matter and went down to play with Wally.

      The plan was for our guests to stay to see in the new year. However, this very day—the day after Boxing Day—there was a nut-cake for tea. An innocuous and even cheery occurrence, one might say. But, biting down on a piece of walnut, old Mrs. Hartright exclaimed in pain. “Oh, oh! My tooth!”

      “Mamma, was it a bit of shell?” Sarah cried.

      Mrs. Hartright spat her mouthful out into a napkin. There was no shell, but a white shard of tooth gleamed in the detritus. “You have shattered it,” Walter declared. “Mother, will you let me have a peep?”

      But this she refused to do. The poor old woman moaned in pain, clutching the side of her jaw. Tears poured down her face. “The nerve must be laid bare,” I said.

      Laura was already gone in a whisk of long skirts to fetch the medicine box. By the time she returned we had Mrs. Hartright laid out on the sofa. Pesca helpfully fetched a chunk of ice from outdoors, broken off an icicle. Wrapped in a napkin and held to her cheek, this did not calm the pain as we hoped. The unlucky woman was writhing in agony.

      Laura unlocked the box and took out the laudanum. “Will she permit me to drop it on the tooth?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said. “Perhaps in water, instead. If she can sleep through the night, day may bring relief. And if not, we have time to send for a dentist.”

      Laura prepared the dose while Walter and Sarah propped their mother up and then persuaded her to sip it. The powerful opiate soon had its effect, and she fell into the mercy of slumber. Walter carefully hoisted her in his arms—she weighs no more than a bird, the poor thing—and carried her up to her bed. We committed little Wally to Pesca’s care and followed. When the old lady was comfortably tucked up, Sarah undertook to sit with her, while Laura and I discussed the next steps with Walter.

      “Now that Mr. Barker has made his final adieux, there is no good dental surgeon in Carlisle,” Laura said. “We must send to town for one.”

      “And in the time it takes to send, and for one to come, we could more quickly just take Mother to him,” Walter said. “Her pain is so great that the utmost speed is called for.”

      “But you cannot go, Laura,” I put in.

      She had to assent. “Not in the depths of winter, and in my condition.”

      “And little Wally needs you here,” Walter said. “But I do not like leaving you for any length of time. And Sarah is . . .” He stopped, and we did not pick up his discourse for him. His sister is not precisely simple, certainly not mentally afflicted as a doctor would define the term. But she is not a female who deals with abstractions. One might trust her to select a pair of slippers, but not a dentist for a difficult extraction from a fragile and elderly patient.

      “Why, we make too much difficulty of it,” I said. “Are there not three of us? I shall go. You may trust me to take the tenderest care of your mother, Walter, and to see that she is attended by the best practitioner in London and nursed carefully back to full health however long it takes.”

      “That would be marvelously kind of you, Marian,” Walter exclaimed. “Both Pesca and I shall escort you on the express train, so that the journey may be swift and easy as possible, and I will then immediately return to Limmeridge. My dear, you can manage for a day or so without me?”

      “The new one is not due to appear until April,” Laura said, smiling. “And your arm will be needed to help your mother in and out of the rail carriage. Pesca is the soul of kindness, but he is a very small man. I will be safe here at Limmeridge.”

      Our plans made, we immediately set about our preparations. I have packed my trunk for a stay of possibly a fortnight or more. It is impossible to predict how long Mrs. Hartright, at her age, may need to recover from an extraction. I must conclude this entry and go to bed. We depart at first light tomorrow.

      

      3 January 1857

      A brief entry to note that everything proceeded as we had laid out. Walter and Pesca whisked us to town on the fastest train. Mrs. Hartright slept on my shoulder for the entire trip. I am installed now in the tiny guest bedroom of the comfortable cottage that is the longtime home of Mrs. Hartright and Sarah. It is on a lane bordering Hampstead Heath, a quiet and respectable district north of London. A most excellent dental surgeon waited upon Mrs. Hartright the very next morning, and she bore up under the extraction well. She felt an immediate relief, the pain of a tooth-pulling being far less than the agony of the broken tooth. Walter departed for the north again that very day, leaving myself and Sarah to supervise Mrs. Hartright’s recovery. This has been slow, not a surprise in view of her advanced years, and we take it in turns to nurse her. Tedious, but I have my journal and my knitting. I propose to knit a lace gown for the coming nephew or niece.

      

      8 January

      A disturbing occurrence took place this evening, which I hasten to note down before I should forget the particulars.

      Sarah having a long-standing engagement with the Ladies Working Society at St. John’s-at-Hampstead, I sat with Mrs. Hartright all this evening. This is no great trial. She is now able to sit up in bed and take soft food and tea, although she has not yet come downstairs. Her jaw is still mightily swollen on that side, and she is not confident on her feet; at her age a fall would be calamitous. I spent an hour reading aloud to her from the newspapers. Whatever her bodily ailments, her mind is active and sharp, and she keeps up with all the latest intelligence both at home—especially the doings of the royal family—and abroad. “Is there news of the female anarchist, Daisy Darnell?” she demanded. “Early in the week they had captured her, but yesterday the story was all of her escape.”

      I turned the pages. “Yes, a short report. Let me read it to you: ‘An international hunt continues for the infamous villainess Daisy Darnell. She was last seen in Croatia, where her anarchist lover was finally brought to book and hanged from the snow-white ramparts of the medieval citadel at Dubrovnik. Ludovic Bradamante, once a count of the Austro-Hungarian nobility, was convicted of murder, arson, and bomb-throwing after a heinous attempt upon the life of Prince Aleksandar Karađorđević of Serbia. His common-law wife Darnell was herself deeply implicated in the plot. But she eluded capture on Tuesday by a ruse at the train station, cloaking her extraordinary beauty under the veil and wimple of a nun of the Little Sisters of St. Anselm . . .’” It was good, full-blooded stuff, very typical of the Balkan nations. I struggled with the difficult foreign cognomens and was grateful that we live where everyone has a pronounceable name. Mrs. Hartright evidently thrilled to the same contrast, paying close attention to every twist in the female anarchist’s daring escape.

      Then, having settled her down cozily for the night, I went downstairs. Sarah was not yet returned, and the parlor was close and oppressive. I had been indoors all day. Also I had miscounted my pattern and now faced the unraveling of a good inch of complicated knitted lace, a task it was a pleasure to postpone. I opened the front door and stepped out onto the stoop. Though it was January we were in the midst of a welcome warm spell. There was no snow nor even frost, and a mild moisture hung in the air, the harbinger of spring. The cottage is divided from the lane by a hornbeam hedge. The bright moonlight lured me down the path to the gate.

      I leaned on it and took a deep breath. The pasture and woodland of the heath were black against a glowing golden haze: the gaslights of London. Warm white mist gathered in the low spots of the landscape, and above in a clement sky the moon was nearly full, modestly veiled in pale ravelings. All was still, not a rustle of leaf or twitter of any bird. It was a calm, silent night of the full moon just like this, when Walter encountered Anne Catherick on his walk home, not so far from this very spot. What a fateful encounter that had been for all of us! How many lives and deaths had turned upon that one chance meeting! Surely the finger of God was upon Walter that day—

      My rather melodramatic reminiscences were abruptly broken off. There was something stirring, moving purposefully in the mist at the foot of the slope. For a moment I wanted to retreat into the cottage and bolt the door. But then I schooled myself to wait and watch. What boggart or villain could there be, here in this quiet suburb? It might only be Sarah, returning from the sewing meeting. How silly I should feel, if she had to knock on her own door to be let in.

      So I watched as the mist thickened and then thinned again, and suddenly I could clearly discern two small figures, hand in hand. Could they be children, out alone at this late hour? They wandered nearer, up the lane. I could see they were a fair boy and quite a little girl, perhaps seven and five years old, clad in coats over their nightshirts. Innocent of socks or stockings, their little feet were crammed into untidily laced boots. Were not the night so mild they would have caught cold instantly. But no woman—no decent human being—could watch such tiny creatures wandering alone in the night without intervening. As they approached the gate I leaned over it. “Dear children, where are you parents?”

      “We’re looking for a mother,” the little girl replied readily.

      “Hush, Lottie,” the boy said crossly. “You shouldn’t blab our affairs all over.”

      “It’s very dark,” I observed. “You must have walked a long way. I am Miss Halcombe, and I live in this cottage. Would you care to come in and have some refreshment? I can offer you cambric tea—it is a favorite of mine. And perhaps some seed cake.”

      “My name is Micah Camlet,” the boy said with dignity. “No, thank you.”

      “Oh, but Mickey, I love seed cake,” Lottie cried. “And there’s a blister coming on my heel. I wish I had put on stockings, but you were in such a hurry.”

      “Your legs must be cold. I shall make up the fire to boil the kettle anyway. You are very welcome to come and sit by it. And I could look at your blister.” I unlatched the gate and held it invitingly ajar. “And your name is Lottie, little one?”

      Trustingly, she stepped in. “Yes. Pleased to meet you.”

      Her brother, wiser as males must be even at his age, said, “We must not impose upon you, miss.”

      “How is it that your mother let you slip away without her, my dear?” The child put a thumb into her mouth but then—clearly remembering a nurse’s injunction—pulled it out again. Very gently I took the child’s free hand.

      “We haven’t a mother,” Micah interposed.

      “And we want one,” the little girl added. “Father Christmas was supposed to bring her, but he must have forgot.”

      I drew them both onto the garden path, and was just making to latch the gate when there was a commotion farther down the road. There was a clatter of hooves, and suddenly a tall black horse loomed up out of the mist. Its rider was hatless, his long, many-caped coat unfastened and billowing behind with the speed of his progress. Quite an heroical picture, spoilt only by the glint of steel-rimmed glasses on his face. “Madam, have you seen—great God. Micah! Lottie!”

      “Is that your father?”

      “Yes, and he shall be so cross,” Lottie said, with composure.

      “He read to us about Father Christmas,” Micah objected, “so I don’t see his complaint.”

      By this time the rider had pulled up at the gate and flung himself off his steed. “Children, are you hurt? How dare you give the slip to Nurse like that—it is very naughty of you!”

      He was, quite naturally, entirely beside himself with anxiety. In the role of peacemaker I said, “Mr. Camlet, I presume. And this is your son and your daughter? They do not seem to have suffered much from their adventure. A blister, I am informed, is all the souvenir—”

      “How dare you meddle with my family affairs, woman? It cannot be quite respectable that you lurk in a dark garden like this.”

      If he had been a big, dangerous-looking fellow I might have spoken more softly, but all of this man’s height had been lent by his horse. Afoot he was not intimidating—and certainly not with spectacles. “It is my own garden, sir, or rather the property of my hostess. If anything I am the aggrieved party. I did not invite you or your family to call. But I see that you cannot be reasoned with, and it is too late for conversation. Good night, Miss Lottie and Master Micah.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Micah said politely.

      Lottie clung to my hand. “But we were going to have cambric tea!”

      I extracted my fingers from hers and retreated into the house, firmly shutting the door. Peeping through the parlor curtain I saw the Camlet family in silhouette having it out with itself in the intermittent moonlight. My fear was that the father might be so intemperate and choleric as to beat his children. As their parent he had full right to chastise them as he would, but the sight would be lacerating. But against that there was the children’s placid demeanor when they spoke of him. They had not been afraid in the least. Finally the taller figure lifted the smallest to the saddle and climbed up himself before giving the boy a hand up to the saddlebow. Thus burdened the horse turned slowly, walking back the way it had come. The thick hedge prevented me from seeing more. Sarah came through the gate half an hour later, full of chatter about hemming infant linens. I said nothing to her of my evening, and we went straight to bed, I pausing only to scribble down this account. Of all the provoking and pointless encounters!
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      Chapter 1 - The Piper’s Price

      Ty lifted his throwing cup for the final toss of the bones. The clamor of the spectators quieted. He ignored the scattered cheers and taunts, the cigarette smoke and coughs of the twenty people crammed into the back room of Nikos’ small market. With his opponent watching from the other side of the table, Ty rattled the cup and tossed the five small goat pasterns across the green felt. Nine points would tie the game; anything more and he’d win the championship. Life could return to normal. He’d settle his debts and quit gambling.

      He’d live to see his thirtieth birthday.

      The bones bounced and rolled. The first two landed on their flat, lowest-scoring sides; the third bounced to a stop for two points. The fourth bone rolled briefly up onto the convex bulge worth six points, but momentum carried it over for three. The final bone pirouetted on a corner. It toppled and landed on its flattest side. One point.

      The game official, standing at the side of the table in his dark suit, intoned the scores formally, using Ty’s given name. “The final throw for Eutychios Kleisos totals eight points.” The man’s face, thin as a starving child’s, held neither joy for the winner nor sympathy for the loser. “His final score stands at one hundred and two. Yannis Zaros’ final score stands at one hundred and three. Yannis Zaros wins.”

      Shouts of joy mingled with a loud chorus of moans and curses. Simultaneous conversations began as the spectators settled their side bets. Ty heard it only dimly beneath a growing hum in his ears. His fog of single-minded obsession and cosmic certainty that he’d win the championship burned off now like morning mist, and the enormity of a debt he couldn’t repay struck him with the force of one of the city’s lumbering trams. Sweat dotted his forehead and palms. It ran down the insides of his dress shirt. He hoped his legs would hold him as he moved around the table to shake the hand his opponent proffered.

      Memories ghosted to him of old tracks and backrooms in Athina—Athens, as the European tourists called his city—where his father had taken him as a small child, places where he’d been left untended among the shouting men with their changeable moods. He could no longer remember the chain of rationalizations that six months ago had hauled him back into this world he’d professed to hate.

      “I’m sorry,” Nikos said, patting him on the back. Friends from childhood, Nikos knew that in this one night, Ty had lost roughly what it would take him two years to earn in his job as a locksmith. Ty wasn’t about to share with him that the game remained in play, the stakes raised now to life and death. He nodded in vague acknowledgement and tried to envision a scenario where Nikos wouldn’t learn the depth of his stupidity these past months. He couldn’t.

      Others brushed past, offering condolences. He barely saw them as he searched the knot of spectators. His money-lender’s stature made Kairos difficult to spot until the crowd shifted and he saw a flash of gaudy yellow, waist-high among the dark suits. Like butter in a churn, the press of people continued to move and Kairos flowed from the middle to the front, headed for Ty. Two black-coated men flanked him.

      “I might not make it back to the hospital tonight,” Ty said to Nikos. “Would you check on my mother for me? Tell her I’ll be there as soon as I can?”

      “Of course,” Nikos said, not noticing the approaching trio. He gripped Ty’s shoulder and pushed through the dark curtain that divided the back room from the store front. Ty wished he could follow him, run out of the store and out of the city. One look at the black-coated men told him he wouldn’t get far.

      His money-lender stopped in front of him and the two men placed themselves at Ty’s shoulders. Kairos’ head came only to Ty’s stomach and he looked up, studying him with wide, dark eyes that perched above his pocked ball of a drinker’s nose. His lemon-chiffon suit practically glowed in the room’s shadows and made queasy contrast to his shock of rust-red hair. People standing nearby turned, sensing tension like sharks smelling blood.

      Ty gave Kairos the only thing he had left: the truth. “I don’t have it. Another lender sent men by today to collect on some other debts I owed.” They’d tracked him down at the hospital. His mother had woken when they came in and had looked confused and worried as they escorted him out of the room. “I had all my stakes for tonight right up until today. They made me give them everything. It’s why I borrowed the money.”

      “And you thought borrowing a better option than forfeiting?”

      He’d been heading out of his apartment to do just that when the conviction that he would win tonight overpowered his common sense. The justifications that had resonated so strongly earlier today felt paper-thin now, in light of the evening’s catastrophic loss.

      He didn’t answer and Kairos continued. “The contract you signed stipulates you’ll pay the money back tonight out of your winnings, plus twenty percent.”

      He’d tracked Kairos down and convinced him to draw up the contract, but the memory felt hazy and unreal, as if he’d been drunk. The obvious issue of how he would come up with the money in the event of a loss hadn’t been Kairos’ problem, and Ty wondered again at the man’s motivation for agreeing to such a deal. He guessed he was about to find out.

      Not for the first time, a niggling concern told him he’d been conned. He thought back over the past few months looking for proof, starting with the unexpected invitation from one of his locksmith clients to play in the big money bones games. Ty had ended up playing not just once but the entire season, from the first day of fall to tonight’s spring equinox. He’d made new friends who had encouraged him to bet on horse and dog races, wrestling—pretty much everything—all of them venues where his losses outweighed his consistent winnings at bones.

      He wanted to believe he’d been conspired against, manipulated, but it seemed impossible. The decisions, however uncharacteristic, had been his own.

      “Take him to the warehouse,” Kairos said to the two men. Now everyone in the room watched.

      Kairos’ men were hard and silent. They wore identical black trench coats, and both had hair as black as Ty’s own, but instead of his blue eyes, theirs were obsidian. Despite the fact that one looked to be in his twenties and the other in his fifties, there seemed something about their similarities that made them feel like they belonged together.

      The men patted him down. He’d never carried weapons in his life and hadn’t been about to start today. Satisfied, they grabbed him by the shoulders of his suit jacket and herded him past the curtain and into the store, along cramped shelves of packaged goods and bins of bulk items. Nikos sat behind the counter pricing boxes of Paximathia biscuits. He looked up in surprise as they hauled Ty to the door. “What’s going on?” he said.

      “Tell my mother I’ll come see her soon,” Ty said. “Nothing else, all right?”

      The little bell over the shop door jingled as they pushed him out of the store.

      Outside, the streets of Athina hummed. It had been thirteen years since the end of World War II and eight since the bloody Civil War that had followed. Commerce in Ellada—Greece to their English speaking allies—had finally begun to revive. Restaurants, shops, and the ancient sites saw an increase in tourism each year. Cars flowed like stately yachts through the bustle, competing for space with pedestrians and trams.

      Kairos’ men led him into a more residential quarter of the neighborhood, home for all twenty-nine years of his life, where ancient white-washed homes squatted stubbornly among the new brick buildings looming over them. The oldest homes listed dizzily. Some sported patchwork stone, cobbling them to adjoining structures and forming shops with attached living quarters. Pillars and foundations from eons past sprouted like gray teeth, jutting between rows of apartments stacked four and five stories above the newer shops and department stores. Phone wires and lines carrying electricity crisscrossed overhead with the tram cables stretching between the tall buildings, like the intricate rigging of a ship. As if the old city might hoist her sails someday and sail away to the nearby ocean.

      On the front porch of a squat house sandwiched between two larger buildings, the widow Savina wielded a rug beater with the vigor of an athlete. Six months ago she would have stopped to ask him who he was with, what he was doing, if he wanted to come in for a bit of supper as he had no wife at home. Tonight she stared at him and continued swinging. He didn’t doubt that her cataract-clouded eyes judged his escorts and weighed his downfall accurately.

      It was the widow who had sent a boy to the races to tell Ty that his mother had been found in bed, too weak from pneumonia to feed herself. He wanted to shout across the street to the woman that his mother had never called him for help. The excuses lodged in his throat. If he hadn’t stopped visiting to keep her from learning about his gambling, he could have prevented her illness from progressing. Staying away had been a useless folly in the end; if the widow had known to send the boy to the racetrack, his mother had surely heard the rumors as well. He wished now he’d worked up the nerve to tell her everything as he sat with her at the hospital over the past few days, listening to her wet cough and labored breathing.

      “Where are we going?” he asked.

      “Somewhere we can talk privately,” Kairos said, giving him no answer at all.

      “If I could just...”

      Kairos walked on as if he hadn’t spoken, but the dark-coated men swiveled their heads and gave him a look that silenced him.

      Lights popped on, countering the deepening twilight. Music drifted through open windows on twenty-year-old wooden cathedral radios and shiny new box radios. The newly revived rebetika, strains from Hadjidakis’ compositions, and Sofia Vempo’s contralto followed them through the streets, lively tunes playing in sharp counterpoint to Ty’s mood. In a few more blocks they came to a faded-pink tin warehouse. One of the dark-coated men opened the door. The threshold loomed over Ty like a point of no return, and dread filled him as he stepped over the boundary. His body felt remote, as if he watched through another person’s eyes as he entered the building.

      He expected a smelting factory or maybe a meat-packing plant—somewhere Kairos could kill him and dispose of his body without leaving any evidence. He wasn’t expecting a beauty academy. The two men escorted him down a cavernous room dotted with stylists’ chairs, sinks, and side-tables filled with scissors, combs, brushes and bottles. A strong smell of ammonia hung in the air, giving the impression that students had been here just minutes before. One of the men opened the door to an office on the left. Ty was pushed into a wooden chair while Kairos took a seat behind the desk.

      Kairos hadn’t appeared at the games until this past season, according to the long-time gamblers. Ty knew nothing about him except that he’d made himself visible and word had spread that he was a reputable money lender. Judging by the shortened legs on the desk and the chair that fit him perfectly, this had to be his office.

      “You’ve cheated me, Ty,” he said. “I can’t abide a cheater.” He nodded to the older man on Ty’s right.

      The man leaned in and wrapped the long, thin fingers of one hand over Ty’s wrist and the arm of the chair. Some trick of the light made the trench-coated shoulders look like the humps of folded wings. His eyes flashed, small and beady, the whites invisible for a moment. Ty jerked his arm back but didn’t manage to pull free. The man on his left grabbed his other wrist, and Ty’s heart pounded against his ribs.

      The top button of Ty’s shirt was undone, as always, his tie knotted well below the old, ropy scar across the front of his throat. With one finger, the man on his right nudged his shirt collar and T-shirt to the side. He pinched above his collarbone and Ty flinched. Nails that looked like ordinary fingernails and felt like claws pierced his skin. The man pulled. To Ty’s horror, he felt the flesh tear. His pulse hammered in his throat as he tried to twist free.

      A paper-thin strip of flesh peeled loose, pulling away more easily than skin should separate from the layers below. Pain burned along the two inch path of the wound. Ty cried out, more in horror than agony. With a jerk, the man plucked the skin free and dangled it in front of Ty’s face, a slender strip, pale on one side, bloody on the other. He tipped his head back, dropped the flesh into his mouth, and swallowed convulsively, bird-like, without chewing. Ty fought down a sudden, violent nausea.

      “Your life isn’t worth what you owe me,” Kairos continued, “so what am I to do now?”

      The younger man pushed two fingers into the bloody wound and placed his thumb on the other side of Ty’s collarbone.  He tugged very slightly, and the bone loosened and shifted. It threatened to pluck free of Ty’s body as easily as the skin had done; as easily as carrion birds might pick apart the rotted carcass of an animal at the side of the road. The man pulled a fraction harder. Pain lanced through the ligaments securing Ty’s collarbone to his sternum. Fear unbalanced his heart, sending it tripping into unfamiliar rhythms, hammering so violently it ached.

      “I’ll pay you back,” he panted. “I swear it. Give me a week.”

      “A week?” Kairos said. The tension on the bone eased. “Well, how could I not trust that coming from someone who promised to pay the money back tonight? No. I think I’ll take my payment now.” He picked a large silver coin off his desk and spun it on end, watching Ty as it rattled to stillness. The faces of the nation’s queens stared out, twins conjoined back-to-back, one head facing Kairos, one facing Ty. “What would you be willing to do to repay me?”

      The joint at Ty’s sternum throbbed. “Anything,” he answered too quickly. He hoped that he hadn’t just promised to murder someone or pledged to become Kairos’ bed-boy.

      Kairos nodded and the black-coated men released him. “I need you to get something for me. Something from Erebus.” He watched Ty with his dark eyes, gauging his reaction.

      Ty’s mother had raised him in the Hellenistic religion that she and a tiny minority in Ellada held to—that the myths and fables of poets like Hesiod and Homer weren’t mythology at all; the stories and the gods were real. As a teenager, he’d rejected the outdated, polytheist belief, but he’d never filled the void with the Catholicism that had supplanted the old religion in his country centuries ago.

      Ty glanced at the strange men to either side, then to Kairos. His wound burned. Blood seeped into his white shirt. He’d experienced visions of the gods twice as a child, and for the last half of his life he’d believed in nothing but what he could see. Now he didn’t know what to believe.

      “Are humans allowed there?” Ty wasn’t ready to accept that Erebus was real, but it seemed a good idea to humor the man who held his life in his hands.

      “Of course humans are allowed,” Kairos said. “It just hasn’t been done before.”

      Ty had been taught that Erebus was a dark mid-world, adjacent to Tartarus and other underworlds. A place where monsters and offspring of the gods had been sent to dwell once the gods no longer walked the earth.

      He’d thought Kairos odd the times he’d seen him at the games—his rust hair and his eyes that seemed older than his face, his fashion sense that bordered on the bizarre. Now he factored in the strange henchmen and the erratic bounces the bones had sometimes taken. Ty hadn’t lost a game all season until the championship, yet his unlikely string of losses in every other venue had landed him deeply in debt.

      Details that had seemed unrelated a few hours ago drew together like a chemical bond, individual elements combining to make something entirely new. Perhaps Kairos had played a part in his patterns of luck and loss, or some spell had influenced the murky quality of his decision-making these past few months. He forced the train of thought to a halt, dismissing it as ravings from a fear-saturated brain. Even the strange impressions of the thugs had most likely stemmed from adrenaline. If anyone was crazy here, he needed to believe it was the man across from him.

      “Why me?” he said, trying to tack with the winds of his captor. “There must be a thousand men in the city who’d love the challenge. If I went to Erebus, I’d probably get killed in the first few minutes.” He lifted his hands as much as the restraint allowed; a let’s-be-reasonable gesture. “Let me pay you back, the full amount plus twenty percent. I don’t need a week. I’ll get it today.” He didn’t know how, but he’d find a way. “You can use the cash to hire someone else.”

