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    I 
 
      
 
    Shoje lay abed with his hands folded across his stomach and a sour look on his face, digesting several pieces of unwelcome news. 
 
    The first news came from his leg, which complained sharply when he propped himself up on his elbows to survey the room. Even a faint shift of position jabbed his knee full of pain, and rising far enough to look around was agony. 
 
    That glance at his surrounding, before he plopped back against his pillow, conveyed the second piece of news: I was not there with him, which made it doubtful he would see me anytime soon. Sparsely furnished and impeccably clean, the room had a west-facing window that admitted a swathe of bright midafternoon sun – west-facing because he could see the temple of Hagur through the glass with its eastern spire closer to him, and midafternoon because the angle of sunlight came from beyond the spire. So I’ve been out for several hours – or for more than a day. A chair stood beside the bed, empty of anyone keeping vigil over him. That told Shoje he couldn’t be hurt too badly, which in turn told him he must not have been unconscious all that long. 
 
    He tried to decide what else might be concluded, based on his surroundings and prior knowledge. But before he got too far with this, my friend Quellescor walked into the room to check on him. 
 
    “Ah, you’re awake,” said the healer, his voice both crisp and warm to Shoje’s ears. 
 
    “I am,” Shoje replied, raising his head just enough to have a look at the man. Quellescor is striking for the precision with which he keeps his white hair and beard trimmed, and for the extraordinary sense of cleanliness and safety that he exudes. Seeing him, Shoje relaxed a little and said, “You must be Quellescor.” 
 
    Quellescor moved to the right side of the bed and lifted back the sheets from Shoje’s leg.  
 
    “Is that guesswork or deduction?” he asked, bending to examine the knee, which remained out of Shoje’s sight beneath the bed-covering.  
 
    “Deduction. You’re clearly no army doctor, so Osyrand must have gotten me safely away from the hubbub around the castle. Although my nose is not so good as Osyrand’s the open window gives me both a city smell and a garden smell, so I know I’m still in Delvos, apparently in a private residence. Neither Osy nor Avelia is in the room here, and I’ve not heard any sounds of occupancy in the house except for you puttering around these last few minutes since I woke up. That means you’re someone the two of them must trust immensely, or they wouldn’t have left me alone with you. So: healer, in Delvos, with a garden, worthy of absolute confidence from Osyrand or Avelia or both – the only name I know that fits that bill is ‘Quellescor.’” 
 
    “Good,” the healer said, straightening up and stepping to the head of the bed to look down on Shoje’s face. The quick, economical movement of his head as he checked the golden skin for pallor and the amber eyes for dilation bespoke intelligence, care, and a minute capacity for observation. “It sounds like your mind is as hale as the rest of your body, except for the leg and ankle.” 
 
    “Well, to be truthful,” Shoje admitted, “Avelia has also described you pretty thoroughly in a couple of stories she’s told me.” 
 
    “Ah. Would you care to sit up now? There are more pillows, if you’d like something to rest against.” 
 
    “That would be splendid,” Shoje said, pushing up and wincing again at the stab wound in his knee. This larger motion made clear what he thought he’d felt before – that his other leg had been immobilized in a splint from the knee all the way down to the foot. 
 
    “Careful, now,” Quellescor cautioned, bending and fetching several cushions from a space beneath the bed.  “I’ve stitched that wound up with knitmoss, but you won’t want to be heaving yourself about.” 
 
    “No, I certainly won’t,” Shoje agreed. “How bad is it?” 
 
    Quellescor got the pillows behind Shoje and helped the younger man slide back against them. “Do you mean, ‘Is it as bad as it feels?’” 
 
    “Something like that.” 
 
    “Well, not to worry. Left to mend on your own, you’d limp for the rest of your life. But Osyrand has put you in good hands, and if all goes well, you’ll be out of bed in a week.” 
 
    Shoje slumped into his mound of pillows. “A week. Well that’s certainly dreadful news.” 
 
    “No,” Quellescor countered. “Dreadful news would be, ‘I’ve had to amputate at the knee,’ or ‘The blade was venomed, and you’ll be dead in an hour.’ Considering the damage to the muscle in the one leg, and the cracked ankle in the other, some might find it discourteous to complain about convalescing a week or two.” 
 
    Shoje sighed. “Or two?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the healer. “And for that brevity of recuperation, you can thank your excellent choice of associates. Belenoirya has taken Osyrand and Noxie Warbler off to the Sprite Deeps, where they’re looking for some herbs and flowers that I need to make a Hasty Poultice. If Noxie weren’t a half-sprite, I wouldn’t expect them to return from that errand, and you’d be looking at a month or more before you could walk without crutches.” 
 
    “I suppose I’ll choose a week or two over a month,” Shoje said. “I take it they haven’t been gone long?” 
 
    He asked that because he knew that Belenoirya, as an ellipsist, could whisk her companions across the miles in an eyeblink, making any journey the work of instants. 
 
    “An hour or so,” said Quellescor. “But who knows how long it’s been for them – in the strangetime of the sprite kingdoms, a breath can be an hour, or a day can last for weeks. And they’ll have to look in the spots where time is most unreliable since that’s where the right flora are to be found.” 
 
    “So Osy might come back with a long white beard? That could be worth waiting for.” 
 
    The healer laughed. “Unlikely, I’d say. They’ve got sprite kin along with them, and Noxie said she had an idea where the right plants grow. I doubt they’ll wander off across the years.” 
 
    “Oh, well. At any rate, I must clearly re-engage my patience. And I apologize for being antsy about delay. It’s just that I’ve waited a long time for something, had it in sight, and now have fallen to a great remove again.” 
 
    “Avelia?” Quellescor asked. 
 
    Shoje scowled. “Yes. Has Osyrand told on me? What a feckless gossip that fellow can be.” 
 
    Quellescor shook his head, a gentle smile on his lips. 
 
    “No one’s told. But I saw the way Avelia looked down at you, before she left, and that’s not a look I’ve seen on her face in a great many years.” 
 
    Shoje sat up straighter, heedless of the jolt of pain it caused him. “She was here?” 
 
    “Very briefly, just to check on you. Then Belenoirya vanished off with her to get started on whatever task was so important that it forced her to leave your side.” 
 
    Now Shoje settled more easily against his pillows and reached up to his breastbone, where the plain white shift he’d been put into covered a locket, hanging from a slender golden chain about his neck. The feel of its shape through the thin cloth made him close his eyes a moment.  Then he moved his hand away again, knowing that he had best not use that locket to send his thoughts and senses to me, not at least until nightfall. 
 
    And it’s a different sort of waiting anyway, he told himself. Not a waiting for something to begin, but a waiting for fruition. Surely, I can be at ease with that. 
 
    To Quellescor, he said, “I shall count myself fortunate, then. But I’ll find myself more fortunate still if you tell me you’ve something at hand for a patient to eat.” 
 
    “I do indeed,” said the healer, who smiled and moved off to fetch Shoje a meal. 
 
      
 
    II 
 
      
 
    A thousand or more miles away, I did not yet know anything of that conversation between two men dear to me. My own locket hung quiet around my neck as I dickered with a merchant of my acquaintance named Cul the Bazaarist. We made a pair of opposites, Cul and I – one heavy, short, male, bald, dressed in well-laundered finery, and well past the bloom of youth. He’d grown fatter and older since the last time I’d seen him. Whereas I, through odd circumstances, had lost about forty years and regained the golden hair of my youth. 
 
    “It’s ten Imperials,” he was saying, “just for me to admit I know what you’re talking about. Ten, up front, and I will not budge from that.” 
 
    I scowled at him and glanced toward the door of his musty, tight-packed shop. A coating of dust rendered the single, small pane of glass there almost opaque. The possibility that anyone might be spying on us sounded fanciful. 
 
    “Ten Imperials seems a high price to pay, considering that it might buy me nothing more than, ‘Yes, I have heard of such items, but I’ve no idea how to acquire them.’” 
 
    Cul merely folded his arms across his ample belly and tapped a heel patiently against the cross-beam of his high stool. The innumerable rings upon his fingers and the rich brocade of his golden jacket implied his success as both a haggler and a finder of valuable oddities, so I counted out ten shining Imperials and placed them on the counter before him. 
 
    “Here, then,” I said. “Now do you have the things, or not?” 
 
    With a smile, he swept the coins up and dropped them into one of his many pockets. “If I have – or know how to acquire – a pair of Goodwife Rings, that doesn’t mean I’m willing to sell them. What do you want them for?” 
 
    I coughed. “You could give me my ten Imperials back and a thousand more, and it would not even begin to buy that information. I’m surprised you’re crass enough to ask, Cul.” 
 
    He rubbed the top of his shaven head with one hand, as though thinking. I suppose he might actually have been thinking, but with Cul one never knows where the haggler’s posture ends and the man begins. 
 
    “Allow me to rephrase the question,” he said. “Given who you are, Avelia Warbler, and given what those rings are good for, it’s clear you either have or intend to get hold of a prisoner whose cooperation cannot be gained by any other means. Am I right so far?” 
 
    Drily, I said, “I’ll need ten Imperials to consider nodding or shaking my head in response to that.” 
 
    “A rhetorical question only,” he said, patting the pocket with the coins. “Now, your purpose can’t be to extract information from this person – a Goodwife Ring commands obedience to almost any instruction, but the subject can only be compelled to respond to your thoughts, not to divulge her own. If you only meant to secure a captive, you would have asked for some magically unyielding chains, or a charm of long sleep. Goodwife Rings mean that you need your prisoner to be mobile and unable to exert her own will. It stands to reason, then, that you need these rings because you intend on maneuvering your prisoner through some interaction with others. And this is where my innate caution rears its head. I care little who this subject might be, or who you intend on fooling by forcing her to go along with your plans. But before equipping you to carry out a scheme that most likely involves one unwilling participant being used to mislead someone else, I have to consider the possibility that any number of these individuals might prove unhappy with the outcome, and might ultimately hold that outcome against me.” 
 
    “Well, it would be strikingly unfair of them to do so,” I told him, “if I haven’t given you any idea of what my plan is in the first place.” 
 
    “Yes,” he conceded. “But as we both know, the kind of person most likely to have you as an opponent very often is strikingly unfair.” 
 
    “I’d take that as a compliment,” I said, “only we both know that a compliment from you is invariably just a lead-in for extortionary prices. Now, having established how well we both know each other, can we get to the deal?” 
 
    He held up a hand, sparkling with rings. “Yes, after the answer to just one more question. If I put you in touch with a pair of these rings, and if that act makes some enemies for me, how much will I end up regretting the transaction?” 
 
    I leveled my gaze on his and said, “It will have been the second worst mistake of your life.” 
 
    Cul blinked slowly. “Interesting. And how do you know it will be second worst?” 
 
    “Because the worst will have been talking to me about the rings in the first place. I’ll find a pair of them one way or another, and if my enemies are able to trace my steps, they’re most likely going to assume that my trip here was what got me the items I needed. So you can sell me the rings and hope you don’t get blamed – or not sell me the rings, and hope you don’t get blamed. Either way, my tracks lead to your door. So I suppose the only question is whether you’re satisfied with just my ten Imperials.” 
 
    He puffed out his cheeks briefly and then said, “It’s my downfall, but I don’t think there’s ever been a case where I was satisfied with just ten Imperials. Give me a moment to fetch the damned things.” 
 
    Descending from his stool, he moved off through a doorway into the back part of his shop – a mysterious area that I don’t think anyone besides Cul himself has ever seen. I could hear some rummaging and grumbling, then a period of complete silence. At length, the Bazaarist returned with a pouch of blue felt in one hand. Loosening its drawstrings, he spilled from its mouth into his palm a pair of matched, black-metal rings. 
 
    “Puppet Bands, Goodwife Rings, Finger Manacles – call them as you like, these are what you’re looking for.” 
 
    I reached over and took the two rings from his outstretched hand.  They felt cold and heavy and somewhat sinister. “Puppet Bands – that’s a plainer and less offensive name than ‘Goodwife Rings.’ Why aren’t they more often known by that?” 
 
    “I suppose they’re most commonly the tool of a true heel. Sad to say of men, but there’s plenty of them out there who’d like to completely own and dominate their women.” 
 
    “True – but that’s not unique to men by a long stretch.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. Only the kind of woman who wants to dominate and control her man – and this is just my opinion – well, often as not she won’t need a magic ring to do it.” 
 
    I laughed, since that statement told me more about Cul’s personal life than I’d learned in fifteen years of haggling with him. “The words of a man who’s made some bad choices in love. Don’t worry, Cul, I’m sure you’ll find a woman better suited to you if you keep trying.” 
 
    “Oh, I already have,” he said smoothly. “And she shines and she clinks, and you’re about to enlarge my intimacy with her.” 
 
    Then he named an outrageous price for the rings, and I paid it, and we shook hands with respect before I left. 
 
      
 
    III 
 
      
 
    From Cul’s shop, I walked briskly through the streets of Cluiremelath to an extremely expensive inn nearby. I’d hired out a suite there an hour or so back, though I had no intention of staying the night. 
 
    At the door to the room, I gave a distinctive knock before turning my key and letting myself in. 
 
    Inside awaited my friend Belenoirya and the kidnapped Empress of the Delvonian Empire. 
 
    “You look to have made some excellent progress,” I told Belenoirya as I closed and locked the door behind me. 
 
    The Empress lay unconscious in a huge, footed bathtub – one of two requirements I’d had for the room, with the other being a private balcony facing west. Her long, beautiful hair was gone, shaven completely away, and the stinging smell of Arpasian skin-dye filled the room. Belenoirya knelt primly on the floor nearby, stirring a dye-pot and keeping close watch on our prisoner. Her grey sleeves had been rolled up out of reach of a stray splatter, and her head, with its close-cut graying hair, stayed well back from above the fuming pot. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, not bothering to look over at me. “The mellow tone in your voice suggests that the same is true of you. Did you find them, then?” 
 
    “I did,” I said, patting the pocket where I’d tucked the rings away. 
 
    Walking closer, I took a good, long look at the creature in the tub. She lay with her head lolled against the rim of the wash-basin, unexpectedly peaceful in her appearance. I would not have suspected that three hours before, she’d been both the Emperor’s wife and the leader of the vilest, most predatory cult in all of history. I also would not have suspected that only a little while later, she’d been reduced to a snarling, feral beast – her memories stolen, only her carnivorous personality left behind. Her nakedness and closed eyes and shaven head lent her a touch of fragility, while her lovely and still features could not have seemed any less threatening. 
 
    “Have you needed to use that?” I asked Belenoirya, pointing my toe at the truncheon on the floor beside her.  
 
    “Twice,” she said. “I’m relieved to know you have the rings.” 
 
    I nodded and looked at the Empress with a grim respect. My truncheon, Siege, is a magical thing, a rod just longer than a man’s forearm, whose one end is solid iron that can smash through walls, and whose other is carved amber. I’ve never known a soul to wake up in less than two hours after being tapped with that amber end, and between me and Belenoirya, we’d had to quiet the Empress with it four times in the space of a morning. 
 
    We had stolen this woman from her palace in mighty Delvos. Then we had stolen every recollection in her head with a rare device called a memory distiller. But neither theft had rendered her harmless. In her veins flowed the blood magic of Cimone, darkest of the dark gods and beloved of the cult that the Empress had secretly led. Her ability to use that magic had been stripped away, along with all the other skills and knowledge that she’d learned in her wicked lifetime. But the magic itself remained, the essence of a thousand torturous sacrifices, and it made her both strong and resilient. 
 
    I stooped and picked up Siege, not wanting to venture too close to our charge unarmed. Then I moved over to the tub, taking out the Goodwife Rings as I went. On my way, I passed through a waft of vapor from the dye pot Belenoirya stirred – my eyes watered and forced me to blink. 
 
    “I’d say that stuff’s close to ready, wouldn’t you?” I asked Bele. “I’m half surprised you can stand to sit by it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I know how to lean back from danger.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, looking at the inscriptions on the inside surface of the rings. It wouldn’t do for me to mix them up and put the master on the Empress and the slave-ring on my own hand. Satisfied that I had them straight, I donned mine and leaned warily down to reach for our prisoner’s hand, where it lay folded gracefully across her chest. 
 
    And as I reached, the hand shot up like a snake striking – aiming straight for the wrist of my weapon hand. Her other hand, which had rested along her side at the bottom of the tub, clawed up as well. 
 
    A good, firm hold on my wrist, when I wasn’t expecting it, might have let her slam Siege’s amber club-head up into me. This would have collapsed me in a second, leaving her armed and Belenoirya relatively helpless against her in the confines of a locked room. 
 
    But I was expecting it – or rather, I was prepared for something unexpected to happen. 
 
    I could not beat her speed-for-speed. Sacrificial magic had turned her inhumanly fast. But her reflexes lacked all training and practice. Rather than jerk my hand back up, along the same direction she was striking, I thrust down past her waist to tap her on the thigh. Siege’s magic coursed through her nerves, deadening them. Her hands slapped limply against me, where they would have grasped with furious strength just a moment before. 
 
    I saw pure, unalloyed rage in her blue, blue eyes as I stood up out of reach of her enfeebled arms and laid the amber rod gently against her forehead. Then she slumped back into quiescence. 
 
    “That was new,” Belenoirya said. 
 
    I nodded. “She knows nothing, but she’s going to be learning very quickly. I’m all the more glad we’ve got these rings.” 
 
    The slave ring had fallen down in the tub during that brief fight, and I had to fish it out from beneath one of the Empress’ long, flawless legs. I got it onto her finger without difficulty, the fit being perfect – as one sometimes finds to be the case in magical rings. 
 
    “The stain is ready,” Belenoirya said. “Since you mean to use it, we should probably begin.” 
 
    I looked over at my friend. As usual, her expression had an inscrutable quality – and her eyes, with their strange, oval pupils, told me little more. But she’s a woman who chooses her words carefully, and I knew that by saying, “Since you mean to use it,” she implied that my scheme with the dye would not have been her first choice. 
 
    “Well,” I replied, “It would certainly be a shame not to use it, now that you’ve stirred it all up – wouldn’t it?” 
 
    She put down the spoon and placed her hands on her knees. “I am worried about you, Avelia. You’ve accomplished a great goal, and now you could set out with the fruits of your work, unencumbered, to see if those fruits might be nursed into sprouting. Instead, you seem to be taking on a great risk.” 
 
    “You would kill her and be done with it, then?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I would kill her, thoroughly destroy the body, and then take her stolen memories to the Caverns of Mind to see if the memory-mages can do anything with them.” 
 
    I sat down upon the floor and began to remove my boots. “There’s a part of me that would gladly take that advice, Bele.” 
 
    She cleared her throat mildly. “But unfortunately, you are a woman of many parts.” 
 
    “I am indeed,” I said, getting the first boot loose. “The part that wants to revenge myself upon this witch is awfully strong. So I don’t fully trust the sensible part that says we’re all safer if she’s dead.” 
 
    “I will vouch for the character of that part.” 
 
    I laughed and began working the second boot off. “Yes, but there are still more parts tussling about in my head. There’s the part that wonders what kind of divinations the Cimonites or the Emperor might have at their disposal – spells that could let them know if she is killed. I want the Cimonites distracted by the notion of trying to find their priestess, and I want the Emperor intent on blaming the Cimonites for her kidnapping. A man on fire to get his wife back can be depended on to remain engaged. A man awash in grief over her death might remain focused on his enemies, or might not.” 
 
    “Yet if divinations can speak of her life or her death, could they not also speak of her location?” 
 