      “If you’re worried about going to Erebus, what do you think your chances are of surviving the day if you say no?” Kairos tapped the coin on the desk, letting the question hang in the air. “However, the quicker the thing is done, the better for all. Besides, the sooner you’re back, the sooner you can see your mother again, right?”

      Ty felt as if he’d been doused in ice water. He’d been a fool to mention her in front of Kairos.

      “All right,” he said, his attempt at negotiation crushed. “Whatever you want. You want me to go to Erebus, I’ll go.” A tension he hadn’t previously noticed ebbed from the man’s shoulders.

      “You’re a locksmith, is that right?” Ty nodded, though Kairos seemed to already know this for a certainty. “I’ll want you to take a set of your tools with you, something discreet, but you have a stop to make before you go home to get them.” He addressed his two men. “Take him to Kalyptra’s.”

      The name was one Ty felt certain he hadn’t heard before. He wished he had. It might have given him some hint of what lay in store.

      

      Chapter 2 - A Marked Man

      Full dark had descended by the time Kairos’ men escorted Ty the few blocks from the warehouse and up three flights of stairs of an apartment building. The older man knocked on an unmarked door. When it opened, Kalyptra turned out to be a woman, younger than Ty, though hard for him to tell by how much.

      She had light brown hair that came to just below her shoulders and she might’ve been stunning if she hadn’t been so obscured by tattoos. Her entire face was dark green, patterned with black whorls and symbols. Her neck was heart-attack red with blue writing in a stick-figure script. The rest of her—what he could see from the man’s work shirt she wore unbuttoned to her braless breasts and baggy fisherman’s pants rolled to the knees—was the yellowish color of rawhide lampshades.

      He couldn’t guess the original color of her skin or if the pale yellow had been tattooed on or dyed into her body some other way. The “skin” was broken by large, black, stitches colored in irregular rectangles, making her look as if she’d been pieced together by some rough and untalented creator. He wondered how she moved about in the city without being arrested as a lunatic and how he hadn’t heard of her living here so close to his neighborhood.

      “Kairos sent him,” the older man said, his speech oddly clipped. He indicated Ty with a nod.

      She opened the door wider and stood back. One of the men shoved Ty, and he stumbled inside. The apartment was small and more or less tidy, though suffused with a musty odor. Kalyptra turned, waggled a finger over her shoulder, and padded ahead, barefoot. The men took up a position by the door.

      Ty followed her to the only other room in the apartment, her bedroom apparently. She crossed to a large dresser and rummaged in the top drawer. “Take off your clothes,” she said.

      She was as strange as Kairos and his lackeys, but what she wanted from him he couldn’t begin to guess. It didn’t really matter. With Kairos’ men in the other room, he wasn’t about to put up any resistance unless left with no choice.

      “Can I ask why?” he said, as he slipped off his jacket. He could, but apparently she wasn’t going to answer.

      He pulled his narrow, black tie free, then sat on the bed to remove his socks and shoes. His reserves faltered and he sat there a moment longer before he unbuttoned his shirt with a mixture of anxiety and resentment. He lifted the cloth gingerly from the congealing wound at his right shoulder and pulled it off, followed by his undershirt. The resentment increased as he stood and unbuckled his belt, but he didn’t see any alternative. He stripped to his undershorts. She turned her head and made a perfunctory gesture for him to remove those as well.

      A refusal flitted across his tongue unvoiced. Questions he wanted answered did the same. More than either of those things, he wanted to live long enough to see his mother again. Now that he was thinking straight for the first time in months he could apologize, explain what little he could, assure her he’d never gamble again. He couldn’t imagine the hurt he’d caused her when she realized he’d followed in the footsteps of his father, the man who’d gambled away the family money and then abandoned her and Ty to poverty.

      Kalyptra continued to sift the contents of the drawer, occasionally placing an item on top of the dresser. Feeling his exposure on multiple levels, he removed the rest of his clothing.

      He covered himself with his hands and waited. Wedging his tongue between his teeth, he made a soft clicking noise. It took him a moment to catch the nervous habit that had come to his attention once he started gambling. Kalyptra still had her back to him, but he’d have to be on his guard if he hoped to live through this. She turned and faced him, a few small jars in her hands.

      Women had appraised him before without finding anything that warranted pointing or laughter so he endured her inspection with what he hoped was a confident expression. Being nearly six feet tall and relatively fit, maybe he had whatever it was she was looking for. If not, his black hair and blue eyes usually won him more favors than he deserved. Her examination seemed a tad clinical, however, and her expression gave him no clues.

      “Lie down,” she said, indicating the bed. He did.

      She sat on the side of the bed and set the jars next to him. Lifting a finger to his throat, she traced the scar there. The interest with which she touched it made him wonder if she felt his old death in the coarse tissue.

      He’d died twice as a child, both accidents, each one leaving him with no heartbeat or breath for a few minutes. The first time he’d been five-years-old. He’d drowned and been revived by some older boys. The second time, two years later, he’d died by hanging and been revived by his mother. The thick, red smile across his throat was a memento from the hanging. He’d always believed that his third death would be the final one.

      After fingering the scar, Kalyptra ran both hands down Ty’s chest, pausing over his heart. Kairos had told Ty he would send him to Erebus; he didn’t say in what condition. Ty tried to prepare himself for anything from intercourse to an elaborate execution. Sex wasn’t necessarily the preferable option, based on tales he’d heard of jealous gods or some of their offspring who took after their promiscuous appetites and homicidal tendencies. Whether these people were playing at being something more than human, or truly were, the result would likely be the same for him either way.

      Kalyptra opened a nightstand drawer and removed three objects. One was an item he’d never seen before, about the size and shape of a calligraphy pen. The second was a straight-bladed shaving razor. The third item made his palms break out in a sweat—a small knife with an edge so shiny it put the razor to shame.

      She set the knife on the nightstand. Ty imagined lunging for it and holding her off while he grabbed a handful of his clothes. It would still leave Kairos’ men out there, though, and he hadn’t been lying when he’d told Kairos he’d likely die if confronted with anything resembling mortal combat.

      She opened one of the jars. The liquid within was dark blue, but the scent of honey laced with sulfur smelled nothing like ink or paint. She picked up the pen-shaped thing. Instead of a nib, it terminated in a small bundle of sharp needles. She dipped the needles into the liquid, bent over him, and pressed them hard into the skin below his right collarbone. It burned like hell and kept on burning as she moved down, tattooing him as she went, though it seemed to go faster than he would have expected.

      “What’s this for?” he asked, trying to sound conversational. He’d never had a tattoo—few people got them except for mariners and dock workers and such. He wondered what made them want the damn things if they hurt this much.

      Kalyptra made no reply, her expression as emotionless as if she hadn’t heard. She held her face close to his body as she worked, her breath the light, rhythmic brush of a feather. Her hair tickled his skin like ants dancing erratic patterns on his chest, but the fiery, nerve-searing pain of the needles and ink more than counteracted anything that might have been sensual. He grunted and sweated and gritted his teeth as her work progressed down his body; his only breaks came when she changed nibs on the end of the tool as she changed colors.

      He tried to think of something other than fear or pain, but it was hard to force his mind far from either. He tried to imagine Erebus and remembered the visions he’d had as a child. He’d always suspected that telling his mother about seeing the gods when he drowned had been the catalyst for her religious fervor. He couldn’t remember how devout she’d been before that. The visions had frightened him, but his mother had frightened him more when she told him that the gods had chosen to show themselves to him, like the heroes of old. She’d thought it wonderful. The second time he died, he told his mother he hadn’t seen anything.

      Kalyptra used the straight razor to clear a swath as she worked, scraping through the middling amount of hair that ran across the center of his chest and in a thin line down to his navel. Pride made him struggle not to groan when she began with the needles again, but he didn’t succeed for long. He couldn’t see the design she drew, but the pattern swirled as she extended it from his collarbone toward his sternum, around his right nipple, and down the right side of his chest and abdomen to the top of his hip. By the time she was done the entire right side of his chest was on fire, even areas she hadn’t colored.

      “Lung for luck,” she said, when she finished that side. “The pain is necessary, but this should help.” She dipped her fingers in a jar of powder and stroked softly down the length of the tattoo. The pain abated slightly and muscles he didn’t know he held tense relaxed.

      He hoped the worst was over, but she shifted on the bed and began on his left side. The new pattern took a similar course, though when she finished she said, “Heart for love.” Again, she stroked powder into the serpentine and again the pain eased somewhat.

      She pulled his left arm to the side, about to start a new area, and he wondered how much of his body she planned to tattoo.

      “I need a break,” he said.

      Her focus on her work was so intent that she looked at him as if he’d spoken gibberish.

      “I need some water,” he elaborated. “I need to use the bathroom.”

      She sat up and nodded toward an open door off her bedroom.

      In the bathroom he went first to the single window. He peered down at the three-story drop and a fire escape ladder too far to the right of the window to do any good. Pulling back from the window, he saw his ghostly reflection framed against the black night sky. The tattoos glared back in the reflection, a lasting reminder of the person he’d become these past six months.
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      Chapter One

      “It’s too soon to risk it,” Erimar said.

      Tirren stood, anticipating the rest of the objections his father would raise. It was an old argument but past time to revisit it. He paced to the library’s hearth and leaned an elbow on the fireplace mantle. “We’ve held off an extra year already. What will more waiting accomplish? It won’t alter my son’s heritage.” The heavy, gray stone of Thiery Hold seeped cold into his arm, despite the fire. Outside, a chilly, spring rain pelted the leaded windows with a sound like small pebbles hitting the thick glass.

      “He would have more time to mature,” Erimar insisted.

      “He’s seventeen,” Tirren said, striding back to the middle of the room, his volume increasing, “a year into his manhood.” Escalating this would accomplish nothing. He took a breath and began again. “The more we emphasize his differences, the harder we make this for him. Chayan has enough to overcome already. He has to be ready to be Beodan by the time he’s twenty, to be Bealdor when you and I are gone.”

      “Gods, Tirren! Don’t you think I’ve thought of that every day since that woman brought him to us?”

      That woman. Erimar had never once referred to Chayan’s mother by name.

      Tirren had intentionally steered the conversation away from Yslaaran, as much for his own sake as to avoid his father’s bitterness, yet even the harsh and impersonal invocation of her triggered memories: his first sight of her through the open gate of the Hold eighteen years ago, as she stood at the edge of the woods that Winterfest night. A woman, nearly of a height with him, wearing a single, flowing gown that had shimmered in the dark like opals, so different from the layered, high-cut dresses of Heshan women. Her thick, red hair loose, spilling down her back to her hips. He asked if she was well, titling her “Iden,” as her graceful elegance bespoke a highborn woman. He hadn’t realized at the time how much he debased her.

      Tirren dragged himself from the memories. “I’m sure you’ve thought of her daily.” He didn’t bite back the resentment that seeped into his words. Unfair of him, he knew, to criticize his father’s objections to her when he’d never reconciled his own conflict at loving the woman who stole his will and his seed for reasons he’d never understood, leaving him with the complications of Chayan’s heritage heavy on his shoulders.

      Their ancestors watched the argument even now, from tapestries covering the stone walls of the library. Men paused forever in the bloody battles that had won Thiery in the Conflicts, and paved the way for it to become the wealthiest of the four regions comprising their country of Hesh. Tirren’s father would have continued the family’s strong line, but his wife’s frail body had given them only one child. And Tirren had failed more grandly still; one bastard child, born to the Elven woman who had abducted and seduced him eighteen years ago. A halfblood heir for a land that hated and feared the Elves.

      “Don’t twist my meaning, Tirren. You know I love Chayan. I’ve raised him as my grandson despite his blood and his illegitimacy. But to let him travel the region, see the people, meet with the councils. We have no way to know the effect it will have.”

      “We’ll never know if we keep him prisoner in the Hold.”

      “Prisoner?” His father snorted. “Chayan has never been kept in the Hold and you know it. I’m saying we can’t let our plans outrun our caution.” His father stared into the fire. “The two of you are all I have,” he said, quietly.

      In nearly twenty years since Tirren’s mother died, his father had never remarried, pinning his hopes on his son instead. Tirren had failed him there as well. He had been twenty-two the last time he saw Yslaaran, that following Winterfest eve, when she brought Chayan to him as an infant. At thirty-nine, he still couldn’t bear the thought of another woman. His obsession with her was wrong, and guilt plagued him for it, but year after year the feelings refused to fade.

      “I know we are,” he said at last. “And I know the part I’ve played in that.”

      His own conflicted feelings extinguished the last spark of his anger. He moved back to the chair opposite his father and sat leaning forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. The silence that followed drew them in, drew them together.

      “I appreciate everything you’ve done for Chayan,” he said. “If not for your protection, he might have been murdered as a babe, even here in the Hold. You kept us both safe, helped him become accepted. I can never repay that. You are my father and my Bealdor and if you say not to go, we won’t go.”

      The collapse of tension on his side left no wall for his father to push against. Erimar sat back with a deep sigh. “I’m not saying you can’t go. I’m saying it frightens me.”

      His father had aged quickly in the past few years. At sixty-three, the brown hair and eyes of a Heshan had faded: the hair to gray, the eyes to a slight bluish cast.  His olive skin had dulled and his trim muscularity looked almost skeletal, but he was strong and stubborn still.

      “I promise you this, Tirren.” Erimar’s voice regained its conviction. “If you rush things and this plan fails, I’ll see you married by the end of summer. Our line will continue to rule.” The ultimatum had metal behind it this time, though the thought of marrying any but Yslaaran made Tirren’s guts twist. “My own guilt has swayed me too often,” his father continued. “No more. You had best be sure you are right about this.”

      He was sure Chayan could win out over the prejudice. The people of Thiery would surely come to accept him in time, despite his Elven blood, just as the community here in the Hold had done. He felt certain the magistrates wouldn’t challenge Chayan’s right to rule once they became familiar with him. He was gambling much on his son’s readiness for this trip, though.

      “Chayan has been preparing a long time. I don’t want to tell him he has to wait another year or more.” Tirren leaned back and watched the rain pound at the window, blurring the garden to steel gray. He was tired of the argument and they were returning to the crux of it again. “I think my status as Beodan and a couple of swordsmen at our backs will get us through the initial reactions.” He met his father’s eyes, willing him to agree. “The region expected to see the heir a year ago, when he turned sixteen, and the heir needs to see the region. If Chayan is different than the people anticipate, all the more reason for them to meet him, see his diplomacy, his humanness.”

      “The two of you and two swordsmen, and you think you’ll be safe?” Erimar’s grunt said eloquently what he thought of the idea.

      “It’s traditional,” Tirren said, knowing that was not a strong enough reason for his father. Not even sure himself it was a good idea. “If we go with a show of force, people could be more frightened of him.”

      “They’ll be frightened of him if he unleashes some wild magic on them, that’s a sure thing. The two of you, trained soldiers that you are, and a couple of swordsmen won’t save you from a mob. Or from an arrow in the back.” Erimar waved one arm emphatically. “And as for the magic Chayan inherited, it’s more likely to harm than help if you get in a bad way.”

      “It’s been a long time since anything has happened. Chayan has worked hard on his control.”

      “He doesn’t even understand what it is he’s trying to control, Tirren!”

      “How could he?” The sharpness returned to his voice with the painful memories. “There was no one to learn from. I certainly was no help, though the gods know I tried. But you’ve seen how maturity has changed him. The fevers are long gone and nothing untoward has happened in years. We can travel when neither of the moons are full, for extra caution.”

      Erimar stayed quiet. Tirren pressed his point. He leaned forward, as if moving closer could help him reach his father’s emotions. “Even as a boy, he never meant to hurt anyone. He’s a man grown now, and he tells me it won’t happen again. I believe him. Chayan needs us to have faith in him. He can’t succeed if we never give him the chance.”

      He held his breath, watching his father consider. He could see his thoughts dancing a razor’s edge. “How many men would make you feel safe?”

      “The whole gods-sworn army!” Erimar steepled his fingers and considered Tirren over the top of them. “Ten. Take ten good men with you, go at the dark of the moons, and be gods-damned careful in the Southlands.”
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      Tirren woke to deep and nearly moonless darkness. He rolled onto his back, reorienting, trying to shake off his vivid dream of Yslaaran. In the five weeks that had passed since his father relented, the twin moons had waned concurrently, an event that wouldn’t occur again until summer. Today he and Chayan would begin their journey. A cock crowed in the distance, heralding the approaching dawn, but his thoughts drifted back to his dream.

      It had started as it always did, as things had started that night, eighteen years ago. Leaving the Winterfest celebration to take some cold night air in the courtyard and shake off the muzziness of the heavy mead. Seeing her at the edge of the woods; the heat of her touch when she took his hand as he approached to check on her. Leaving Thiery’s snowy evergreens behind and entering a grassy meadow surrounded by beech and ash. Though the two full moons remained the same, the summer glade and the foreign stars overhead should have sent fear crashing through him, but nothing mattered except her. He would have walked through the gates of the Land of the Dead with her had she asked it of him. His mind had been cocooned in cobwebs, desire the only coherent thought. His memory of that night, though, remained as sharp as if it had been yesterday. Unfading, all these years, and bringing the frequent dreams, which in turn strengthened the memories. The most bitter torment she could have bestowed on him.

      By the time the first sliver of dawn wrestled with the dark outside, Tirren closed the door to his apartments, saddlebags over one shoulder. He entered the hallway and saw the back of a soldier also heading for the stairs; from his size, it could only be one man.

      Shen turned, hearing someone behind him. He filled the opening to the narrow stairwell as he waited for Tirren to catch up. Heavily muscled and nearly a head taller than most men, even Tirren came only to his eyes. The front of Shen’s hair was tied up into a high ponytail, the same as Tirren’s and every other swordsman’s, but the rest of it hung nearly halfway down his back. It had kept growing a hand or more than most men’s, just as Shen himself had.

      The spiral stone steps were too narrow for them to go down abreast. Shen stepped back to let Tirren go first. “Are you leaving soon?” he asked at his shoulder as they descended.

      “As soon as possible. I want an early start so we can take our time on the road.”

      “How is Chayan? Still nervous?”

      Tirren nodded. “I think so, but he puts on a good face.”

      They reached the main floor and made their way to the great hall, the rows of long, heavy tables and benches nearly empty with the early hour. Tirren scanned the room for Chayan, not finding him, and he and Shen took a table to themselves. A wisp of a girl attended them a moment later, one of the many granddaughters of the Hold’s eldest cook. She set out wooden bowls and pewter plates, with a large bowl of porridge and a platter of ham and warm bread. Tirren learned from her that Chayan had eaten before first light.

      “He must either be packing or already at the stables waiting for me.” He reached for the ham first, knowing his friend’s appetite too well. The girl returned with two mugs of dark, watered ale and a bowl of fresh butter.

      “I hope you know how much I wanted to go with you,” Shen said.

      He nodded. “I heard you asked to be in the escort. I also heard you drew first spring patrol. Just because you’re a regiment leader now doesn’t mean you’ll get your way with Jaron.” The captain of the swordsmen had never been a sentimental man.

      Tirren was glad Jaron had promoted Shen early; he’d deserved it. Hard to believe it had been so many years since Shen first came to the Hold, arriving the same year that Yslaaran first appeared. He’d been sent from one of the better families up north, and Tirren had been impressed with the tall, athletic boy. He’d claimed him to squire as his personal uthow, which Shen did for six years, until old enough to join the ranks of the swordsmen. Since then, he’d become a good soldier and an even better leader.

      “It must be nice to be out of the barracks and have your own rooms finally.” Tirren smiled, but Shen remained serious.

      “I’d give it up to protect you and Chayan.”

      “I can’t go over Jaron’s head to reassign you, not when Jaron himself is going with us.” He looked down to saw at a thick piece of ham. “Besides, a giant like you would just scare people.” He grinned, still looking at his plate.

      Shen laughed. “You’re in rare form today. It’s good to see you smile, though. You should try it more often.” He drained half his mug and wiped his mouth. “Well, I suppose you’ll be safe enough without me.”

      “Gods, ten men,” Tirren said. “I still think we might have been better off with just the traditional escort. I want so much for the people to accept him, not fear him.”

      “He picked a hard place to begin, starting off with the Southlands.” Shen ladled a generous portion of porridge. “Why didn’t he start up north, or better still, here in the Midlands? Thiery Village and Fent have been familiar with him for years.”

      “He didn’t want the Southlands hanging over his head while he visited the other districts. I suppose I can see his logic.”

      Shen scraped the rest of the ham and bread from the platter to his plate. “Do you think people in the south really still see Elves, like they say? It’s hard to believe when people in the rest of the region—probably all the rest of Hesh—have never seen any. Not these days, anyway.”

      Tirren shrugged. He often wondered the same himself, but the Southlanders were a suspicious and closemouthed lot. He had sent men there, years ago, to try and ferret out information about the Elves. They’d come back with nothing.

      He’d never seen any of the Elven folk other than Yslaaran, and he’d only seen her the two times: that first night when she took him to the meadow, and the following Winterfest night—one year after she’d abducted him. He’d evaded the men his father had assigned to watch him and went to the woods looking for her. She was there, just as he’d hoped she would be, but Chayan had been a surprise. She’d passed the infant to him, naming the boy and, at last—when he’d begged—giving her own name. She’d never returned.

      “I suspect they’re just more superstitious in the south,” Tirren said. He shrugged and his mouth crooked in a wry smile, “but I’m hardly the one to gainsay them.”

      Their first night together had felt to him like a single night, but he’d returned to find that search parties had been looking for him for three days. In legends, mortals abducted by the Elves usually vanished for years; when they returned, they had no memory of their abduction and their wits were often addled. Tirren’s wits and memory had been intact, but he’d endured the whispers that followed him through the Hold for some weeks, and the looks the villagers had given him in town for months. Considering what he’d been subjected to, it was hard to imagine what Chayan saw in people’s eyes every day.

      Shen toyed with a piece of bread. “Do you still dream of her?”

      Six years as Tirren’s uthow and a dozen more as his friend had made Shen privy to more than most.

      The memory of her emerald green eyes looking up at him returned to him from this morning’s dream. The scent of her skin—jasmine, gardenia, and spice. Her deep red hair with tiny white flowers caught in it, wrapping about his bare forearms as he topped her.

      He lowered his eyes, as if Shen might see the erotic images there. “Not as often now.” He wasn’t sure if he was glad of it or not.

      “I notice that fewer of the camp followers are dying their hair red these days.” Shen gave him a wicked smile. “Even they must be giving up on you finally.” He bit off a hunk of bread.

      The unexpected remark pulled a short laugh from Tirren in spite of himself, knowing it for truth. His vivid and sensual dreams had led him occasionally to those women, but the experience was such a coarse and disappointing shadow of his memory that he swore each time he wouldn’t yield to it again.

      “My patrol’s gone fat and lazy over the winter,” Shen said, recognizing when to change the subject. “It’s good they’ll be getting out of the Hold soon.”

      Shen was always anxious to start patrol. The man loved to travel. Tirren shoved his half-eaten plate of food aside and debated with Shen what the spring roads might be like. When Shen wiped his plate with a last piece of bread, Tirren stood and gathered his things.

      “I’d better check the stables. Chayan’s probably pacing the courtyard waiting for me.”

      Shen stood and came around the table to him. “Fare you well, both of you,” he said earnestly, gripping his shoulder. “My patrol leaves later this week. We’ll be out longer than you, but I’ll see you when I return. Be safe.” He clapped him on the back as they parted.

      Tirren planned to do everything in his power to see that they were. He left the hall with breakfast sitting uneasy in his stomach, wondering if maybe he had been wrong to push for this.

      He would find out soon enough.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      Star System: Vayk

      It was late and the spaceport deserted by the time I had parked and secured the Tykhe, a small StingRay class passenger/merchant spacecraft, and cleared customs. The area was bathed in shadows cast by lights leaking through partially lit maintenance and repair building windows. An eerie quiet pervaded the area as I strode past the buildings. My soft leather boots as silent as Shadi, my snow leopard companion who ghosted beside me like a shadow. When I reached the spaceport administration building, two taxis were waiting—one automated and one with a human driver who looked asleep. I banged on the driver's window, preferring to appear new to the city. He jerked awake, his eyes only partially open, and smiled as he rolled down the window. Judging by his worn clothes and the aging ground-vehicle, the taxi business wasn't good.

      "Sir…Spacer," he revised after rubbing his eyes and blinking several times. The light wasn't good and his eyes still hadn't adjusted from sleep. "Where would you like to go?"

      "The Longhorn," I said. He frowned and gave me an appraising look before speaking.

      "That place can be a bit rough at times. And it's close to the seedier side of the city. I can recommend—" He stopped when I shook my head. I opened the back door and in one smooth leap Shadi landed on the seat near the opposite door and curled into a ball.

      "What the hell was that!" he shouted, wide awake now. His voice rising several octaves as his expression went from surprise to fear.

      "Your second passenger," I said as I slipped into the seat and closed the door. He muttered in some language and nervously peeked over his shoulder while maneuvering the vehicle into the street. When nothing bad happened over the next few minutes he seemed to relax, with only an occasional peek in the rearview mirror.

      "Six standard credits," he said when he stopped in front of a building which appeared to have been constructed from logs and had what looked like the skull of a Texas longhorn steer hanging over the barn-door-looking entrance. I inserted a prepaid chip into his handheld and deposited seven credits. I tended to use prepaid credit chips so my comings and goings couldn't be monitored nor could the funds be traced back to me. I didn't think anyone was watching me but why take chances or make it easy for them if they decided to check at a later time. The Longhorn was alive with activity as I entered: the long wooden bar was filled to capacity, the dance floor had twenty couples whirling to the music, and most of the rustic bench-style tables were full. The wooden beams, sawdust on the floors, and the people with their jeans and wide skirts gave the place the feel of the old west on Earth. I chuckled to myself. Vayk was one of the Rim systems and considered less civilized by the people of the Central Systems for their tendency to hang on to the ancient past.