    “They might,” I said, standing and reaching down for the handle of the dye-pot. My eyes went blurry with tears as I carelessly crossed its vaporous exudation again, and I coughed and stepped back to blink them away. “Whew. At any rate, I have a stop planned for a bit later to see what might be done about that.” 
 
    Belenoirya nodded absently, as though she fully expected that to be the case. Then she asked, “So what is the commanding part, Avelia? Sense tells you to kill her. A few stray concerns tell you not to. What governs your decision here?” 
 
    More carefully, I reached for the pot’s handle once again. Lifting it gently, I made my way the few steps over to the bathtub and the Empress, speaking as I went. 
 
    “I’m a little disappointed that you haven’t already figured that one out, Belenoirya. It’s the part that always governs me.” 
 
    She sighed. “I was afraid that might be the case. I won’t argue the point any further, then.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Now make yourself useful and hand me one of those rags, and take one up yourself and let’s turn this lovely pale Empress into a Fanrian wild-woman with dirt-dark skin.” 
 
    She did so without comment, and we set to work disguising a creature who very probably deserved to die – a creature who had never in her life listened to a conscience. 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
      
 
    At the west end of Trelthamland, the river Chamk widens and slows on its way to the Moss Falls where it takes its final drop. The last time I’d come this way had been by air, on a huge magical leaf flown by a wind-mage named Kemicus. It had been a longer journey by far, but one with a quicker resolution – Kemicus had been able to waft his delicate green craft in through the hanging strands of the falls, past the spidering network of catwalks where laborers harvested moss and fish for the cavern-folk inside. 
 
    Belenoirya, though, can only use her elliptical powers where sunlight falls, and even with the afternoon sun at a favorable angle, moss and water and the hard rock edge of Trelthamland put shadows across all but the outermost lattices worked by the Cavernists.  
 
    So there we appeared, the three of us, on a wicker platform with nothing but sky at our backs and below, and the shaggy wet shoulder of a continent looming in front. 
 
    “I am more than due to check on Noxie and Osyrand,” Belenoirya said, releasing my hand and the hand of the Empress as well. I took a moment to concentrate on my ring, silently ordering my prisoner to relax her arm and let the hand fall to her side. 
 
    “Be off, then,” I told my friend, holding her grey eyes long enough for her to know I wished her well. “I’ll look for you back here around sundown.” 
 
    “Can you finish your business inside that quickly?” 
 
    I looked over at our captive. Thanks to the rings, I could keep her in check with a thought – but her eyes cast a ferocity at me that could not be ignored. 
 
    “I certainly hope so,” I said to Belenoirya. “I don’t know what kind of magic her lackeys might have to trace her, but I do know that I’d rather not be anywhere upon this continent past nightfall.” 
 
    She nodded. “I’m averse to darkness myself, even under normal circumstances. I will return before sunset.” 
 
    And with that she left, and only the two of us remained on the wicker platform – I and a hairless woman with burning blue eyes and skin of deep, deep reddish brown. I gave a look out across the endless expanse of sky to the west, hoping that its openness and clarity might brace my spirits. But instead I found my gaze weighed downward. At a continent’s edge, you have no horizon – instead, you see the limitless, free space that stretches forever upward and out. But you also see that not all is bright and blue. Far off beyond knowability, the broad sky above fades slowly and inexorably into the Dark Below, an impenetrable, murky grey that only the haze of distance prevents from showing as pure black. 
 
    At my side stood a woman who had served that blackness. And in my pack was a small glass phial of memories that I’d stolen from her. Nestled somewhere within the mists of that life might be information that could help undo her evil cult forever, and I had come to the place that could tell me, I hoped, how to access it. 
 
    “So let’s get going in,” I told her. She, of course, did not respond. But at my urging through the ring, she moved. 
 
    The catwalks outside the Caverns of Mind stretch for miles across and up and down the mossy cliff-face below the Chamk. Our landing spot had been built deliberately far out, for purposes I didn’t bother to imagine; the folk of the Caverns are extraordinarily practical in their dealings with the outside world, so I knew there had to be a purpose – yet their society is also extraordinarily complex, so I had no reason to believe that purpose could be readily guessed. 
 
    At any rate, we had to climb for the better part of an hour, inward and downward along the creaky, shaking latticework, before I caught sight of our destination. We might have gone faster had the path been empty, but moss harvesters and fisherfolk shared the way with us along most of the catwalks, and they had large baskets to manage, either empty on the journey out or full and heavy on the trip back. None of them paid us any mind. In a few cases, they bothered to glance at us and our lack of harvesting equipment, but most paid attention only to their work. From previous experience, I knew the reason for their disinterest – with each load of fish or moss deposited, the workers would also deposit their memories of the past hour’s labor. This eased the boredom of their endlessly repeating tasks, but also rendered any conversation pointless, as they would not remember a word of it by the end of their shifts. 
 
    It is difficult for me to capture how peculiar that brief journey was. I walked and climbed with the Empress of Delvonia at my back, responding to each thought I commanded her with. Yet her constant company could not really be seen as company at all. She behaved as an automaton, and if I had allowed her to use her lips and throat to form sounds, they would have been raw shrieks, not words. Likewise, although a steady flow of workers boxed us in ahead and behind, and others regularly had to squeeze past us going in the opposite direction with their empty baskets, I might just as well have been alone on the cliff for all the human contact they offered. The situation compared poorly to my recent weeks spent planning and working with true and trusted companions as we designed our assault on the Imperial Citadel.  
 
    Fortunately, the physically grueling nature of the catwalks provided ample distraction; cold drizzle flew everywhere from the falling Chamk, whose waters could only partly be absorbed by the fast-growing moss. The moss itself let out new loops and coils on a regular basis to slap wetly against my neck or face. And periodically, the organic nature of the Moss Falls would let through a real cascade of river water to gout down upon us, smashing cavernfolk and visitors alike and sending mighty quavers through the withe structure to which we all clung. 
 
    I knew there would be fires burning at the Gates of Memory to warm our sodden selves, and I knew exactly where I needed to go once we’d gained entrance – whereas on my previous visit, I’d spent many confusing hours trying to navigate both the culture and the physical labyrinth of the Caverns in search of my goal. So all-in-all, I appreciated the bodily hardships of the climb. The dousings with icy water, the shaking of the catwalk with nothing but open sky below it, the narrowness of the way and the jostling of the cavernfolks’ baskets – these kept me in the moment and let me avoid worrying too much about what I would learn within the Caverns’ tunnels this day. 
 
    And, too, these difficulties let me avoid worrying about Shoje, whom I’d left unconscious in Quellescor’s infirmary that morning, or about Osyrand and Noxie, who now scoured the Sprite Deeps for medicines to aid in his recovery. Ordinarily, I’m not that much of a worrier, but it’s really quite a thing to lead a group of close comrades on a mission to steal the bride of an Emperor, and then have to put those close comrades behind you and hope they’ll fend well for themselves. 
 
    At last, though, the catwalks looped down in and under the moss and through a series of stony hollows to deposit us at the Caverns’ main entrance, and what I had to worry about was simply buying our way in and finding the route back to the quarters of one Andeterus the Remembrancer. 
 
      
 
    V 
 
      
 
    The voice that greeted me through Andeterus’ door held no more sociable a tone than it had the first time I’d knocked upon his portal. 
 
    “Come back in two hours and twenty-eight minutes,” it said loudly, though muffled by the thin stone pane that stood between me and its owner. “I’m about to recall my favorite performance of The Hopshire Wife, and I don’t care to be interrupted.” 
 
    “Your pardon,” I replied, also loudly. “I suppose I can find another remembrancer to trade with, although we reached such a mutually beneficial arrangement last time.” 
 
    A brief silence passed. I doubt it took him so long to cast back across his memories and recall a strong female voice with a Warkslinshire accent, so the pause gave me a mild worry. Had Andeterus come to regret the trade he’d struck with me – a sorcerous memory distiller, in exchange for my first-hand recollection of the Battle of Huassir Gulf? 
 
    But no, the door swung wide only a few moments later, and the lank-haired mind-mage gestured me inside with an enthusiastic expression. 
 
    “Come in, come in,” he said quickly. “I’m sorry to leave you standing out there for even a moment, but I had to throw on a robe. That particular Hopshire Wife is an erotic version, and – well, we need go into no more detail.” 
 
    Seeing his hastily donned robe, I said, “I apologize if I’ve interrupted ...” 
 
    “No, no,” he said, clearly lacking any modesty over the situation. “I’m only glad you didn’t arrive five minutes later, when the whole of my awareness would have been caught up in the memory trance.” 
 
    He had stepped aside to let us into his small entryway, which also served as a sitting room. As I entered, I brought the Empress in behind me, and his gaze moved from me to her. 
 
    “Hm,” he said, as I pushed the door closed behind us. When I turned back from doing so, I found Andeterus holding the Empress’ chin between his thumb and forefinger, easing her head slightly back and forth as he examined her eyes. “Except for her posture, I would diagnose a complete memory purge. I hope you haven’t brought her in search of a cure.” 
 
    “No,” I replied, swinging the pack from my shoulders and unlacing its flap. “I have her memories right here, and I assure you it would not be a healthy move to return them to her.” 
 
    He continued to observe her clinically as I rummaged in the pack, raising one of her hands and letting it fall back to her side, snapping his fingers before her nose to see if she blinked and so on. “I take it you’ve enchanted her somehow? Ordinarily, a purged individual behaves in either an infantile or a feral manner.” 
 
    I found the memory distiller’s case, took it out and opened it. “I needed to make her safe for traveling,” I explained. “I knew at the least we’d be coming here, and couldn’t be certain where the road might take us beyond the Caverns. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have resorted to ... binding her in this way.” 
 
    The remembrancer shrugged casually. “The binding of the body is merely an intellectual curiosity, from my perspective. The taking of her memories would be of graver moral concern, if I were the type to be concerned with morals, or if I thought you the type to behave with gross immorality. But I have lived your memories of that glorious battle in the Huassir Gulf – dozens of times since we exercised our deal – and I can only imagine that someone you’ve treated in this fashion most likely deserved it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. Then, from inside the case, I took up the phial of roiling black memory fluid that I’d stolen from Empress Herése and held it where he could see it. “Is there any chance, then, that you can advise me on this?” 
 
    Andeterus looked from the Empress to the phial I held and back again. Then he carefully removed his hand from her face and took a measured step backward from her. 
 
    “That came from her?” he asked, making no move to come nearer for a look at the glass container. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I take it the color is significant?” 
 
    “Everything about memories is significant. But that is more significant than most.” 
 
    The expression on his face left me less optimistic than I’d been since entering the remembrancer’s chambers. As an adept of memory magic, Andeterus must surely be among the most learned men I’ve ever met. Not only do the skills of his trade require an extraordinary mind, but the practice of it would unavoidably swell the knowledge of any person who took it up. He’d looked upon me and my companion, just a moment earlier, with the plain intellectual curiosity that you might expect of a high scholar observing his favorite subject. 
 
    But the black phial had removed all curiosity from his gaze and replaced it with a deep and respectful caution. 
 
    “My hope was that you’d be able to help me get at some of the memories in this thing. There’s information here that’s extremely valuable to me, in terms of finding and eradicating some ruthless enemies of mine.” 
 
    He shook his head. “Neither I nor any of my equipment will touch the thoughts in that glass. The black mist is a corruption – a taint that has the possibility of working its way through things, finding their corners, and growing.” 
 
    “I was afraid you might say something of the sort. Are there other remembrancers in the Caverns who might perhaps specialize in this kind of thing?” 
 
    He rubbed his cheeks, looking both fretful and thoughtful. Then he said, “I’d really rather you not discuss the matter with anyone else in the Caverns. First, it would raise questions as to how an outsider got hold of a memory distiller in the first place. Second, the only specialists who would not fear a black phial would be those who wished to taste its corruption themselves. Such remembrancers are few – our trade is regulated with a fair degree of care. But they do exist, and to hand one of them a source of dark recollections would risk an unpleasant shift of power within our society. And third, any investigation into such a shift of powers would raise questions as to how an outsider got hold of a memory distiller in the first place. Yes, I put myself both first and last, but at least I’ve a thought for my fellow countrymen in between.” 
 
    I closed my hand about the phial, unhappy and uncertain what to even ask next. I had brought the Empress to Andeterus in case her empty mind might be of some use in drawing out the black phial’s contents. With only a vague understanding of a remembrancer’s capabilities, I had thought there might be a machine he could fit her into, perhaps keeping her unconscious while playing back her memories through some magical projector. 
 
    Frustrated, I held up the phial and said, “I’ve worked very hard and come a very long way just to be told that this thing is useless. You’re sure there’s no getting into it?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It would take me two years to build a hermetic viewer that might be able to read a black phial – two years of denying all other commissions. The Battle of Huassir Gulf has made me a rich man, and I might be able to spare the two years – but it has also made me a notable, so it’s unlikely that two years of seclusion would go unremarked. If an inquiry should be made, it would be the end of me. The penalty for working with a black phial is complete purging followed by banishment.” 
 
    “So – not much chance you’d risk that, even if I was willing to ask it,” I said. And of course I wouldn’t ask it. For one thing, I could hardly wait around in the Caverns of Mind for two years. Sighing, I looked over at the Empress. “Well ... do you have any professional opinion about what I might do with this thing, then? I hate to just kill it, when the thoughts that made it a monster are gone. But it’s wild and angry without these rings holding it back, and I can’t simply turn it loose either.” 
 
    Andeterus shrugged. “A purged individual is of little use unless you’re willing to educate the empty mind. We have mechanisms for doing so, here in the Caverns. But the appearance of a purged individual without record of her having been criminally sentenced – well, it takes us back to the undesirable specter of an inquiry. At any rate, the phial is black. To be quite honest, I’d assume that by the standards of your culture, she deserves to be killed out-of-hand.” 
 
    I thought on that, and found myself unsettled by it. Why, I cannot say – I had every possible reason to hate her, from the torture and murder of Fingold before my eyes, to the horrible agonies her servants had inflicted on my own body, to the vendetta against my family. And beyond just having reasons, I did feel the most visceral revulsion upon looking at her and thinking of this fragile-featured, beautiful woman sitting in a position of such astonishing power and choosing to use it for purposes of blood and death and torment. 
 
    But. 
 
    The first use I had made of Andeterus’ memory distiller, after trading him the precious memory of a battle like no other in history, had been to pull out of my nephew Yolo the recollections of a fateful journey – in which he had happened to see the Identity. By using its magic, by remembering those events through Yolo’s eyes, I had seen directly the decay of conscience that had been Yolo’s downfall. I had felt his instinctive horror at falling in with the Cimonites, as well as his still-deeper horror at being asked to join their unholy rites. I knew, first-hand, how that young man had been seduced from mere selfishness into true evil – that young man whom I had dandled on my knee in his infancy and whose joyful toddler’s laugh I could still hear if I tried. 
 
    And I had felt a hope, when I left him, that he might be able to change, now that I had stolen away his memories of that descent into unspeakable crimes – now that I had returned him to a state before his tipping point. 
 
    If I could feel a hope for Yolo, what reason did I have for denying such a hope to this creature? 
 
    “It would be the best sort of revenge upon her,” I said to Andeterus, “if I could shape her into the thing she hates the most, which is a person of conscience. Do you think it’s possible?” 
 
    He looked at her, tapping his chin. I could see a certain dubious quality to his expression, and I half hoped that he would open his mouth to say, No. The person is the person, memories or no memories. She will never be anything but a devourer. 
 
    But after weighing his thoughts, the remembrancer said instead,  “You have here a piece of clay. It is clay with a leaning – it will mold most easily back into the shape that fits those black memories you’re holding. But you could press and shape it into something clean and good instead, with the application of the right stimuli and with a healthy measure of luck. I would never choose to undertake that sort of task. But you’re a different sort than I am, and I suspect that if anyone could manage it, you could.” 
 
    I grumbled a bit in my throat and looked to the floor before making any reply. “I can’t say I’m altogether happy to hear that, but thank you for letting me have the truth of it.” 
 
    “Mm,” he said. “There’s more to the truth, too, if you care to hear it.” 
 
    I looked up. “Yes?” 
 
    Steepling his fingers, the remembrancer said, “You are a person used to dangerous possibilities.” 
 
    I laughed a bit, having just that morning stolen the most influential woman in the world from a fortress no power had breached in over sixty years. Andeterus had lived the Battle of Huassir Gulf through my eyes, so he knew something of the perils I could stomach, but I still doubted that he would have guessed – or been pleased – that the mysterious bald woman in his sitting room was the Empress of Delvonia. 
 
    It hadn’t been much of a humorous laugh, though, and Andeterus’ face remained serious. “What I offer you now is a danger perhaps more untenable than others you have faced.” 
 
    “I’m doubtful, but go on.” 
 
    “Well,” he said. “It is possible – I think even likely – that your goal and your hesitation to kill this woman might go hand in hand.” 
 
    That narrowed my eyes immediately. “How so?” 
 
    “If you could take this piece of clay, this unknowing person, and lead her toward a conscience like your own –” he paused here, as though gathering himself for a mental effort, “– if you could do that, then you would have the only being in the world who might be able to imbibe those memories and withstand their corruption.” 
 
    I glanced at the phial in my hand, suddenly short of breath.  
 
    Andeterus went on. “To anyone else, the black phial holds an alien sickness. It will introduce something to a normal person – something beyond the ordinary capacity to imagine. Shocked and off-balance, the mind will be at its most vulnerable, the corruption will find whatever human frailty might give it a foothold, and the power of black enticements will eventually prove impossible to resist.  
 
    “To her, though – to her, those memories represent the past. She has lived them, been them. They are natural to her, and their reintroduction would provide a completion rather than a jolt. If she could be shaped into a pure heart, remembering them would show her clearly what a new person she had become. She might still choose to revert to her old ways, but it would be a choice she could weigh, not an infection for which she had no resistance.” 
 
    My hand actually went to my belt then, where a scabbarded knife could have ended those speculations immediately. Better to kill her right now than risk any temptation of ever returning those memories to her, I thought. 
 
    But the knife did not come out of its scabbard. 
 
    “How would I know?” I asked the remembrancer. I held up the black phial. “How could I be certain I’d succeeded in training her into a person who could turn her back on the evil that’s in this glass?” 
 
    He shrugged again. “How does anyone know anyone else? You have the memory distiller, but using it regularly to spy on another person’s inner thoughts would not be conducive to earning that person’s trust. And the end you desire will make absolute trust a necessity. On the other hand, even if you never reach a level of confidence sufficient to return her memories, merely turning her into an ordinary, selfish, functioning person will be a vast improvement over the way you found her.” 
 
    He gestured at the phial as he said that last, and I understood his meaning. I wanted to improve the world significantly by eradicating the Cimonites forever. Gaining access to the Empress’ memories might enable that. But merely by removing her from power, I had already improved the world, and I would improve it further still if I could shape her into a productive person. 
 
    What gave me pause about the notion, though, was that it didn’t strike me as likely to be a quick process. 
 
      
 
    VI 
 
      
 
    “Osyrand!” Shoje said joyfully as the man we called ‘The Nose’ walked in through the door. “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to see you.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Osyrand said, grinning through his rakish golden beard. “In fact, I have to say that at this moment, my mood is the best it’s been in weeks.” 
 
    “Well, of course that’s because you’ve just entered the most amazing place you’ve ever been in.” 
 
    Osyrand narrowed his eyes, plainly sensing one of Shoje’s verbal games in the works. But he also smiled, and he played along by saying, “I would note that I’ve already been several very amazing places just today.” 
 
    “Ah,” Shoje replied. “That may be true – but until this moment, you’ve never been in a room that Shoje Keindan could not get out of.” 
 
    Osy laughed. “You’re right, then – an amazing place indeed. Perhaps I’ll go talk to Quellescor and leave you to bask in its wondrousness.” 
 
    “No, no, no,” Shoje said hurriedly as the Nose took a mock step toward the door. “This is one of those odd cases where ‘amazing’ and ‘interesting’ do not serve as synonyms.” 
 
    Pulling a chair over, Osyrand slouched comfortably down into it and stretched his legs out. He had the look of a man happy to rest after a day of long effort, as Shoje knew him full well to be. 
 
    “I’m not sure how well you’re going to fare,” he told Shoje, “if you’re already bursting to get out after just a morning and an afternoon. Quellescor tells me you can expect a solid week’s worth of recovery time.” 
 
    “Or two,” Shoje said morosely. 
 
    “No,” the other man countered, “Noxie and I found great armfuls of the weeds Quellescor told us to look for in the Sprite Deeps. He appeared rather surprised with the quantity, and thinks you’ll be mended with speed.” 
 
    "Well, I thank you both, then," Shoje said in a brighter tone. Then he peered briefly past Osy to the open door and said, "Although apparently I'm mostly thanking you, since I see no sign of Avelia's niece." 
 
    "She stayed back in the Deeps with her husband and family, of course. Her part in the plan is full and done." 
 
    Something about the way Osyrand said ‘her part’ struck Shoje as significant. "Do you mean to say our part is not? Last I heard, you and I had no further responsibilities beyond getting ourselves out of the castle and keeping our mouths shut." 
 
    "Right – and that's probably where we'd have stood, if you hadn't gotten injured. But I had some time to think on it while picking flowers for Quellescor, and I think we need to be prepared for the plan to extend itself a bit further." 
 
    Shoje rolled his eyes. "Thanks for reminding me of my oafishness in taking a sword to the leg and then falling down a ladder on the way to playing my key role in this morning’s adventures. Ah, well. So where do we stand? Acknowledging, of course, that it's going to be several days before standing is within my capacity." 
 
    Despite this levity, Shoje's heart beat quicker in his chest and his limbs felt lighter than at any point since he'd awakened. Our plan to steal the Empress from her castle had been detailed and complete. A successful exit from the castle was to be the end of it for all of my comrades but Belenoirya, who would carry me and the Identity to a few more destinations before being done as well. Shoje had anticipated a long and possibly dreadful wait, while I jaunted off to try to make use of the Empress' memories. For Osyrand to raise the possibility, now, of playing a further role instead of sitting around pining for my return  – well, it came as a true blessing to a man as in love as Shoje. 
 
    "Here's how I see it," said the Nose. He raised his hands and made a gesture as of prodding someone with a sharp implement. "It's a fair bet they're 'questioning' Vizier Ingrad now. He'll have been found where we left him, and the note in his own blood and his own handwriting will have been found in the Empress' room. No doubt the imperial interrogators' methods will be none too kindly. So what's he going to tell them? He's got no memory of the last three weeks  – Avelia stole those from him with her distiller. But he's the Empress' chief advisor, as well as a secret Cimonite, so we know he's a smart man and more than able to put two and two together. He'll know the cult was trying to run Avelia down, he'll know they failed, and once he knows the Empress has been kidnapped, it would surprise me greatly if he didn't put Avelia's name on the deed. What's more, even if he doesn't, then we know the investigators will get her name from the guards on Pyete's cave, or from Pyete himself." 
 
    Shoje nodded. It was an integral part of our plotting that my involvement in the events of the day must become known, though we hoped that the nature of that involvement could remain concealed. To that end, I had put in a notable appearance at the cave of the Wyrm of the West, Pyetenkrothgung, not long back. "But how is that any different, just because I've gotten myself lamed up?" 
 
    "What's different," Osyrand said, looking pleased with himself, "is that the investigators may very well come sniffing round here, once Avelia's name is in the mix." 
 
    The slow, dawning, very happy thought that this brought to Shoje's head would make me quite angry when I learned of it later. And he thought about the fact that it would make me angry, and his image of me full of proud, protective, aggravated heat gave him a moment of delight. 
 
    "Of course she made us promise to keep a low profile," he said to Osyrand. 
 
    "True," said the Nose, hands wide in a gesture of innocence, "but what are we to do? Quellescor says if you leave his care, you'll limp to the end of your days. You're only in your twenties, and how many people owe their lives to the quickness of your step? How many more might die, in years to come, if Shoje Keindan is reduced to a hobbling shadow of his former self?" 
 
    Nodding again, Shoje took up his friend's tone of idealism. "It would seem irresponsible to let these tools in the cause of goodness remain unhealed." 
 
    "And I could hardly leave a good friend like you to face the imperial inquisitors alone." 
 
    They sat quiet for a brief time, then – two men with several years of blood-bought camaraderie between them. Shoje could see in Osy's face the same thing that rested in his own heart: a refusal to live by any lesser standard than I myself had set by example. They each loved me, these two, though in different ways and for different reasons. I suppose I should have predicted that they would take any chance they could to weasel out of the promise they'd made. 
 
    Somewhere out in Quellescor's garden a bird sang, its voice clean and clear through the open window. 
 
    "Of course," Shoje said, "the investigation may not link our healer friend to Avelia in time for them to find me here." 
 
    Osyrand shrugged. "They may not know of Avelia's connection to Quellescor at all. I'm just saying we should be prepared with some clever answers to give them, if they happen to come poking around." 
 
    "Agreed," Shoje said with a smile. Then he added, "It's a good thing we're such clever fellows. Two lesser minds would surely have little chance of foiling His Majesty's best and brightest agents." 
 
    "Yes," Osyrand replied. "But it's an even better thing that we're not any cleverer. Two brighter minds could likely figure out some way to avoid the agents entirely." 
 
    Shoje gave an off-handed gesture. "Sad that we'll never know for certain ... " 
 
      
 
    VII 
 
      
 
    "I don't have that many choices on hand," Andeterus said, peering into the cabinet of flasks that he'd opened. "You have to understand that most living people are unwilling to part with their fluency in a language. So we perform that distillation only upon volunteers who have reached the very ends of their lives." 
 
    Still amazed that I had the option at all, I replied, "If you can give her the means to speak and understand, I don't know that I'll be very choosy about what she speaks." 
 
    "Hmm." The remembrancer glanced over at the Empress, who remained stock-still just behind me in the doorway to this apparatus-filled workroom. I followed his gaze over to her as well, and wondered what words might come out of those perfect lips, if she were to drink one of Andeterus' language distillations and suddenly 'remember' the grammar and vocabulary of someone else's lifetime. Though I didn't expect the results to be pleasant, it still suited me better to ponder them than to think about the last time I'd been in this particular room. On that day, I'd left behind one of the most precious memories of my life in exchange for a memory distiller. I hoped today's exchange would be less costly. 
 
    Looking back into his cabinet, Andeterus said, "Well, she has the aspect of a Fanrian, though the eyes don't fit with what I remember of the Wild Folk. Either way, I don't have a phial with Fanrian, so I can't help you make that guise more plausible. Ah." 
 
    He held out a flask to me, though his nose continued pointing along through the rows of languages in front of him. I took the stoppered glass tube, and saw that it held a pearly mist not unlike that I'd seen when using my own distiller. 
 
    "That's our vernacular," he said. "Are there any other languages you speak, that you might prefer her to learn? If you truly wish to mould her, you might find both advantages and disadvantages in giving her a tongue that's shared by everyone else as well." 
 
    I shook my head. "I have a good grasp of both high and common Amnestolian, but I also have reason to believe that my enemies make use of Amnestolian in their communications, so I'd rather she not learn that one. I can dicker for goods or ask directions to a healer in five or six others – none of them enough for more than a halting conversation." 
 
    "Doesn't look like I have Amnestolian on hand anyway," he said. Then his eyes settled on something and he reached both hands into the cabinet to bring out a rack of a dozen or so flasks. "Good. Here's my collection of duplicates. If you've a notion to learn something new yourself, I can give you both the Praesh tongue, although only one of you will be a reader. I also have doubles of Hiisian, Aoskan, and if none of those is rarefied enough, it looks like I've three flasks of Juelnu." 
 
    "My nephew Jake would kill me if he found out I turned down an opportunity to learn Juelnu," I said. 
 
    "I take it he's a poet, or a student of theater?" 
 
    "Among other things," I said, accepting the glass phials as they were handed to me. Then my mind turned from the thought of delighting Jake with a Juelnu greeting the next time I saw him to more practical matters. "And if it's not too much to ask, I'll take the Hiisian as well." 
 
    Andeterus raised an eyebrow, but drew out two more phials. "It appears you plan on making her well-rounded." 
 
    "By way of dodging that question," I said, not wanting to reveal too many of my plans, "I'll ask you one instead. Why did you have to rummage and search for these? It seems a bit uncharacteristic that you wouldn't have their exact numbers and locations memorized." 
 
    An uncomfortable look crossed his face, but he shrugged and answered, "Distilling languages is a bit unsettling to me. I am no thinker or great historical thesist – unlike most of my fellow cavernfolk, I expect to reach the end of my life and have relatively little to bequeath to the memory pools. What I am will die with me, although I suppose I may leave to some apprentice the various skills and technical innovations I have derived from my years in the trade. Now, as I said, languages are most commonly drawn out at the end, when the body is failing and mortality is much in evidence. The bravest of my fellow citizens will let their minds be pared down to mere collections of animal instinct, so that their thoughts and knowledge and ideas can live on and benefit the rest of us. Seeing people in that condition makes me uneasy about my own eventual end. So I prefer to let a bit of a blur fall across the memories of such distillations. Possibly it is the coward's way out, but I have no great need to think of myself as brave." 
 
    I shook my head. "Don't worry. I don't think I'm in any way suited to judge." 
 
    "Good," he said, replacing the rack of flasks in the cabinet and closing its doors. "The subject is one I am always glad to leave behind." 
 
    "Consider it left, then," I said, moving back toward the other room with my handful of five misty phials. I sent the Empress ahead of me through the door and gestured toward Andeterus with the language flasks. "I take it these can be administered the same as any memory phials? I'd like to give us both the Hiisian now, but I'd just as soon save the others for later, if they'll work in my distiller." 
 
    The remembrancer followed me, pausing at a workbench to straighten some tools there. "The process is the same as you'd use to imbibe any distillation. But I'm uneasy at the notion of letting you imbibe anything with that particular distiller, now that it's drawn forth a black phial." 
 
    Back in the sitting room, I slid three of the flasks into padded slots within my distiller's leather case. Then I picked up the device itself with a frown. It had been of great use to me, even if its price had been a dear one. I did not much care to have to cast it away. 
 
    "The black mist, then – it's a sure sign the thing is poisoned now?" 
 
    "Oh, no, far from sure," he replied, still standing in the workroom doorway. "But we're taught to fear a black phial more than any other mishap that might befall a remembrancer in the course of his work. However small the chance, if a corruption were to work its way into the memory pools or the Final Synthesis, the whole of our society would be undone." 
 
    "Well, I went through a lot for this little machine, and I've been through a lot with it since then. I hate to just heave it in a dustbin if it could still be of use." 
 
    He nodded slowly. "You're an outsider, and I suppose we can minimize the odds of contamination. I'll flush it with an amnesial cleanser for you. Then I'll give you a supply and you can clean it yourself. Once a day for a week should theoretically efface any residue from a prior distillation." 
 
    He'd turned back into the workroom as he spoke, pulling out a drawer from a nearby counter. Picking up several items, he went on, "But let me be clear: I do not in any way guarantee that this will purge the effects of distilling a black phial." 
 
    "Well," I said, half in jest, "you could just give me another distiller and destroy this one." 
 
    Without pause, Andeterus stopped what he was doing and stepped back to the doorway, looking as though my words were an epiphany. "Of course. Of course. I must be doddering to not think of it myself." 
 
    The response raised my eyebrows – it had taken some doing and something very precious to convince this man, months back, to trade for the first memory distiller. For him to blithely offer another took me entirely by surprise. 
 
    "That memory I gave you must really have brought you some returns," I said, "for you to be handing out languages and memory distillers with nothing asked in return."  
 
    Glancing down at the floor, the man rubbed the center of his forehead a moment before answering. Once he'd decided what to say, he looked at me very plainly. 
 
    "I am a hedonist," he said, "as I've told you before. I shall always be a hedonist – few things interest me enough to attract my attention away from pleasurable experiences, and unless very interested in something, I am not a man of particular focus or willpower." 
 
    I hadn't expected a confession any more than I'd expected him to agree to give me a new distiller, so I waited and let him continue. 
 
    "There's something about your memory of that fantastic battle in the sky," he went on, and I could see on his face that he remembered it intensely even now.  "Something that would make anyone want to be more – to make a contribution to a larger cause. What I've done here today is the most piddling effort on my part, yet in doing it for no reward but itself, I can say that I have gone out of my way for that larger cause. It is minute compared to the things that you do, but it lets me pretend that I am more than just this creature of appetites that I have always been content to be." 
 
    I smiled at that, and said, "Then it sounds like the price I paid for my distiller was no price at all, since it's purchased a world that's in some small way a better place." 
 
      
 
    VIII 
 
      
 
    By the time the Empress and I reached that distant, jutting platform where Belenoirya had dropped us off hours before, I found myself brimming with impatience. Andeterus' flasks had given us both a complete grasp of Hiisian, the elaborate but brutal tongue of the morgish continent three hundred miles below Delvonia. But I had been unwilling to test what the gift of speech had done to my prisoner, while cavernfolk had thronged all about us. Without language, the Empress had been a shrieking beast, silenced only when unconscious or when compelled into muteness by the Goodwife Rings that bent her will to mine. For all I knew, howls and screams would remain her choice of sounds even after she'd been returned the use of words. 
 
    So I'd kept her quiet through the hour and more since we'd left the remembrancer's workshop, and the two of us had climbed in quiet up and along the catwalks that threaded through the Moss Falls. 
 
    Along the way, we'd encountered more dousings with the River Chamk's frigid waters and more incurious fisherfolk and moss harvesters, ceaselessly toiling to feed their city. I found some diversion in being able to name these things in Hiisian now. When hit with a cold splash, I thought of the bite of the water, and was intrigued to find that the morgs have several words for "bite" – including gruush, to take a bite of food, and kharh, to bite an enemy in combat. But then the thought of one intelligent creature using its teeth to attack another took me directly back to the Empress, who would certainly choose to kharh me before she would bother to gruush a meal, and I felt again that keen curiosity to find out what she might have to say, now that she could speak. 
 
    Eventually, the twists and windings of the catwalks led us to that small platform sticking far out over the sky, and my captive and I had nothing to do but wait for our transportation. 
 
    I looked off across the sky, then back down along the lattice of wicker that clung to the shaggy cliff-face behind us. We stood alone, with no one nearby to hear. 
 
    Concentrating through the ring on my finger, I said, in Hiisian, "Speak your mind, if you have anything to say, but raise your voice no louder than mine." 
 
    Her response came instantly, in a tone searing with fury: "I hate you, and I am going to kill you." 
 
    Well, that answers that, I thought. 
 
    "And why do you hate me?" 
 
    "You are my enemy," she said, picking the most bitter of several dozen Hiisian words for enemy.  
 
    "I have been," I admitted. "But I do not need to be any longer." 
 
    "Cow," she said. "I hate you. Why would I not be your enemy?" 
 
    I had to laugh at the simplicity of this. "Now wait, really. Do you hate me because I'm you're enemy, or am I your enemy because you hate me?" 
 
    "You are my enemy because all creatures are my enemy. I hate you because I hate everything. I will feed on your guts when you are dead and I will be happy." 
 
    "Triumph and happiness are not the same thing," I replied – although this was difficult in Hiisian, whose words for triumph and victory carry strong implications of being, of identity, of wholeness. 
 
    "Your words make no sense. I hate them as I hate you." 
 
    Cold wind drying cold water from my hair and skin did very little to make me feel kindness or warmth toward this creature before me. The program I'd discussed with Andeterus, of bringing some sense of decency and morality to her, felt far-fetched there upon our platform, with the full enormity of the sky stretching off to infinity in every direction but east. 
 
    And yet it is hard to feel entirely gloomy beneath a vault of bright blue, where soft puff-clouds move as though at the push of some god's invisible hand. 
 
    So I said to her, "Look around us." 
 
    She had no choice but to comply, and I saw her make a perfunctory scan of our surroundings, though her eyes alit on nothing with any interest until they returned to me and drove her wrath at me with their focus. 
 
    "Look at the sky," I said. "Up, and across. And then look down, at that deepening grey below – the Dark Below. Which one is better, the blue with its light or the grey with its shadow?" 
 
    "Neither," she said immediately. "I hate them both." 
 
    "Good," I said, feeling a little hope at last. "Because one of them deserves to be hated, so at least half of what you're feeling is appropriate." 
 
    Her brow furrowed. Clearly, she had not expected me to approve of anything she might say. "Which one should be hated? I will like it, if liking it causes you pain." 
 
    "And why should I equip you to cause me pain?" 
 
    She clenched her teeth, but came up with no answer. We stood a moment in the broad sky, both of us damp and chilled by the air yet so intent upon our contest of wills that we might have stood anywhere. Then she spoke again. 
 
    "I hate you." 
 
    The words almost made me smile. She has nothing, I thought. There is no substance behind her rage and revulsion. She is vicious, but she has no reason to be vicious. And if I give her something else to be, and give her reason to be something else, how long will she be able to sustain this viciousness? 
 
    "Listen for a bit, then," I told her. "Because in return for your hatred, I'm going to give you something – a first gift, one of many that I'm going to try to give." 
 
    The idea came to me swiftly – so much so that I suspect it had been lurking in the back of my head ever since Andeterus told me he could endow her with language. Now that she had words, she would have to be called something. I certainly could not use her given name, but another obvious alternative existed, and I seized it before I could change my mind. 
 
    "I could name you anything," I said, feeling an eerie surge of emotion as I spoke, "any convenient and simple set of sounds that might strike me. But instead, I'm going to give you something precious to me." 
 
    The Empress merely glared, her face blank but her eyes telling me she would rather rip the tongue from my mouth than receive anything I might offer to her.  
 
    I continued. 
 
    "A long time ago, I was with child for a few months." Though the words came out calmly, I still had to pause for a moment upon saying them. My life has had many bright spots and many dark ones, but this particular memory can never settle on one or the other shade, flitting around instead between a thousand thousand greys in between, and sometimes managing to be both white and black at the same time. "I'd been careless and relied on a magical charm from a source I didn't have full confidence in, and a night of silly pleasure turned into a strange series of unnerving changes in my body. I was angry with myself and displeased at the notion of having control of my life and my shape taken away from me, but I also had a glimmer of hope for the same wonder of parenting that I'd seen my brothers possess, and so I set my mind to keep the child." 
 
    The greatness of the sky around me seemed to narrow as I spoke. I could not help but fly back across the years to that long, long, long set of weeks in which I had felt my whole existence constricting about me. 
 
    "Of course," I said with a sigh, "an enemy crossed my path before I could get far into my term, and there was a fight, and I lost her." 
 
    Did I see laughter in the Empress' eyes as I spoke of that terrible, liberating loss? Did I see incomprehension? Or simply her continued, flat disgust at me and at the world around her? 
 