      As I stood looking around, a man wearing jeans, cowboy boots and hat, and a gun belt and holster with an old-fashioned revolver approached me.  He was shaking his head.

      "Spacer, pets aren't allowed," he said, surveying the two-meter forty-five-kilogram snow leopard sitting by my right side. He stopped a good three steps away and edged to my left.

      "I hope you aren't planning on telling my companion she can't join me." I narrowed my eyes into a sad face and shook my head slowly. Just then Shadi yawned and her five-centimeter canine teeth were exposed. His open mouth stare went from the cat to the multi-functional weapon, Mfw, strapped to my side. I smiled, noting the volume of noise in the room had been cut in half and many were staring in our direction.

      "Would a table against the wall be acceptable?" he asked, having decided discretion was the wisest course of action. A few minutes after having been seated a young woman in a wide skirt, ruffled shirt, and fringed cowboy boots appeared.

      "Howdy, I'm Susie. That's a big cat but she sure is beautiful. What can I get for you?" she asked, barely able to pull her gaze away from Shadi, who sat calmly looking up at her.

      "Hi, Susie. Give me the house special and my friend a one-pound steak, raw, and cut in two-centimeter chunks. She'll have a bowl of water and I'll have a draft beer," I said while rubbing Shadi's head and neck. She purred in satisfaction. Looking around, I noticed most of the people in the room had resumed whatever they had been doing and the noise had increased to where the walls vibrated from the sound. I scanned the crowd while smiling and tapping my foot like I was enjoying the dancing. Everything looked normal or, at least, no one seemed particularly interested in me—not that they should but I'm naturally cautious. Susie arrived with my dinner not long afterward. She placed my plate and the beer on the table, then knelt and placed two large bowls on the floor next to Shadi.

      "She sure is beautiful," she said and beamed a million-credit smile when Shadi raised a paw to her. Susie took her paw in reverence. She left smiling like she had received a very large tip. I ate slowly, while pretending to be interested in the room's activity. In truth, I was early for my appointment and knew this restaurant wasn't more than two kilometers from my real destination, where I intended to walk to avoid being tracked.

      When I exited the restaurant, it was two hours after midnight and the streets deserted, a smart decision in the city's old district. As I strolled down the poorly-lit streets, I noted several small groups loitering in the shadows of buildings or alleyways, which would have been trouble except for Shadi and the very visible multiple functional Bahr Special, with its distinctive red oak gun handles, strapped to my thigh. Two youths made a brief appearance, grinning until Shadi growled with teeth bared. They disappeared back into the shadows—smart decision. Twenty minutes later I saw the soft glow from a window decorated with two partially naked women with ostrich fans. One stood on either side of Club Henrik painted in large gold lettering. Inside, the club appeared empty except for three men: a weasel of a man stood grinning behind the bar, an ugly scar-faced man stood leaning on the bar counter, nursing a beer, and a younger third man sat at a table some ten meters away, grinning. It didn't feel right but I was committed so I continued into the club and made my way to the bar.

      "What would you like to drink, Spacer?" the weasel behind the bar asked, his voice carrying a hint of amusement. I guess he considered me the night's entertainment.

      "I'd like whatever you have on draft and let Henrik know his friend Zenaida is here and would like to say hello," I said, ignoring the bar stool which would restrict my movements and make it impossible to keep all three men in sight.

      "Sorry, Henrik wasn't feeling good and took off early. He said you could give me the package," the weasel said, smiling. These three were as subtle as an active volcano. I tried to stall while I weighed my limited options.

      "Package?" I frowned and shook my head. "I don't have a package for Henrik. He was supposed to have a package for me to take to Tihua for him. You need to call him because I'm scheduled to leave tonight." My window of opportunity was closing with every minute: the grinning man had one hand under the table, which I suspected held a weapon; the weasel was carrying a tall glass of beer, which I was sure was meant for my face; and the ugly looking guy at the bar had his hand on the Mfw strapped to his waist.

      Mr. Ugly stepped away from the bar as Mr. Weasel lowered the arm with the glass, preparing to throw it at me. A second before the beer left the glass in my direction, I dove away from the bar while drawing my Mfw, tucked my head before I hit the floor, rolled to a kneeling position, and squeezed off several shots at Mr. Smiley as he began to rise from the table with his gun. The pellets hit him in the chest, propelling him stumbling backward. As I spun toward the bar to take care of Mr. Weasel, I saw Shadi standing on top of Mr. Ugly. He lay still, spurting blood from his neck and chest. Mr. Weasel stood paralyzed with the empty beer glass in his hand. I switched to laser and cut a line across his throat. When I looked back to Shadi, she sat on the man's chest, cleaning her paw. The stink of gunpowder and blood filled the room. As I rose to a standing position, Shadi padded softly to me and rubbed her head against my thigh. I sank my hand into her thick soft fur and scratched, to her delight. Detecting no other threat, I wandered into the hallway, which had several doors. Opening the first door I found a large men's bathroom. Ten men and several women were tied to toilets, urinals, and sinks. Each one had something stuffed in his or her mouth. A chorus of moans and squeaks greeted me. I left them and proceeded down the hallway, opening doors—a woman's bathroom had no one inside, a maintenance closet, and eventually a large office. Henrik sat in the middle of the room, tied to a chair. He was a giant of a man with a full beard currently soaked red with blood. His bulbous nose lay to one side, one eye swollen completely shut, and multiple cuts on his bare chest and arms. I untied him and helped him to the women’s washroom. He roared with obscenities from several systems all the way there and the entire time I spent helping to repair some of the damage.

      "Damn, Zen. I wish you hadn't killed them. I've been dreaming about what I was going to do when I caught them," he shouted when we entered the bar room and saw the three dead. He surprised me when he pulled out a handgun and shot each man several times. "Not very satisfying," he muttered. Then he knelt and went through Mr. Ugly's clothing and retrieved a credit chip. "Where do you want your fee deposited? Don't worry, it can't be traced back to me or Club Henrik."

      "Tykhe TZ577486," I said as he slipped his chip into a tablet he was carrying and typed in the number. When he looked up, I handed him my backpack. He looked inside, nodded, and pressed Send.

      "I've sent five thousand, the other half of the agreed upon price for delivery and an extra five thousand for your trouble."

      "Thank you," I said as he went behind the bar, drew two beers, and handed me one. Then waved to a sturdy wooden table with four captain's chairs. "I'd love to know how they found out you were delivering these five jade figures to me." He gave me an enquiring look.

      "Had to be whoever you negotiated with to have them delivered to you."

      He nodded, eyes downcast in thought for several minutes. Then he shrugged and waved to the dead bodies. "Your father taught you well. I owe you."

      "You can do me a favor. Let me know if you hear of anyone who has a snow leopard or has one for sale."

      "Sure. I don't know of anyone offhand, but I'll ask around." He downed the last of his beer and then laughed. "I guess I should let those people in the toilets go and call the police to have them," he jerked his head toward the dead men, "removed. I won't mention you, Zen. There won't be an investigation. Three thugs came into the club, assaulted the customers, and attempted to rob me. I killed them." He laughed and pounded the table. "If you are looking for business…talk to Toccara Greco. He owns the Night Owl Club."
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      When I left Club Henrik the gray light of dawn filtered through ramshackle buildings and lights were showing in some of the windows as people got ready for work, but the streets were empty. By luck I caught a taxi as I neared the Longhorn.

      "Where to?" an elderly man with scraggly gray hair asked, happy to have found a customer in this neighborhood at this early hour.

      "The Interspace Customs area," I said as Shadi flowed into the taxi and curled up on the seat.  I followed and shut the door. When the cabbie looked back, his eyes wide with surprise, I held up a hand. "Your second passenger."

      After a moment his anxiety turned into a smile and he steered into the road. I tipped the cabbie several extra credits, feeling good at having survived the hijacking, getting the five thousand bonus, and the potential for additional work. As I strode toward the Tykhe I couldn't help smiling. The angle of the sun made it look like it was pure gold—and to me it was.

      It had an adequate cargo hold, could accommodate eight to ten passengers, and I owned it free and clear. But the euphoria was short lived—I missed my father. Back on the Tykhe, I lay down—it had been a long night and stressful. Just then Shadi landed on the bed and we spent several minutes in a mock fight. A few people, maybe a hundred or so, knew that the rare snow leopards on the planet Tanzan bonded mentally with their cubs, however I might be the only one who knew that the cubs bonded mentally with anyone close when born—not just its mother. I had been present when Shadi and her littermates were born. That bonding provided a mental awareness which, over the years, Shadi and I had evolved into communications close to a verbal language. At Club Henrik, I had sent Shadi the image of the ugly man at the bar and a strong sense of danger—a clear message that he was her responsibility. And the fight response for her to attack as I began to move. Shadi and I were bonded on many levels.

      When I woke late that afternoon I used the ship's automatic chef to make a peasant stew with a bread pudding for dessert, and a kilogram of raw meat for Shadi. While eating I reminisced about growing up on Tanzan, a mountainous planet with temperatures that averaged between minus five to minus fifty Celsius in the inhabited lowlands and lower in the mountains. Consequently, the residents were in a constant struggle to survive since half the year it was too cold to work outside or grow anything or hunt.

      I had been a restless child and from an early age was roaming the mountains, trapping and exploring. By accident, I trapped a snow leopard one day. It took six hours for the leopard and me to cooperate enough that I could help release her. From that time on we shared a cautious relationship and the reason she allowed me to be present when her litter was born and the reason I was permitted to adopt Shadi. Luck or fortune or fate, who knew?

      My father was a merchant—smuggler, to be truthful—who believed in luck and omens. Adopting a snow leopard was certainly an omen of good fortune, so when he returned home on one of his periodic visits, he decided I should accompany him and learn the business. Thus at age twelve I became a smuggler and began working the Rim systems—the outback of what was considered the civilized worlds. Two years ago something went wrong. While I was in town negotiating a job my father was killed, the Tykhe robbed, and Shadi's four-month-old litter of three cubs stolen. A police investigation turned up nothing. As Henrik had said--thugs, which included suspected smugglers, didn't warrant an investigation. They had gotten what they deserved. But that didn't apply to family—mine and Shadi's—retribution was required.
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      Late that afternoon I made my way to the other side of the city to the Night Owl club. The buildings there were in better shape than those around Club Henrik and the streets looked safer, at least now in the early evening. Inside, the patrons looked like merchants and spacers. As I made my way toward the bar I noticed the tabletops were transparent, with shifting scenes of galaxies, planets, and cities, which could be stopped or rotated at the customers touch. The bar had a similar top except the scenes were spacecraft, civilian and military, moving as if in flight from left to right along the entire length of the bar. On the walls behind the bar were four-by-six-meter scenes of galaxies being created and destroyed—billions of years condensed into a few hours. I took a seat at one end of the bar as an older ACS, Alexandria Coalition of Stars, Shark class light cruiser sped by and disappeared off the end of the bar.

      "Hi, Spacer. I'm Lucy. What can I get you?" a young woman with a red Mohawk hair style chirped and touched the table top, which made three boxes appear: food, drinks, and other. I touched drinks and a list appeared. I selected a dark Vayk beer. She nodded and shortly afterward returned with a glass mug with an etched spacecraft, the type and class inscribed below the image. Mine had a Kodiak class ACS Battle Cruiser. I sat content to survey the people at the bar and table. They looked to have originated from many of the Rim systems’ planets, judging by the style of their clothes, skin color, and build: tall, thin, broad, muscular, and wiry… The various planets' gravity would have had a lot to do with general build, the amount of sun with skin color, and the climate with clothing. The bar lady's voice jerked me out of my musing.

      "Want a refill or something to eat?" she asked, grinning.

      "Do you know how I can get in touch with a Toccara Greco? I was told I could find him at the Night Owl."

      "Sure." She raised her chin up and to her right. When I looked up there was a balcony that covered a fifth of the lower room. "He's the man with the spider tattoo on his bald head, full beard, and as large as an adult bear." She laughed. "But you need an invitation to go up there."

      "A friend recommended I talk to him," I said, unsure if I should mention Henrik or what it was in reference to. She nodded, tapped something on her belt, and spoke into the mic which extended from her earpiece.

      "Boss, a spacer here at the bar wants to speak to you. Said a friend recommended he talk to you."

      I turned to see a big man sitting at a table next to a glass railing. When Lucy saw him look down toward the bar, she held her arm up with her finger pointing down at me. After a minute, he nodded and turned away.

      "The stairs to the left. The two guard dogs know you're cleared…but they don't like guns. I don't know about big cats," she said when I stood and Shadi rose.

      "Guess we'll find out," I said, and slid five credits to her. As I approached, the two guard dogs went on high alert, straightening and hands moving to their gun grips.

      "No weapons allowed upstairs and the cat stays here," the taller of the two whispered in a dangerous tone. Of the two, he looked to be the deadliest in a shootout, whereas the other better at bare-knuckle brawls.

      "I'll give you my two clips for the Bahr but the cat stays with me," I countered in a normal voice. I shifted my gaze between the two men. I wasn't going to stare down the gun fighter and had to worry the brawler might decide to enter the discussion.

      "No guns upstairs," the gun fighter's whisper turned to a hiss. I shrugged and strolled away. When I reached the door to exit the club, the guard raised a hand.

      "The boss said okay to the cat and an empty gun," he said, sounding surprised. Apparently, that was a first. I nodded and returned to the stairs where the brawler patted me down after I surrendered my two clips, ejected the bullet in the chamber, and gave them the knife in my boot. The brawler released the bar across the stairs and Shadi and I proceeded to the second floor landing and over to the booth where the big man sat waiting. He silently appraising me as I approached, as did the two bodyguards against the wall behind him.

      "That was a clever approach, disable your Mfw but keep your docile-looking cat that I'll bet is every bit as dangerous as the Bahr special you carry," he said when I reached the booth.

      "A reasonable compromise. You don't know me and I don't know you so we don't know if we can trust the other," I said, noting he didn't need to trust me. He had several bodyguards on this level with Mfws, which meant he had the overwhelming advantage.

      "True. You said a friend…" He waved me to an empty chair sitting at the table in front of the booth.

      "Henrik," I said as I sat, moving my chair so Shadi could sit between me and the side of the booth where Toccara sat. He said nothing but his eyes narrowed slightly. Then he smiled.

      "Oh, the incident at Club Henrik." He laughed good-naturedly. "To hear it told, Kurt killed three men who tried to rob him of a special delivery package. He was a little vague on how one of the men had his throat ripped out." His eyes shifted to Shadi briefly.

      "Sometimes it's hard to remember what you did while you are fighting for your life," I said and grinned.

      "So you deliver…things." He rubbed his finger through his beard as he watched me.

      "Packages, people, and messages." The negotiations had begun.

      "Where is your next stop?"

      "I have no time-sensitive deliveries at the moment."

      "Stay and have something to eat and drink on me. We can talk after the club closes." He waved to a private booth against the wall. I ordered a crusted fish dinner served over a bed of rice, spinach, and nuts. Afterward I was served a triple chocolate layer cake that melted in my mouth. Shadi had a leg of lamb. Neither meal was something the automatic chef on the Tykhe could produce. I was nursing my second exceptional-tasting beer from Lutetia, one of the Central Systems, when Greco joined me with two bodyguards who would look dangerous without the Mfws they carried.

      "How would you like to take someone to Plata for me?"

      "As a passenger?"

      "That would get him too much scrutiny from the authorities. He would like to keep his business transaction discrete," Greco said with a slight grin. Translation, his business is illegal, I mused while remaining expressionless.

      "As crew and returning to Vayk?" I asked.

      "Crew would be good but returning here would not. Drop him anywhere after he finishes his business."

      Translation, he's an independent contractor and not to be linked to me, I mused.

      "No contraband," I said. If he got caught smuggling I could be involved, whereas if he got caught doing something illegal on planet I wouldn't. Greco gave me an amused look.

      "You would carry something…personal for me?"

      "I would. My passengers won't." I returned his amused look with one of my own. The Tykhe had excellent secret compartments that could evade a customs inspection—and had over the years. However, I doubted my passengers could be as successful. "I'll post a notice at the merchant's guild for a part-time mechanic. What name will your passenger be going by?"

      "Dave Williams. He doesn't have a record and will have a crew license. What will it cost?"

      "I'll be carrying dangerous cargo of an unknown nature, could be held responsible for his actions if linked to me, and I'll have to lose him. On the plus side, I'm a successful merchant and reliable, as Henrik would attest," I said not sure how much it was worth to me and to Greco. He smiled.

      "Twenty-five thousand. Reliability is worth a premium," he said without smiling, indicating that was a non-negotiable offer. In fact, I would have accepted twenty. I lifted my half-full glass of beer to him.

      "To no surprises," I said. He frowned then smiled and raised his glass to me.

      "To no surprises."
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      CHAPTER ONE

      The alley was the ideal place for murder. Narrow and stinking, backing a row of slaughterhouses, and dark even by an underground Illharek’s standards. The witchfire from the main street didn’t reach this far except as smeared shadows. There was already blood pooled between the stones, scummed and skinned. No one would notice a little fresh added to it. And the rats, yeah. Rows of glittering eyes that winked and gleamed when the witchfire’s glow passed across them. They’d make short work of any meat left on the pavement.

      Which, if Snowdenaelikk had her way, there would be in short order. There was just a door, scarred and old and solid-looking, between her and the future meat, who also had a name. Yrse, Midtowner, mother of four and respected member of the butcher’s guild. Yrse, who was also godsworn, which made her a heretic and an outlaw in Illharek. She and Snow held that in common.

      In the Tiers, Tal’Shik’s godsworn walked around under amnesty. Senator Szanys Dekklis had put out that proposal. No surprise a Senate full of Tal’Shik’s godsworn voted in favor. But Dek’s participation—her instigation—had both surprised and stung.

      Not supposed to protect these toadshits, Szanys.

      Yrse had friends in the Senate, so maybe she thought the amnesty applied down here in the Suburba, too. Yrse followed Tal’Shik. But there was bloodfeud between Tal’Shik and the Laughing God these days, at least in Suburban streets. Maybe she’d thought the Laughing God’s cartel wouldn’t dare come at her, with friends that high.

      Snow had her own friends. The Laughing God, for one. She had Istel at her back. She had Ari, who was edging up on her left side. Who hissed, head cocked at the door: “She knew we were coming.”

      Accusing, oh yes, but not her. No, Ari cut his glare at the man on Snow’s right.

      Veiko shrugged. His braids slithered across his armor, snagged on the border between leather and steel. The witchfire blued the harsh bones of his face. Found its match in his eyes. “The ghosts say she is here. They did not say she was unprepared for us.”

      “Ghosts. Fuck that.” Ari spat again, more slime for the alley’s collection. “You say ghosts talk to you. I say it’s toadshit. Skraeling witchery.” He curled his lip. “We’ve got a damn spy, that’s what, telling tales.”

      Snow scraped together all her patience. “Even you know how stupid that sounds, yeah? Yrse isn’t an idiot, Ari. After the mess you made dealing with Rata, I’m surprised we don’t have the fucking legions down here walking patrol.”

      Ari scowled. “I got her, didn’t I?”

      “Her and half the motherless street. Be damn glad you can’t see ghosts.”

      Snowdenaelikk could. Tried not to, took pains to avoid it. But she couldn’t ignore the pair squatting over a congealed puddle, scooping at its contents with permeable fingers. She knew them. Stig and Kjotvi, who’d been godsworn to the Laughing God in life. Who had both died very badly thanks to Yrse’s personal efforts. Veiko had called them out of the black river where the dead go to forget themselves. From the look of Stig and Kjotvi, they’d been soaking a long time.

      “Veiko. Can the ghosts say what’s waiting for us behind that door? How many people?” “They cannot. They say it is warded against them.”

      “Of course it is,” from Ari. “Fuck and damn, skraeling, you’re no use—” “Shut up, Ari.” The voice was Istel’s, soft and level. But that was Tsabrak

      the Laughing God’s razor tone. Those were the Laughing God’s eyes, tiny orange flames instead of Istel’s warm brown. “Veiko is our ally. Show some respect.”

      “My apologies.” Ari bowed, hands folded in front of his face. Made Snow want to shake him upright and explain that the Laughing God didn’t rate that kind of deference. Gods were just spirits, powerful and arrogant. He might even believe her.

      Ari trusted too much. The God, yeah, but also her. The Laughing God’s Right Hand. Way Ari saw it, she was the person who’d found the God and brought him back. He was happy to let her run the cartel, happy to do what she said about anything.

      Except in the matter of Veiko. Oh no. Then it was toadbelly when Ari thought Veiko was out of earshot and skraeling the rest of the time. Enough to make Snow wish for Veiko to lose patience. That would end the sniping. Ari would join the ghosts he didn’t believe in.

      “You don’t mean that, Snow,” the God whispered with Istel’s voice. Leaned close to her, the way Istel would, shoulders just touching. “You don’t need that kind of mess.”

      “What I need is Istel back,” she snapped. Ignored Ari’s startled glance and Veiko’s knowing frown. “He’s better in a fight than you.”

      “As you wish, my Right Hand,” the God said, loud enough to carry. Ari damn near pissed himself, he was so impressed.

      But Veiko—fuck and damn. That was suspicion on her partner’s face. Distrust. Cracks in the one person she’d wanted neededsolid. Veiko didn’t trust the God. Didn’t trust Tsabrak. Didn’t trust the combination, even in Istel’s body.

      Damn you, she thought, and the God’s laughter echoed in her skull. Tsabrak’s laughter. But it was Istel’s face next to hers, not Tsabrak’s. And Istel’s eyes, too, on the next blink. Warm and dark and living. Hazy, as Istel blinked back into himself.

      “He did it again, yeah?” raspy-quiet, as if they were alone. “Yeah.”

      “Fuck and damn,” wearily and with no force. The God came and went as he pleased in Istel’s skin. Istel wasn’t the sort to complain when that visitor had saved his life, and this was the price for it.

      Her bargain. Istel hadn’t ever said idiot to her, or I wish you hadn’t. No, Istel had said thank you and that made it worse.

      And now Istel just took a long breath and let it out, and squared shoulders and jaw at once. “Where we at?”

      “Working on this fucking door.” Snow ran her hands round the frame. The locks were simple enough. It was traps she worried about. She rummaged through her belt pouch. Found a slim little knife and worked it into the gap between door and frame. Yeah. There it was. Fucking needle trap, probably poisonous.

      Snow wedged the needle out of its socket with the knife. Plucked it carefully out of the doorframe before it could spring out and poke anyone, and balanced it in her gloved palm. The godmark throbbed hot beneath the thin leather. She marked the ache in her left hand, where the littlest finger still wouldn’t bend all the way. Marked the throb in her right arm, where a Talir’s sword had cut halfway to bone back in spring. Marked a dozen littler aches and twinges that said getting old and get more rest and you won’t live long, you keep this up.

      Snow pried a second needle out. Ran the tip of her blade through the gap again, one more check on all the edges, and then stashed the knife. Pulled the gloves off, one and the other.

      Flexed her fingers and laid her palms against the door. The wards shivered up through the wood, wriggled against her skin like hot wires. Godmagic and conjuring were cousins. Worked on the same principles. Knots of power, part skill, part raw talent. Part godfavor, for the former, and Yrse was very well favored. But a ward was only as strong as the skill of its weaver, however much Tal’Shik might love her.

      Snow closed her eyes. Saw the power, the lines and sigils patterned across wood and iron, on lintel and frame and hinge. Felt their shape throbbing against skin and brain. Probed their borders. Traced their edges. Mapped the shape of them.

      The wards flared up where she tested them, heat and defiance. Yrse was waiting for her. Watching. She pushed power into the wards as Snow touched then, so that they glowed blinding, hot, impossible.

      Instinct said let go. Retreat. Snow ground her teeth together. Kept pushing, all along the edges of the wards, while Yrse followed her like a dog on the wrong side of a fence, snarling sparks. One place Yrse came through the wards, a spear of godmagic that made something break in Snow’s nose, made her taste blood in the back of her throat. She grinned. Wards were a barrier. Solid, in theory, no place stronger or weaker. But any place the caster could come out meant someone else could get in.

      Snow rubbed the back of her hand across her face. Smeared the first rush of blood across lips and cheek and swallowed the rest. The ghosts crowded behind her, living fog, their chill seeping through clothing and skin and straight into bone. Blood called them. Bought their cooperation. Stig and Kjotvi might’ve come for revenge, yeah, bet they had—but it was fresh blood they wanted.

      “Snow,” from Veiko. And from Istel, “You’re bleeding, yeah?”

      

      “Yeah. Tell the ghosts, be patient. There’s more blood on the other side of that door, yeah? I’m not for them.”

      She blotted her nose on her sleeve. Sniffed hard and swallowed and grimaced. She knew where the wards were weakest. Now it was a matter of wedging them open, in that one place, to let Stig and Kjotvi through. And for that, well. She was no adept. Not much of a conjuror, and even less of a godsworn.

      She closed her eyes. Ground her teeth together and whispered, “Need a little help, Tsabrak.”

      I’m here.

      The Laughing God flowed around her, cold as any ghost. Flowed through her. Did not quite crawl into her skin, no, but she still shivered. Part of their bargain, that he would not take her body; but he did not mind sharing breath and bone with her.

      “Cut it.”

      You need my help, half impatience, half amusement. Unless you want to try the runes alone.

      “No.”

      Then relax. Let me guide you.