    "I say 'her' because I'd been sure from the start that it would be a girl. Hours and days and weeks, I'd spent, chafing over the things that girl was going to take away from me – far-flung travels and exquisite danger and the freedom to take wild, jubilant risks. But I spent time daydreaming, too, of what I'd teach her and how she might turn out to be like me. How she might be company, at some point later on, an inseparable companion upon the road, a solid certainty of love that would not fade, and that could name itself openly, where I'd had to bottle away my love for Fingold –" 
 
    My throat failed me without warning there. I had been speaking freely, and quickly, letting my thoughts run together and spill out toward the conclusion at which I aimed. But I tripped myself up with that thought of Fingold. He was years dead now, of course, and I had finally accepted that he had never been mine and would never be mine. Shoje, with his ingenious patience and his clever laugh and his brilliant amber eyes, had moved me from that imprisoning love to a warm and growing new one. Yet the fact remained: this woman before me – through her followers – had killed the dearest person of my adult life. 
 
    Some of the anger that I saw in her eyes, for me, flared up in my own breast then, aimed right back at her. 
 
    It took some doing to choke that anger back down. 
 
    "And I had a name ready for her," I went on, once I'd composed myself. The anger was good, I realized. It reminded me that what lay ahead would be nothing like a wistful traipse back across memories to a beautiful, tragic, ultimately fruitless moment in my life. What lay ahead would be hard, would be infuriating. Would require that I set aside, again and again, my natural feelings of antipathy for this creature, for both her history and her current hatefulness. 
 
    "That name was Nene," I told the Empress of Delvonia, and I felt warm even in the arms of the chill wind as I said it. "No one else has ever heard it – no one else even knew about her. But I thought it was beautiful, and it made her real to me. As she grew in my belly, that name let me think of a lovely young girl growing up and growing wise – so that in those moments when I burned with anger at the world I expected to lose, I never thought how easy it would be to visit the apothecary and purchase one of those brews or powders that can so easily deal with a woman's troubles." 
 
    I stopped myself and shook my head, recognizing that I'd just spoken a lie. "Or I suppose if I'm being honest, what naming her did was make me ashamed to take the easy route, to deny little Nene the chance to be something wondrous to me. I did not know for sure what was right for me, and the naming helped me set aside what was right or wrong for me and think instead about her. And once she was gone, and I'd had my cry, and spilled all those tears of anger and rage and grief – and the tears of relief, too – once she was gone, that name kept her real to me. I've had her in me all these years as a result, and I'm sure she's been more beautiful and kind and brilliant living in my thoughts and in my heart than she would have been in life – my Nene. I've had all of her loveliness and none of her mess and inconvenience and the wicked unruly brashness that she doubtless would have gotten from me." 
 
    With all that done, I took a heavy breath and let it out. Then I stepped close in to her and picked up her hands in mine and looked straight into those furious, raging blue eyes.
"So," I said trying to return her gaze with a look of sincerity as intense as the look of fire she was giving me. "I'm giving you her name because it is precious to me, and because there is no more dear a name I could give you. I will call you Nene, whether you accept it or not, whether you answer to it or not." 
 
    I stepped back and let go her hands. "Now you may tell me what you think, Nene." 
 
    She hissed at me and said, "I hate it." 
 
    "Good," I said, nodding. "Since hating things seems to please you so much, I'm glad to give you something else to hate." 
 
    We might have conversed further, but at that moment, Belenoirya elided into being not three feet away from us, and it was time for us to go. 
 
      
 
    IX 
 
      
 
    I’ve been several times to Hiisia. The morgish continent has a flavor and tang to it far different from any of the Delvonian realms, and this remained true even when I found myself suddenly able to comprehend every word being spoken around me, instead of just the handful of phrases I'd picked up in previous visits. It's not just that the morgs are of a different race, with savage tusks and quills for hair and eyes that seem ablaze with blue. There is a layering to Hiisia – a surface of peace and order and harmony atop a history of carnage and war and the worship of strength. The rich and brutal culture of the Hissia-that-was can be seen everywhere as one looks upon the noble and yet humble Hiisia-that-is. And underlying both, one occasionally gets a hint of the raw barbarism out of which the past and present Hiisia have grown. 
 
    From where we stood, for instance, upslope of Ur-Jo's riverside docks, we could see a worship service devoted to the goddess Aur-Benefice, with a ceremonial laying of flowers upon the altar of the docks' open-air temple, and blessings of peace all around. But if one looked closely, the altar's surface showed a series of undisguised grooves – blood channels clearly left over from the days before the coming of the Aur-Ben church, when that stone table would have been used for a very different kind of ceremony. Not far away, a Hiisian child too young for the services amused himself in a manner common enough in that land – he'd cornered a small animal of some sort and played with it a while as a cat plays with a mouse, before finally biting its head off with a twist of his young jaw. The morgs are carnivores who make an absolute distinction between mere beasts and thinking creatures with whom one can converse. 
 
    So as I looked at Belenoirya to say goodbye to her, I very much felt myself to be in a strange land, about to part with my last link to home and friendship. This daunted me less than it might have daunted someone else, because I've been in similar situations a great many times. But the sense of moving off into foreign terrain carried a sting of foreboding nonetheless. With the sun lowering in the west, long shadows now crept up the banks toward us, making my friend's departure more and more imminent, since her elliptical powers do not function out of direct sunlight. 
 
    "I enjoyed dinner," she told me simply. "We must do it again soon." 
 
    "Agreed," I said, smiling. Bele has a wonderful way with implications, and I appreciated her confidence in my ability to survive, to succeed, and to be available for a sociable meal in the near future when all the forces of Delvonia and all the minions of Cimone would soon be up in arms searching for their Empress and priestess. 
 
    "And you," Bele said to Nene, shifting into Hiisian to make herself understood, "I hope to converse with, once you better understand your good fortune." 
 
    I did not let Nene respond to this; when the three of us had elided across the hundreds of miles from Delvonia to Hiisia, I had introduced my friend to my captive, and had been surprised to find Belenoirya able to manage a fluent conversation in Hiisian. But Nene had been willing to discuss only a very few themes – how she hated us, how she intended to kill us, and so on. I didn't care to have any of that repeated at this moment of farewell. 
 
    With a glance toward the westering sun, Belenoirya said, "Well, I'd best be going. Would you like me to check back here once a day or once a week? I have no other plans of the moment." 
 
    "It will be at least a week before we can get to Tur and back," I replied. "You might check once a day after that, but quit if it goes past a month." 
 
    She nodded and took a preparatory step back. I would have liked to embrace her, but Bele is not really one for embraces, and to change our ordinary habits in this case might have suggested that I did not expect to see her again. So I held one hand up instead, and she held one up in return, and then she went. 
 
    Hiisia reclined in the sunset all about me. Shoreward morgs, finishing whatever riverside business they had, moved up the dockside road toward Ur-Jo. Boat folk made their vessels fast for the evening, closing holds and throwing tarps across cargo on deck. The ceremonies at the temple moved toward conclusion with a long series of bows and softly uttered prayers. I felt alone, which is not always a bad feeling, but came close in this case. I also felt tired, which I often find to be a good feeling at the end of a long and challenging day – and this one had been more challenging than most by far. 
 
    Looking at Nene, I tried to decide whether to be weary or hopeful, although of course it was ridiculous that I should not be both: I had traveled hundreds of leagues, across two continents and through four different cities. I had kidnapped an Empress and flown on a giant, winged wyrm. I had told my love that I loved him, had seen him cut down, had touched his face as he slept under a healer's care. 
 
    I had decided to make an enemy love me and had given her a piece of my heart for her name. 
 
    Who could accomplish what I had done that day, and not be exhausted? Who could aspire to the goals I had set, unless some feverish core of hope burned unquenchable somewhere within her? 
 
    And yet, awash in shadows and far from everything familiar, I felt ill-omened and unknown. The living remnant of a monster stood at my side, ready to sink her teeth in my throat if I should give any play to the leash that held her. Faces glanced toward us in the failing light of sunset, and had I been a morg, I might have understood some sympathy or amiable greeting in their features – but my current mood turned them to a collection of searing-hot eyes and wicked tusks. 
 
    "Come on, then," I told Nene, while also commanding her through the rings to follow. "Let's get back to the inn and have some well-earned rest." 
 
    I meant this as I said it. But I also meant to do something else, once I'd ordered Nene to her bed for the evening. A locket hung round my neck, the only link I still had to anyone I knew. In using it, I would inescapably tell Shoje where I was, what I planned, and what a bruising weight I felt pressed down under. Knowing him to be injured and immobile, I disliked burdening him with my troubles, and I abhorred the thought of putting him at risk by sharing dangerous knowledge with him. 
 
    But I knew that he could give me strength, and I needed that, at the moment. 
 
    And beyond needing strength, I wanted him. Sometimes, one has to recognize the truth in wanting, and act upon it accordingly. 
 
      
 
    X 
 
      
 
    I have beheld a real heart, a person's heart, on a number of occasions. It is an ungainly shape, and the seeing of it does not inspire warmth or notions of romance – especially since the circumstances in which one beholds such a thing are never good. 
 
    And yet, lumpish and veined and unsettling as the shape may be, it is life. 
 
    It allows us to continue, allows us to move and to breathe – allows us everything, really, that we are allowed. And that is why I imagine it has been chosen as a symbol of love. 
 
    When Fingold crafted his magical lockets, one for himself and one for his wife, Csiuste, he was clearly aware that life and love are bound inseparably together. I don’t mean that to be overly sentimental – I have lived a longish life, and a very rich one, with little enough in the way of romantic fulfillment. But there comes a point in most lives, I think, when to keep going, to choose to continue, one must feel a deep and unyielding love for something. Having come very close to the worst possible end on one of our journeys, Fingold realized that his love of the road, his love of the world, had almost managed to divide him forever from Csiuste. He told me, later, that as she nursed him back to health, he determined that the two of them must never again be apart – even though he could no more forsake travel and adventure than he could abandon Csiuste herself. 
 
    So he had dug and researched and studied and learned and experimented across dozens of different magical specialities in search of a way for the two of them to share his life on the road and her life in her little healer’s cottage, without either of them having to give up what was dearest to them in the world. 
 
    And when he found the right twist of wizardry to fulfill his purpose, he chose to house that magic in the seat of life, the symbol of love, a true heart-shape. 
 
    Lying in my room at the morgish inn in Ur-Jo, I now looked at one of Fingold’s two heart-shaped lockets as I prepared to call upon its magic for my own needs. It gave me a bit of pause to see it, to feel its cool, porcelain-and-metal, rose-and-gold form held between my fingers, to think upon all the years that this device had performed its function, linking a man I loved to a woman I adored in a bond that entirely excluded me. Had I not felt, through this same object, the purity of what Shoje felt for me – and had I not, through this same object, sent to him my own desperate message that he must not die while I concluded the stealing of the Empress from her castle – then I certainly could never have contemplated taking the history between this locket and its mate, and replacing it with a history of my own. 
 
    But the need to carve out a sickness from the heart of the empire, and to save my own kin from the eternal machinations of the Cimonites, had convinced me to take the lockets out of their resting place and make use of them, and the use itself had convinced me that it was right. 
 
    I had known for a long time, in the way women do, that Shoje loved me. But I told myself at first that he only desired me, and that he mistook that for love. And I told myself later that he loved me as men so often love women – eye-to-face and ear-to-laugh, not soul-to-soul – a delight in the experience of the other person, not necessarily a true knowing or devotion. 
 
    Hearing him through the locket, though, the very first time, I’d immediately known different. 
 
    And having always been enormously attracted to him, I could not long continue to deny him. 
 
    So while these lockets had been made by Fingold to embody and support one specific love, the very genius of his craftsmanship had made them something more than just the tools of his own marriage. They were Love, they meant Love, and for all the bittersweet memories that they entailed of my dear, dead friend and his dear, dead wife, it could not be wrong to make use of their artful perfection in the service of another absolute and very real love. 
 
    With a gentle brush of one fingertip across the pale-red porcelain, I thought, Shoje, are you there? 
 
    I heard and felt no immediate response. Irrationally, my mind leapt into a cold rush of anxiety. Shoje had been injured in our assault on the castle that morning – had his injuries been worse than Quellescor diagnosed? Or had agents of the empire, or of Cimone, found their way to my healer friend’s home and carried Shoje off, parting him from the locket and my only way of contacting him? 
 
    Don’t be a silly girl, I told myself, possibly a bit more harshly than I deserved. The notion of Quellescor misdiagnosing a cut and an ankle-twist is immensely more far-fetched than the notion that the Identity of Cimone can be trained and coaxed into a good-hearted, willing ally. 
 
    And even as I mocked my own worry, an answer came sweeping through the amulet into me. 
 
    I am wherever you want me to be, was his reply. 
 
    Oh, you beautiful thing, I thought immediately. I couldn’t tell you if those words were aimed mostly at Shoje or mostly at the tiny, sculpted, miraculous heart perched between my fingertips, so great were the tides of love and gratitude that I felt toward each of them respectively. 
 
    As quickly as his words might have been spoken, the locket transferred to me everything Shoje felt, in that moment of sending. The sheets beneath him. The splint on his one leg, the bandage on his other. The pillows at his back. The warmth and fullness of a recent – and very good – meal in his belly. The evening smell of Quellescor’s garden through the window, by way of a soft, gracing breeze. 
 
    The truth and power of pure adoration, fixed with exquisite certainty in the very grains of his thoughts. 
 
    To my knowledge, Shoje and I were only the third and fourth people to ever know this feeling directly – after Fingold and Csiuste. Perhaps some other device has given a similar gift to some other pair of lovers elsewhen and elsewhere, but so far as I knew the use of these lockets put my love and I in the rarest and most privileged of company. All others had to make do with words. 
 
    Yet I couldn’t help also feeling the smiting power of Shoje’s turn of phrase upon my heart – and the power of those words had hit me so exactly at the same time as the power of his transmitted emotions that I knew my response would have been identical even if I had been hearing mere speech. 
 
    And that made me feel even luckier and more privileged and in rarer company yet. 
 
    You might ask how I am, he laughed through the locket. 
 
    Why, I returned, when you are so clearly perfect? 
 
    He laughed again. If I were less pleased to hear from you, I’d be disappointed at the way these things seem to undermine my ability to banter. 
 
    I could feel, in those words, the way my memories of my day were starting to seep into his conscious awareness, just as his had begun to seep into mine. The sound of voices off in another room let me recall how lately Quellescor and Osyrand had quit the sick room after dining with Shoje. Then the recalling of that tried to tease my thoughts off into the details of the dinner conversation and other, still earlier recollections that had jumped across the miles in that first instant that Shoje’s mind touched mine. 
 
    Tell me quickly, I thought, what’s happened to you since this morning. I’d like to hear it before I have it all spoiled by remembering it myself. 
 
    With a smirk, he responded, I’ve lain in bed. Now it’s your turn, and I hope you’ve something more interesting to relate than I. 
 
    I moved my gaze about the room, letting it land on certain morgish touches, like the nightstand legs carved from the horns of a great thresherwulg. 
 
    As you can see, we’re in Hiisia, I told Shoje. Things have kept to a very busy clip since the castle this morning. 
 
    I caught a mental frown through the locket, and Shoje said, Was that the Empress I saw there? Are the two of you alone on a far continent without even anyone to watch her while you sleep? 
 
    That’s Nene, I said, looking more directly at her where she lay upon the bed nearby. Her eyes remained closed, as I had commanded, and her breathing moved easily in and out at a pace that might have indicated she’d fallen into dreams. But I had no way to know for sure. The Goodwife Rings let me order her to remain still, and to try to sleep – they could not force upon her body that which was beyond her mind to control. 
 
    Nene. 
 
    Mm. Hmm. I named her for a near-miss of mine that happened quite a few years back. Possibly this time the name will be more fruitful. 
 
    He must have gotten a hint of my wist and general sense of what I referred to, since he said, I’m sorry, Avelia. I didn’t know. 
 
    Well now you do, and you’re the first besides me and Nene to ever know it, so I hope you feel properly confided in. 
 
    A wordless sympathy passed through the locket to me, and an equally wordless swell of gratitude resonated back in response, and then I said, It’s an old, comfortable scar anyway. Let’s not worry over it too much. 
 
    But the moment had been there, a moment of sorrow and support over my poor, never-born daughter that added itself to the fast-growing list of things Shoje knew about me that I’d never shared with anyone else. 
 
    Back to the subject, then, he said, are you sure you’re safe? 
 
    Safe enough from Nene, I nodded. You’ve heard of Goodwife Rings, possibly? I bought a pair this morning, and while she hates me and insists she’s going to kill me, the rings won’t let her do anything unless I allow it. 
 
    All right, but – you’re in Hiisia, and something’s bubbling up from the memories you’ve sent, and I’m not thinking I’m liking it very much. 
 
    I sighed. It was an odd thing, talking through the little heart-shaped medallions. On first sending, the merest word sufficed to transfer not just its own meaning, but the sender’s entire set of recollections since the previous contact. I had in my head now everything Shoje had experienced since the morning, and he had in his the same for me. But the memories came through very differently than other memories I’d recently learned to absorb. When working with Andeterus’ memory distiller, I found myself in full possession of a straight-line chain of recall. Events and experiences rolled themselves out in order, start-to-finish, with striking clarity. The lockets, though, traded memories much differently. Just as my own memories of my own day lay mostly quiet far behind the surface of my thoughts, so too did the new memories from Shoje. And just as certain parts of any day – less noteworthy ones – turn hazy in your mind by bedtime, or disappear altogether, so too were there blanks and omissions and cloudy boring conglomerations of clutter in the memories I’d received from Shoje. Things could be gotten at by deliberately focusing on them, but absent a deliberate focus, they tended to bleed through almost randomly at the thinking of related thoughts. 
 
    Yes, we’re in Hiisia, I told him. I’m going back again to see Kua Aiddo – and possibly her church elders.  
 
    Don’t get me wrong, he replied. I like Kua Aiddo, and in fact I’m very grateful to her. 
 
    I am too, I said with a smile and a tap at my locket. It had been Aiddo who’d drawn the blood from Shoje and from me, mixed them together, and used the results to activate the two porcelain hearts. 
 
    But you’re going so that they can undo whatever magical remnants still cling to … this creature, from all its sacrifices and blood magic. 
 
    Right. 
 
    Remnants that might let her minions track you, or see you through her eyes, or even blink across the gap between continents to get to you. 
 
    Right. 
 
    So you can see why I’m less than convinced that you’re safe. 
 
    I didn’t say I was safe. I said I was safe from Nene. I thought this to him in as light and unconcerned a tone as I could manage. I found his worry sweet, but in terms of my goals, I had to consider it irrelevant.  
 
    He sighed. I suppose sweet but irrelevant is superior to distasteful but pertinent. Just tell me that you think you’re safe enough. 
 
    I feel I am doing the right thing, I said. Apparently, whatever risk I’m taking seems worth it. 
 
    This caused me to pass through some of the day’s contemplations – things I’d been forced to assume about the Cult of Cimone if I really meant to get away with my plan to reeducate their high priestess. I knew that they could transport themselves across vast distances – distances greater than those Belenoirya could manage, in fact. I also knew they could trace and track by blood, just as I had found my nephew Yolo through a blood link that Kua Aiddo had wrought for me. But because vengeful cultists had not already appeared, I had to assume that either they had no tracking link to Nene, or they hadn’t the reserves of magic needed to send a team across the distance to us. The second idea had more than a little support – in Yolo’s memories, I had heard the Identity of Cimone describe how many sacrifices would be needed to transport a handful of Cimonites to Urka Aspenus, while the cult had been in its race to beat Jake and Noxie to their sacred idol, the Night Child. 
 
    Shoje picked up on these thoughts. 
 
    I trust you not to be foolhardy, he said, and I know you’re weighing what you know and what you feel. But I wish I could be there to help. And even if I couldn’t, I wish you had let Osyrand or Staliss go along with you. You know either of them would have joined you without a thought. 
 
    Which is why I had to insist on proceeding alone. Look, possibly the Cimonites can send no one. Possibly they can send one person, which is something I could manage. Possibly they could send two or three, for which I might need help. Or possibly they could send a dozen, in which case accepting help would be dooming my friends to an ugly death. In only one of those options is there any point to bringing someone along, as far as the Cimonites go. But in every option, bringing friends along would mean exposing them to the possibility of imperial intervention, and if the empire finds us, in force, then an extra sword or two will mean nothing but death or loss of freedom for people I hold dear. 
 
    He nodded. As I said, I just wish I could be there to help. 
 
    You are helping, my dear, I thought to him. Now if you’d like to help further, perhaps you’ll call out to Quellescor and have him shut the door to your room for half an hour or more. 
 
    This brought a flush of heat and sensation and surprise and enjoyable embarrassment from him that felt not quite like anything I’d ever felt before, and then he cleared his throat to do as I’d asked. 
 
      
 
    XI 
 
      
 
     Shoje woke the next morning to the shaking of his bed and a thumping sound that accompanied it. He opened one eye to find Osyrand the Nose standing at the bed’s foot, where he’d apparently administered a kick or two to the wooden frame. 
 
    “Ow,” Shoje said, though more in irritation than pain. The movement of the mattress did give him a twinge in each of his injured legs, but nothing that would have forced a noise from him. 
 
    Osyrand knew Shoje well enough to interpret the sound accurately, and grinned as he held up a bowl of steaming porridge. 
 
    “If you want to feel better,” he said, “you’ll need to eat. That’s what Quellescor says, anyway.” 
 
    “Well if Quellescor wants me to feel better,” the injured young Haniman replied, scooting up in the bed, “he might have made something more substantial than porridge.” 
 
    “I’m sure he’ll be happy to have you tutor him on the proper needs of a patient, when he comes in to check on you later.” 
 
    With a sigh, Shoje took the bowl and spoon. Then the smell of the warm, spiced meal hit him, and his stomach informed him that it would much rather have the porridge than wait for a batch of sausage or eggs to be cooked. Two quick spoonfuls put him out of mind of complaining about the fare – Quellescor makes an amazing porridge, even when it’s not been spiked with medicinal concoctions, which this one had. 
 
    “Worked up a hunger last night, did you?” the Nose asked with a raised eyebrow, watching his friend eat. 
 
    Shoje grimaced and raised a hand. “Please do not indulge in innuendo, Osy. Remember that I’ve been inside Avelia’s head, and I really don’t want to remember anything that might embarrass us both.” 
 
    Osyrand opened his mouth as though to make a crack about embarrassment, then seemed to realize what Shoje had just implied and quickly shut it again. Two honorable men who’ve had the same woman might or might not discuss it, and two good friends who’ve had the same woman might or might not be able to joke about it – even if, as in this case, they both still respected and adored her. But if one man has had a glimpse of the other through that woman’s eyes, the odds decline of them being able to comfortably talk or jest of the matter. 
 
    “I’m a bit peeved that she would reveal any of that,” Osy said, scowling somewhat through his golden beard. 
 
    Around a mouthful of porridge, Shoje said, “Really, I said I don’t want to remember it.” 
 
    In truth, Osyrand’s discomfort pleased him inordinately, and I’d not actually sent across any lurid images of the several times that the Nose and I had shared a bed. Shoje had, the night before, thought to me, Osyrand is going to tease me mercilessly about this tomorrow, and I had thought back to him, Well, then, here is what you should say. But of course, even in giving him the idea, I had remembered flashes of the truth behind what I was saying, and so he was genuinely glad now that the subject could be changed with speed. 
 
    “So,” the Nose said, looking about as though in search of a new topic. He found one, and went on, “How did she take it, when you told her about our plotting?” 
 
    “Furiously,” Shoje said, dipping his spoon back into the bowl. “As expected.” 
 
    “But no worse?” 
 
    “No, and she didn’t really try to talk me out of it. Be glad you couldn’t get the direct touch of that simmer at the back of her eyes, though. I felt a great deal less clever as I went over it with her than when you and I were exploring all the corners of it yesterday.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Osyrand said. “Even if I were the one-woman type, I’m not sure I’d envy you that locket.” 
 
    “It does bring a peculiar angle to the experience,” Shoje admitted. His thoughts bobbled their way through scattered bits of our conversation from the previous evening – more intimate than any sharing of words could have been, closer than any touching of flesh, and constantly startling in its pure lack of privacy. We had been fully exposed to one another, and it had been glorious, but the experience was also disquieting at times. 
 
    For my part, the most disquieting moment had arrived late in the conversation, when we both glowed from sensing and sharing and exploring. Into a peaceful and warm lull, Shoje had sighed and thought, Well, I’d best come out with this now, before you go digging through all my thoughts for the day and find it out for yourself. 
 
    And then he’d told me how he and the Nose had been plotting behind my back and against my specific instructions to involve themselves in the imperial investigation of the Empress’ disappearance, should the opportunity arise. 
 
    It is difficult to be angry in the face of pure love. When you can see and sense the genuine concern that someone dear has for you, when you can feel his worry and the perfect quality of his intentions, it takes a certain amount of bull-headed determination to remain at full heat against him, no matter how blazingly the heat surges through you – as it did through me when Shoje made that revelation. I’d had my moment of anger, then, and followed it with a moment of anger over the way he’d waited to bring that admission to the surface until so much passed between us. 
 
    But of course in the very next moment, I remembered the power and the beauty of his mind touching my mind with unalloyed feeling and exquisite sensuality, and I wondered if that connection, just minutes old, now, would have been quite so absolute, if a fading curtain of anger had hung across it. It had been so strange a consummation already, untouching and carried out across continents – would I really have wanted to try it after being enraged that Shoje and Osyrand would so casually put themselves in danger after promising me not to do so? Would the sweetness have been so sweet, the amazement so amazing, with a dash of fury in the mix? 
 
    Shoje cleared his throat at that thought, and said, That’s a question we could investigate here shortly, you know – if you’re not already talking yourself out of being angry, that is. 
 
    I made a mental face at him immediately. But while the anger proved unsustainable, I wasn’t about to let go of my disapproval. Let me make it clear that you do not have my permission to go ahead with that plan. If and when the Emperor’s detectives come probing about Quellescor’s house, I want you to feign ignorance of my very existence. 
 
    Tell me honestly, Avelia, he said. Does your love depend on my obedience to that command? 
 
    Of course it did not, and of course he knew that. So I remained unhappily silent.  
 
    Then I must choose between the certainty of aggravating you on the one hand, and the risk of losing you on the other. You know which side of that choice I’ll have to land on. 
 
    I do, I sighed. And I won’t even make you promise to be careful, since you’ve already decided to break your promise about keeping out of this matter. But feel now what it will mean to me if I come through all this safely, and you do not. 
 
    He took all the dark bitter worry that I sent him then, and he accepted it without a quiver. 
 
    Your heart only mirrors my own, he said. Let’s just agree to make sure that we both come through all right. 
 
    That I could agree to, and in my agreement we found room to move back to more comfortable thoughts. 
 
    “On the other hand,” Osyrand said to Shoje, making him suddenly aware of how long a pause he’d just indulged in, “you certainly give the impression that it’s a potent experience, and that’s something I’m always intrigued by.” 
 
    “Right,” Shoje said, shaking his head briefly before returning his gaze to his friend. “Well if you’re that interested, I suggest you find yourself a woman of Avelia’s quality who has for herself a pair of lockets like these, and then entice her into sharing them with you.” 
 
    The Nose laughed. “Shoje, I think that’s the most downright selfish thing I’ve ever heard you say.” 
 
    Shoje gave a shrug. “The poor man is generous, while the rich one’s a miser. An unhappy truth about the world, but there it is. I’d feel more guilty about it if I didn’t know your history with Avelia and your comfort in letting her be one of many. Not that I’m criticizing – it just strikes me that you’ve relinquished any claim.” 
 
    Osy smiled and gave a turn of his head. “She was never just one of many, my friend. I merely knew where I ranked in her standards, and had the good sense to be content with that.” 
 
    “Good sense,” Shoje said with a puzzled look. “Apparently, we define that phrase very differently, Nose.” 
 
    “Possibly,” Osyrand said. “For instance, my definition of good sense includes the wisdom to know when a good friend is paying you a compliment – for instance, by suggesting that you better deserve one of the great treasures of the world than he himself does.” 
 
    They looked at each other for a moment, and Shoje felt himself very full of warm porridge and of love and of friendship. 
 
    With a twinkle in his eye, he said, “Although a truly good friend would have brought some milk or juice along with the bowl of thick, cloying porridge.” 
 
    Osy growled and took the empty bowl. “Those imperial investigators can’t show up and start interrogating you soon enough for my tastes, you thankless wretch.” 
 
    Shoje laughed. “Oh, Osy, we both know that if I started trying to voice my gratitude to you, one of us would drop dead of old age before I could say enough. You introduced me to her, after all.” 
 
    “Better,” Osyrand said grudgingly. “Do you have anything else to add?” 
 
    “Yes,” Shoje said. “I like my milk cold.” 
 
      
 
    XII 
 
      
 
    Breakfast the next morning brought me a fresh sense of possibility. 
 
    The day before had been one of the most momentous days in a very long life full of momentous days. At dawn I was raiding the imperial castle, by midmorning I was shopping far across the continent, by afternoon I’d journeyed to the Caverns of Mind, and by evening my mission had changed from plumbing the Empress’ stolen memories to domesticating Nene out of savagery. I had woken up with love just dawning and then ended the day with a very strange piece of intimacy – along with what I suppose might be called my first lovers’ quarrel. Then I had drifted off to sleep not five feet from a woman who’d almost killed me several times before noon. 
 
    But with sunrise in the morgish city of Ur-Jo, I found myself waking to a day that promised to replace ‘momentous’ with ‘monotonous’ – which suited me entirely. 
 
    Mundanity started with the chore of finding breakfast. Morgs are a carnivorous race, eating almost exclusively meat, and rarely in what I would consider a fully cooked state. At dinner the evening before, I had watched Nene attack a slab of mutton that barely showed signs of searing. When done, she’d tipped up her plate to drink the pool of blood at its bottom, and I had stopped her and told her that drinking from a plate was not good manners. But it had been her zeal for blood that disturbed me, not the lack of proper decorum. In our day together, she’d hated everything and everyone, up until the moment when that half-raw, bloody meat had been set before her. If I wanted to break her of old habits – or prevent her from reacquiring them – I decided that morgish fare might not be the best way to start off. 
 
    So when we’d risen and dressed and collected our few things, I settled the account with the inn and took us out on the streets of Ur-Jo to look for one of the rare specialty shops where cuisine from other lands might be found. At one such shop I found tough but edible flatbread, which could be smeared with a heavy black paste ground from eldgerbugs – a fat-bodied local insect. The stuff had a salty taste, inoffensive enough but made occasionally less pleasant by the crunch of a leg or wing-casing. Since I have a fairly iron stomach and Nene had no reference by which to experience disgust, I bought two bags of bread and enough jars of the paste to last us through several meals. 
 
    Then we sat on a marketside bench while I popped open one of the jars and began spreading paste on bread for our meal. 
 
    “You can speak to me in Juelnu,” I told Nene as I worked, using that ancient, long-dead language without even having to think about it. Juelnu seemed more prudent than Hiisian – I wished to give her some portion of liberty, but I also wanted to avoid shocking any passing morgs with her viciousness. So I found myself quite pleased that I’d had Andeterus give us both languages. “But keep your tone low, please.” 
 
    “Why have you purchased this food?” she asked, scowling. “The flesh last night was good. Why have we come all the way from the inn, where more flesh was at hand, to this place, where we must eat bug mashings?” 
 
    This struck me as so astonishingly civil, in comparison to her previous words, that I had to stop what I was doing and look at her in surprise. Her eyes did still hold their same seething anger, though, and I realized that at least some of the civility could not be helped; Juelnu is a vastly more elegant language than Hiisian, and contains little outright invective. To be truly harsh in Juelnu, Nene would have to learn the art of metaphor. 
 
    I offered her the first slice of paste-smeared bread, and when she did not take it, I said, “I’m fond of a good plate of flesh also. But for breakfast, the morgs usually eat a very heavy sausage, and I thought this fare would be lighter. You don’t have to eat it, but I’m not going to buy anything else until at least dinnertime tonight.” 
 
    Still she made no move to take the bread. “Perhaps you will make some mistake, though, and give me the opportunity to kill you well before then. I would like to be as hungry as possible, if that happens, to feast on your organs and suck the marrow from your bones.” 
 
    I smiled grimly and shook my head. “We’ll be among morgs all day. I suppose you might kill me, but the morgs will imprison you before you can eat more than a mouthful or two. So there’s no point in saving your appetite.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “You are lying. You do not think I can kill you. Why do you say I might, when you think I cannot?” 
 
    “I am ‘humoring’ you, Nene. That means I don’t want to upset you by telling you that you’re wrong.” 
 
    “I know what it means,” she said angrily. “I know what all the words mean, even though they are all new to me. Do not ‘humor’ me – nothing can upset me as much as your existence does.” 
 
    “Very well,” I said. “Nene, you won’t be killing me today. I’m not a person who makes very many mistakes, and I intend to be extremely careful around you. If you wish to keep yourself hungry, I’m fine with that. On the other hand, if you wish to eat, I’m fine with that too. Keep in mind, though, that the nicer you are to me, the more likely I am to buy you the food you want instead of more eldgerbug paste.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” she said. “How can I be nice to the creature I wish to kill more than I wish to kill any other creature in the world?” 
 
    “Well,” I replied, holding out the bread again, “that’s what I’m doing right now.” 
 
    She blinked, looking genuinely surprised. “You wish to kill me?” 
 
    I shrugged. “As much as or more than I wish to kill anyone else. I’m not that keen on killing, but you have done bad things, and you’re being very unpleasant to me. There is a part of me that would very much like to be finished with you, and in the most permanent sort of way.” 
 
    We sat in silence as she thought about that. I wondered what might be going on in her head. Did it annoy or upset her, to find that she might have something in common with me? 
 
    “What stops you?” she asked. “Do you fear that the morgs will imprison you?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “You’re in my power. I could walk us both out of town beyond anyone’s notice and do away with you pretty easily. With Belenoirya’s help, I’d be a whole continent away before your body would be found.” 
 
    “Then why do I still live?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You live because you want to live, and I do not take from people what they want – not unless I’m forced to. It’s just the way I am.” 
 
    “Well,” she said fiercely, “I am not that way.” 
 
    “But,” I said, feeling an actual thrill that she’d left me an opening, “you do want to live, don’t you?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together, clearly unwilling to speak a truth if I might wish to hear it. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I am going to show you what it means to live, and sooner or later you may find that what it means to live will change the way you are.” 
 
    I took a bite out of the bread, finding it coarse and the paste a bit gooey. The taste, though, seemed to have a rough and salty edge of victory to it. Nene watched me eat, looking unhappy the whole while. She did not, however, ask for any of the bread herself. When I’d had enough, I tidied everything up, put the food in my pack, and headed us both down to where a boat might be hired. 
 
    On our way to the docks, the Cimonites attacked. 
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    I had decided to make a habit of walking six or eight steps behind Nene, at least until I could get her to the temple of Aur Benefice in Tur-au-Wusiin and have them neutralize any remaining blood magic that might link her to her former cult. 
 
    That decision saved my life. 
 
    As we neared the gate that led out from the main bulk of Ur-Jo to the riverside docks, two men whisked into being just behind and to either side of Nene. They did not wear the red robes I had seen often enough on Cimonites – but they did have the shaven heads and severely muscled physiques that I expected of the cult’s warrior fanatics. One faced forward, away from me, while the other faced back. 
 
    His eyes found my face instantly. 
 
    Cimonites do not go into danger unprepared. I knew that my actions had to fly as fast as my thoughts, or the men would have me in seconds. 
 
    So: 
 
    Through the Goodwife Rings, I ordered Nene to spin and grapple with the man who faced her way. 
 
    With my right hand, I grabbed for Siege where the truncheon rested against my thigh. 
 
    With my left hand, I pulled a pouch from my belt, ripping it loose and spilling half the contents – a collection of shining steel balls each about as wide as my smallest fingernail. 
 
    My legs bent and tensed, but did not yet move me, since I knew I would have only one chance to twist away once my opponent came at me. 
 
    And at me he came, with that blood-bought speed I had seen before and recognized to be more than my match. I do not know how many lives his masters sacrificed, in order to gift him with his hellish quickness, but he was easily three or four times as fast as I was. I could not possibly beat him with limb or leg. 
 
    I had only my mind, and two good weapons. 
 
    Siege came free of its sheath faster than most men could have taken a step. But the cultist had crossed almost the whole distance between us before I got my weapon raised. One of his hands was already striking out toward me. 
 
    My reflexes are good – possibly even uncanny. Still, as I swung Siege’s iron end toward the Cimonite’s oncoming fingers, I had to count on his own overconfidence and luck. If he wished to, he could divert that hand, sidestep, and have me by the throat before I could change the trajectory of my arm. 
 
    Instead, he did what I hoped, and tried to bat aside a weapon that looked far less dangerous than it was. 
 
    The man’s eyes flared as Siege pulverized the bones of his hand and sent a disabling impact all the way down his right arm. He clearly did not feel the pain, which would have put any normal person to the ground. But he knew that arm was useless now – and he knew that Siege was dangerous. 
 
    My legs had already begun to move: the left one flexing beneath me and the right shooting up as though to kick at his remaining good arm. I’d also started the motion of swinging my weapon back-handed toward his head. 
 
    The fingers of his left hand ground about my ankle almost before I saw him grab for it. 
 
    And his head easily ducked back and aside from Siege. 
 
    If I had intended either blow to land, he would have cracked my leg and crippled me in that second. 
 
    But what I’d meant for them to do was arrange his weight on his feet at a certain angle and shift his gaze away from my left hand, with which I threw a palmful of my sling ammunition straight for his right knee. 
 
    The tiny metal spheres – crest-crackers – struck home and released their magic, shattering the bones of his leg with a brutally loud popping sound. As the knee collapsed beneath him, gravity pulled him in a direction no amount of reflex could compensate for. 
 
    I shifted the arc of Siege’s swing to connect with his wrist, just above my own ankle. 
 
    One-legged and effectively armless, he still did not give up. But a man who can only hop is no match for me – no matter how fast he’s able to hop. As he got his good leg beneath him, I could see how he’d angled himself and read that he meant to spring head-first into me. That strike would probably daze me long enough for him to get his teeth in my throat. 
 
    So I waited for him to fully commit to the lunge, and swept Siege up and across to destroy his skull. 
 
    I still found myself smashed to the ground by his corpse, the wind completely knocked out of me. 
 
    But I had no time to pause and recover. 
 
    Hauling myself out from under the wreckage of the Cimonite’s body, I looked instantly to the spot just yards away where Nene wrestled with her own foe. 
 