      Flesh-Tsabrak had said that, years ago. She remembered his hands folding over hers during those first lessons, learning to open locks. Remembered him guiding her fingers, the click and pressure of the picks in the mechanisms. Remembered his breath on her cheek, that smelled of stale jenja. Remembered his warmth.

      Do you feel that?

      God-Tsabrak had neither scent nor heat. Cool nothing coiled up in her mind, pulled tight over her skin, tingling up her bones. The Laughing God’s guidance, drawing her back to a particular sigil, where Yrse flared hot and struck at her again.

      Tsabrak batted the godmagic aside, casual as waving away candle smoke.

      Here. She’s missed a stroke. You see? In the top left.

      “I see.”

      Elaborate binding in this sigil, lines tangled like skraeling knotwork. But the over-under pattern was broken there in the corner. One line unbound by its neighbor, naked and unfinished. An easy mistake to make. A minor one that would still keep the ghosts out.

      But not the God’s Right Hand. Snow pushed against the weakness. Yrse pushed back on the other side. Force against force, with the door pinched between them. Snow tasted salt on her lip. Might be sweat. Might be more blood. Might be Yrse was bleeding, too, on her side. Snow leaned the full weight of her will against the flaw.

      “Ari,” she croaked.

      Ari wasn’t a conjuror. But he’d been godsworn longer than she had and he knew how to channel godmagic. He slipped into the weaving and took the threads. Held them steady and added his strength to hers. Pressure, there, holding Yrse’s focus.

      Snow reached—a flesh-hand against the real wood door, a spirit-finger of godmagic— and rubbed the ghost-rune. Smeared it. Stretched it. Broke it.

      She snapped back all the way into her skin. Pushed the God out, hard, and pulled a breath into her lungs.

      “Veiko.”

      She heard him murmur in his language, what he called a song and she called chant. She felt the icy sweep of Stig and Kjotvi at her back as they passed around her, through her. Through the door.

      Someone screamed on the other side.

      The rest was easy. Steel lock, like a hundred others. She coaxed the metal into alignment.

      Click. Slide. Thump, as the tumblers realigned.

      The door cracked open. Snow gathered up the shadows in the alley. Sent them through the cracks, under the door, around its edges. Traded a look with Veiko, with Istel. And then she ducked through the door, seax drawn and ready.

      Snow called up a witchfire and tossed it high. It struck the ceiling and spread like flame on oil. The ghosts huddled over a body on the tiles, hiding its face. Snow stepped partway into Stig, gritting her teeth against the prickle that tingled all the way to bone. Hard to see through a ghost, yeah, but that wasn’t Yrse’s corpse. Too young. Maybe a daughter. There were fresh stains trailing away, slick-shine wet, down the short hallway. Snow shoved the witchfire in their wake, spreading it from bright blue to pale. The hall split into a side passage and an open room, its doors thrown wide in some great hurry. The fresh blood went that way.

      She wished for Briel’s svartjagr senses. For Logi’s hunter-nose. Was glad in the same breath that they hadn’t come. Svartjagr and dogs had little defense against plain steel, and none at all against godmagic. Both of those things would be waiting up ahead, or in ambush down the side passage.

      She flicked a finger of witchfire at the hall. “Ari, Istel. That way.”

      A grunt from Ari. He went without comment, without hesitation. Istel paused long enough to touch her eyes with his. Two flames where the eyes should be, flickering and no help against the dark.

      Careful, Snow.

      “Just keep trouble off our backs, yeah?” Under her breath, safe from Ari’s ears. Not from Veiko’s. He glanced sidelong. Raised a brow.

      She grimaced. “Send them in, yeah?”

      Veiko’s chant changed cadence. The ghosts shivered, rose up from the body, and turned.

      Flowed past her, through her, into the open room. Smell of old blood in there, thick as the darkness. There’d been rooms in the Academy that smelled like this. The surgeries. The dissection laboratories.

      Snow drew the witchfire down, pulled it into a ball, and sent it bobbing ahead like a lantern. This was the killing room. The floor sloped away toward the drains at the center, scored by blood-gutters that would trip a woman if she didn’t watch where she walked. Hooks dangled at head height, on chains as thick as her wrist, from a stone ceiling. A forest of bodies hung from those hooks, honest four-legged meat, swaying and creaking from the wooden beams, held by metal bolts to the stone. And from those beams, more bolts, and long bars suspended by a system of pulleys and slender chains whose tails trailed into the room’s edges, where the witchfire couldn’t reach.

      Bet more things than goats and sheep had died in here. Unfortunate rivals. Sacrifices to Tal’Shik. Stig and Kjotvi, maybe, before Yrse dumped them into the lake.

      Snow crouched, her knees cracking protest, until she could see beneath the carcasses.

      Toadshit visibility with the witchfire’s glow divided by chains and bodies. Shadows all over the floor, black spots that might or might not have a wounded godsworn hidden in them. Stig and Kjotvi drifted through that hanging forest, blacker than shadows, stopped at a dangling goat and would not stir again, however Veiko’s chant beat against them.

      He left off, finally. Squatted beside her and murmured, “I cannot make them move. There is too much blood, and they were a long time in the river.”

      “Leave them for now. We’ll get them some fresh blood. See if that helps.”

      Veiko nodded. Uncoiled into a hunter’s crouch, his axe trailing like part of his arm. Took two steps past the ghosts, head tilted.

      Listening, yeah, to what was too quiet. There was muffled banging from another room, which might be Istel and Ari and whatever defenses they’d found. But in here, the hollow, echoing silence said that the doors on the other side of the killing room were still closed. Snow held her breath. Maybe that was a scraping, like boot soles on tile. Maybe a click, like someone working a door latch.

      Snow ripped the witchfire down, blasted it across the floor. And yes, there, on the room’s far edge: a line of winches on the wall, all locked but one. Yrse stood there, her hand on the latch. She grinned. Moved her hand.

      Metallic whine and rattle overhead, and then a crack, as the pulley disappeared in a ripple of suddenly slack chain.

      Snow threw herself sideways, hit Veiko with the sharp point of her shoulder, and took them both over. A curtain of hooks came down behind her, cracking against the tiles. Not bones, thank you, Laughing God. Not her toadfucking head either, or Veiko’s.

      Yrse limped to the next winch, one leg dragging, and battled the lock with both hands.

      Snow snarled a strand of godmagic out of blank air and whipped it up, toward the nearest hanging chain. It threaded along the steel, too fast for eyes to track. One blink, plain black steel; the next, steel threaded with a living fire that spread faster than any honest flame. It climbed the chains to the bar overhead, wrapped it like vines. Climbed still higher, weaving through the slender chains to the bolts in the wooden beams. There. That beam wouldn’t fall, whatever Yrse did.

      Veiko had gotten himself up. Hauled Snow up ungently, starting dragging her back toward the hall.

      “No,” Snow said, and shoved at his hand. “Come on. Yrse is right there.”

      She pushed him off and ran into that forest of dangling hooks, following under the straight line of the godmagicked bar. Fast and low, past the ghosts, bent almost double. She had both eyes on Yrse when she loosed the winch. Saw Yrse’s grimace-grin turn on her.

      Another click overheard, another rattle of chain coming loose.

      Snow clenched her teeth. If the godmagic failed, well, it wouldn’t hurt much. All that steel coming down, yeah, that would end it quick. The God could find another right hand. Run faster, that was all, never mind the gutters and the slope on the floor.

      But the bar stayed up, and Yrse’s eyes got round. A pallid purple glow bloomed in Yrse’s hand. She flung her arm out, splayed her fingers. She shouted a tangle of syllables that ricocheted off Snow’s ears and wits. The air itself convulsed, a ripple more like water than wind.

      Snow jagged aside as the bolt whipped past. Her seax flicked out, laid Yrse’s arm open from wrist to elbow. Long cut, shallow, nothing crippling. But the blood welled up, and the other woman’s godmagic dissolved into sparks.

      Yrse gathered her arm against her chest. Hissed like a scalded cat, pain and fury together. “Fucking half-blood, motherless God-loving—”

      Veiko’s voice rose then, rough-edged and low and with all the force of a river crashing its banks. Cold syllables that sank into Snow’s bones, prickled under her skin, chilled her breath in her lungs. Kjotvi, she heard among them, and Stig.

      Yrse heard, too. Stopped mid-breath, mid-curse. Fear blanked her face. Her mouth shaped a no that never found breath.

      Mist rose up from the tiles, and an airless chill. Snow grinned and held her ground as Kjotvi and Stig flowed around her. Yrse tried to run. Crabbed a couple of steps along the wall before the ghosts caught her. Their fingers curved like talons. Thrust into Yrse’s chest, into her belly. She screamed then, and kept screaming.

      Veiko made a move to mercy. Axe raised, eyes narrow. Snow stuck an arm out. Patted the solid wall of his chest.

      “Let them have their revenge, yeah?” She had to pitch her voice past the screaming.

      He frowned at her. Argument smoldered in his witchfire eyes. Then he turned away, flat- lipped, and stared at the wall.

      The closed door rattled. There came a pop, and a curl of smoke. Then Istel shoved the door open. He came straight for Snow. Skirted Yrse’s dying with a casual glance sideways. His eyes flickered orange.

      So, not Istel, then.

      Snow leaned over and said near his ear, “Where’s Ari?”

      Yrse let out a particularly piercing shriek. The God grimaced. Mopping up. Yrse had a household.

      “Fuck and damn. Bondies, too?”

      The household, the God said again. Tsabrak’s smirk, metal-cold. Then, as Yrse choked to bubbling sobs, Tsabrak’s Suburban accent: “You know the histories. You taught them to me, yeah? Bloodfeud leaves no one alive.”

      “Right.” Snow turned back to Veiko. “That’s enough vengeance, yeah?”

      “Yes.” He took a short step. Angled past Kjotvi and brought his axe down. Neat and precise and sudden quiet.

      Somewhere else in the house, more shouting. The histories talked about the great House feuds using bondies as soldiers, but that meant training and outfitting. Yrse hadn’t done any of that. In the Tiers, though, in the Houses—whose godsworn had Senate sanction now—that kind of preparation might be underway. Tal’Shik was after Illharek. But not just the city, no, she wanted the whole Illhari Republic back. Starting, evidently, with the Suburba.

      Well. That fight would spread. Would move up, whatever appeasements the Senate offered to highborn godsworn. The blood would run in the Tiers, just like it did in Suburban alleys. So maybe it was time to go see Szanys Dekklis and remind her of that.

      Snow traded a look with the God. “Help me find a sack, yeah?”

      That fast, the God fled. Tsabrak didn’t run errands. Those, he left for Istel. Who blinked.

      Frowned. “A sack?”

      Snow pointed. “Taking her with us, yeah? Or part, anyway. Veiko. Need your axe.”
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      CHAPTER 1

      SHE DOESN’T NOTICE THE letter at first. Buried in the pile of mail threatening to become a paper avalanche, it takes her a good minute to pull all of it out of her mailbox, which resists her mightily, like there’s something on the other side trying to pull her in. And these days it takes a good two glasses of cheap wine—from a box with a spout, all she can afford—for Julia to even work up the nerve to place that tiny mailbox key in the tiny metal lock. Letters are enemies. Letters are black ravens, harbingers of bad news, and if she doesn’t look at the mail she can pretend it isn’t there. Not the bills stamped red and urgent, not the letters from her husband’s—her ex-husband’s—attorney, not the blocky envelopes from the IRS marked certified delivery, time-sensitive. She would have put it off for another day, maybe two, but the electricity in her claustrophobic studio apartment has been cut off, the temperature’s over a hundred, and she’s too ashamed to call for the minimum balance.

      You reap what you sow. Something her mother always said that never really made sense to Julia. Like her father leaving them, for instance. Had her mother sown that seed? Was it really her mother’s fault that he’d packed a bag after that explosive fight and then vanished for the rest of their lives? Was it her fault Ethan had deserted her? Desertion. A perfect word—she pictures a WWII soldier abandoning a post under fire, running to save himself while the rest of his troop is slaughtered. The film of sweat above his lip, his boots sinking into a French bog.

      A barking dog startles her. It’s inside one of the ground-floor apartments, wet nose pressed against the mosquito screen of the window. She quickly wraps the mail in a Kmart flyer, tucks it all under her arm, and begins the long climb to the fifth floor—cement steps held aloft by a rusting metal frame that shivers when a freight truck passes by. There are cracks in the stucco walls. Occasional splatters of graffiti. Red scrawls that look like letters, the meaning incomprehensible.

      She should get out more. It’s not good to be alone all the time. That’s what her therapist said when she could still afford the co-pay to see him. Your divorce isn’t the end of your life. You need to go on. For Evie.

      But it was the end of her life, and if there’s another one out here for her, damn if she can find it. All she feels is suspended—between the past and the present, between the future that she wanted and the one she’s living.

      Maybe she’ll end up like 216. John, she thinks his name was. Or Dan? Only met him once when she was moving in—thin and broken, with bloodshot eyes, a limp handshake and a softly spoken offer to take anything she didn’t need off her hands. After that, his door was perpetually shut. After that, there was a piece of plywood nailed over the window.

      After that, there’d been a smell.

      She’d thought it was a dead rat in the walls, or maybe even a whole nest of them, because the smell had grown stronger, so bad she had to leave the windows open even with the air-conditioning on. Calls to the landlord went unanswered. Just as she was thinking about reporting a code violation, she came home one day from a fruitless job interview only to find a dumpster rolled up in the parking lot, men in hazmat-type suits and gas masks carting out junk from 216, a van marked bio-kleen in the courtyard, some kind of pump with a hose connecting to the apartment’s window.

      Hoarder, one neighbor said.

      Found him when they were spraying, said another. Body just went and exploded when they tried to wheel him out.

      It took a while for the cleanup. Everything had to be replaced. And things that had been tossed in the dumpster, some of it made its way back into the complex. She’d watched one woman pull a floor lamp out of the detritus, a few splotches of God-knows-what on the lampshade. John/Dan’s car—a clunky, rusting Oldsmobile with a year’s worth of dried leaves stuck under the windshield wipers—eventually lost its tires. Then the hood, and most of the engine. Someone bashed the windshield, even cut out the leather from the seats before it was eventually towed away. A family moved into 216 not long after the fresh paint had dried. Probably thought they were getting a steal with all new appliances, countertops, and closet doors. Finally she reaches her apartment and pulls out her key to unlock the security door. Ignores the scratches where attempts to force it open have failed. Not that there’s anything here worth stealing. Slim pickings. If she died alone in the apartment, they could probably just roll her up in a rug and rent it out the next day.

      She steps inside. The smell of cigarette smoke and cat piss greets her, worked so deep into the brown carpet by the previous tenant that it still lingers one year later.

      No, her place is just a dreary, small box with a view of a Del Taco parking lot and a stretch of the southbound Los Angeles 405 freeway. Furniture so scarce as to be practically nonexistent. Blankets on the floor where her air mattress popped—can’t afford a new one. Folding chair and TV-dinner tray for a table. An ugly gnome for a doorstop; it had been abandoned along with the folding chair by a neighbor who was moving out of state. Stack of library books in the corner, novels she picks up and then puts down again, realizing she hasn’t read a word. A Christmas tree ornament with Evie’s picture hangs from the overhead fan blades. Something Evie made for her. The only thing Julia has left from her life before. Her life before. A rambling Victorian in Palo Alto she’d bought with Ethan and spent years lovingly renovating.

      Don’t go there, Julia. Don’t go there. But where the hell else is she supposed to go? She closes her eyes, tries to concentrate on the sounds around her, the here and now, her therapist would say; she tries not to think how naively happy she was, bringing the Victorian back to life, or the layers of paint, stain, and grime she scraped and buffed out of the mahogany staircase. She tries not to think how much he probably got for it.

      But then she does. Another cool million at least. Enough for a year’s worth of motions. Not that he was short of cash in the first place. Did he feel anything when he toured the realtor through the house, pointing out the vaulted ceilings she’d painted, the crystal chandelier she’d picked out, the oak floors she’d refurbished? Or was it by then just another object among all his other objects, an acquisition that had outlived its purpose, bereft of meaning?

      It had been astonishing how cold he became, and how quickly. Like the person she thought she’d married was just a mask, a performance, until the real Ethan seeped through.

      A baby cries. She tries to hold onto that sound, tries to land herself in the present. It’s hot inside. God it’s so un-fuckingbelievably hot inside. An oven. A furnace. A pyre.

      Of course she’d signed the prenup. Of course she’d thought it’d last forever. Idiot, idiot, idiot. He’d had two divorces, but the exes weren’t like her, he’d said. She was special, he’d said. Unique.

      Words never used to describe Julia Greer, not even remotely. They were so superficial. Boring. Not like you. You’re so smart, and funny, and clever. At the time, a part of her—a huge part—had wanted to laugh it off, and maybe she would have if she hadn’t just been spectacularly dumped from a five-year relationship. In her secret, wounded heart, it felt like some kind of vindication, this love from a man who was rich, and charming, and handsome.

      Everyone told her how lucky she was—they were incredulous, in fact, that she’d landed him.

      Now, not so much.

      Did I lock the door? Christ, no, she hadn’t. What was she thinking? Someone could have followed her, someone could have . . . Julia takes a breath, opens her eyes, and locks the door behind her—dead bolt, check, chain, check.

      Next. Just think about next. She heads for the kitchen, where the refrigerator’s hum is sadly absent, pink liquid oozing from the freezer—goddamn, the ice cream—then it’s time for a quick bill sort on the kitchen counter, ordered by post date with the most recent on top. Ads and junk straight into the trash, letters from douglas clark, attorney at law dropped into a drawer, which is quietly, ominously, filling with other, unopened envelopes. So many she can hardly close it. Without thinking, she flips a light switch. Nothing, of course. This is my life now. I can’t believe this is my life now.

      And it’s true, she simply can’t. Getting work again was harder than she’d expected—she’d let too many years slip, content to be the stay-at-home wife and mother, or that’s what she’d told herself when Ethan had frowned on her particular beat. Do you have to do investigative pieces? I know some of these people. It could make Christmas parties embarrassing. The truth was probably—no, the truth was—that the entire experience had turned her head. She’d tossed aside her pragmatic, doggedly inquisitive self for the very things she’d always poked fun at. Playdates. Decoupage parties. Evenings at the opera while the requisite Stanford chemical engineering student/babysitter read stories to Evie in French. It was another strata, this world, a completely different atmosphere. She’d spent so many gritty years taking cracks at it, trying to find her way in through the air vent, talk her way past the doorman, to expose the concealed, ugly downside, that to suddenly be invited in through the front door, to watch the careful machinations of celebrities, politicians, CEOs, see true power move . . . well, it was breathtaking. So alluring to become, tangentially, a part of it.

      And then the clock struck twelve. The carriage turned back into a pumpkin. And she was abruptly dumped back into her old life. Actually, far worse than her old life. Because now no one wanted real reporting anymore, just headlines to be outraged about, with as little substance as possible. All the editors she’d used to know had either wisely shifted to public relations firms or had just been laid off, working in whole other industries altogether. So now she pushes out pitches the way a castaway tosses bottles into the ocean, with about the same level of expectation. Maybe one day she won’t have to cobble together freelance blog gigs, barely eking out an existence from week to week—“Thigh Gaps to Die For,” “The Puppy That’s Besties with a Bear,” “Worst Celebrity Selfies.” Maybe one day she’ll be able to afford an attorney to look through that drawer, to respond to the motions she subconsciously knows are being passed by the judge in her absence, building an impenetrable wall, brick by brick, between her and her daughter. Maybe one day she’ll see Evie again.

      But she doubts it. Not without a miracle, and she’s not the miracle-believing kind. She couldn’t even afford the plane ticket.

      Is she thinking of me right now?

      She remembers the last time she saw Evie, the funny, floppy wave she gave Julia with her six-year-old hand, trying to cheer her up; she remembers the moment Evie turned her back—small shoulders hunched and sad—then walked across the parking lot to Ethan’s silver Mercedes. Somehow Julia managed to hold it together as Evie got in the car; she managed to stay upright, crack a smile, wave, even though her heart threatened to erupt from her chest. There was the purr of the engine, a soft fog of exhaust, and then the car slipped away, merged into traffic, disappeared. Gone. Gone on an airplane, gone five thousand miles away. Had Evie ever spent a night without her? Maybe a handful.

      She’d seen news footage of women keening after a bomb exploded on their family homes in some distant country, faces twisted in anguish. She’d done the same in the parking lot after Evie was gone. A vocal register she never knew she was capable of. Her legs had given way. Arms had gone numb. Eventually someone called an ambulance. She doesn’t remember much after, and lost time—a few days at least—before her fractured mind started to bind itself together again. Functional, but never the same. She doesn’t think it would take much to send all the pieces careening off in different directions. At least she’s poor enough to be on Medicaid, so the prescriptions are free.

      Black spots threaten the corners of Julia’s eyes, the kind that warn of an impending migraine. She needs to unwind somehow. The boxed wine in the fridge will be warm and it’s practically empty, but she might be able to get half a glass. When taking this medication, do not consume alcoholic beverages, her yellow pill bottles say. It gives her a small sense of satisfaction to disobey them, these little missives from the pharmaceutical companies, with their little strike-out symbol over a martini glass. Use caution when operating a vehicle.

      As if that could be the worst of her problems, getting into a car accident. What pill can she take to get her daughter back?

      And that’s when she sees it. A strange, pale blue envelope dropped on the floor like it was wisely trying to escape. At first she thinks it must have been put in her mailbox by mistake—the paper’s too nice—but it’s her name and address written in shaky blue cursive on the front. A neat return address label in the corner, the kind you can buy with your personal checks. dr. lydia greer.

      God, Aunt Liddy? She’s still alive? The woman must be ancient by now; the only time they’d met was well over twenty years ago. Julia remembers a large, Spanish-style house in the Pasadena hills, a wide grove of orange trees just beyond a Victorian greenhouse, and crystal bowls filled with candy in just about every room. Her mother had instructed her not to play in the basement, which of course made it just too tempting. After venturing down the creaky wooden stairs, she discovered rough-hewn shelves filled with dusty jars, holding dead and dried insects, strange, marvelous, and threatening. A range of faded moths pinned on a velvet board, a thick bug the size of her hand curled into a ball under a microscope, small stuffed birds with mean glass eyes and molting feathers. Creatures that made appearances in her nightmares for years to come.

      And something else, a bizarre shape under the stairs. What was it? It’d almost made her lose her mind; she remembers bolting up the stairs in a near panic. A sheet . . . there was a sheet, and the sound of something digging. She’d pictured it chasing her, snatching at her heels as she ran back up the stairs into the kitchen.

      Don’t let your imagination get the best of you. Something else her mother would say, frequently.

      It wasn’t her imagination, though, that had gotten the best of her in the end. Rather the lack of it. Because she’d never imagined being the third ex-wife.

      For a moment, Julia hesitates before opening the letter. Wonders what new disaster looms on the horizon. But she tears it open anyway, a dare to the universe, or God, or whoever.

      

      CHAPTER 2

      My dearest Julia,

      I fear you won’t remember me, since it has been so long since we last met—you were still a young child then, but I remember your curious nature and gifted you a black widow (your mother, I believe, frowned at the idea, but a dead spider is a harmless spider, and girls are too frequently immersed in dolls and dresses and other meaningless pursuits). I am your great-aunt, sister to Annabelle, your mother’s mother, and I have a proposition of sorts that, I believe, merits your serious consideration.

      Although it would be very American for me to just outright state my intentions, I was raised in a time, and a country, when it was gauche to do so, so instead I choose to defer to my more indirect upbringing. Would you be so kind as to join me for tea? The orange blossoms are lovely, and I still have enough land for beekeeping, so our honey is infused with their flavor.

      Ah, this is the problem with writing by hand. How ridiculous that last sentence seems to me now, how easy it would be to backspace over it on a computer and pretend it never existed. Who gives a damn about honey? Pens force a commitment to all one’s thoughts, no matter how ridiculous, and my hands are too arthritic to throw my previous effort away. Let me try again.

      I apologize for our estrangement, because that’s what it is. You must have wondered why you visited so rarely (two or three times maybe, all told), and I doubt your mother ever spoke much about her family. We pass on, generationally, not only our physical traits—color of eyes, etc.—but the sorrows of familial conflict. I was sorry to hear of her passing, and found out too late to properly express my condolences.

      You see, when Annabelle married, she did so without my father’s permission, and she was subsequently cut off from the family: shunned, so to speak. We had pretensions of nobility (although the money was gone, the crest remained), but I suspect it wasn’t so much her elopement as the fact that she’d eloped with a Jew. Father, you see, was an advocate of eugenics and a good friend of Ernst Rüdin, and Annabelle was a free and open spirit, with more heart and compassion than the rest of us combined. My older sister, Irene, and I hoped he would eventually get over it, but he never did, and by the time we reached out to Annabelle, she was so hurt by our silence that she refused all our letters. Nothing poisons quite so well as rejection.

      When your father left, I reached out to your mother, hoping to rekindle our relationship, and I was encouraged when she chose to revert to Annabelle’s maiden name, Greer (that crest is so very alluring). Which is how you ended up in my house so long ago (I saw you, little sly one, creep past the door into the basement). But the damage was too great, the grudges too deeply set. And to be honest, the nurturing of emotions is not my strong suit. I inherited my father’s fascination with genetics, and am much more comfortable developing a culture in a petri dish than developing a relationship. One reason why I am old, and alone. I was one of the first scientists to substantiate endosymbiotic theory, but unlike my single-cell friends, long-term interaction with any species is beyond my ken.

      That said, there is nothing like the whisper of death to alter one’s perspective. The things we bury have a way of digging their way out—they creep and clutch and bloom in our dark, shadowy places. I find myself haunted by things left unsaid, undone, by ghosts looking for a place to finally rest. I will explain more should you decide to come.