    She had no skill with which to fight him – but she had as much or more of the Cimonites’ wicked magic coursing through her veins, and she had the advantage that he desperately did not wish to hurt her. 
 
    Even so, in the few heartbeats that my own battle had taken, he’d already gotten the upper hand and pinned her to the ground, raising one hand in preparation for a strike that would render her unconscious. 
 
    From my knees, I hurled Siege end-over-end before the blow could land, and crushed his spine right between the shoulder blades. 
 
    I cannot tell you how great a rush of triumph I felt, staggering to my feet and whipping my gaze all about the square there inside Ur-Jo’s city gates, to find no one but morgs staring at me and the ruined bodies of my foes. I don’t mean that I took any glee in those two men’s deaths – but the fact that there were only two of them overjoyed me. 
 
    You black-hearted beasts sent the best you could to get her back, I thought at my enemies. And the best you could send was two! 
 
    I began to think I had a very good shot of reaching Tur-au-Wusiin alive. 
 
    And that thought, in turn, gave me a grin that even the very speedy arrival of the Ur-Jo constabulary could not shake from my face. 
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    I advise against killing anyone on the streets of Ur-Jo. Not that having to kill someone in the street is ever a desirable situation, but the morgs take it more seriously and are less interested in claims of self-defense than most societies. In Warkslinshire or Trelthamland, having a street full of witnesses to an unprovoked assault meant you could walk away without waiting for local law enforcement to arrive – assuming you came out the victor and were in good enough shape to walk. In Delvos, the same situation would be expected to bring a few perfunctory questions from a marshal, followed by your dismissal with an admonishment to remain available in case further investigation proved necessary. 
 
    In Ur-Jo, as would have been the case in Tur-au-Wusiin or Chin’Jii or most any Hiisian city, I had a very difficult time convincing the sheriff’s men not to haul the two of us away to separate jail cells pending their full interrogation of each and every person who’d seen our fight with the Cimonites. 
 
    “I am not trying to be difficult,” I assured the constables, speaking in Delvonian rather than their native language. “We need a blood magician, preferably a priest of Aur Benefice, to examine these bodies, my companion, and myself, so that the exact nature of the situation is clear.” 
 
    “This procedure isn’t,” said the uniformed morg who confronted me. His grasp of Delvonian could have been better, but I didn’t wish to switch to Hiisian – most morgs of Hiisia consider Delvonian a sacred tongue, the native language of their church’s founder, Saint Vajer of Palus. I hoped that this association would lend me more credibility than I would have if speaking fluent Hiisian. 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “But I am on a mission to the great temple in Tur, and very bad things may happen if my companion and I are separated.” 
 
    “I say this looks a very bad thing,” he insisted, sweeping his tusked jaw toward the two crumpled bodies in the street. “Procedure is to lock all apart, pick through what is seen, get all stories each on its own, no cross-talking. Procedure is you hand over weapon, you do as I say.” 
 
    Siege had gone back into its sheath, and I disliked the notion of giving the truncheon up. Just a glance at the Cimonites’ remains had told the constable’s seasoned eyes that more than an ordinary fight had taken place here. While I stayed armed, he and his fellows had reason to be leery of trying to wrestle me bodily to the ground and haul me off in manacles.  
 
    “You are the instrument of justice,” I said. “So of course if you order me to surrender my weapon, I will do so. But I ask that you consider these unusual circumstances. I am beset by foes with strength and speed beyond those of mortal men. If more such foes attack me, you and your men will be my only defense. I do not wish to see you perish trying to protect me, once I am in your charge.” 
 
    In the end, we compromised. He let me retain Siege, and allowed me to accompany Nene back to a holding facility, on the condition that neither of us speak to the other until he came to question us both. He also promised to bring an Aur-Ben priest into his investigation, to confirm my story of hostile blood magic. 
 
    As I expected, a priestly examination of the two bodies resulted in a highly elevated degree of alarm amongst the morgs. Good, churchgoing morgs have no fear of blood magic in and of itself – Hiisians have practiced that brand of sorcery far longer than any records exist to speak of it. But with their conversion to the worship of Aur Benefice, their magic, too, was tamed away from brutish sacrifice and toward more constructive purposes. The Cimonites’ magic carried a very different and very dark flavor – one they associated with a portion of their own history long-vanished. 
 
    When the priests came to see me, it was in force, and the constable hung back behind them in a subservient role. 
 
    “Hiisia welcomes those of goodwill,” said the ranking priestess among the five who arrived at the door of the holding cell. The woman's expression and tone both carried a grimmer quality than those words might suggest. 
 
    "Then I consider myself welcomed," I replied, "for I am a friend of the morgs and a friend of your church, though my own prayers most often go to Wurina." 
 
   
  
 

 She turned her gaze to Nene, who sat like a statue across the room from me, as I had ordered through the Goodwife Rings. 
 
    "And this one?" 
 
    "She is probably not to be welcomed," I said honestly.  "But I need the help of your church elders with her, and I beg your forbearance for having brought her to your soil." 
 
    The priestess took a step into the room, her eyes still upon Nene's dark-skinned form. Then she stopped, and her great mane of quills swelled beneath the scarf of office that she wore across it. The hot blue morg eyes turned to me, full of mistrust and accusation. 
 
    "She is worse than the two bodies," the priestess said. "You have brought a demon to our land – a thing with no right to even live. I should convene an inquisitory council at once, the quicker to have it put to death. Such an aura of death and vicious consumption ..." 
 
    Having navigated some of the Aur-Ben church's heirarchy once before, I could see that this woman held a lofty place – possibly even responsibility for all the clergy in the city. So it was a thing of no mean significance, the way she let that final sentence trail off into uncertainty and dread. 
 
    "I agree that she deserves death," I said. "But there are larger things at stake, and as hard as it might be to believe, she may be able to perform a useful function, if the temple in Tur will help me purge her of the wicked magic you sense. If the priests there tell me that the purging is beyond them, then I will accept whatever verdict they wish to impose on her. I ask only your leave to take her there and have them rule on the matter." 
 
    Behind her stood four subordinates, men and women in vestments of the world's most peaceful religion. I could see on all their faces a desire to blot from the world this creature whose evil past they could palpably feel. But I could see also the absolute deference they had for their superior, and perhaps even the relief they felt that this decision rested with her and not with them. 
 
    "You will go to Tur," the priestess said, taking very little time to deliberate first. "But you will go under guard and with an escort of my assignment." 
 
    I bowed to her and said, "I could ask no greater favor." 
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    Not long after, I leaned upon the rail of the broad, flat riverboat and asked Nene, in Juelnu, "Well, what do you think of the day so far?" 
 
    Through the rings, I gave her permission to answer, as well as permission to relax her posture or even rest against the railing, should she choose to. Initially, she did neither. 
 
    Not far off stood two of our chaperones, Donu Ueko and Pa'ii Isarrin. Though priests both, they had very different functions and carried themselves with very different bearings. Ueko wore the light armor and fearsome weaponry of a Sanctioned Excommunicator – basically, a church assassin. His powerful hands never strayed far from one or another of the hilts at his belt, and his eyes never strayed from my form or Nene's at all. There had been a brief trial before our departure from Ur-Jo, at which the high priestess who'd spoken to me, and who also served as the city's mayor and grand magistrate all in one, pronounced Nene to be under a suspended sentence of death. If Ueko perceived any attempt to flee on our part, he would carry out that sentence without hesitation. 
 
    Isarrin, meanwhile, payed hardly any attention to us at all. Unusually tall and slender for a morg, he cast his senses out in an unceasing survey of the boat, the river, the sky, and all the passengers around us. A Sanguinary Diviner, Isarrin had so deeply attuned himself to blood magic that he would be able to foresee any further Cimonite assaults in time to alert Ueko and the other warriors in our party – that is, if the Cimonites used blood magic and not some other form of transport to pursue us. 
 
    "Why," Nene asked at last, "did those men attack us?" 
 
    She had an aggravated look on her face, as though it pained her to request anything of me. But the puzzlement in her voice made it clear that curiosity had won out over loathing and contempt. 
 
    "I'm surprised you ask that," I said, a bit disengenuously. "They were your enemies, correct? Haven't you told me that everyone is your enemy? It seems only logical that enemies would attack you." 
 
    Her frown deepened. Clearly, she disliked having her own words used against her. "You are my enemy, but you do not attack me. So there is a difference. Why did they attack?" 
 
    I shook my head. "The problem you're having arises from your statement that I am your enemy. That's incorrect. You have decided to be my enemy, but I have not decided to be yours. I am trying to help you, although I'll admit I have my own reasons for doing so. Thus, you would attack me if you could, as those men attacked us. But I would not attack you of my own choice." 
 
    Nene's face became even more agitated, her blue eyes so piercing that I could almost feel them trying to scour their way into my brain and get at the truth. "I am your enemy. I will kill you the moment I get the chance. Why would you choose not to be mine? It is foolish and dangerous for you. I believe it will help me destroy you, in fact." 
 
    "But I can ask you the same question," I said, smiling. "I am your friend. I will protect you from any harm that I can. You have seen that we both have enemies who would strike at us, so it is foolish and dangerous for you to refuse to join me in friendship. Why would you continue to insist on being my enemy?" 
 
    She growled and turned away. Her eyes went out across the water, to the sun-baked shores of this alien land. Her dark-dyed face, beautiful even in furious profile, made me wonder at how the pieces of this world can be so exquisite and yet so awful all at the same time.  
 
    "These morgs are my enemies too," she said at last, in a calmer tone that suggested she'd found a line of reasoning to reassure herself. "We could have fled them as soon as the fight was done, but you had us stay. You let us be trapped, and now this one stands ready to kill me. How is that protecting me? I think you are lying when you say you are my friend." 
 
    "Time will tell whether you're right," I said. "But if you care to hear an explanation, I had several good reasons for not fleeing. Of course, the explanations of a liar would be a waste of your time, assuming that you're correct in calling my words lies." 
 
    The conflict between curiosity and antipathy wrote itself again across her features. I actually found myself quite pleased to be able to provoke such consternation in her so easily. 
 
    "Fine," she said. "What are these reasons? Tell me, so that I can decide if they sound like lies also." 
 
    I gestured – carefully – toward Ueko, Isarrin, and the rest of our well-armed escort where they stood or sat amongst the riverboat's stacks of cargo. "The Hiisians, as you can see, are very well organized. We are two very distinctive looking outlanders in their realm. Had we run, they would have pursued us. Every morg who witnessed that fight would have told them what we looked like and what direction we'd gone. This boat moves with a certain amount of speed, but a fast-running morg or one on horseback could easily overtake it and order the captain to stop. So even if we'd made the docks and a boat had been leaving just at the right moment, the authorities of Ur-Jo would have captured us in very short order. I would then have had a much harder time convincing them to trust me, because trustworthy people usually do not flee from lawful authority." 
 
    "Bah," she said. "They are willing to trust, so they must be fools. Since you are clever, you would have found some way to fool them regardless." 
 
    "Does Donu Ueko here look as though he trusts me?" I asked her, smiling in the direction of our Sanctioned Excommunicator. His eyes narrowed at the mention of his name, so I said to him in his own language, "My companion has less faith in you and your colleagues than I do. My apologies for her distrust." 
 
    He grunted in response, but made no comment. 
 
    "Nene," I went on, when she said nothing further, "I told you that I had several reasons for not fleeing. One was that flight would have been worse than useless – it would have made our situation more dangerous and difficult. Another was that I have a certain understanding and appreciation of the Hiisian culture, and I knew that I could make use of that understanding to gain allies. If our enemies attack again, these morgs will help to defend us. I don't like putting their lives at risk that way, but if our journey is faster and safer with this escort, that is ultimately to the good. But neither of those tells my greatest reason for standing fast, once that fight had finished. Do you wish to hear it?" 
 
    "Yes," she said. "Your first two reasons were sensible, which makes me unhappy, because I hate you and do not want to agree with you. I will be glad to hear if these sensible reasons are less important to you than some more ridiculous one." 
 
    I laughed. "Well, I'm happy to accommodate you, then. My best reason is that I am not just your friend. I am your teacher. And I wanted to show you that submission to authority can have very desirable effects." 
 
    She gave a bark of a laugh. "This is transparent. You wish me to submit to your authority. That is something I will never learn, but I delight in hearing such inanity in your thoughts. Sooner or later, a person so foolish will make the one crucial mistake that lets me kill her." 
 
    "You may be right," I said with a shrug, very glad to be in Hiisia, where people have a rigid adherence to truth and honesty. Though the concept of untruth had clearly come with Nene's magical vocabulary, she did not yet understand how to practice it. 
 
    It might very well be the difference between life and death, that I'd brought her to a place where she would get very few examples of deception from which to learn. 
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
      
 
    Shoje spent the next several days as I did, which is to say, feeling unbearably confined. We could each of us sense a slow progress – he in the lessening complaints from his injuries, I in  the flow of stark, barren hills through which the river Kuvei takes its winding course. But our immediate surroundings – a sick room, a riverboat – remained unchanging. 
 
    Believe me, Shoje sent through the lockets when I caught him up on the situation, I would far rather be there on the boat with you than here in this room alone. I enjoyed that stretch of river quite a bit the first time you and I traveled it, and that was when I had to keep my hands off of you. 
 
    I laughed at that. You wouldn’t find many opportunities to get them on me this time either – Donu Ueko and his guards intend on watching us sunup to sunup, so you’d probably be twice as frustrated as you were before. Also, it’s even hotter now than it was then. No, I’d much rather be there in the room with you than here, even if it meant I had to be lamed up and subject to Quellescor’s nursing like you. 
 
    It would be no less frustrating here, he replied with a shrug. I can imagine the protracted series of yelps and winces as we attempted to maneuver ourselves into place, only to be interrupted when Quellescor burst in, alarmed at the racket that our splints made clattering together. 
 
    I sighed and glanced across the deck to where the former Empress of Delvonia sat. In any case, having Nene scowling at us from the corner would probably dampen whatever enthusiasm we might have for that kind of activity. 
 
    I had given Nene the freedom to look about herself at her surroundings, so long as she remained seated, and when she caught me looking in her direction she gave an expression of resentment and turned her face away. 
 
    Shoje opened his eyes, then. It surprised and slightly disoriented me, suddenly having his view of the small sick room overlaid upon my own sight. Though we’d now had this experience several times, for some reason I hadn’t realized that he had shut his eyelids before answering my call and kept them shut through the minutes since then. 
 
    Sorry, he said, sensing my reaction and closing them again. Something about that view of her startled me and gave me a thought. 
 
    No need to apologize. I sensed a waft of memory from him that made me realize he’d shut his eyes deliberately to make my view our single shared one. And really, I know you find Quellescor’s infirmary extremely dull, but I don’t mind the sight of it. I’ve been cooped up there myself a time or two, and those memories are warm and cozy even though I like being bedridden no better than you do. 
 
    He sent an emotion of gratitude, but something else hung in the great space of miles between us – his startled thought as I’d looked at Nene: Willful and glorious. This really could be her daughter. 
 
    I thought about responding with a mock jealousy, pretending to take umbrage that he should notice another woman’s looks. But something serious and unsettled in his tone made me decide not to. Of course, even thinking about it sent the notion across to him. 
 
    One can recognize beauty without wanting to touch or possess it, he said, seeming a bit irritated. And believe me, I certainly do not want to touch her. 
 
    A woman still does not like to hear another woman called “glorious” by her love, I responded. I sent that thought as an opening for him to continue playing at bickering if he wanted to. But I couldn’t hide that I was more interested in what exactly had caught him so off guard about the fact that Nene’s age and looks and spirit (although not her morals) could easily have made her my offspring. 
 
    His gaze went to the window of his room, through which he could see sunlight on a garden wall. A breeze’s touch moved the leaves of ivy upon the wall, along with the drapes that framed the window. Shoje focused on the sights there with an intensity that said he was trying not to think of something, but the lockets betrayed his privacy as easily as they did mine. 
 
    Parents. 
 
    I thought instantly of the very small number of times that the subject of parents had passed between us. I thought too of the cool, absolute determination with which he had deflected every single one of those discussions, usually with the same response: “I do not talk about my parents.” 
 
    Remembering this, I had no hesitation in what I sent next. We can break the link if you like. I don’t want you to feel you’re letting anything through that you don’t want to. 
 
    No, he said. I keep that part of my life walled off reasonably tightly even from myself, so I don’t think there’s any risk of undesired revelations. But thank you anyway. 
 
    He meant that thank-you, deeply and warmly. Yet I also tasted an undercurrent of something old, something powerful – much darker than any emotion I had ever seen in him. 
 
    Okay, just a moment, he said, changing his mind.  
 
    As quick as that, his fingers let go of his locket, his thoughts disappeared from mine, and I sat on the riverboat deck entirely alone in my head. Perhaps a minute went by, to the sounds of water along the boat’s hull and the creep of shoreline past us on either side. It was a minute in which I felt quite possibly as worried as I had days earlier, when Shoje had been injured and possibly dying during our infiltration of the Imperial Citadel. Shoje is one of the most untroubled people I have ever met, and to sense such discord in him simply felt wrong. 
 
    I am back, came his thoughts. They felt composed again, and I heard, fresh in his memories, a mantra that he had repeated meditatively while our connection had been severed: “It is done, and I face the wide world with a giving heart.” 
 
    I like the last part of that, I told him. I face the wide world with a giving heart. 
 
    It’s calming, he thought. I came up with it at a point when I needed calm. Listen, I promise you that we will broach that subject not far off in the future. I just can’t come across it by surprise. Is that all right? 
 
    I smiled. If there is a memory that is hard for Shoje Keindan to face, then I should feel lucky to delay confronting it myself. 
 
    I’m sorry I had to let go of the locket. 
 
    You didn’t have to let go. You knew I wanted you to let go if it would help you. 
 
    If we’d been speaking aloud, there would have been quiet then – the kind of grateful silence where two people appreciate the fact that what needed to be said had been said. But mind-to-mind, there is no quiet. There is only something that I would call a glow. 
 
    And it is much better than even the best quiet. 
 
    I miss you, you know, he thought suddenly. It’s strange – all the years I’ve been able to instantly summon an image of your face, and how amazingly close everything is through these lockets, and yet the one thing I can’t get is the color of your eyes and the way they move when you speak. 
 
    They’re squinting right now, because I’m out on deck in the Hiisian sun. I sent the thought to him with a dismissive tone, but of course he could sense along with it what a feeling he’d just given me, how relieved I was to hear him recovering from his discomfort over the subject of parents, and how much I wished I could look back at him as well. 
 
    Possibly we should each get hold of a mirror and practice staring adoringly into the glass while we’re talking. 
 
    I laughed and shook my head. I don’t mind someone spotting me while I toy with a locket about my neck, but I draw the line at letting them see me mooning into a mirror. 
 
    I have the advantage on you there, then, since I freely acknowledge that I’m entirely vain about my looks. So I could moon into a mirror unabashed. 
 
    I pretended offense: Now wait – are you saying the difference is that I am not as vain, or just that I don’t acknowledge my vanity? 
 
    Well, clearly you’re vain, he riposted, since the third alternative didn’t even occur to you. 
 
    And that would be? 
 
    That you had no reason to be vain about your looks in the first place. I, of course, find that notion preposterous, but a more humble woman than you might at least have momentarily considered it. 
 
    I’m a very humble woman, I shot back immediately, letting him know I had an eyebrow raised. For instance, I would never claim to be able to kick a man’s gonads even one inch higher into his body than I know myself to be capable of. 
 
    Hmm, he said. It would seem that men whom you do not adore would be well advised to have a care around you. 
 
    At that moment, I happened to notice Donu Ueko giving me a narrow-eyed look from his spot on the deck nearby. I don’t know if he noticed me holding the heart-shaped locket and grew suspicious of it, or if he simply thought it was time for one of his regular suspicious glares in my direction. In either case, it gave me a sigh. 
 
    Actually it would seem, I replied to Shoje, that anyone would be well advised to have a care around me and my murderous ward. Certainly I’m not lacking for men having a care around me at the moment. 
 
    You’re up to this task you know, he insisted through the locket. I could feel the whole force of his considerable will working to support me in those words. She may be hateful, but it’s an infant hatefulness. You have so much experience and wisdom and certainty that she does not. You will find a way to tame her. 
 
    I hope you’re right, I said. You’re right about so many things, after all. And so many things are right about you. 
 
    Of course they are, he said lightly. How else could I be so deserving of an Avelia Warbler? 
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
      
 
    “It’s even hotter here,” Nene complained as we moved away from the boat, hemmed in on all sides by our escort and pounded by the merciless sun overhead. We’d been three days on the river, shaded by our vessel’s awnings and with water all about to absorb the brunt of the heat. Even so, the Hiisian summer air had been stifling. Here on dry land, the paving stones of Tur pulled in sunlight until they could almost pass for the floor of a vast brick oven. 
 
    “There are worse things than being hot,” I told her, speaking in Juelnu as I had instructed her to. Her verbal behavior being so poor, I saw little profit in allowing her to say anything that the morgs around us might understand. 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “For instance, there is being hot and having a hated enemy in control of every move that you can make.” 
 
    I laughed. “The sooner you stop hating me and treating me as your enemy, the sooner I’ll give you some of that control back.” 
 
    “You might as easily order me to stop breathing,” she said. “That, at least, I could do.” 
 
    We moved along the streets of Tur-au-Wusiin for half an hour or so, drawing ever nearer the temple at the city’s heart. Our procession attracted regular glances from passersby, this being a land of strong faith where few could overlook the combined presence of a troop of church soldiers, a Sanctioned Excommunicator, a Sanguinary Diviner and two outlanders clearly in their charge. 
 
    “What is that gesture these unattractive creatures keep making?” Nene asked after she’d seen a number of morgs give us a certain hand sign. 
 
    “They offer us their concern and well wishes,” I said. 
 
    She offered me a narrow glance in return. “They have gnarled and unpleasant features. Are these the faces they make for sympathy? I find it doubtful they wish us well.” 
 
    “You’re probably right, at least for some of them. Our escort makes it clear we’re in some kind of legal trouble, and anyone who recognizes Donu Ueko’s rank knows that it’s quite a bit of trouble. Also, we are foreigners, folk of an alien race not often seen here. So it’s natural that they would consider us dangerous, possibly even morally diseased. Still, their religion tells them that they must take pity on us, and hope the best for us, that we will come to truth and purity and happiness through our own choice or through the ministrations of the church courts.” 
 
    Nene seemed to take some pride or pleasure in this. “They fear us, then? Good. Since I am dangerous, but cannot act on my desires, at least I can pain them by causing them worry.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand,” I said. “They are not worried about us. Some are worried for us, while the rest simply follow the strictures of their faith, make the required gestures, and probably feel quite superior about the fact that we, and not they, are being marched toward the mechanisms of justice.” 
 
    She scowled. “You said they considered us dangerous.” 
 
    “In the way that a caged wild animal is dangerous. It has the quality of being dangerous, even though the cage renders it harmless. Only by foolishly venturing near the cage – near us – would they find themselves in danger. So long as they look from a distance, they can feel certain of their safety.” 
 
    In truth, my words were not entirely accurate. I won’t claim to know the expressions of morgs as well as I do those of my own kind, but I’ve been to Hiisia several times – enough to read the morgish face at least passably. And many of the faces that looked askance at us had real fear upon them. It was even a sort of fear I could recognize: that of the believer who is concerned for his soul in the presence of evil. The looks saddened me, both because I don’t care to be judged wrongly, and also because I knew they were right to fear us – or at least, to fear Nene. She walked mere feet from my side, within arm’s reach of the pack in which I kept my memory distiller and its phials. Reunited with the knowledge that rested in that one black tube, she could undoubtedly kill dozens or hundreds of the people around us, then escape and find her way back to Delvonia to resume her merciless, soul-eating work. 
 
    Still, a good number of the passersby made their thumb-to-palm gesture with all its most sincere meaning: Go with the goddess, and may she succor the hurts that have brought you to this pass. 
 
    To them, I felt grateful, and I hoped that the elders of their church could help me do right by all those whom Nene put at risk, merely by continuing to live. 
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
      
 
    Tur-au-Wusiin is a low-built city, with few structures taller than a story or two. The bulk of living space there consists of deeply dug basements, where one can escape the worst of southern Hiisia’s relentless heat. Turian morgs like to work in very heavy stone for the same reason, and the interiors of their buildings can seem dark and cavelike and claustrophobic to those unused to such places. 
 
    But one has to get very deep into the Great Temple of Vajer Upon the Wheel before anything about it begins to feel close or confined or basement-like. 
 
    From the outside, the edifice rises massive and powerful upon Tur’s broad central plaza. Its sides slope up like the bluffs of some immense, uncannily regular mesa, with the flat top bearing an image in burnished metal of Saint Vajer, who brought the church of Aur Benefice to Hiisia by way of his own sacrifice upon a morgish torture-wheel. 
 
    Fifteen wide, high steps lead up to the temple’s entrance – one for each day of torment that Vajer spent upon the wheel. The steps end directly at a vast archway, doorless and ever-open, leading into a worship-hall at least five stories high and a good two hundred feet from entry to altar. Stone columns to rival the largest great-pines hold up the ceiling, lost in darkness far above. Mirrors hang midway up these columns, cunningly arranged, reflecting light down upon the floor where white marble has been laid to catch the illumination. The source of all this reflected light is the altar, hewn from some supernaturally bright glowstone and undoubtedly requiring constant replenishment by luminancery. Symbolically, you climb the fifteen steps to find the true faith open before you, and enter into a place where all light comes from Aur Benefice. 
 
    We had arrived in between prayer times, so the floor of the seemingly endless chapel held perhaps a tenth of the worshippers that it might. Even so, we must have passed a hundred souls kneeling upon the marble floor as we moved round the perimeter of that huge space and finally took a side passage off into the administrative wing of the temple. 
 
    I had been this way before, and had found it no less daunting then – although we moved more quickly now, since a runner had preceded our main group with Donu Ueko’s mandate from the high priestess in Ur-Jo. There was no need to negotiate the church bureaucracy on top of navigating the temple’s echoing, endless halls. A church functionary awaited us just inside the archway, and led the way with no more than a nod to Ueko and Isarrin. I could see a bit of tension go out of Isarrin’s shoulders as we passed through the arch. The meaning of this place clearly comforted him after the last few days of constant vigil. Ueko, on the other hand, remained exactly as before. The Sanctioned Excommunicator might relax into a completely different person once his mission finished and Nene and I found ourselves in the hands of the church elders; until that moment, I expected him to be exactly as taut and precise as he’d been in each moment since I’d met him. 
 
    What Nene thought of it all, I don’t know. I had ordered her to be silent as we climbed the steps, and she moved along at my side wordlessly, though her eyes flitted from sight to sight as we moved through the grand nave and then onward down the side corridors into the temple’s deeps. 
 
    At length, we reached a sanctuary where the archprelate of Tur awaited us. 
 
    A small, almost stunted figure in plain robes, he knelt at the far side of the room, before a low altar to his goddess. Hearing us enter, he turned his head and said immediately, “Greetings, in the name of Aur Benefice. Excommunicator Donu, Diviner Isarrin, you may await without. Your guards as well.” 
 
    Despite his quiet tone, each of those sentences carried a finality not to be questioned. Our escorts retreated with deep and respectful bows and shut the door as they went. 
 
    I bowed as well. “Thank you for seeing us, archprelate.” 
 
    The morg did not rise from his place before the altar. He did, however, shift to face us, making it clear that the withered legs on which he rested had no ability to carry him. With his eyes on mine, the archprelate folded his legs by hand in front of himself. 
 
    “You speak our tongue well for an outlander,” he said, since I had chosen Hiisian to address him. 
 
    “I learned it by magic,” I said honestly, “so it is no cause for praise.” 
 
    “Something similar can be said for my decision to see you. I should not be thanked for an act to which my office obligates me.” 
 
    I felt almost as wary in this dance of words as I had in my fight with the Cimonites who had precipitated our journey under arms from Ur-Jo to Tur-au-Wusiin. Though I hoped to find an ally in him, any misstep here might destroy my chances of that – and, given the harshness of morgish culture, could even prove fatal. 
 
    “Still,” I said carefully, “better an unnecessary thanks than to give offense by remaining silent where thanks are called for.” 
 
    “And better an unearned compliment, by the same token. Please sit. You are tall, and while a weary neck would be but a tiny distraction for me, I have the sense that your business will brook no distractions whatever.” 
 
    I moved forward from the door and sat cross-legged in front of him, ordering Nene to do the same through our rings. Because the altar sat upon a raised dais, and the room held no chairs, I now found myself on eye level with him, just a few feet away – and his eyes showed a steady strength far greater than his crippled body.  
 
    “She is a dark and terrible thing,” he said, though he did not look toward Nene as he said it. “I can feel the wrongness of her blood from here, and I am not half the blood wizard that I was in my youth. The message said that you know this, but you still mean to plead for her life. It also said your pleadings may have merit. I am curious to know the details – the first among them being your name.” 
 
    With a deep breath, I said, “I am called Avelia Larkley Warbler. My companion is called Nene, and before I say much more, I would ask that she wait out in the hall with Donu Ueko and the guards.” 
 
    The archprelate put his fingers together. “I am not certain I approve of her leaving. On the one hand, the wrongness of her is a greater distraction than any pang in my neck would have been – but on the other hand, it is a distraction that is likely to make me err on behalf of caution. If we remove her, perhaps I am more likely to bow to mercy where harsh justice would be safer.” 
 
    I know relatively few quotations from the scriptures of Aur Benefice, but I could not help but think of my favorite one here. 
 
    “‘Mercy is not always wise,’” I said, “‘but wisdom is always merciful, when the larger view opens itself to the eye.’ I doubt you would be in your position without possessing a great measure of wisdom. So I must trust that whatever decision you make will be to the good.” 
 
    He nodded slowly. “She may stand outside.” 
 
    I rose with Nene and moved to the door, opening it and explaining to our escort that she would be waiting with them. To Nene, I gave explicit instructions not to move or speak. Then I closed the door and returned to my spot on the floor before the dais. 
 
    “Thank you,” I told the archprelate. “There are things that she does not need to know – that I need to keep hidden from her – and I must tell them to you now if you are to make an informed decision. But I have one other favor to ask you before I get to those details.” 
 
    “Go on,” he said. 
 
    “If I fail her here – if you decide that the safest and most just course for everyone is to kill her, I would like a chance to apologize to her for my failure.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes curiously. “Will she care? I have not often encountered a thing so full of palpable corruption – why would you feel a need to offer your regrets to a monster?” 
 
    It took me a moment to come up with an answer. I hadn’t really thought it through until he asked – I only knew that the whole way through the streets of Tur, and the whole way into this vast stone temple, I had felt a growing doubt about Nene ever leaving it alive, and that doubt picked at my conscience, not just at the desire to see my plans come to success. 
 
    “I guess,” I said, then paused, then thought again. “I guess I’ve had to work so hard at thinking that she is worth saving, and I’ve tricked myself in a number of ways – into caring about her.” The full truth of this hit me only as I said it. I had named her after my lost, unborn child in part to push myself toward feeling for her. And if I failed her, and let her die, it would be twice that I had failed to let that name reach fruition. Shaking my head slightly, I went on. “Maybe that’s been a dangerous mistake on my part – irresponsible. But I’ve done it, and even though she maddens me with her hatefulness, I do care about her. She’s clever and strong-willed, and if she can be brought to the light, then the light may have a great servant in her.” 
 
    Something sympathetic crossed his features. Then he raised one hand, palm up, and looked at it. “We are all of us worth saving,” he said. “No life, on its own merits, should be extinguished.” Raising the other hand, and shifting his gaze to it, he went on. “But we are also, some of us, worth killing. Because the saving of other lives and souls may be at stake.” 
 
    Meeting my gaze again, he made a weighing motion with his two hands, raising one, lowering the other, then leveling them once more. “You attribute wisdom to me, and I hope that you are correct. But be aware that your task is not to convince me that she is worth saving. I knew that in my heart before you said a word. Your task is to convince me that the worth of saving her is greater than the worth of killing her.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I can convince you, because I don’t know if I know it myself. But I can give you the facts, and I can tell you what I feel, and then I can give you my trust.” 
 
    He did not smile, but the creases in his forehead softened, and he nodded for me to continue. 
 
    I pulled my pack round before me, and opened its flap. Inside lay my memory distiller, shut in its dark leather case. I brought it out and held up both the device and the black phial of the Identity’s memories. 
 
    “This is called a memory distiller. They make and use them in a place called the Caverns of Mind. It draws a person’s experiences directly from the brain, leaving a blank where those memories had been. This,” I said, indicating the phial, “is the whole life of the woman outside that door. She remembers none of it – it might as well have happened to a different person.” 
 
    Without malice or accusation, he said, “Except that the blood magic of untold sacrifices runs through her veins.” 
 
    I nodded. “And that is why I’ve brought her here. To see if you and your order can purge her of those remnants. So long as they remain, her followers will be able to find her and try to regain her. The blood magic may also help keep her mind stuck in its habits of rage and malice, and my goal is to move her beyond that – to teach her a better path.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed at one word in my speech. “Followers?” 
 
    I held up the black phial again. “This life is the life of the Identity of Cimone. There is no one higher in her cult.” 
 
    At the saying of that name, the archprelate stiffened and leaned back from the phial. The movement was slight, and clearly reflexive – cut off an instant after it began. But he did not immediately speak and he could not keep the horror entirely from his face. 
 
    I put the phial and distiller away. Then I sat with my hands on my knees, and waited. 
 
    After a time, the archprelate recovered his previous posture, though his face retained an ashen look as he spoke. “You are not a madwoman, and you are not an abomination. I think I would have a sense of it if either of those were the case. So what reason do you have for keeping such a creature alive, and for thinking that the Church of Aur Benefice might help you in your plans?” 
 
    “The danger of her is in that black flask,” I said, wanting to make that as clear as I could. “Without it, she is a shell, and one that might – like all creatures – learn. The body may have committed awful crimes, but the mind inside it is guilty of nothing, unless a strong impulse to anger is a crime. Strip her of those traces of magic, and you will have removed all connection to the atrocities for which she deserves to die.” 
 
    “I am not convinced that memory is the same thing as spirit,” he replied. “But go on.” 
 
    “The remembrancer who advised me on her condition seemed to think that she had the potential to be reshaped into something of decency. But I’ll admit that his perspective on life differs somewhat from yours. As for why I hope for your assistance – the followers of Cimone have endured a great many attempts to exterminate their cult over the centuries. I would have to be arrogant in the extreme to think that I could bring about a defeat that the ancient Juelnish empire could not deliver, nor a thousand years of striving Yenshite devotees, ever vigilant for signs of their hated enemies. Nonetheless, I have set that as my task. I mean to end them, and I don’t believe anyone has ever had as potentially deadly a weapon against the cult as I have in Nene. If she can be made good, then she and she alone might be able to look into the memories in that phial and use them to expose her thousands of former minions.” 
 
    “And if she can only be made to appear good? If she retains her deceit and cunning, if she tricks you into believing in her – if you return her memories only to find that doing so returns abyssal power to a black heart?” 
 
    The intensity with which he asked this made the little, hobbled morg seem immensely larger. The force of his voice, even though he did not raise it, all but battered me. 
 
    Still, I held my ground. “If that happens, then I can only hope that the gods let my knife hand be quick enough to finish her – and if not, then I will go to them in failure, and the world will go back to the way it was four days ago, before I stole her out of the Imperial Citadel in Delvos. Except that a handful of my friends and the Vajerite Church of Aur Benefice will all know that the Empress of Delvonia is also the Identity of Cimone.” 
 
    He absorbed this with very little reaction. But he remained quiet a long time before he finally spoke. 
 
    “You are a woman capable of surprising deeds,” he said at last. “Knowing who she is, I am in terror of risking her return, and yet, knowing that you have managed this thing, I cannot help but wonder if you could manage still more.” 
 
    “I am prepared to accept your judgment, if you decide that the risk is too great,” I said. Then, unable to avoid one last attempt to convince him, I went on, “But if you decide that she must die, I will be hurt to have failed. And I will be hurt to discover that faith and hope do not always go hand in hand.” 
 
    “Faith is a tool,” he said, looking at me directly. “Hope is the feeling that it brings. They are ever linked, but only one of them may be used to accomplish Aur Benefice’s will. Nonetheless, you have given me much to think on – and I must think on it, and confer with others.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    The archprelate opened his mouth, then closed it again, then gestured to the door and said, “Go then, and spend this time with your Nene. Perhaps even if I make the cautious decision, you have time to sway her soul toward a brighter destination.” 
 
    Less than happy with that closing, I nonetheless stood, and bowed, and left. 
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    I stepped out of the sanctuary door to find Nene waiting where I had left her, with Donu Ueko and Issarin just out of arm’s reach of her and their guards a slightly warier distance beyond that. 
 
    Her eyes tracked me as I shut the door behind myself, but I’d told her to remain silent, and so she said nothing even though I could see an uncertain curiosity in her expression. 
 
    “The archprelate is meditating on our discussion,” I said to the group as a whole, reverting to my native Delvonian. “We’re to wait until he has reached a decision.” 
 
    Ueko bowed, but something about the way his hand shifted on his sword-hilt made me think he hoped for a quick and specific judgment from his superior. 
 
    “Nene,” I said in Juelnu, “I’m going to go sit on that bench over there. If you’d like to come and talk with me, you may do that, and only that. Otherwise, remain standing here as you are.” 
 
    I went across to where a backless stone bench rested against one wall of the corridor, presumably for just such a situation in which petitioners awaited summons from within the sanctuary. After a moment, Nene came over with a discontented frown. 
 
    “Why must we wait?” she asked in Delvonian. 
 
    “In Juelnu, please,” I said, continuing to use a tongue unlikely to be understood by the morgs. “We wait for the reason I said. The archprelate is thinking.” 
 
    “So you did not convince him.” She looked toward the floor with a knitted brow and narrowed eyes. 
 
    “Are you worried to die?” I asked. “Or just frustrated that you might not have a chance to kill me first?” 
 
    “I don’t know what dying will be like, so I don’t know why I should fear it,” she said. The set of her jaw told me that she meant to be defiant. But her eyes for once had something besides anger in them. 
 
    “You fear it because you want to live,” I replied. “There’s no shame in admitting it. You want to live.” 
 
    “I have had a short life so far. Tedious. Frustrating. Infuriating, in fact. I have had no chance to kill an enemy and taste her flesh, which is the only thing I know that I want to do. I don’t even know what that will be like, except that it will be better than eating the cooked flesh of animals or some paste made from ground-up insects. What is the point of wanting more of this?” 
 