      Perhaps it’s too late, and, like your mother, you want nothing to do with a decrepit old woman teetering on the brink of annihilation. So now, because I’m desperate, I will be gauche. I understand you are facing dire financial challenges, while I am sitting on a nice fortune, with no heir in sight. Money is one of those things that have little value when you’re too old to enjoy them. It’s just numbers on a computer screen, it’s ash in the mouth. You, however, could put it to good use.

      I do hope you’ll come for a visit. You are my last of last resorts.

      Sincerely,

      Dr. Lydia Greer

      

      It’s hard to know what to make of the letter. Mysteries hinted at, a jumble of scientific jargon and family history, and an endnote her great-aunt must have surely known would strike a chord—a fortune in play. Just the thought of it makes her heart beat a little faster, makes it hard to sift through the rest.

      First things first. She remembers an epic fight between her parents before the visit to Aunt Liddy, something about braces, what they cost, how her father was doing the best he could, but money doesn’t grow on trees. Of course somewhere simmering below that was the opinion her father, and many in her school and neighborhood, shared. Julia would never be a great beauty. Not with her crooked nose, somber gray eyes, and wild, curly brown hair that seemed to have a will of its own. Straight teeth would be a poor investment.

      You’re so clever, they would say. You’re so smart.

      Never You’re so pretty.

      Which was liberating, in a certain way. While girls her age experimented with different shades of blush, she experimented with different genres in the library, immersing herself in distant planets, alien cultures, swords waiting in stones for the right king to lay hands on them. She never tried to tame her frizzy, curly, rebellious brown hair, something that always made her Palo Alto hairdresser suck her teeth whenever Julia turned down the suggestion to straighten it. She never felt the need to look ten years younger, like the women in Ethan’s circle. Over the years, she watched them voluntarily get cut and stretched and plumped into strange, mutant beings, until they barely resembled themselves, or women at all. Frankenfemmes, she’d whisper to Ethan at parties, and he’d laugh into his napkin.

      No, it was her mother who had tried to fight reality, who’d ironed a dress (a dress!) and trundled her off to her great-aunt for inspection. Shortly afterward, Julia had gotten the braces, not that they’d done much good because her teeth had started to drift again in her twenties.

      I love your crooked teeth, Ethan would say. Until he didn’t.

      What harm could there be in tea? In hearing Aunt Liddy out?

      Still, something about it makes her uneasy. Other memories surface. Her mother’s stiffness as they entered the mansion, the forced smile when Aunt Liddy extended a claw-like hand, something glazed and hard in her eyes. The foyer was massive— the size of their entire two-bedroom apartment—with gleaming marble floors covered by a soft Oriental carpet. A palace straight out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. Aunt Liddy told her to run along and explore, so she did, ditching her patent leather Mary Janes as soon as her mother and Aunt Liddy disappeared into the library, closing the oak doors behind them.

      She found the vanilla cake in the kitchen first, cooling on the counter, and scooped a handful out with her fingers. Then she found the billiard room and dropped crumbs on the table as she rolled the balls around, trying to see how hard she could hit them. Then she found a small study with a desk and red carpeting, records stacked on shelving and an old turntable. Individually wrapped caramels in a crystal bowl; she filled her pockets with them. Some kind of servant checked in on her, asked if she’d like some lemonade. Julia felt a small amount of shame, since her mouth was covered with stolen crumbs, her pockets near bursting with candy. So she said no, although she would have loved a glass. When the servant headed in the direction of the library, Julia slipped back into the kitchen to see if she could get the lemonade for herself.

      That’s when she saw the basement door. Remembered her mother’s warning. But she was angry at her mother—she didn’t want thick metal covering her teeth; braces would only make her look even more awkward. And she’d always had that curious streak. She imagined herself a great explorer about to descend into an Egyptian tomb, took a broom with her to fight off the mummies.

      So she opened the door. Felt the thrill of breaking a rule that could have no real consequence. Because, deep down, she knew there was no such thing as monsters.

      Afterward, her mother chastised her for breaking the broom, which she doesn’t remember doing. She doesn’t remember going back to her great-aunt’s again either, although the letter in her hand says she did.

      But then, her parents’ families were always a mystery. Once she’d overhead her mother on the phone, something about Annabelle—a divorce, a stint in a mental hospital, a suicide. Her father’s side of the family wasn’t much clearer. There were occasional references to cousins in New Jersey, and when her father was killed in a car accident—drunk driving, and oh, used to such great effect against her in court: Your Honor, there’s a family history—none of his relatives showed up for his funeral. At the time she hadn’t understood why her mother had changed their names back to Greer—it felt somehow adulterous, like she was cheating on her father’s memory. But after her divorce from Ethan, Julia understood. Just the name alone, spoken daily, was self-flagellation.

      God, her mother’s face that day at Aunt Liddy’s, pale and tight when she left the library, as if she’d just been slapped. She’d said goodbye in a clipped, pained tone, hands shaking as she opened her purse for the car keys, and instantly Julia had felt defensive on her mother’s behalf. So when Aunt Liddy extended an arm in some attempt at a hug, Julia slipped away and skipped to the entry, kicking the door with her bare feet, leaving dusty prints. She knew damn well how to be loud and annoying.

      Julia drops the letter on the kitchen counter. That was all so long ago. Another lifetime, another person. Why stir up old ghosts?

      Money, of course.

      I am sitting on a nice fortune, with no heir in sight.

      You, however, could put it to good use.

      The allure of it quenches parched, hopeless places in her mind. Money for lawyers, money for appeals, money to relocate closer to Evie, bridge the vast distance that separates them. She has visitation rights. She could see her on the weekends. Maybe she could even get a fair divorce settlement, one that wasn’t written by a pack of experts who knew she wouldn’t be able to defend herself against any of the salacious allegations in court, not if she couldn’t afford a lawyer, which they made damn sure she couldn’t. Alcoholic, they submitted to the court. Mentally unstable. She’d believed in the justice system until then, foolishly thought that truth had a place there.

      You are terminally naive, Ethan had texted back when she complained he’d committed perjury.

      She pulls out the electric bill marked urgent with a red stamp. Slices the envelope open with her finger. Pulls out the statement, scans for the total due, and the total overdue, and the late charges accrued. Overwhelming, of course. Impossible. Or maybe not.

      It’s just tea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            God Helps Those Who Help Themselves, by J. J. Haas

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Date of Publication: April 2018

        Publisher: BookLogix

        Total Words: 3,100

        Link for more information

      

        

      
        Nebula Category: Short Story

        Genre: Fantasy

        Subgenre: Collections & Anthologies

        Award Eligibility: None provided

      

        

      

      Short Description

      "God Helps Those Who Help Themselves" is the first short story in my themed collection, Welcome to Sugarville: A Novel in Stories. All of the stories are set in the mythical town of Sugarville, Georgia, where the Sugarvillains face moments of crisis heightened by fantastic circumstances.

      
        
          [image: Welcome to Sugarville cover]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Dr. Albert Cole woke up thirsty. He must’ve been snoring, because his throat was sore and his wife had abandoned the bedroom like she had so many times before. He reached for the glass of water on his bedside table but, finding it empty, resigned himself to getting up and going into the bathroom. When he turned on the tap at the bathroom sink, however, nothing came out, and when he peed dark-yellow urine into the toilet bowl and flushed, the bowl wouldn’t refill.

      Now fully awake and annoyed, he tiptoed past the guest bedroom where Emily slept and padded downstairs in his bare feet to the kitchen. He turned on the coffee machine, but the plastic reservoir was empty, as was the filtered-water pitcher in the refrigerator. He carried the coffee reservoir over to the kitchen sink, but turning on the tap produced the same result as before. No water. He searched the pantry for bottled water and, finding none, reluctantly resolved to go to the supermarket to buy some. He walked back upstairs to tell Emily.

      “Honey,” he whispered, cracking open the door to the guest bedroom. “Did you pay the water bill?”

      “Huh?” she said.

      “The water bill.”

      “Uh, yeah, I think so.”

      “Well, the water is off in the entire house. You must’ve forgotten.”

      She sat up and rubbed her eyes. “What? I paid the water bill!”

      “All right, all right. I’m going to go to the store to get some bottled water.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. We. Don’t. Have. Any. Water.”

      “Uh-huh. I’ll go back to sleep.”

      “You do that.”

      He threw on a short-sleeve pullover and a pair of khakis, slipped into sockless docksiders, and hopped into his gray Mercedes convertible. The sun was already rising on Sugarville, and it looked like it was going to be another scorching summer day. He drove past the other million-dollar homes in his subdivision, exited through the gated entrance, and came out on the main road. Crossing a bridge over the Chattahoochee, he looked down to see pine trees covered in a dark-green shroud of wilted kudzu alongside a bone-dry riverbed. There seemed to be no end in sight for the drought Georgia had been suffering through for the past three years.

      He pulled into the supermarket parking lot, his throat increasingly parched. A huge, black pickup truck blocked the entrance to the store, and he noticed three beefy teenagers loading cases of plastic water bottles into the truck bed. Off to the side the store manager was talking to a man in a buzz cut with a hunting rifle slung over his shoulder, the two of them presumably supervising the operation. Nobody else was there, which seemed odd for that time of the morning.

      Disconcerted by the strange scene, Albert parked his car at the far end of the empty lot and watched the men from a distance for a few minutes, not knowing what to do. Finally, he decided to approach them, but not without a way to defend himself. He pulled his holstered Glock 19 out of the glove compartment and attached it to his belt, then grabbed a light jacket from the back seat, put it on to conceal the gun, and exited the car.

      As he approached the store he felt surprised and relieved to recognize the man with the rifle as Earl Eubanks, someone he knew from Sugarville Baptist Church. “Hey, Earl,” he called out. “What’s going on?”

      “Not much, Dr. C. Just buyin’ a little water from my buddy here.”

      The store manager, a pasty-looking man in a paper-thin collared shirt, nodded at Albert and Albert nodded back. The boys continued to load the truck while the men stood in front of the entrance, effectively blocking it.

      “Mind if I go in?”

      “Store’s closed,” the manager said, stepping in front of him.

      “Closed?” Albert looked at his watch. “I thought you opened at seven.”

      “Not today. We’re waiting for a shipment.”

      The sliding glass doors opened with the boys carrying three cases of water each. “I don’t understand. You’re obviously open for Earl here. I’d like to buy some bottled water, too.”

      “Sorry, Mister. Earl is family.”

      “We’re second cousins,” Earl said, smiling.

      “Come on, now, guys. Sell me a case of water. I’ll give you twenty bucks.” He pulled a crisp twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet and tried to hand it to the manager.

      “No can do, Mister,” the manager said.

      “Well, then you sell me one, Earl. Here, forty bucks.”

      “This is for me and my family,” Earl said. “You’d best be moving on, Dr. C.”

      “This is ridiculous!” Albert said. “My family needs water, too.”

      “I said no.” Earl unslung his rifle in less than a second and held it out in front of him. That’s when Albert remembered that Earl had once been in the military, and he backed away. “Sorry Dr. C., but if I sold you one I’d have to sell one to everybody.”

      Albert looked around the parking lot. “There’s nobody else here, Earl.”

      “It’s the principle of the thing.”

      “That’s not very Christian of you.”

      Earl smiled. “God helps those who help themselves. Ain’t that right, cousin?”

      “Damn straight,” the manager said.

      “Like I said, Dr. C., you’d best be moving on.” Earl slapped the butt of his rifle for emphasis.

      “All right, all right, I’m moving,” He turned around and walked back to his car in a huff.

      Now thirsty and bewildered, Albert sped out of the parking lot and drove north to his favorite coffee shop, but a disembodied male voice at the drive-through said that they couldn’t brew coffee without water. Driving farther north, he bypassed the speaker box at a doughnut shop and drove directly up to the drive-through window. A short, dark-skinned Indian woman in an apron said that they had plenty of doughnuts but no beverages. He mumbled “thanks for nothing” under his breath as he drove off.

      As the sun rose and the heat increased, Albert experienced an acute pain at the back of his head that he attributed to dehydration. He needed to find water soon. He thought about taking off his jacket, especially because the convertible exposed him to direct sunlight, but after what had happened at the supermarket he wanted to keep his gun close, and the jacket concealed it perfectly. He kept driving north looking for some place—any place—that might have water, but most of the stores were closed, and the farther he drove the sparser the stores became until he found himself alone in the country.

      And that’s when his convertible started to overheat. Steam rose from the engine and poured out of the hood, blocking his view of the road. To make matters worse, he suddenly realized that in his haste to get to the store, he had left his cell phone at home. He looked around for a place to stop, but all he could find was the entrance to a park, so he turned in and found a shady spot in an empty parking lot. Once parked, Albert opened the hood and backed away from the car to allow the steam to escape.

      As the steam dissipated, he realized that there might be fresh water in the windshield-washer reservoir, but he couldn’t tell without removing it. He grabbed his toolbox from the trunk and, careful not to touch the engine block, pried the opaque white tank out by using a screwdriver as a fulcrum. But the tank was empty. Furious, he yanked on it with both hands, severing the rubber hose, and threw the whole mechanism into the forest.

      Trying to calm himself down, he walked over to a small brick building containing bathrooms, and after checking the sinks and toilets for water and finding none, discovered an old soft-drink vending machine locked behind a steel grate. There was no place to enter a debit card and he didn’t have any change, so buying something was out of the question. He considered going back to the car and getting his toolbox to try to break in, but the brass padlock looked pretty formidable, and there was no guarantee that the vending machine was stocked anyway. However, while he was standing there he noticed a boat-launch sign pointing deeper into the park and realized that he must’ve made it back to the Chattahoochee River. He decided to follow an unpaved road to see if he could find flowing water now that he was farther north.

      Yet the answer, to his dismay, was no. The Chattahoochee was as dry here as it was near his subdivision. He couldn’t remember hearing anything about the Army Corp of Engineers cutting off the water supply to the river, but devoting sixty hours a week to his cataract-surgery practice didn’t leave him much time for watching the news, or anything else for that matter. In any case, he figured he was better off staying close to the river, so he followed a dirt trail going north to see if he could find a pool of water from which he could drink.

      He was hardly dressed for a hike, and his sockless feet started hurting almost immediately as the path rose before him. He noticed that he wasn’t sweating at all and that his headache seemed to be getting worse. As a doctor, he knew that these were bad signs, but as a dehydrated man all he could think about was getting his next drink of water and taking some back to his family. He knew that he could stop and rest at any point if he needed to, but he simply didn’t have any choice but to continue.

      Half an hour later he made it to the bottom of Buford Dam, but the spillway was as dry as a desert and looked like it had been that way for quite some time. A large, red “Restricted” sign sat affixed to the side of the dam and several soldiers stood on top. He knew that Lake Lanier, a huge, man-made reservoir containing the mother lode of fresh water, was directly above the dam, but he would have to climb a steep hill to get there. Fortunately, the path veered off to the right and away from the restricted area, so he continued to trudge upward, breathing heavily and cursing his docksiders.

      When he finally reached the top, he couldn’t believe his eyes—Lake Lanier was completely empty. The lakebed looked like a crater on the surface of Mars with an uneven pattern of dark-red mud cracks stretching out to the horizon. Old tires, beer cans, and dead fish dried by the sun dotted the alien landscape, while half a dozen vultures leisurely fed on a mutilated deer carcass nearby. He almost despaired of ever finding water again and was on the brink of uttering a prayer, but he suppressed that emotion and resigned himself to solving this problem on his own. There was nothing for it but to continue on in the direction he had chosen, so he descended the embankment and stepped out onto the lakebed to see if he could find water somewhere—anywhere.

      As he searched the landscape, he thought he saw a man standing in the middle of the lakebed in the distance. Not fully trusting his eyes or even his mind at this point, he continued in the same direction and determined that it was not a mirage, but really a man—a middle-aged Native American man wearing a straw cowboy hat with two long braids hanging down over the front of his shirt. The man stood over a small puddle in the middle of the dry lakebed filling up an empty milk jug with water through a filter.

      Albert quickened his pace to approach him, but by the time he got there the man had finished filling the jug and was heading in the opposite direction toward raised land. He called after him in a hoarse whisper, but the man either didn’t hear or was intentionally ignoring him. He was sorely tempted to drop down to his knees and drink straight from the puddle, but the water contained animal feces that would probably give him giardia. He watched the man disappear into the brown evergreens and decided to follow him. He ran as fast as his fatigued legs would take him, climbing over a rusty grocery cart to get to the embankment and starting down the unblazed trail that the man had taken.

      He reached a small, wooden cabin isolated in the heart of the forest just in time to see the man enter and close the door behind him. He hid in a clump of pine trees nearby for a few minutes, breathing heavily and trying to decide what to do. He could knock on the door and ask for a drink, but the man obviously was having trouble obtaining water too and likely wouldn’t give it to him, and he simply couldn’t afford a repeat of what had happened at the supermarket. There was no margin for error and no reason for politeness—he had to have that jug. Shaking nervously, he pulled the Glock 19 out of its holster, walked up to the door, and finding it unlocked, entered the cabin with the gun raised.

      The man stood at the side of the cabin next to the fireplace. “Who are you?” he demanded.

      “Hands up.”

      The man raised his hands slightly. “What do you want? I don’t have any money.”

      “Water,” Albert said, coughing into his left hand.

      “There, on the table. Help yourself.”

      Albert stumbled over to the table, but as he placed one foot in front of the other, time seemed to slow down, and the jug moved farther away the closer he got. He sensed his peripheral vision closing in on him like a tunnel, and he collapsed to the floor.

      When he came to, he was sitting on a hard, ladder-back chair with his hands tied behind his back. The jug and the gun lay beside him on the table. The man, sitting on the chair opposite, rifled through his wallet and pulled out his driver’s license.

      “Dr. Albert Cole of Sugarville, Georgia. Tell me, Dr. Cole, what the fuck are you doing in my cabin?”

      Albert was woozy, and it was all he could do to stay upright in the chair. “Water. I need water.”

      “Yes, you mentioned that. Have you ever shot anybody, Dr. Cole?”

      “Um . . . no.”

      “Have you even had firearms training?”

      “A little.”

      “That’s obvious. Well, Dr. Cole, here’s your first lesson: if you pull a gun on someone, you better be prepared to shoot them. Otherwise, you might not want to go waving handguns around. You’ll just shoot yourself or provide your enemy with a weapon.”

      “Look, Mister—”

      “Doctor. Dr. Robert Agaska, PhD. I teach Native American Studies at the University of Georgia.”

      “Oh, I see. Look, I’m sorry I pulled a gun on you, but I didn’t know what else to do. If you’ll just give me a drink of water, I’ll be on my way and I won’t bother you anymore.” Albert tested his restraints. The rope was tight, but he detected a little wiggle room.

      “Why should I give you anything? You broke into my house and pointed a gun at me.” Agaska got up and walked toward the kitchen, but stopped halfway and turned around. “Do you even know where you are, Dr. Cole?”

      “Lake—?”

      “Wrong. You’re on Muscogee Indian land.”

      “Muscogee? I thought this used to be a Creek Indian settlement.” As he spoke, he continued to work the rope with his nimble fingers and seemed to be making some progress.

      “That’s the name the white man gave us, but I prefer the name we gave ourselves. I’m a descendant of the original Muscogee Indians. I was born on a reservation in Oklahoma, but I knew from an early age that this was the land of my ancestors. So when I grew up, I came to the University of Georgia to study my people and to be closer to this land. My ancestors were forcibly removed from this area in 1834 during the Trail of Tears. Surely you’ve heard of that?

      “I wasn’t even born—”

      “My ancestors didn’t have a sense of personal property, Dr. Cole, but I do. So when you break into my cabin and try to steal something from me, I take that very personally. Not just for me, but on behalf of my people. To me, you’re like a criminal returning to the scene of the crime.”

      Agaska walked into the kitchen and picked up the wall phone’s receiver.

      “What are you doing?” Albert said, feeling the ropes starting to loosen.

      “Calling the cops.”

      “Don’t do that! Um . . . what happened to Lake Lanier?” he asked, trying to distract Agaska from dialing. “The water seemed to disappear so suddenly.”

      “Maybe to you, but not to me. I’ve been watching Lake Lanier progressively dry up over the last three years. The short answer is that man is living out of balance with nature in defiance of the Great Spirit. He doesn’t take kindly to thieves, either.” Agaska started to dial.

      Freeing himself, Albert stood up, grabbed the gun, and pointed it at Agaska. “Put that down.”

      Agaska returned the receiver to its cradle.

      “Don’t move.”

      Holding the gun in his shaky right hand, Albert took off the jug’s plastic cap with his left hand and raised the container to his lips. But before he could take a sip, a gunshot rang out and the jug flew out of his hand and onto the floor. He turned to see Agaska holding his own handgun. Panicked, Albert fired wildly, emptying his Glock 19 into the man, and watched as he crumpled to the ground.

      “Goddammit!” he shouted.

      He rushed over to Agaska and found him lying flat on his back on the linoleum with three bullet holes in his chest, bleeding profusely and already unconscious. He knew immediately that without a hospital nearby there was nothing he could do for the man but watch him die. He stood over Agaska crying without tears until he heard the man’s death rattle and knew he was gone.

      But he still needed to drink.

      He found the jug lying near the front door, but between the open spout and the entrance and exit holes from the bullet, all the water had poured out onto the floor and seeped into the wood. After searching the rest of the cabin in vain, he finally returned to Agaska, kneeled down beside him, whispered “I’m sorry,” and started to lap the dead man’s blood off the floor.
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      Chapter One

      “If there is some fire-breathing dragon beneath Windroven, maybe we won’t need much wood for the fireplaces—natural heat!” Ami cast me a brilliant smile from the back of her horse. Probably hoping I’d be so dazzled by her playfulness, the mischief of her joke, that I wouldn’t notice she was bent on cozening me into being happy about going to Windroven. I’d agreed—I had no choice, as there would be no winning this argument with her—but I wouldn’t give in and let her charm me. This was a bad idea, and we all knew it.

      I glanced back at the men-at-arms following in our compact procession, though Lieutenant Graves could no more change Ami’s mind than I could. Even the twins, with terrible timing, were docile for once, providing no distraction from Ami’s determined flirtation. I’d argued for a carriage for Ami and the toddlers to ride in for the journey from Castle Avonlidgh to Windroven, but Ami had dug in her heels. On that and everything else.

      She might be my lover, but as the newly crowned Queen of Avonlidgh, she outranked me.

      Stella rode in front of her mother in the saddle, the two of them wrapped in matching furred cloaks against the winter’s chill—though the little girl kept pushing the hood back impatiently—and Astar rode in front of me, doing his best to drive my horse crazy by pulling at his mane by the fistful. During my time in Annfwn, the magic-filled homeland of my late father, who’d been full Tala, I’d learned a little mind-magic. As a part-blood I wasn’t capable of much, but I had enough ability—I was strongest with animals—to keep a thread of soothing control on the horse’s mind, despite Astar’s worst efforts.

      If only my internal beast could be so easily calmed. And if only I were better at steeling myself against Ami’s gift for persuasion. In truth, she did dazzle me—simply by existing—much as I worked to toughen my hide against her charms. When she put real effort into it, I was a lost man. Redundant, as I was a lost man regardless.

      Lost and broken beyond repair, even before Ami danced her way from my fantasies into passionate reality.

      The old tales warn of the dangers of a man obtaining his heart’s desire, how his fantasy should never come true lest he find his tragic fate in it. I’d thought I’d been careful, that I’d reminded myself enough times that Ami could never truly be mine, not for more than a brief while. But clearly my heart hadn’t absorbed the lesson of those cautionary tales.

      The story of my fucked-up life—I seemed to be determined to take the hardest road despite all warnings and good sense, every time.

      “Glorianna willing,” Ami continued doggedly, now pursing her rose-petal lips with sensuous intent, and sidling her steed closer to mine, “a dragon resident could melt all the snows and we’d have no winter at all! Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

      I resolutely looked away from her and her fierce beauty. Ami possesses Tala blood, too, though the royal kind, and though she can’t shapeshift or perform sorcery, her magic manifests in her inhuman loveliness. She burns brighter than the sun, and if I allowed myself to fall into admiring her, my hapless brain tended to be seared of all rational thought.

      “Good!” Ami chirped, an edge beneath the music. “I take it from your non-response that

      The Three curse it, now she’d cornered me. I couldn’t leave it there.

      “Going to Windroven is a terrible idea and you know it,” I replied, studying the road ahead. We’d had fair travel thus far, but with all the strange monsters appearing around the Thirteen Kingdoms, it paid to keep alert. “Adequate firewood and snowfall will be the least of our worries.”

      She waved that off with a flick of her gloved fingers. “You only say that because you’ve never witnessed a Mornai storm at Windroven. They’re spectacular. They blow in off the ocean, full of sea moisture. When the cold winds of the Northern Wastes hit them, the clouds turn heavy-bellied as a nine-months-pregnant woman—and just like that poor woman, they dump out snow in a torrent of afterbirth, deeper than a man can stand.”

      I swallowed the laugh that wanted to rise and gave her a stern look. She wasn’t going to draw me out that way. “That’s disgusting—and crude.”

      She blinked at me in contrived innocence, that practiced flutter of rose-gold lashes over the deep twilight blue of eyes the poets never seemed to tire of describing. “This from the man who taught me every crude word I know.”

      I sighed for the truth of that. “I’m well aware that I created a monster. But you’re not distracting me. There’s no reason we couldn’t have stayed at Castle Avonlidgh, spent the Feast of Moranu there. The whole winter, even.”

      “Ugh. I hate that place. I’m glad to be free of its gloomy walls. I handled the governmental minutiae and now court is on hiatus. Everyone is going home to spend the Feast of Moranu with their families and that’s what I want, too. Andi is in Annfwn and Ursula is still off in the Nahanaun Islands, helping Dafne free her own dragon and whatever else all those letters are so carefully not saying. I might as well be in my own home.”

      “Castle Avonlidgh is as much your home now as Windroven.”

      “That’s just not true.” Ami’s voice had gone serious, steel in it that so belied her frivolous exterior. “I don’t expect you to understand, but from the first time Hugh brought me to Windroven, I felt at home there. He would have wanted the twins to winter at Windroven. It’s their family’s ancestral home and if all had been as it should, they would have spent their infancy there, taken their first steps on her stones, as all Avonlidgh’s heirs have.” Ami turned her smile on Stella, stroking the toddler’s wild, dark curls. “Hugh might be gone, but I owe it to his memory to raise his children as he would have, had he lived.”

      Astar howled like a little wolf, then grinned, showing his few, decidedly unthreatening baby teeth. Ami smiled back at him, soft with maternal affection. It didn’t help that I felt irrational jealousy for the golden prince who’d been so much more the right man for Ami, along with guilt that I not only bedded his wife, but helped raise his children. The noble Prince Hugh would likely be appalled that a part-blood Tala ex-convict had taken his place, even temporarily.

      “I understand that.” I did. I couldn’t imagine the onus Ami must feel to honor the man she’d loved. “But you had a ball last night at Castle Avonlidgh. You could do the same all season—stay up all night drinking wine and dancing. You enjoy that well enough.”

      Ami shot me a dark look. “You’re just jealous of all those men I danced with, which you shouldn’t be.”

      A deadly hit there, as I was. Black jealousy that corroded my thoughts and best intentions. Where Ami was concerned, I lacked all reason and emotional control. I became the half-savage beast I’d been when I first heard a minstrel sing about the youngest and most beautiful daughter of the High King. I reverted to that feral creature who longed to disembowel every man who laid hands on her satin skin and devoured her with their eyes as if they owned her.

      “You could have danced with me,” Ami said, needling me, knowing exactly how to do it. “Then I wouldn’t have had to dance with anyone else.”

      I didn’t bother pointing out that a man at arms didn’t dance with the Queen of Avonlidgh. Or that I couldn’t stay alert and protect her if we danced. Or that I’d never learned how. In Ami’s world, everyone learned to dance like they learned to walk. She forever forgot that we came from different worlds, whereas my burning shame forever reminded me of that unassailable fact.

      I wouldn’t let her see that embarrassment, however. Better for her to think me uninterested in dancing than for her to glimpse the rough and desperate boy inside.

      “Talk to me, Ash,” Ami commanded, all hint of flirtation vanished. “You know I hate it when you go all stoic White Monk on me.”

      I swallowed a terse retort to that, searching for a diplomatic reply. “Wintering at Windroven is a romantic idea, but romance won’t last long if the volcano blows.” I cleared my throat of the choking fear of losing her in such a way. I lived with that fear daily, knowing full well I had no business thinking of her as mine in the first place. I’d lose her eventually—today, next month, or next year—but sooner rather than later. Making myself confront the eventuality of our parting had become a kind of daily, disciplined exercise for me. Like sword practice. I forced myself to exercise the muscles of loss, to contemplate that pain. I could survive it, I thought, as long as she was alive and happy.

      That’s what I told myself. A constant mantra that did nothing to bring me peace.

      As Queen of Avonlidgh, she’d have to marry for the good of the kingdom, and her future husband would hardly tolerate it if his beautiful new wife had a lover skulking in the shadows. Even if she didn’t marry any time soon, the quiet gossip regarding my unsavory background would eventually grow loud enough to make her advisers insist on action. Most likely of all, Ami would simply wise up and realize her fling with a coarse, scarred, and broken man had been a fun excursion—a bit of dabbling in the crude underbelly of sex might be freeing for a time—but she would go back to her own kind. Back to a noble prince like Hugh had been. The sort of man who truly deserved her.

      I was prepared for any of those scenarios. I’d rehearsed them in my mind so often that I knew all my lines by heart, just waiting for her to give me the correct cue.

      What I couldn’t bear was for her to be killed. Besides Annfwn, I’d found nothing and no one else that redeemed the cruelty and ugliness of the world. As long as Ami lived, so did my hope, fragile thing though it might be.

      Ami was studying me now, her lovely blue eyes discerning too much. Since she’d given birth to the twins, she’d lost her ability to detect emotions—that gift belonged entirely to Stella, and the girl took it with her when she was born—but Ami retained some of that sensitivity by proximity. She also knew how to read and play me with Glorianna’s own ruthless mastery of women over men.

      “Ash.” She spoke my name as she did during sex, and with that single scrape over my senses had my thoughts scattering on the cold winter winds.

      “You like Windroven,” she purred, effortlessly bringing to mind the few short days we’d spent there. She’d been still recovering from childbirth, but had been determined to use the time to practice her oral skills. For all that she looked the image of Glorianna as maiden, she’d embraced the earthiest of the goddess’s personalities, exulting in the filthiest of sexual language, goading me into giving her more “cock-sucking lessons,” knowing in her vixen’s heart the hold she had on me.

      I dispelled the images she evoked with a sharp shake of my head, resolutely staring at the road ahead. That’s where my focus needed to be. Protecting my charges. Not thinking about her lush mouth and—

      “Stop that,” I said to myself as much as to her. “What I like doesn’t matter. It’s beyond foolish to plan to winter in a castle built into a waking volcano, whether you believe a hibernating dragon in the bowels of it is the cause or not. You’ve heard the stories from Nahanau—”

      She cut me off with a toss of her glossy red-gold curls. When she’d worn her hair long, it had tumbled in waves around her slender dancer’s body, like silk made fire. Since she’d cut it to escape her Tala abductor—another scenario I revisited compulsively as continually checking a bad tooth—it bounced in perfect ringlets. Even knowing that it was her particular magic to be beautiful no matter what, I found myself continually astounded by it. She regularly reassured me that her hair would grow long again, remembering how I’d loved to fist my hands in the spectacular length and believing I missed it. She was right that I did miss it, but wrong that I minded. I loved her with hopeless and aching finality, no matter what the details. Even when she was being an obstinate idiot. As she was at the moment.

      “Maybe Glorianna wants us to liberate the Windroven dragon, too.”

      I ground my teeth, the old scar tissue in my jaw aching with it. Ami liked to pull out the goddess’s will to reinforce her arguments—a sometimes amusing, often annoying foible of hers. The problem was, the poetic description of Ami as Glorianna’s avatar might well be more than fancy. The goddess did seem to favor her, possibly to the point of speaking through her.

      “You are playing games with Stella and Astar’s lives, too,” I finally said, my ultimate gambit to get her to listen to reason.

      Her eyes flashed from twilight blue to cobalt. Even the goddess of love has her merciless aspect. “You don’t have to come if you’re afraid. Don’t let me keep you from important business elsewhere.”

      And there we were. At one of many possible scenarios I’d imagined. Ami was finally dismissing me.

      “Do you want me to go?” I asked carefully, keeping the frustrated rage and disappointment out of my voice. It still croaked badly, as it had ever since I burned away the brand that marked me a convict. I’d thought I’d braced myself against this eventuality, but judging by the sudden ache in my heart, I’d been sadly mistaken.

      Ami bit her lip, fair face whiter than the snowflakes swirling around it. “Is that what you want?”

      “What I want doesn’t matter, Your Highness. It’s up to you to keep or dismiss me.”

      “Stop talking like that,” she snapped.

      “Like what?” I returned, taking time to compose myself before meeting her gaze evenly.

      “Oh!” She half-snarled, half-screeched it, her high cheekbones graced with a pink flush of emotion now. “Enough with that inscrutable White Monk attitude. You’d drive Glorianna Herself to slap you.”

      “It’s not an attitude. I am one of the White Monks.” A fact I’d been sharply reminded of when the father of my order arrived at Ordnung to crown our new High Queen in the name of Glorianna. As with all monks of my order, he’d taken—and kept—a vow of silence, and yet made it clear that he wouldn’t censure me for breaking my own vow. Or rather, that I’d shattered it, completely unable to resist speaking to Ami. She is ever the one who makes me abandon all resolve.

      The father had let me know I’d be welcome to return to the brotherhood and renew my vow at any time. I’d always nursed the idea in the back of my mind that when Ami tired of me, maybe I’d go back there. Knowing they would have me lit a feeble candle in the well of darkness that would be life without Ami. Perhaps I could once again find solace in silence. Not speaking had worked before, had helped me circumscribe the wanting, the endless yearning for things I didn’t deserve and could never have.

      “Is that what this is about?” Ami asked, voice chill. “You’re wanting to return to the order. Or you want to go back to Annfwn. I know living there was your dream and you only left it because of me. I might point out that I never asked you to. You left because Andi asked it of you, and you obeyed because you’re loyal to her.”

      “Andromeda is Queen of the Tala, my people.” My adopted people. The Tala hadn’t exactly embraced my presence in Annfwn, but at least there I wasn’t branded a criminal. “Of course I follow her commands. And good thing, too—was I supposed to let you die in childbirth?” Ami had nearly bled out before I reached her. Another set of nightmare images I’d never shake.

      “I’m grateful, naturally.” She stared steadily ahead now, her jaw tight, pressing her lips together like she did when she tried not to weep. I steeled myself against offering comfort. She wouldn’t want it, not from the man who distressed her in the first place. “But I can see that it’s been unfair of me to keep you with me for so long. I know I’m selfish, and I forget to pay attention to what other people want and need, but I’ve been trying to be a better person.”

      I groaned to myself and concentrated on prying Astar’s chubby fingers out of my horse’s mane. The little brat had all of his mother’s tenacity. “You’re not selfish, Ami. I came to you of my own free will. And then you needed me to get Stella back. I offered to help you.”

      “I know.” Her usually musical voice sounded small, and she scrubbed tears off her cheeks, just like Stella during one of her rages. “But I should have released you before this. Once we got the twins back safely, I should have told you to go.”

      She shouldn’t have needed to tell me. I should have left sooner. As soon as we recovered Stella. But I hadn’t been able to make myself go. Would it have been easier then? I’d been braced for it, but then one thing had led to the next, and she hadn’t sent me away. I’d maybe begun to nurse a spot of hope that she never would, despite practicing daily for this moment.

      “I’m sorry,” I told her, though for my pain or her distress, I wasn’t sure. “I should have gone then.”

      She nodded, sniffling. “It would have been better.” Her voice caught on a little sob and Stella caught a whiff of her misery—a miracle it had taken that long—looked up at her, wrinkling her face in a mirror of her mother’s, the toddler’s tears welling up, too.

      “Don’t cry, Mommy!”

      Astar looked over and his own face crumpled, not out of the same magically fueled empathy as Stella’s, but through the nearly as magical connection to his twin. He sent up a wail, reaching so suddenly for his mother that I barely caught him before he tumbled from the saddle. Fortunately, though I couldn’t shapeshift—far too late for me to learn, if I ever even could have—I possessed enough shapeshifter speed to match his. His cries turned furious, and he fought my grip, turning into a black bear cub, raking my wrists and hands with his claws. I hissed at the sting, red blood running as if from the wound in my heart.

      Stella, not to be outdone, screeched like an owl. Driven by her mother’s emotions, which she felt but couldn’t understand, she became a golden-furred mountain lion cub and leapt from the saddle, bounding off into the snow. Astar tried to follow, growing ever more furious at being restrained.

      “Let him go.” Ami threw up her hands. “We won’t get them settled again until they’ve blown off some steam.”

      I did as commanded, letting Astar run off after his sister. Their Tala nurses, who’d been flying above in bird form, darted after them, keeping them in sight. Ami watched them go, her face determinedly averted.

      “Let’s move off the road,” I said. “Might as well take a break.”

      She nodded. “I’ll bind up your scratches for you.”

      “Thank you,” I answered, knowing I sounded stiff. Better, though, than asking how she planned to bandage my mortally wounded heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prisoner of the Crown, by Jeffe Kennedy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        Date of Publication: June 2018

        Publisher: Rebel Base

        Total Words: 60,000

        Link for more information

      

        

      
        Nebula Category: Novel

        Genre: Fantasy

        Subgenre: Fantasy / Epic

        Award Eligibility: Fantasy novel

      

        

      

      Short Description

      She was raised to be beautiful, nothing more. And then the rules changed…
      In icy Dasnaria, rival realm to the Twelve Kingdoms, a woman’s role is to give pleasure, produce heirs, and question nothing. But a plot to overthrow the emperor depends on the fate of his eldest daughter. And the treachery at its heart will change more than one carefully limited life…

      
        
          [image: Prisoner of the Crown cover]
        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Chapter One

      I grew up in paradise.

      Tropically warm, lushly beautiful, replete with luxury, my childhood world was without flaw. My least whim was met with immediate indulgence, served instantly and with smiles of delight. I swam in crystal clear waters, then napped on silk. I chased gorgeously ornamental fish and birds, and enjoyed dozens of perfectly behaved pets of unusual coloring and pedigrees. My siblings and I spent our days in play, nothing ever asked or expected of us.

      Until the day everything was demanded—and taken—from me.

      Only then did I finally see our paradise for what it was, how deliberately designed to mold and shape us. A breeding ground for luxurious accessories. To create a work of art, you grow her in an environment of elegance and beauty. To make her soft and lusciously accommodating, you surround her with delicacies and everything delightful. And you don’t educate her in anything but being pleasing.

      Education leads to critical thinking, not a desirable trait in a princess of Dasnaria, thus I was protected from anything that might taint the virginity of my mind, as well as my body.

      Because I’d understood so little of the world outside, when my time came to be plucked from the garden, when the snip of the shears severed me from all I’d known, the injury came as a shock so devastating that I had no ability to even understand what it meant, much less summon the will to resist and overcome. Which, I’ve also come to realize over time, was also a part of the deliberate design.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let me go back to the beginning.

      I grew up in paradise.

      And it was all you’d imagine paradise to be. A soft palace of lagoons and lush gardens, of silk bowers and laughter. With little else to do, our mothers and the other ladies played with us, games both simple and extravagantly layered. When we tired, we napped on the velvet soft grass of the banks of the pools, or on the silk pillows scattered everywhere. We’d sleep until we awoke, eat the tidbits served us by watchful servant girls, then play more.

      Hestar and I had our own secret games and language. All the ladies called us the royal pair, as we were the emperor’s firstborns and we’d been born less than a month apart.

      My mother, first wife, the Empress Hulda, and the most highly ranked woman in the empire, spent much of her day at court. When she was home in the seraglio, she preferred to relax without noisy children to bother her. Hestar’s mother, Jilliya, was second wife and kept getting pregnant, forever having and sometimes losing the babies. So, by unspoken agreement, we kept clear of her apartments, too. Something else I understood much later, that the miasma of misery has its own brand of contagion—and that those who fear contracting the deadly disease stay far away.

      Saira, on the other hand, third wife and mother of our half-sister Inga, had a kindness and sweetness to her, so we  kids often played in her apartments when we grew bored of games like climbing the palm trees to see who could pluck the most dates while a servant counted the time. Inga, along with my full brother, Kral, were the second youngest pair—the second-borns, also arriving in the same month, to my mother and Saira. Less than a year younger than Hestar and me, they completed our set of four. Our six other brothers and sisters played with us, too, but they were babies still, needing to be watched all the time. Whenever we could, the four of us ditched the babies, exploring the far corners of our world, then making hideouts where no one could find us.

      Though, of course, when the least desire took our fancy, someone always appeared instantaneously to satisfy us. Another of the many illusions of my childhood.

      Hestar and I, we had a cave we’d made under a clump of ferns. He’d stocked it with a box of sweetmeats and I’d stolen one of my mother’s silk throws for a carpet. Embroidered with fabulous animals, it told tales of a world beyond our corner of paradise. We loved it best of all our purloined treasures, and made up stories about the scenes and creatures, giving them names and convoluted histories.

      One day—the kind that stands out with crystalline clarity, each detail incised in my memory—we played as usual. Hestar had been mysteriously gone for a while the day before, or perhaps several days before or for several days in a row. That part fogs in with the timelessness of those days that never ended, but blended one into the next. What I remember is the elephant.

      “And the miskagiggle flapped its face tail, saying nooo—”

      “It’s called an elephant,” Hestar interrupted me.

      “What is?”

      “It’s not a miskagiggle. It’s an elephant, and the face tail is a trunk.” Hestar beamed with pride at knowing something I didn’t.

      “You’re making that up.”

      “No, I’m not! My tutor told me.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A teacher. My tutor is named Ser Llornsby.”

      “Is that where you went?” Hestar and Kral had been whisked off by servants, and no one would tell me or Inga where they were, just that we’d see them again soon.

      Hestar’s blue eyes went wide and he looked around to see if anyone was listening. “Want to know a secret?”

      Oh, did I. Even then I understood that secrets were the carefully hoarded and counted currency of the seraglio. “Yes!”

      We pulled the silk throw over our heads to make a tent. It was the usual grass beneath, so we didn’t really need the carpet. Having it just made our hideaway more special—and the throw became a blanket, excellent for exchanging secrets.

      “We went through the doors!” Hestar told me, whispering but much too loudly.

      I hushed him. I didn’t question how I knew, but this secret held power. Most of our secrets had been silly, frivolous things, like how Inga kept candied dates under her pillow. Or ones everyone already knew, like that Jilliya was pregnant again. With the unabashed enthusiasm of children, we absorbed all the murmured gossip and repeated it with equal relish. This, though—I recognized immediately how important it was.

      No wonder no one would tell us where they’d gone. Children didn’t go through the doors. Only my mother and some of the women. The rekjabrel and other servants, they went in and out all the time. But a lot of times they came back crying or hurt, so we understood the doors led to a terrible place. And yet Hestar had gone and returned, beaming.

      “Was it terrible? Were you scared? Did Kral go, too?”

      Hestar nodded, solemnly. “We were brave boys though. And it’s not like here. There aren’t the lagoons and it’s not as warm. They took us to a library and we met Ser Llornsby. We looked at pictures and learned animal names.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to ask what a library might be. I wanted to look at pictures and learn animal names. Though I didn’t know the emotion to name it at the time, a jab of envy lanced through my heart. Hestar and I always had everything the same, only I had the better mother, because she was first wife. It wasn’t fair that Hestar got to go through the doors and learn things without me. An elephant. I whispered the exotic word to myself.

      “Elephants are huge and people ride on their backs, and the elephants carry things for them in their trunks.” Hestar continued, full of smug pride. “Ser Llornsby is going to teach me everything I need to know to be emperor someday.”

      “Why do you get to be emperor? My mother is first wife. Yours is only second wife. Besides, I’m older.”

      Hestar wrinkled his nose at me. “Because you’re a girl. Girls can’t be emperor. Only empress.”

      That was true. It was the way of things. “Well then you can be emperor and I can be empress like Mother.”

      “All right!” Hestar grinned. “We’ll rule the whole empire and have lots of elephants. Kral and Inga can be our servants.”

      For the rest of the day we played emperor and empress. Kral and Inga got mad and decided they would be emperor and empress, too, not listening when we said there could only be one of each and we were firstborn so they had to be our servants. They went off to play their own game, but we got Helva to be in our court, and also her little brothers, Leo and Loke. The boys were identical twins and liked any game they could play together. Baby Harlan could barely toddle, so he stayed with his nurse. Ban went off with Inga, of course, as he followed her everywhere, but her full brother, Mykal came to our side.

      We didn’t care, because our court was the biggest. Besides, everyone knew the emperor gets to pick his own empress, and Hestar already promised me I’d be first wife and I could pick his other wives, just like Mother did. Which meant Inga wouldn’t get to be one. Maybe not Helva, either, though I told her she would be.

      Mother didn’t much care for Saira and Jilliya, so maybe I wouldn’t have other wives at all. I didn’t need them to be empress.

      Playing emperor and empress turned out to be terribly fun. Hestar made me a crown of orchids and we took over one of the small eating salons, getting the servants to clear out the table and pillows, instead setting up two big chairs to be our thrones. His Imperial Majesty Emperor Einarr Konyngrr, our father, had a throne. So we’d heard. And we badgered one of the rekjabrel who’d served in the court to tell us what it looked like.

      “Huge, Your Imperial Highnesses,” she said, keeping her eyes averted. “It towers above, all platinum and crystal, so bright you can’t look upon it. I can’t say more.”

      “What about the Empress’s throne?” I persisted.

      “Just the one throne, Your Imperial Highness Princess Jenna.”

      “That can’t be right,” I told Hestar, when we let the rekjabrel go. “She must not have seen properly.”

      “We don’t have platinum anyway,” he replied.

      So we decorated the two big chairs, which ended up taking a long time. They needed to be sparkling, which meant we needed jewels. Leo and Loke were good at persuading bangles off the ladies, but then didn’t like to give them up. By the time we chased them down and got everything decorated, we had only a little time to have actual court. When my nurse, Kaia, came to get me for my bath, we made all the servants promise to leave everything as it was.

      “Kaia?” I asked, splashing at the warmed milk water as she poured the jasmine rinse through my hair.

      “Yes, Princess?”

      “Have you seen an elephant?”

      She laughed. “No, Princess. I’ve never heard of such a thing. Is this one of your games?”

      “No—they’re real. Their face-tails are called trunks.”

      “If you say so, Princess.”

      I fumed a little. How could I find out more about elephants when no one even believed they were real? “When do I get to go through the doors and look at pictures of animals and learn their names?”

      Kaia dropped the pitcher of jasmine water, breaking it on the tiles. I would have scolded her for clumsiness, but she had such an odd look on her face that I stopped mid-word.

      “Where have you heard of such a thing, Princess?” She had her head bowed, but with her scalp shorn, she couldn’t hide her face. She’d gone white, her eyes squinched up like she hurt. Just like that time Mother accused her of drinking from her special teapot, and had Kaia lashed until she confessed. Kaia had cried and cried, not wanting to play with me for days afterward. But this time she didn’t have any blood, so I didn’t understand why she went all pale like that.

      “Hestar got to go. And Kral, too, and he’s younger. I want to go. I command you to take me tomorrow.”

      “Your Imperial Highness, I cannot.”

      “You will or I’ll tell Mother.”

      “Up and out, Princess,” she replied, dumping the shards into a waste bin, then holding out a towel. “We must address this with Her Imperial Majesty. You can ask her in person.”

      She dried me off, too briskly, and I almost reprimanded her, but she still looked so scared and I didn’t want her to not play with me for days again.

      “I already said goodnight to Mother.” Mother didn’t like to be disturbed after goodnights, and the prospect began to make me a little afraid, too.

      Kaia wrapped my hair in a towel, then rubbed me all over with jasmine-scented unguent. She worked as thoroughly as always, but wouldn’t answer any more questions, simply saying that I could ask my mother momentarily. She pulled my nightgown over my head and had me put on a robe, too, which wasn’t usual. And we went with my hair still damp, not carefully combed dry before the fire while she told me stories.

      I didn’t want to miss my stories and I began to be afraid I’d said something terribly wrong. I’d known this was an important secret. How could I have been so careless? It was the elephant. “Let’s not go see Mother,” I said.

      Kaia shook her head, pressing her lips together. “I apologize, Princess, but I’m afraid we must.”

      “I don’t want to. Tell me my stories. My hair is still wet.”

      But she didn’t bend, which scared me even more. Kaia always did what I told her. Almost always. She took my hand in a grip so firm it nearly hurt and nearly dragged me to Mother’s private salon. I resisted, and would have thrown a fit, but Mother wouldn’t like that. An imperial princess gives commands in a firm and gentle voice, never shrill, and tears are unacceptable.

      Still, when Kaia called out through the closed yellow silk curtains, and my mother snapped out a reply, I nearly did cry. And Kaia didn’t relent in her grip, which made me think she was angry with me and Kaia was never angry, even when I refused to eat my supper and demanded dessert instead.

      She parted the curtains and slipped me inside, kneeling beside me and bowing her head to the plush tapestried carpet. I lowered my eyes, too, though I didn’t have to kneel.

      “Well?” The empress demanded in a cold tone. “What is the meaning of this, child?”

      “My humble apologies, Your Imperial Majesty,” Kaia said, though Mother had clearly asked me. Her voice shook and her hand had gone all cold and sweaty. I yanked mine away and she let me. “Her Imperial Highness Princess Jenna has asked me questions I cannot answer. I thought it best to bring her to you immediately.”

      “It’s not your responsibility to think,” Mother replied. A hissing sound as she breathed in her relaxing smoke. “You are to keep the princess well groomed, as she most certainly is not at the moment. Your hair is wet, Jenna.”

      A tear slipped down my cheek, making me glad that I was to keep my eyes averted unless given permission. Maybe she wouldn’t see. “I’m sorry, Mother,” I whispered.

      “As well you should be. Interrupting my quiet time. Going about like a rekjabrel with wild hair. Are you a princess of Dasnaria?”

      “Yes, Your Imperial Majesty.”

      She hmphed in derision. “You don’t look like one. What question did you ask to upset your nurse so?”

      Kaia had gone silent, quaking on the carpet beside me. No help at all. I considered lying, saying Kaia had made it up. But Mother wouldn’t believe that. Kaia would never so recklessly attract punishment. I happened to know she hadn’t snuck the tea—one of the rekjabrel had taken it for her sister, but Kaia had never said.

      “Jenna,” Mother said, voice like ice. “Look at me.”

      I did, feeling defiant, for no good reason. Mother reclined on her pillows, her embroidered silk gown a river of blues over their ruby reds. Her unbound hair flowed over it all, a pale blond almost ivory, like mine. In contrast, her eyes looked black as ebony, darker even than the artful shadows outlining them. She’d removed most of her jewelry, wearing only the wedding bracelets she never removed. She held her glass pipe in her jeweled nails. The scarlet of her lip paint left a waxy mark on the end of it, scented smoke coiling from the bowl.

      “Tears?” Her voice dripped contempt and disbelief. “What could you possibly have said to have your nurse in a puddle and an imperial princess in tears, simply in anticipation?”

      “I didn’t say anything!” I answered.

      “Your nurse is lying then,” the empress cooed. “I shall have to punish her.”

      Kaia let out this noise, like the one Inga’s kitten had made when Ban kicked it. The ladies had taken it to a better home and Inga had cried for days until they gave her five new kittens just like it.

      “I only asked about the elephants,” I said, very quietly.

      “Excuse me?” The arch of her darkened brows perfectly echoed her tone.

      “Elephants!” I yelled at her, and burst into full-fledged sobbing. If you’d asked me then, what made me break all those rules, raising my voice, defying my mother, losing the composure expected of an imperial princess, firstborn daughter of Emperor Einarr, I likely could only have explained that I wanted to know about elephants so badly that it felt like a physical ache. Something extraordinary for a girl who’d rarely experienced pain of any sort.

      Once I’d had a pet, an emerald lizard with bright yellow eyes. Its scales felt like cool water against my skin, and it would wrap its tail tightly around my wrist. I’d only had it a day when it bit me. Astonished by the bright pain, the blood flowing from my finger, I’d barely registered that I’d been hurt before the servants descended, wrapping the wound in bandages soaked in sweet smelling salve that took sensation away.

      They also took the lizard away and wouldn’t give it back, despite my demands and pleas. When the salve wore off, my finger throbbed. And when they took the bandages off, the skin around the bite had turned a fascinating purple and gray. They tried to keep me from looking, but I caught glimpses before they made it numb again, then wrapped it up and I couldn’t see it anymore. I’d tap my finger against things, trying to feel it again. My finger and the lizard, both gone.

      I felt like that, full of purple bruising and soft pain, as if I’d been bitten inside, and somehow numb on the outside. I wondered what might disappear this time.

      “Elephants,” my mother pronounced the word softly, almost in wonder. Then she laughed, not at all nicely. “Leave us,” she snapped, making Kaia scurry backwards. “It’s apparently time for me to have a conversation about life with my daughter.”
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      Chapter One

      “Bilewolves!”

      “Help us!”

      “Help me!”

      “Aarrgh, no, no—”

      The shouts and screams grew louder as Sir Odo and Sir Eleanor raced toward the village green, their magical, self-willed swords, Biter and Runnel, almost lifting them from the ground in their own eagerness to join the combat. Well behind them came Addyson and Aaric, the baker’s twin boys, who had come in a panic to tell them the village was under attack.

      Above all the human sounds of fear and fighting, a terrible howling came again, from more than one bestial throat.

      “Slower!” panted Odo as they reached the back of the village inn, the Sign of the Silver Fleece, or the Gray Sheep, as it was nicknamed, since the sign had long since faded. “We must be clever. Stay shoulder to shoulder, advance with care.”

      “Nay, we must charge at once!” roared Biter, even as his sister sword snapped, “I agree, Sir Odo.”

      “I do too,” said Eleanor, slowing so her much larger and less fleet-of-foot friend could catch up. When he was level with her, she moved closer so they were indeed shoulder to shoulder, their swords held in the guard position.

      Together, and ready, they rounded the corner of the inn.

      A terrible scene met their eyes. Some forty paces away, four enormous, shaggy, wolflike creatures, each the size of a small horse, stood at bay opposite a man and a woman. The people were hunters or trappers, judging by their leather armor and well-traveled boots, although they were quite old to be in that trade. Both looked to be at least fifty.

      The man had a cloth of shining gold tied around his eyes, which perhaps explained Addyson’s panicked description of “a blind king” being attacked by the bilewolves. The cloth did give the impression of a crown.

      Blind or not, king or not, the man wielded his steel-shod staff with a brilliance that made Odo gasp. The weapon was a blur, leaping out to punch one bilewolf’s snout, then jab another’s forefoot. The woman was equally as adept, though she wielded a curved sword, the blade moving swiftly and smoothly as she danced with it, the bilewolves slow and clumsy partners. Close to the inn on the edge of the green, three villagers lay dead or seriously wounded, their torn and jagged clothes still smoking from the bilewolves’ acid-spewing jaws. Eleanor’s father, the herbalist Symon, was bent over the closest victim, frantically trying to stem the flow of blood from a wound. He looked up for a second at his daughter, but did not speak, turning instantly back to his work.

      Odo grasped the situation immediately. Only the two old warriors kept the bilewolves away from the wounded and the rest of the defenseless villagers. But the two were outnumbered and, despite their skill, overmatched by the sheer size and ferocity of the animals.

      “Forward!” Odo shouted, and he and Eleanor marched together.

      “For Lenburh!” shouted Eleanor.

      Odo knew from the slightest tremor in Eleanor’s voice that she was afraid, though no one else would be able to tell. He was afraid as well. They were only twelve years old and had been knights for little over a month, but he knew the fear would not stop Eleanor, and it wouldn’t stop him either.

      They did not expect their war cries to be answered, but off to the right came a shout: “Forward for Lenburh!” A horse came galloping across the green, the ancient warhorse of Sir Halfdan, who, like the master who rode it, had not been in battle for twenty years or more. True to its training, the warhorse held straight for the bilewolves, despite their terrible stench and formidable snarls. Sir Halfdan, despite age and infirmity, was rock-solid in the saddle, a lance couched under his arm. He had not had time to put on any armor save his helmet and a gauntlet. He still wore the nightgown that was his usual garb these days, and his one foot was still clad in a velvet slipper.

      A bilewolf turned towards the galloping horse and charged, leaping at the last moment to avoid Sir Halfdan’s lowering lance. But the old knight knew that trick and flicked the point up, taking the beast in the shoulder, the steel point punching deep. Bilewolf shrieked, the lance snapped, and then horse, knight, and dying bilewolf collided and went flying.

      At the same time, one of the three remaining bilewolves bounded up on the back of one of its fellows and leaped high over the head of the blind staff-wielder. The man jumped upon his companion’s shoulders and punched up at the bilewolf’s belly, but the beast had launched itself too well. The staff merely struck its wiry tail, severing it midway along as the bilewolf flew past them.

      Odo and Eleanor rushed across the green, expecting the falling bilewolf to attack them and the unprotected villagers behind. But it ignored them, spinning about as it landed to strike at the two warriors once again, dark blood spraying from its injured tail. The blind man jumped down with the deftness of a traveling acrobat and stood back-to-back with the woman. Together they turned in a circle, staff and sword blurring to hold the bilewolves at bay.

      Odo slowed and edged cautiously closer, wondering how the blindfolded man had struck so precisely with his staff. Meanwhile, Eleanor narrowed her eyes, seeking a way into the battle.

      “Take the one to my right!” shouted the swordswoman to Odo and Eleanor, her voice strong and well used to command. “It is already lamed!”

      “Sixth and Fourth Stance!” said Eleanor. “You high, me low.”

      They moved in perfect synchrony, as they’d practiced, Odo stepping left and out, Biter held above his head to strike in a slanting downwards blow, as Eleanor stretched out low with a lunge at the bilewolf’s right front leg, which it already favored.

      The bilewolf bunched itself to leap up at Odo, choosing the bigger target. But Runnel’s sharp point cut through its leg even as it sprang. It fell sideways, yelping, and Biter came down to separate its massive head from its body, the sword twisting to avoid a spray of bile from the snapping jaws. Both young knights struck again to be sure it was dead, and then swung about to move to the next target.

      But the remaining two bilewolves were already slain, one with a crushed skull and the other with a sliced-open throat. All four carcasses lay steaming, the grass beneath them turning black and smoking where the acidic drops fell from their jaws.

      “Sir Halfdan!” cried Eleanor. The old knight lay motionless upon the ground, the haft of his broken lance still couched under his arm. His warhorse lay near him, unable to get up. It raised its head and whinnied, as if answer to some trumpet no one else could hear, but the effort was too much. Its head fell heavily back and did not move again.

      “Wait!” Odo called as Eleanor started towards the old knight. “Do you see any more bilewolves?”

      The swordswoman answered him. She and the man still stood back-to-back, their weapons ready, as if they expected another attack at any moment.

      Or they didn’t trust Odo and Eleanor.

      “There will be none,” she said. “They hunt in fours and are jealous of their prey. You are knights of the realm?”

      “Uh, we’re knights, but not . . . exactly of the realm, I don’t think,” said Odo. “I am Sir Odo.”

      “And I, Sir Eleanor.” It gave her a small thrill to say that, although there were more pressing matters to consider. “If there are no more bilewolves, we must help Sir Halfdan while my father attends to the others—”

      “One moment, Sir Eleanor,” snapped the woman. “How are you knights, but not exactly of the realm?”

      “It’s a long story,” said Odo. “We were knighted by the dragon Quenwulf—”

      “Quenwulf?” asked the woman. Her expression shifted to one minutely more relaxed. “Was it she who gifted you with the enchanted swords you bear?”

      “No!” said Biter. He was still not entirely convinced he shouldn’t be a dragonslaying sword.

      “Uh, no,” said Odo. “We found them. Like I said, it is a long story—”

      “Best saved for later,” said the blind man. His voice was even more used to command than the woman’s. “Take me to the fallen knight, Hundred. Sir Eleanor, did you say he was Sir Halfdan?”

      “Yes, Sir Halfdan holds the manor here,” Eleanor told the man as she studied the woman more closely. Hundred was a very strange name, but perhaps it was apt for a very strange person. In addition to the curved sword she still held at the ready, Eleanor noticed she had a series of small knives sheathed along each forearm, and unusual pouches on her belt. The backs of her dark-skinned hands were white with dozens of scars, like Eleanor’s mother’s hands—not wounds from claws or teeth, but weapon marks. A sign of many years of combat and practice.

      “Sir, we should go on at once,” protested Hundred.

      “No,” said the man. He turned to face where Sir Halfdan lay and began to walk towards him, using his staff to tap the ground. After a moment, Hundred went ahead of him, and the man stopped tapping and followed her footfalls.

      “He must have amazing hearing,” whispered Eleanor to Odo.

      “I have well-trained ears,” said the man without turning his head.

      Odo and Eleanor exchanged glances, then hurried after the odd duo.

      Sir Halfdan lay on his back, not moving. His helmet, too big for him, had tipped forward over his face. Hundred knelt by his side and gently removed it. The old knight’s eyes opened as she did so, surprising everyone, for he had seemed already dead.

      “Sir Halfdan,” said the blind man, bending over him.

      Sir Halfdan blinked rheumily, and his jaw fell.

      “Sire,” he whispered. “Can it be?”

      The old knight tried to lift his head and arm, but could not do so. The blind man knelt by him and closed his own hand over Halfdan’s gauntlet.

      “I remember when you held the bridge at Holmfirth,” said the blind man. “In the second year of my reign. None so brave as Sir Halfdan. You remember the song Veran wrote? She will have to write another verse.”

      “That was long ago,” whispered Halfdan.

      “Time has no dominion over the brave.”

      “I thought . . . we thought you dead, sire.”

      Eleanor mouthed “sire” at Odo and hitched one shoulder in question. He shrugged, unable to explain what was going on. But looking at the blind man in profile, there was something familiar about the shape of his face, that beaky nose, the set chin.

      “I gave up the throne,” said the man. He touched his golden blindfold. “When I lost my sight, I thought I could no longer rule. I was wrong. Blindness makes a man a fool no more than a crown makes him king.”

      At the word king, Odo suddenly remembered why the old man’s profile looked familiar.

      It was on the old silver pennies he counted at the mill.

      Eleanor had the same realization. They both sank together to the earth, their hauberks jangling. Odo went down on his right knee and Eleanor on her left. They looked at each other worriedly and started to spring up again to change knees, before Hundred glared at them and made a sign to be still.

      “My time is done, sire,” said Sir Halfdan. There was a rattle in his voice. He glanced over at his horse. “Old Thunderer has gone ahead, and I must follow . . .”

      He paused for a moment, the effort of gathering his thoughts, of speaking, evident on his face.

      “I commend to you, sire . . . two most brave knights . . . Sir Eleanor and Sir Odo. They—”

      Whatever he was going to say next was lost. At that moment old Sir Halfdan died. Egda the First—for the blind man was certainly the former king of Tofte, who had abdicated ten years ago—gripped Sir Halfdan’s shoulder in farewell and stood up, turning towards the kneeling Odo and Eleanor.

      “He was a great and noble knight,” he said. “The Hero of Holmfirth Bridge, and even then he must have been over forty. To think of him slaying a bilewolf at the age of ninety!”

      “We didn’t know he was a hero,” said Eleanor uncomfortably. She was thinking about some of the names she had called him because he was slow getting organized for their journey east, to be introduced to the royal court. And how some people in the village had mocked him behind his back for having only one foot, though they would never dare do so to his face. “He was just our knight. He’s been here so long . . . um . . . sorry, should I say ‘sire,’ or is it ‘Your Highness’?”

      “I am not a king,” said the blind man. “I have been simply Egda these last ten years.”

      “Sir Egda,” said Hundred sharply. “You may refer to his grace as ‘sir’ or ‘sire.’”

      “Now, now, Hundred,” said Egda. He smiled faintly, exposing two rows of white, even teeth. “Hundred was the captain of my guard and has certain ideas about maintaining my former station. I wish to hear how you were made knights by the dragon Quenwulf, but first there is work to be done. The bilewolves must be burned. Are the wounded villagers attended? I hear pain, but also gentle soothing.”

      Eleanor looked over to where the wounded were now being lifted to be carried inside the inn. Her father was assisted by several other villagers, including the midwife Rowena, who often worked with him.

      “They are being tended to by my father, who is a healer and herbalist, sir,” she said.

      “I’ll gather wood to burn the bilewolves,” said Odo. “Addyson and Aaric can help, if it please you, sir.”

      “I do not command here,” said Egda mildly. “Who is Sir Halfdan’s heir? Has he a daughter or son to take up his lands and sword? Or, given his age, grandchildren, perhaps?”

      “There’s no one,” said Eleanor, frowning. She looked across at where the wounded or dead were being taken into the inn. “Only his squire, Bordan, and I think he was one of the three other people the bilewolves—”

      “They sought to help us,” said Egda. “Would that they were less brave.”

      “I warned them away,” said Hundred harshly. “If they had kept back, they would have been in no danger.”

      “Only if the bilewolves were after you in particular,” said Odo, made curious by her comment.

      “This is not a matter for you, boy,” said Hundred. “Sire, we must be on our—”

      “No,” interrupted the former king. He didn’t seem happy with the way Hundred was addressing Odo’s inquiries. “We will rest here tonight, not camp in the wilds. Sir Halfdan was my father’s knight before he served me. We must show proper respect, see him put to rest. Also, I want to hear the story of these two swords—who are strangely quiet now, though I heard them in the battle.”

      “I merely wait for my knight to introduce me, sir,” said Biter. He sounded aggrieved. “He is new to his estate and I am still teaching him manners.”

      “Oh,” said Odo. He held up Biter, hilt first. “This is Hildebrand Shining Foebiter. Often called Biter.”

      “And my sword is Reynfrida Sharp-point Flamecutter, or Runnel for short,” said Eleanor.

      “Greetings, sir,” said Runnel.

      “And welcome, sire,” added Biter, not wanting to be left out.

      Egda nodded. “Well then. Sir Odo, to the burning of the beasts. Sir Eleanor, if you would introduce me to your father and other notables in the village, we must order . . . that is, suggest the arrangements to lay Sir Halfdan to rest. Hundred, cast about for any sign of other unfriendly beasts.”

      “Sire!” protested Hundred. “I cannot leave you unprotected.”

      “Sir Eleanor, would you give me your arm?” asked Egda. “Sir Odo, would you take care to listen and come should I call for aid?”

      “Yes, sir!” said Odo and Eleanor together.

      “You see,” said Egda to the frowning Hundred. “I have two knights to guard me. Come, let us be about our business!”

      He strode off confidently towards the inn, tapping once more with his staff and hardly holding Eleanor’s crooked arm at all. Odo stared after him. When he looked back to see what Hundred was doing, he was surprised to find himself alone. In just a few seconds, the elderly warrior had disappeared from the middle of the green!

      

      Chapter Two

      “Sire, the good villagers of Lenburh are assembled.”

      Hundred’s soft voice broke the breath that Eleanor had been holding as she waited for Sir Halfdan’s burial rites to begin. The elderly knight’s body had rested all night in the manor house’s great hall, wrapped in his best cloak with his shield across his chest and his sword at his side. Eleanor had volunteered to sit with him, and Odo had joined her, relieving her at the old knight’s side when she grew tired. The two times she slept, she dreamed of her mother, who had once lain in that very spot. It seemed an age ago.

      Now it was Sir Halfdan’s turn. Reeve Gorbold relinquished his position at the head of the funerary procession to Sir Egda and joined the others bearing the body. Even though he was already one of the strongest villagers in Lenburh, Odo suppressed a grunt of effort as they raised Sir Halfdan high. What the old knight had lacked in a complete set of legs he had more than made up for in girth.

      A lonely bell tolled as the solemn procession made down the hill to Sir Halfdan’s family crypt, past the small fenced-off area of the estate where Eleanor’s mother was buried.

      Eleanor wondered if she would join her mother there one day. Someone would need to assume the mantle of Sir Halfdan’s estate, and Odo was the most likely to settle here when he attained his majority. Eleanor herself would prefer to be adventuring and seeing the world.

      Deep in these thoughts, Eleanor walked into Hundred’s back as the procession came to a halt. The bodyguard clicked her tongue.

      “Brave in heart,” said Sir Egda, tapping one end of his staff softly against the earth, “and noble in death, we farewell this good knight and remember his deeds.”

      He stood aside to let Sir Halfdan’s bearers into the darkness of the crypt itself, to the stone plinth that had long ago been prepared by Borden, Sir Halfdan’s loyal squire, who had gone to his own grave earlier that day. Odo stooped to avoid banging his head, and tried to ignore the stories he’d heard about carnivorous barrow bats inhabiting such places. He had avoided asking Biter if they were real, in case it turned out that they were. When his hauberk snagged on the sculpted foot of a knight’s effigy protruding from another plinth, he freed himself with a quick tug and a reminder to concentrate on moving quickly but respectfully. Being a funeral bearer was a great responsibility.

      Ahead of him, holding Sir Halfdan’s feet, Symon turned and bent forward. Odo followed, and together the bearers settled the fallen knight on his final resting place.

      When that was done, Odo stepped back and bowed.

      Outside, Runnel twitched. Eleanor drew her from her scabbard, raising the sword in sad salute. A gray light shimmered along the blade, reflections from the cloudy sky.

      “Be at peace, knight of Lenburh,” said the blind old man. He turned and tapped the way to the village hall, following the sound of the bell. The villagers followed him, grim-faced. They had much to discuss.

      “Our lands cannot stand unprotected!” cried Gladwine, whose sheep grazed the southeast meadows. “Without a steward, we are vulnerable to any passing thief or brigand!”

      “How will we find a new one?” demanded Leof the woodworker.

      “Who will guard us?” went up the cry from several people.

      “Not these children,” scowled Elmer, Addyson and Aaric’s father. His sharp eyes took in Eleanor and Odo where they sat to either side of Egda and Hundred at the front of the hall.

      “We’d do a better job than a baker,” muttered Eleanor, resenting the implication that they wouldn’t be good enough. They were knights. They had fought serious enemies and had stared down a real, live dragon—or at least they’d survived an encounter with one, which was more than most people could say, Elmer included.

      “I have sent word by pigeon to Winterset,” said Symon across the restless crowd’s murmuring. “My colleagues in the capital will report to the regent, who will appoint the next steward.”

      “How long will that take?” asked Swithe the leatherworker, who had wanted to skin the bilewolves before burning but found the hides too foul-smelling for any purpose. “What if more of those terrible creatures come?”

      “There will be no more,” said Hundred in a clear and steady voice. “I traced the pack’s spoor to a hollow where a craft-fire recently burned. This fire was lit to summon the bilewolves and send them against my liege.”

      This was news to Odo, who struggled to keep the shock from his face. Someone had deliberately called the beasts that had killed four of his fellow villagers? As well as Sir Halfdan and squire Bordan, Lenburh had lost Halthor, an apprentice smith, and Alia, who had moved from Enedham last year to look after her sick aunt.

      A flame of sudden rage burned in his chest.

      “Can we track the person who lit the fire?” he asked in a pinched voice. “They must be brought to justice.”

      “They will be long gone from here now,” Hundred said with finality. “Our best hope of finding them is to wait until they try again.”

      “We’ll be ready when they do,” said Eleanor, patting Runnel’s hilt. The swords stayed silent during the meeting, knowing that some in the village were still unnerved by their enchanted nature.

      Elmer snorted. Egda’s beaked nose swiveled to point directly at him. The baker swallowed whatever further comments about the young knights’ competence he might have offered.

      “You will be ready,” Egda said, “and Lenburh will be safe, for I am leaving at tomorrow’s dawn.”

      A gasp rose up from all assembled. Only Hundred was unsurprised.

      “So soon, sire?” asked Reeve Gorbold, who Odo had overheard making plans to profit from Egda’s presence by charging villagers in the area a halfpenny to see the former king in his new home.

      “Word of trouble in the capital reached me in my self-imposed exile,” Egda said. “Winterset is my destination. Besides, I cannot remain here and put innocent lives at risk. Better to continue on my journey north and east and cut the source of our troubles from the kingdom once and for all.”

      Eleanor felt a stirring of excitement in her gut. After a month of waiting for something to happen, an adventure had come right to her doorstep.

      “We must accompany you, sire,” she said, leaping to her feet and drawing Runnel in one swift movement. “We will be your honor guard!”

      “If you would have us,” said Odo, doing the same, but more cautiously. Biter clashed against his sister’s steel with a ringing chime over Egda’s head. “We do not wish to impose.”

      A flicker passed across Hundred’s face. Was it a smile? If so, was it of gratitude or amusement?

      “My liege needs no honor guard,” she said. “He has me, and we travel fast and light into unknown danger—”

      “That’s why you need us,” Eleanor insisted. “Because it’s unknown.”

      “Numbers are no substitute for experience, knightling.”

      Eleanor ground her teeth. Were they always to come unstuck on this point? “But there’s only one way to gain experience, and if you won’t let us—”

      “Your place is in Lenburh,” Egda pronounced. “I must return to Winterset and see what my great-nephew Kendryk has wrought.”

      Odo frowned over this piece of information, wondering at its import. If the old king was displeased with his heir and tried to take back the throne, could that lead to unrest in the court, perhaps even civil war? Tofte had been peaceful for many generations, all the way back to King Mildred the Marvelous. The thought of villager fighting villager again was a terrible one.

      That was reason enough to accompany Egda, to ensure no trouble came to the young Prince Kendryk. After all, Odo and Eleanor ultimately owed their fealty to him, the heir to the throne, not to Egda or even to their home . . .

      Before Eleanor, following the same reasoning, could find a diplomatic way to press for their inclusion in the party journeying to the nation’s capital, a horn sounded outside the guildhall, then a rapid patter of running feet came near. The doors burst open.

      “Strangers!” cried a wide-eyed lad half Odo’s age. “Lots and lots and lots of them, on horses!”

      “More strangers?” gasped Reeve Gorbold. “What are the odds of that?”

      “Very small, I hazard to say,” said Symon with a thoughtful expression. “Lenburh has never seen such a flood.”

      A babble of speculation rippled through the gathering, and Egda rapped the end of his staff against the floorboards for silence.

      “Reeve Gorbold, perhaps you should invite them in.”

      “But name no names,” warned Hundred. “We are not here.”

      “Of course, sire, uh, madam, of course.” The reeve bowed in confusion and hurried from the hall.

      Odo and Eleanor exchanged a glance and followed as fast as their armor allowed, holding their swords at the ready.

      “What if it’s the people who sent the bilewolves?” Odo whispered at Eleanor’s back.

      “I don’t hear any howling or snarling, do you?” she cast over her shoulder.

      “We are a match for any beast!” Biter declared.

      “Be wary, little brother,” Runnel cautioned. “Someone with the skill to light a craft-fire is a worthy foe. Not to mention the person who commands them.”

      Eleanor gripped her sword tightly and hurried out into the light, where she came face-to-bridle with a band of some eight travelers on horseback, all sporting the royal seal on their breasts—a blue shield, quartered, with a silver sword, a black anvil, a red flame, and a golden dragon in each segment. All the new arrivals were armed, although none had unsheathed a weapon. At their head rode a tall, thin man wearing an unfamiliar red uniform with silver piping, topped by a wide-brimmed cloth hat, which he raised on seeing the reeve’s chain of office, and then again for the two young knights.

      “Well met, bereaved citizens of Lenburh,” he said, holding the hat now at his chest, revealing a pate of fine, white hair, brushed in a spiral descending from the top of his head. “Rest your troubled hearts, for I have come to give you ease.”

      “And you are?” Reeve Gorbold asked.

      “Instrument Sceam,” said the man with a brisk bow from his waist.

      “Your name is ‘Instrument’?” Eleanor repeated in puzzlement.

      “Instrument is my title. I have been sent to assume the mantle of responsibility so recently vacated by Sir Halfdan.”

      “Sent by whom?” bristled the reeve.

      “By the regent, of course,” said Sceam with another bow.

      “So you’re to be our steward?” Odo asked.

      “Not steward,” the man said. “Instrument. Of the crown.”

      “But we don’t know you,” said Eleanor.

      “That hardly matters, does it?”

      Reeve Gorbold straightened with a sniff. “Only people whose families have lived in Lenburh five generations can be stewards. That’s the rule.”

      “The rule has changed. May I come in and explain?”

      “You’d better come, I suppose. Your horses will be attended to.”

      “My thanks, Reeve Gorbold.”

      “You know my name?”

      “And those of your young companions also, Sir Odo and Sir Eleanor. I know everything about you.”

      “But . . . how? What are you doing here?”

      Instrument Sceam dropped lightly to the ground and produced a rolled-up parchment from one pocket. It was crumpled and stained brown at one end, as though by blood.

      “Why, I received your note.”
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      CHAPTER ONE

      My implant, working in concert with the arcade’s rec suite, mimics the sensations of fists striking flesh and bone. The pain reverberates back to my brain, but I don’t bruise, I don’t bleed, I certainly don’t break. And I don’t feel the crawling animal need to survive – or fear that I won’t – the way I would in real life. Fear I know firsthand.

      Considering all that, beating the shit out of computer-generated thugs is only so satisfying, but I take what I can get.

      The immersive generates my next wave of opponents, and anything goes. That’s the whole reason I chose this particular street combat scenario to complement the hours of martial arts training I’ve logged. When your life’s on the line, form and philosophy can hinder as much as help. Setting up kicks or chaining together moves burns time you may not have. With the arcade’s AI tweaking the level of difficulty each round, I have to draw on every technique I’ve picked up over the years.

      The fear found in the arcade may be a simulation, but it’s still a good way to learn how to stay on your toes. Especially down here.

      The abandoned warehouse has rows of cargo containers I can hide behind or otherwise use against my opponents, but I try not to resort to that if I can hold my own in the open area toward the center of the building. Ancient fluorescent lights buzz overhead, adding to the derelict ambiance.

      Anticipation blazes bright and hot as the two gangbangers circle me. There’s a story mode about infiltrating a drug ring, but I’m just here for the realistic fight mechanics. The taller one on the left is the first to oblige. He steps forward, leaving his buddy to watch on. After a few more rounds, the AI will make it so they fight in teams, but for now I have the luxury of taking them on individually.

      My opponent’s gaze sweeps over my avatar, and he smirks. He sees a petite woman – not far off from my true stature – and assumes he knows what he’s in for. But he’s wrong wrong wrong.

      His eyes widen in surprise when I duck his first swing and follow up with a quick jab to his side. Whatever else, at least the game gets character reactions right. He throws a wild punch. I knock it aside, then catch him in the chin with an uppercut, driving into him with my shoulder. He sags to the floor.

      His friend wastes no time and charges after me. I barely have a chance to reset when he wraps his arms around me in a bear hug. My implant hijacks my olfactory system, and all I can smell is his cheap cologne. I tell myself I can handle the swamping claustrophobia, the choking sense of being smothered.

      It’s a lie, but a practiced one. One that allows me to kick out, my foot catching him in the knee. Lucky. He groans, and his grip loosens enough for me to slip out from underneath him. To land a solid punch along his temple. He falls, and I fall with him, pummeling him with my fists.

      Anything to feel, to inflict pain tenfold, even if he’s not the true recipient of so much rage.

      ||| Level complete. |||

      A harsh cry rips through me as I stagger to my feet. I give my opponent a kick in his soft belly for good measure. Dull, gnawing pain radiates up from my toes. Still worth it.

      ||| Would you like to continue? |||

      I’m tempted, even though it’s a struggle to slow my breathing. But I have an appointment I’ve gotta keep.

      I log out of the game. Gone is the industrial, early twenty-first century warehouse. In its place is a capsule-sized room scented with lilac, housing the latest cutting-edge tech for super immersive simulations and games. The arcade provides a much-needed escape from everyday life in the domed city of New Worth, but some days I need the ritual more than others.

      With sleepwalker precision, I pry myself out of the harness that lets me interact with the game’s augmented environment. The feedback mitts are next, and it takes a moment for the sensation to return to my hands as the data receptors embedded in my palms and fingertips disengage from the tech. My implant projects messages and alerts that arrived while I was at the arcade into my field of vision. I scan through them with a series of eye movements, trashing a reminder for Brita’s party tonight. As if I’d forget.

      Rik pinged me while I was under. For a moment, I want nothing more than to reach out and have his consciousness brush against mine, a connection fostered by our implants. But I don’t dare. Not with the risk of emotional bleed from what I’ve tasked myself with this afternoon. He’ll have to wait.

      With a hard blink, my implant’s ocular interface recedes into the background. I fit my day gloves over my hands, grab my bag, and exit the suite.

      Kenzie, the jockey on call, gives me a nod. Feeds from all the recreation suite rentals scroll across his monitors, tracking account balances, vitals, and hardware performance. Although arcades in the Canopy are closer to my dorm, this is the one I grew up going to, only a few blocks away from my parents’ apartment in the Terrestrial District. The jockeys all know me and ensure I get the best functioning suites. They tend to do a better job cleaning up after the previous occupants, too, when I have a reservation on the books.

      I drift toward the exit but hold off on joining the late afternoon crowds that always plague New Worth’s lower levels. I’m a few minutes ahead of schedule. Just as well. I try to shake off the brawl from the game – I need all my focus for what’s next.

      With the Promenade – the biggest thoroughfare that traverses the length of the Terrestrial District – only a few blocks away, the bustle and hum of people are everywhere. Down here in the perpetual twilight, streetlamps burn day and night. Holographic projections and bioluminescent paint cover every flat surface with advertising. I adjust my ocular boost accordingly to help me make sense of the chaos as I search. Not everyone gets the night amplification filter – only the lucky few in the Terrestrial District who can afford it. My father never got one, but he worked overtime for a year to ensure I had it by the time I started middle school.

      “What are you doing, Emery?” Kenzie asks, suddenly at my side.

      I whirl toward him, fist at the ready, then relax at the sight of his startled, pale face. Guess I’m still amped up after my session.

      “Whoa.” He holds up his hands, faux leather wristlets protecting his data receptors. “Sorry I scared you, but you looked a bit lost.” Up close, I can make out the metal plates along his forehead and cheeks, just under the skin, where he can magnetically mount different accessories. Anything from devil’s horns or reptilian frills to carved bone ornaments. But he’s just himself today.

      “Oh, I was just…” I tap my temple, signaling preoccupation with my implant, and hope he’ll drop it.

      “Well, don’t let me interrupt a conversation with one of your blink buddies. Or maybe a confidant?” He waggles his brows suggestively at the idea of me having an implant contact I share everything with, but to trust someone with that much of myself? There’s an extremely short list of potential candidates. “You know I’d calibrate with you any time,” Kenzie continues. “Just say the word. Isn’t that why you started coming round again?”

      He usually doesn’t let me leave without some form of banter, but I’m not up for it today. Perhaps sensing that, he saunters back to the desk. “Put you down for the same time tomorrow?”

      “Nah. Sunday,” I call after him.

      “You’re taking a day off? What’s the occasion?”

      “I have a life outside the arcade, believe it or not.” I keep my gaze trained on the crowd, scanning for a very specific shade of brown hair.

      “Sure you do.”

      “Jealous?” I say over my shoulder. But before I can give as good as I get, a guy with the exact tint of brown hair comes down the street.

      For a moment, all that aggression from the game flares up at the sight of Breck Warner. It’s him all right. His easy stride camouflages his lean strength. The mop of curls hanging into his eyes softens his slightly beady gaze as he tracks his surroundings. By day, he’s a mild-mannered assistant tech at an implant clinic in the Understory. Decent job, good benefits. He doesn’t need to prey on the people down here. That he does anyway…

      Death-gripping the shoulder strap to my bag, I make my decision. Actually, I already made the decision when I came here today. I just keep expecting it to get easier. “Gotta go,” I tell Kenzie.

      I brace myself for not only the increase in humidity as I pass through the arcade’s automated doors but also the crowded stink that permeates everything dirtside. Leaving the arcade behind, I walk the cramped streets of the Terrestrial District. Mile-tall towers hulk overhead, blocking any possibility of natural light filtering down.

      New Worth’s just one of the domed cities around the world shielding humanity from the elements that rage on the other side of the glass. After too many years of storm-leveled towns, receding coastlines, drought, flood, pollution, and devastating fighting over food and resources as governments tried to provide for their people, domed cities became our only option to escape the ravages of a world that had finally turned against us after so many years of abuse.

      While everyone in New Worth is granted equal protection from the hostile environment outside, our lives inside the dome are dictated by status, credit balances, and career potential. Those with the right credentials have every advantage as they literally ascend through society, living out their lives in the city’s luxurious upper levels. Everyone else remains landlocked in the Terrestrial District – choked off from light, constrained by space, and constantly inundated by others tied to the same fate.

      The one bright spot on the horizon is Emergence – the day when the glass can finally come down, and we return to the land of our ancestors. So, as we wait for our rehabilitation efforts beyond the dome to take root, implants not only help us pass the time, but also make our lives a bit more bearable.

      With a simple eyecast command, I can filter out the incessant noise down here. No more crying babies or shrieking feral children. No more desperate pitches from beggars with homebrew credit transfer devices clutched in their bare hands. Or the aggressive advertising jingles piped out of every storefront. No windy grumble from the maglev tracks crisscrossing overhead or the creaking drone of air ventilation shafts that pump cool air into the Canopy. The resulting relative silence gives you the space to think – something I didn’t know I needed until I got outfitted with my implant at age ten.

      The smells are harder to get rid of, requiring expensive implant add-ons or body modifications. Most people learn to live with it. There was a time I was noseblind to it all, but my time in the Canopy has since put an end to that.

      Crowds trickle along, eddying at intersections or swirling around busy storefronts, as garbage bots and far too many people fight their way through the constant gloom. The government keeps saying they want to clean things up, but with buildings constantly being appropriated to better support the Understory, and by extension the Canopy above, instead of something useful like retrofitting them for capsule residences to accommodate the waiting lists, life in the Terrestrial District can only continue to degrade.

      There are too many people stuck down here for it not to.

      Following someone through a crowd, especially in the lower levels, isn’t difficult with the sheer numbers of us out and about. But when the people thin out and there’s less of a buffer between you and your quarry, it’s a lot harder to go unnoticed. Something I’ve learned the hard way shadowing Breck these last few weeks.

      One wrong move, game over.

      But this is no game. My first unencumbered glimpse of him through the press of bodies sends a wash of cold down my spine. He’s shouldering a large pack. It’s going to be today. Intellectually, I’ve known every time I follow him he might act. Moisture floods my gloved palms, and a knot of panic coils tight in my sternum. But I know what I need to do. Can’t lose it now.

      His target, a girl in her late teens, wrestles a canvas bag full of groceries from the corner market. She’s as unaware of him as he is of me. We navigate the twisting streets, moving further away from the more populated blocks that feed off the Promenade. In the Terrestrial District, there’s a certain safety in numbers. A safety we’re forgoing with each step.

      She’s barely aware of the danger, probably lost to her implant to pass the time. She should know better. But it’s impossible to go through life always on your guard. It’s unfair that’s what’s required of those of us who live dirtside instead of the lofty heights of the Understory or beyond in the hallowed upper levels of the Canopy.

      That’s one of the reasons why I vowed to get out of the Terrestrial District as soon as possible. Growing up on the fringes of the Bower, a rough neighborhood only a few blocks away, I watched my parents do everything they could to create careers that would let them rise through the ranks – to no avail. I was lucky enough to get accepted to the College of New Worth in the Canopy and didn’t look back. I thought nothing could make me return. Not after experiencing the golden light and fresh air of the upper levels.

      But that was before I realized scum like Breck use the Terrestrial District for their hunting grounds.

      There’s hardly anyone about now. I fall back, sticking close to the shadowed façades as best I can. The girl turns left toward an abandoned construction site just a few blocks away. Supposed to create some much-needed new housing for the area, it has been stalled by permitting issues and lawsuits, while the rest of the neighborhood rots around it. Making it the perfect cover for his purposes.

      And, coincidentally, mine.

      He glances back once, and I busy myself with a secondhand clothing store’s sidewalk display in just the nick of time. The racks are full of cheaply printed fabrics that’ll only withstand a few wears, but most people down here can’t afford to be picky. I wait three painfully long breaths, then ease back into the street.

      They’re both gone. For a moment, my heart jackhammers in my chest. I could simply return to my dorm in the Canopy, levels upon levels above, and forget whatever happens here today. No one would know the difference.

      Except for me.

      My gloved fingertips toy with my throat for a second before I realize what I’m doing. I force my hand back to my side. Swallowing my doubts, I approach an emergency kiosk. Not everyone in the Terrestrial District can afford the subdermal implants that make life under glass worth living. Thankfully it’s still functional – not always a guarantee down here.

      “Hello. I’d like to report an attack. I heard screams at the 100 block of the Bower. I saw a man with a knife.”

      “Who am I speaking–”

      “Please hurry!”

      I end the call before things go any further. Hopefully that’ll be enough to bring the police. If not, there’s still me.

      The next block over, I catch up to them. Breck’s yet to touch the girl, but she’s picked up her pace, throwing nervous glances over her shoulder. By now she’ll be trying to use her implant to send synch requests to friends or family members. Maybe even the cops. But Breck’s close enough for the implant-blocking device he no doubt has in his pack to put an end to that.

      I want to tell her not to run, to stand her ground, to fight back, but she yelps instead. Her grocery bag rips as she takes a turn too hard, scattering day-old produce across the ground. Running scared.

      Breck’s there in two strides, his painful grip on her arm propelling her toward the dark alley alongside the empty construction site. We’re on the outer edge of this sector’s police coverage, something he no doubt factored in. What if they don’t come in time?

      Stealing myself, I follow. The arcade sessions are supposed to psych me up, file off the edges of my anger so I don’t do something foolish, thoughtless, reactive, whenever I’m down here. But instead of calm poise, I sound like I’ve run a marathon. I try to get control of my breathing as I reach into my messenger bag. All those arcade scenarios I’ve thrown myself into over the years won’t matter if I don’t get this right.

      The taser’s awkward in my hands, slippery on account of my gloves. I should’ve practiced this part more. The construction site rears up in front of me, skeletal I-beams and rebar. It disappears overhead into the underside of a concourse that links it to another building.

      A shout pierces the air, then it’s quickly muffled, but it’s enough to guide my feet. I find Breck crouched over the girl, a hand clamped over her mouth.

      Before I make a conscious decision, the taser recoils, and a jolt of blue slams into his back. He seizes up, eyes rolled back in his head. He never even saw me.

      With a sob, the girl pushes him off her. Tears track down her cheeks, the pale skin of her neck rubbed red where he put his hands on her. “Thanks. How did you–”

      “The cops are on their way,” I say as I help her to her feet.

      “My implant–” Her hand reflexively covers the small square on the back of her neck where the device lives under the skin.

      “Don’t worry. It’s temporary.”

      “No, I mean I thought he wanted…” She trails off with what’s better left unsaid, and gestures to his pack and the surgical tools and miscellaneous tech from the clinic that have spilled out of it. “But he was after my implant, wasn’t he?”

      I nod, not trusting my voice. A scrapper dealing in black-market, gently used implants taken from people he could easily overpower. Some of the Disconnects down here are so desperate for the implant tech they could never afford legally, scum like Breck have turned that desperation into a lucrative cottage industry.

      He moans. Oh no. What if he wakes up before the police get here? The taser needs more time before it’ll be able to discharge another blast.

      The girl ducks behind me. “What do we do?”

      I hand the taser off to her. I’m moving before I even register the action. As though he’s just another thug I need to end in an arcade scenario, I snatch up a discarded brick and slam it into his head. The impact rattles up my arm, buzzes into my shoulder. Definitely not a simulation. But that doesn’t stop me from doing it again.

      “Hey.” The girl grabs my arm, gives it a shake, and I drop the bloodied brick. “Pretty sure he’s out after that, if you didn’t kill him outright.”

      Hands shaking, I take a step back, trying to look anywhere except for the trickle of blood oozing from his scalp. The alley presses closer, moldering brick and old flyers, the stench from a nearby dumpster wreaking havoc on my stomach. This isn’t what I planned. I thought–

      Police sirens peal, and I practically jump. Get it together. I turn to the girl. She’s stopped crying. That’s good. “I was never here, OK?”

      She nods slowly, then gives me a look that bruises. “I get it.”

      Some of it perhaps, but not all. Not enough. I don’t bother correcting her. She’ll have enough to worry about when the police arrive.

      “But tell me, how did you know?”

      I squeeze her forearm, as if by touch alone I can impart as much fortifying sympathy as possible before I bail. “Doesn’t matter after today.”
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      Short Description

      The Iapetus Federation expands Solar Systemwide, while Global Jihad sweeps Earth, and the Starchild Institute creates wormhole portals, using them to rescue groups not yet overrun by the Caliphate. Earth sinks into medievalism, while human activity shifts to the Iapetus Federation as humans settle every potentially habitable spot in the Solar System and begin expanding into the rest of the Galaxy.
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      CHAPTER ONE

      MARS – VALLES MARINERIS

      Sam Houston stood on a flat, granite-like ledge that cantilevered out over a seven-kilometer-drop, his lanky frame dwarfed by his surroundings. Fifty kilometers across Coprates Chasma to the north, the opposite canyon wall rose in a series of layered rocky shelves, sharply outlined in the thin Martian atmosphere. Suddenly, Sam felt a slight tremor beneath his feet accompanied by a sharp shock that he sensed rather than heard. The large slab on which he stood dropped several meters, and then tilted, throwing him forward into the void. To his right and left, the ledge disintegrated and commenced a downward slide. Despite gravity only 40% of Earth’s, it still seemed to Sam that he was falling more slowly than he expected, until he realized that he and the slabs near him were falling together, gaining speed and momentum as they plunged toward the distant canyon floor.

      Following his initial panicked reaction, Sam shucked his protective boot covers, and tapped his big toes to activate hypergolic nozzles in the ball of each TBH Propulsion Boot. Twenty newtons of force began to slow his fall, and he tucked his knees slightly to arc himself out and away from the tumbling boulders – not enough deceleration to stop his plunge, but maybe sufficient, for Saracen to catch him.

      “Saracen, hark!” This was Sam’s prearranged signal to control his hyper-V craft remotely. “Locate and approach my position…match my velocity with the hatch as close to me as possible…open the hatch and scoop me up!!” The detached, rational part of his mind could hear the double exclamation point. The panicked part said, “I have perhaps a hundred seconds before I crash into the canyon floor…so hurry!”

      “One hundred and two point three seconds, actually, Sam,” the Resident onboard system quipped as Saracen’s shadow passed over Sam’s position.

      The saucer-shaped craft slid in beside him, falling at the same rate as Sam. The hatch slid up, but just as Saracen began to glide toward him, a boulder half the size of the craft struck Saracen’s rim, causing it to spin away, and nudged Sam back toward the cascading rockfall only a few meters behind him. He splayed his toes in shock, extinguishing his boot jets. Because of the initial braking action of his boots, Sam was falling slower than the rocks just out of his reach. If he got sucked into the fall, he would be dead for sure. Sam tucked his knees and tapped both toes, projecting himself as far out from the rockfall as possible. He calculated thirty seconds or less before he hit the ground.

      “Sam…above you!”

      Sam looked up to see Saracen settling down over him, forming a protective shield. Sam continued to jet away from the falling rocks as the Resident brought the craft between him and the rocks, hatch wide open.

      “Kill the jets!” the Resident commanded, and slid sideways, scooping Sam into the lock with just meters to spare before he would have splashed onto the rocky surface.

      With Sam inside its acceleration field, Saracen instantly reversed its direction, its field acting on everything it contained – the craft, Sam, the air, each molecule and atom, everything, and came to a hover over the central canyon floor, safely removed from the still tumbling rock. Sam waited for the pressure lock to cycle, and removed his helmet and gloves. Once inside, he sat before the control console, watching in fascination as it seemed most of the canyon wall was still in motion. The leading edge of the falling rock mass smashed into a vast fan of debris left over from previous falls, about a thousand meters above the floor. Millions of tons of rock continued down the flattening fan for another five minutes, slowing as the main body of the fall crashed into the top of the fan, splitting into two branches, one pressing northward toward the western face of Nectaris Montes where it petered out at the north-western extent of that small mountain range. The other, larger branch seemed to be aimed directly at Lone Star Base, located in a partially hollowed-out, two-kilometer-high rocky mound about three kilometers from the canyon’s north wall. The mass of rock carried on for another ten minutes, finally coming to a halt a few tens of meters from the base entrance.
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      Sam directed Saracen to hover immediately before the base entrance, at ground level, directly under neat block letters that read LONE STAR MARS. He signaled the door to open and then glided Saracen through the thirty-meter-wide opening to settle on its five extended landing pads in a chamber that easily accommodated his twenty-five-meter-wide hyper-V craft and a half-dozen rovers that were very similar to the six-wheeled lander/rover vehicles carried by Cassini II. While the combination lock/chamber cycled, Sam doffed the rest of his pressure suit. Unlike older vacuum suits, Sam’s suit was lightweight and flexible, even in hard vacuum. It worked on a technologically advanced application of earlier high-altitude suits. An inner garment formed a flexible, skintight membrane that substituted for atmospheric pressure. A slightly less tightly-fitting outer garment retained a minimal atmospheric environment inside the suit, also providing temperature control and wear resistance. The suit was entered feet first through an airtight zipper-like opening in the back. The sealed gloves were comfortably flexible. Sam wore a close-fitting skullcap with various sensors that transmitted his physiological condition to Saracen. His transparent, spherical helmet attached to a sealing collar around his neck and was completely invisible from inside.

      Sam exited Saracen, walked down the short ramp, and grinned at the two men who met him.

      “Asshur…Aram…How the hell are you guys?” His Texan drawl was apparent.

      The two Founder brothers gripped Sam’s arms with palpable relief. Both stood some twenty centimeters shorter than Sam, and were swarthy with dark, curly hair, and piercing, nearly black eyes.

      “What happened out there?”

      “You know that I was surveying the southern rim, because of the rockfalls that happened before we got here,” Sam said with a wide grin. He liked these two guys. They were into everything, and they more than carried their load. Right now, they played leading roles in the construction of the Israeli settlement up in Nanedi Valles, about thirteen hundred kilometers to the northeast.

      “So…what happened?”

      Sam told them how the slide started, seemingly out of nowhere. He described his antics, and how Saracen rescued him in the nick of time.

      “That wall has been stable for the better part of a thousand years,” Asshur said.

      “To come apart right under your feet – that’s quite a coincidence,” Aram added.

      Sam got quiet and looked from brother to brother. “My friends,” he said, “that was no coincidence.”

      

      EARTH – SAUDI ARABIAN DESERT

      Saeed Esmail’s sackcloth robe and full-length flowing beard fluttered in the early morning breeze. He stood with General Ismail Suleiman by the entryway to his sprawling tent pitched atop a low mound overlooking a dry lakebed near the center of Rub’ al-Khali in the Saudi Arabian desert. The lakebed was surrounded by shifting dunes, some towering thirty meters. Saeed shivered in the ten-degree air that would reach near fifty Celsius by mid-afternoon. His gaze swept over more than a thousand tents scattered across the lakebed. Outside every tent, two swarthy men stood at relaxed attention. Above him fluttered a light-blue flag displaying a severed fist holding a dagger. A few centimeters from the wrist, a truncated arm flowed red blood.

      Saeed intoned the early call to prayer over the loudspeakers surrounding the encampment. “Allahu Akbar!… Allahu Akbar!… Allahu Akbar!… Allahu Akbar! (God is great!)” As the sound of his voice faded into the surrounding sand, Saeed raised his voice across the lakebed again: “Ashhadu an la ilaha illa Allah. (I bear witness that there is no god except Allah.)” He repeated it, and then spoke in a slightly softer, sing-song manner: “Ashadu anna Saeedan Rasool Allah. (I bear witness that Saeed is the messenger of God.)” Saeed repeated the phrase and smiled as his words echoed across the encampment. These words would have been blasphemy three years earlier, but Allah had revealed Himself to Saeed in a special way during his voyage to Iapetus. He reviewed the words of his revelation from the Qur’an at 4:74: Let those fight in the way of Allah who sell the life of this world for the other. Whoso fighteth in the way of Allah, be he slain or be he victorious, on him we shall bestow a vast reward.

      As Saeed finished the call to prayer, two thousand Jihadist warriors prostrated themselves on the still cold ground…as did Saeed and his general.

      After prayers, Saeed and General Suleiman stood and entered the tent. General Suleiman poured two cups of very sweet mint tea.

      Saeed looked at his general. “How fare our Martian Holy Warriors?” He referred to Ra’id Kassab and Abdul-Hasid Naseri, two specially trained agents who spoke Spanish with native Mexican fluency and who spoke fluent Spanglish with a distinct Texas drawl. Their papers identified them as the brothers Chino and Rico Delgado and indicated they were third-generation American citizens from Brownsville, Texas, whose parents came to the United States during the great Hispanic immigration of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries – a period without many accurate immigration records. They were employed as mechanical engineering technicians by the Lone Star Project and had shipped out to Mars a month earlier with the third wave of technicians and skilled workers aboard a VASIMR powered freighter that got them to Mars in about fifteen days. Their assignment was simple enough: Cause as much mayhem as possible without getting caught; and as the Mars population increased, recruit disaffected workers from both Lone Star and the Israeli settlement, Nachal Rachaf.

      Suleiman sipped his sweet tea. “Sahib, your Holy Warriors report that they crumbled a high cliff whereon the Texan leader Sam Houston stood. They believe he is dead, but do not know for sure. It should appear as an accident. They have transportation, provisions for several months, the ability to generate oxygen from the Martian atmosphere, and are free to move over the planet’s surface.”
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