    I smiled what I suppose could be called a tutorial smile. “The point is in skies and clouds and roads and waterways, Nene. It is in the thousand different ways that different people laugh. It is in the prayers of morgs to a god who was brought to them from afar – and it is in the lies that a friend will tell you when he means to disobey you for your own good.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I said. “But some part of you wants to know, or you wouldn’t care how the archprelate is going to decide our case.” 
 
    She snorted at this – and I recognized it as a sound I myself had made in response to some annoying comment of hers a day or two earlier. She had no reference but me for her mannerisms, I realized. Would she also, in time, shrug as I shrugged, roll her eyes after the fashion she would see me roll mine – become in some way a mirror of my quirks? 
 
    “You say ‘our case,’” she grumbled. “What risk is there for you?” 
 
    “More than you understand,” I said. “I can’t explain it all at the moment, but if the decision here goes well, I hope to explain eventually. In the meantime, a simple answer is that I want to believe that you’re worth saving. And if the archprelate won’t give me that chance, then I’ll spend the rest of my life with a memory of you and a memory of failing you and all the others you might have helped.” 
 
    “Others?” Again, she snorted. “There are no others that I would help. I would help myself to the taste of your heart; that is the only desire to help I have in me. So you have already failed those others. You can begin chastising yourself for it at any moment now.” 
 
    With her will refocused on hating me, the worry disappeared from her brilliant blue eyes. I was struck by the power and the spirit of her, not for the first time. Is it any wonder that, when she had full possession of her faculties, people would follow this woman into any pit of degeneracy that she asked them to? 
 
    But as compelling and spirited as it was, I didn’t like what I saw in those eyes nearly as well as I had when they’d been anxious and hesitant a few moments before. 
 
    So I shrugged and said, “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll wait and chastise myself after you’re dead.” 
 
    She frowned and continued to glare at me. Then she bit her lip as though annoyed that she could think of nothing else to say, and looked away. 
 
    Quite a few minutes later, the door opened again, and one of the archprelate’s assistants summoned us back into his sanctuary. 
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    Nene and I reentered the sanctuary to find several priests of apparently high rank now in the chamber and making preparations about the small stone altar where we’d first seen the archprelate kneeling. They paid us no attention whatsoever, their attentions focused entirely on the rituals of their faith. 
 
    “Since this thing is to be done,” said the archprelate, “it is best we do it immediately. Delay can bring nothing but doubt, and might well advantage our enemies.” 
 
    I felt a shock at his words, and one I could not quite place as either thrill or dismay. I suppose it must have been a little of both.  
 
    I bowed to him, rather than try to make sense out of my emotions. “You reached your decision more quickly than I might have expected.” 
 
    “When the right thing to do is dangerous,” he said, with just a hint of a shrug, “then putting off action only makes it likelier that you will convince yourself that safe is right and dangerous is wrong. If I can avoid killing, I should – and in this case, I can.” 
 
    Another morgish priest came in from a side door at that point, bearing an armload of chains and manacles. The chains had been fashioned from steel and had a polished, silvery gleam that made them less ugly than similar restraints in iron would have been. The manacles had leather casings, presumably so that they would not chafe or bruise the wrists and ankles. 
 
    Still, they sat wrong with me. 
 
    “Will those be necessary?” I asked, holding up my right hand with the master Goodwife Ring upon it. “I can order her to remain still, and she won’t be able to choose otherwise.” 
 
    “She must be bare for the ceremonies – bare of adornment and bare of any enchantments save those we wish to remove.” He looked from Nene to me with both compassion and warning. “What is more, the process is almost certain to be unnaturally painful. Her veins run with the ichor of sacrificed lives. Will the magic of your rings be stronger than the blood magic that is clinging to her from within? Even if the sacred rituals allowed me to risk finding out, I would not wish to do so.” 
 
    I looked at the floor, my jaw tight and my thoughts on fire. The Cimonite blood spells had to be removed. No choice existed for that. But while I had prepared myself to accept Nene’s death, I had never imagined that in order for her to live she would have to be chained and effectively tortured at the hands of those I’d asked for help. 
 
    She hates me already, when I’ve done her no actual harm, I thought. How will I win her over after I’ve subjected her to this? 
 
    And just as troubling to me was the notion of letting her experience even a brief shadow of the treatment I had received when in the hands of her cult. How many times had I come near to breaking, in the year and more that the Cimonites kept me in that interrogation cell? With almost sixty years of learning and self-knowledge under my belt, I had still been all but undone, over and over again, as I struggled against my own iron chains and the pain being wrought upon my body. How could Nene, really only a few days old, ever manage to forgive a similar brutalization? She would certainly never believe that it was being done for her own good. 
 
    From the floor, I returned my gaze to the archprelate’s face.  
 
    “I’m going ask that you link me to her,” I said. “Shift her pain to me. It’s possible for you to do that, isn’t it?” 
 
    He gave me a hard smile and pointed toward one of the priests – unusually tall and gaunt for a morg. “That is brother Uardda’s skill. We think alike, you and I, but I wanted the request to come from you. Of course there are many here in the temple who can share in the pain, so that no one’s burden reaches real agony.” 
 
    I shook my head. “She needs to see what she’s being spared. She needs to understand that  what’s being done is for her own good, and that it could have been an unbearable pain, but that I would not let her suffer.” 
 
    “You are a strong woman,” he cautioned, “but are you sure of being strong enough for that?” 
 
    I nodded toward Nene. “They had me in their clutches for over a year, and I did not break.” 
 
    “Good,” he said. “In a few moments, then, we shall begin.” 
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    It takes a lot to make me pass out. 
 
    Of course, the right hit to the head will do it for just about anyone, but as far as anything else goes, I have a very high tolerance for pain and I’m stubborn. 
 
    What was interesting in this case was not that the pain made me pass out – which has happened to me before – but that passing out didn’t do the trick. You don’t often remember being unconscious, except for dreams, and they usually stay with you only if they’re the last dreams of the night, or if you wake from the middle of one. After the room went black, though, and I no longer heard the chanting of the priests – no longer heard Nene’s steady stream of angry insults, no longer saw the altar of loving Aur Benefice looming above my head, no longer felt the grip of the manacles upon my wrists and ankles, nor my muscles straining to free myself – well after all this was gone, I still felt the agony of some inextricable part of myself somehow being extricated, through the twelve needle points that Brother Uarrda had used to connect me to Nene and send her pain out of her body and into mine. 
 
    I remember quite a few of the swirling nightmares and visions that I had beneath that pain – images that took me back to my torture at the hands of the Cimonites, to the memory I’d stolen of my nephew Yolo and his suffering under a blood curse, and in one particularly bad case, to the halls of Mad Morgin’s, where the thing inside that blasphemous keep had shown us what it could do to our friend Surthur, while we watched powerless to aid him. And there were unfamiliar images as well, because this pain was the pain of countless other lives that had been sacrificed to pour their spiritual energy into the veins of the Identity, when Nene had ruled the cult of Cimone. I felt and saw things that others had suffered, while the potency of their souls was drawn off for the Identity to use. And I knew then that for all the things the Cimonites had done to me, while Fingold and I had been chained in their custody, they had not used their most painful methods – for they’d wanted me to talk, and those methods took one beyond thought or speech, as well as taking one beyond the realms of the living. 
 
    When unconsciousness failed to shield me from the pain, then, my mind apparently decided to do something else, and shut down entirely. 
 
    Blackness, long and deep. 
 
    I came out, at last, to the feel of two hands holding one of mine. In that moment when the utter blackness of something beyond sleep changed to the simple blackness of closed eyes, some trick of the brain made me hope that Shoje had somehow found me, that he now knelt on the ground beside that altar, my hand between the two of his, his face ready to greet me with a relieved smile as soon as my eyes opened. 
 
    But just as quickly, even before I could rush to open those eyes, I recognized prayers being said in Hiisian, in a woman’s voice, and I recognized that I lay in a soft, comfortable bed, not on a prayer mat over hard stone. 
 
    Still the eyes opened, and blinked and tried to focus, and the prayers stopped and the smile that I saw was the smile of my good friend Kua Aiddo, standing very close by the bed as she looked down upon me and held that one hand. 
 
    I sat up without thinking and shot my arms around her and pulled her close. 
 
    We had never embraced, Aiddo and I. She is a formal person and our friendship was still young. But one does not come through what I had just been through without a powerful need. And it’s a rarer person than I who can resist both need and joy at the same time. 
 
    So I held her, and she brought her arms across my back to hold me as well. I felt the tough strength of her morgish physique, smelled that slightly different odor that her people have, realized that one of my hands had accidentally pressed itself into the mane of quills that morgs have in place of hair. But most importantly, I held a friend, and I breathed, and I knew that I had come through from something awful into the place that I like to be more than any other. 
 
    I did not need to prolong the hold. At some relatively quick point, my back and neck and shoulders relaxed of their own accord, loosening that tight grip of instinct. Then the happy chance to talk to Kua Aiddo raised its voice in my head, and I let go and leaned back from her, smiling. 
 
    “Archprelate Gna’iirko is an extremely thoughtful person,” I said to her. “I certainly wasn’t expecting to wake to such good company.” 
 
    Her eyebrows raised themselves high above her burning blue eyes. “You have learned Hiisian very well and quickly since we last met.” 
 
    I laughed. “One of many neat tricks they can manage at the Caverns of Mind.” 
 
    “Perhaps I regret missing my opportunity to go in, then,” she said. “But I do not regret being here to see you, and I certainly do not regret seeing you so quick to return to humor. We’ve been worried, these last few days.” 
 
    My shoulders, so recently untensed, tightened again at that. “Days?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s three days since the archprelate and his assistants removed the – foulness – from the woman you brought with you.” 
 
    My hand went up, instantly, to the spot at my breastbone where the gold-and-porcelain locket ought to have swung. It found nothing there but the soft white cloth of a gown I’d been dressed in. 
 
    “My locket –” 
 
    Aiddo smiled softly and turned to a small table beside the bed, where I saw that the locket and its chain had been carefully placed. 
 
    “There was some debate about whether to leave this on you or off,” she said, lifting the slender gold thread and handing it to me. “I favored ‘on,’ when they came to consult with me, but other views prevailed.” 
 
    I kept my eyes on hers, gratefully, as I hurried to fix the chain about my neck. “Please excuse me just a moment,” I said. “You don’t need to leave, but I must let Shoje know I’m all right. He’ll be mad with worry and he might even try something foolish that could worsen his injuries.” 
 
    She smiled a bit more broadly and said, “How could I take offense, when your very urgency tells me what a good thing I did in joining the two of you to those lockets in the first place?” 
 
    I actually flushed a bit at that, and then I took the small rose-colored heart in my fingers and called out across the miles to Shoje. 
 
      
 
    XXII 
 
      
 
    I had let Shoje know, before the rituals began, that I would be out of communication for a while. But by “a while,” I had meant hours or the rest of the day. I’d anticipated that he might try to reach me while I had the locket off for the ceremonies, not that I might be unconscious and unreachable for three days. 
 
    Everything is fine, I sent now, with a deep note of apology. And better than fine – Kua Aiddo is here. I hope you haven’t been too worried; I seem to have gone under during the purging ceremony, and I’ve only just come to. 
 
    When no answer came immediately, something dawned on me and I asked Aiddo, without letting go of the locket, “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “No. I have been in a meditative state, praying and talking to you for some time,” she said. Then she appeared thoughtful and put a hand to her belly. “I eat only breakfast and lunch, and my stomach tells me that it has been quite long since lunch.” 
 
    What? came a bleary thought through the locket. Wait, I see. It’s not a dream, you’re actually fine. 
 
    I let out a heavy breath, feeling foolish, then pointed at the locket for Kua Aiddo’s benefit and closed my eyes. Sorry. I suppose I should have asked the time before I panicked and tried to reach you. 
 
    Never apologize for allowing me to wake to beauty, he thought – although he also yawned, and I could feel that his body still nagged at him to get back to sleep. I’m just glad you called now and not in another six or eight hours. Osy located a transport wizard yesterday, and the three of us were going to jump into the middle of that temple tomorrow and find you no matter how many morgs we had to fight off. 
 
    That sounds like a terrible plan, I said. 
 
    In that case, it was Osy’s, he replied, though I had a flicker of his memory that told me he and Osy had been entirely united behind the idea. How did the ceremony go? Did they get all the blood magic out? I’d hate to think I’ve been stewing in my own angst for three days, all for nothing. 
 
    I started to respond, only to realize that I didn’t know the answer. 
 
    This brought a moment of silent surprise followed by an aura of concern from Shoje. I opened my eyes to find that Kua Aiddo had gone to the room’s door and stood there whispering out to a guard or messenger. I’ll ask her as soon as she’s done, I told him. There’s no need to worry that I feel comfortable here – there are hundreds or thousands of morgs in this temple, and it’s a holier place than the Cimonites would have much luck infiltrating. I can spare five minutes for love before picking up with my mission again. 
 
    Shoje, though, could sense very well that I was making excuses to myself.  
 
    I want to speak with you every second of the day, he thought, intently, but what I want more is to have years with you down the line. If you’re going to change your approach to the job because you’re worried how I’ll react to being three days out of touch – well, then we can’t afford for me to expect to hear from you every day. 
 
    I frowned. Kua Aiddo had by this point finished at the door and returned to my side, but I did not say anything to her yet.  
 
    Let’s get out of the habit of using the lockets regularly, Shoje said, reaching a conclusion the way that he decided many things: with quick, focused certainty. In fact, never mind telling me about the ceremonies. Wait a few days before you send your thoughts to me again. Better yet, wait a few days and I’ll send mine – and I’ll send them with an explicit message that you needn’t pick up your locket and respond right away. That way, the next time you’re unable to contact me for days on end, you won’t feel a reckless need to get through to me before you’ve attended to more immediate matters. 
 
    Some women might be unhappy, I replied, to show the urgency of their emotions, only to be chastised and rebuffed in return. 
 
    He laughed. I am only drawing your ire before you can turn it on yourself. By making you unhappy with me, I head off the eventual reflection and self-recrimination you would go through upon realizing the error of your haste. You see the sacrifices I make? 
 
    The absolute good humor with which he sent that – and the fact that I knew he’d judged the situation correctly – took some of the sting from the idea of holding back on our contacts. 
 
    So I’ve business to attend to, I thought with a sigh. And you really don’t want to hear the results of the ceremonies? Or where I’ll be off to next? 
 
    It will give me something to anticipate until I talk to you again. 
 
    I felt warmed by the smile that came with that, and I let him know by sending one of my own back. 
 
    All right. So I’ll let go and talk to Aiddo now. 
 
    Whenever you’re ready. 
 
    I suppose I’m as ready as I’m going to be. 
 
    But you’re not letting go. 
 
    Well, you’re not either. 
 
    Here’s something else to motivate you, then. I’ve left a memory for you, in the recollections of the last few days. I deliberately picked one that would ease you into the story, and I’m pretty proud of myself for focusing on it and capturing it without dredging up too much that I didn’t want to remember, of things that happened later. 
 
    I couldn’t help but know what he meant: his words came with a flash of childhood wistfulness or melancholy or even misery – it was hard to tell which. But it meant that somewhere in the last three days of his memories, I would find the start of that little mystery I’d wondered about more than a few times. What had happened between Shoje and his parents, that he so potently rejected any broaching of the subject? 
 
    Thank you, deeply, I said. Be well, my love. 
 
    And you. 
 
    And then we both let go of the lockets at the same time. 
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    “I understand now why you have kept me at a distance from your mission,” Kua Aiddo said to me, when she saw that I’d released the locket and come fully back to the room where she stood and I sat abed. “I’d like you to know that I appreciate your concern for my welfare.” 
 
    “They told you who she is?” I asked, surprised. It did not puzzle me that the archprelate would send Aiddo to tend me while I lay in the state I’d been in these last three days. The church had no one else so well known or trusted by me. But I wouldn’t have expected her to be fully informed of the situation either. 
 
    As it turned out, she wasn’t, and shook her head at my question. “She is someone important. I was told nothing more. But I do have some skill at inference. How important would an outlander have to be, for the archprelate to feel the need to keep her name or station a secret? The Aur-Ben church is not a church of secrets and mysteries, and your lands lie so far away. She must be someone very highly placed indeed, if a humble pilgrim like myself could be put in jeopardy, or put something in jeopardy, simply by knowing who she is.” 
 
    “I won’t disagree,” I said, easing my legs over the side of the bed to see how well they would bear my weight. Aiddo reached a hand out, but nothing buckled or even felt the least bit out of place.  
 
    When she saw me steady on my feet, the morgish woman smiled and lowered the hand casually to her side. “So I thank you. I would have paid a high price in self-doubt while helping you capture such a person, and a higher price in penitence once done. Not that I would have shrunk from the paying – but it would have left me unable to be here with you now, or to offer you further aid.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing that Aiddo had received a religious sentence of six months’ hard labor simply because she’d aided me when I was a fugitive. The Aur-Ben church makes no allowances for lawbreaking by members of its flock. Though that sentence was done or nearly done now, I found myself glad I had not asked more of her. 
 
    “Did the guard at the door tell you what time it was?” I looked about the room and saw my clothes neatly folded on a bench in one corner, next to the rest of my gear. “And have you heard how the rituals went?” 
 
    “It is late – almost midnight. I know that the woman you call Nene has been severed from the magic that tainted her, but such is the extent of my knowledge.” 
 
    “I’d like to see her,” I said. “Would you mind? Could it be arranged?” 
 
    She bowed. “My mandate was to do my best to help you back to waking, and to serve as your guide within the temple thereafter. I have been told where they are keeping her.” 
 
    Relieved that I wouldn’t need to navigate the church bureaucracy, I moved to the corner where my things had been placed and began to shuck the cotton gown I’d been dressed in. In short order, I had my clothes changed, and we went to see Nene. 
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    She lay sleeping on the floor of her cell when Kua Aiddo and I arrived. 
 
    Because the church also serves as the agency of justice in Hiisia, it did not surprise me to find the temple equipped with holding cells fronted in iron bars. What did surprise me was the chain around Nene’s ankle, fixing her to the back wall. And as I stepped closer, knelt before the bars and peered at her in the dim light of our candle, what surprised and disturbed me even more were the bruises I could see across her bare forearms and legs.  
 
    I must have had a look of accusation on my face when I turned to the priest standing guard nearby – before I could say anything, he explained, “She spent several hours throwing herself at the bars, before we chained her back from them. Since then she has done nothing but scream at us and fight her restraint. This is only the second time she’s slept.” 
 
    My accusing scowl stayed in place, then, but I shifted its focus, because I now felt myself to blame for Nene’s bruises, instead of the morgs. If I’d taken the archprelate’s offer, let someone else share the pain, I might not have ended up unconscious for three days. 
 
    It’s not often that I get overconfident in my own abilities, but I’d clearly done so here. 
 
    “Did you try the Goodwife Rings?” I asked him, though it seemed unlikely that they had. My ring, the master ring, had been with my equipment in the room, and I wore it on my finger now. Nene’s ring had been taken off of her for the ceremonies. What they’d done with it, I didn’t know. 
 
    The priest bowed slightly. “It is no judgment on you that I say this, but such things are not fit tools for a follower of Aur Benefice. Punishments may be enforced, but obedience should always be a choice.” 
 
    “In most circumstances, I would agree with that,” I said. 
 
    We’d kept our voices low, but perhaps not low enough. Nene moaned and stirred upon the floor as I spoke those last words. 
 
    Not wanting to wake her, if she’d really had so little rest, I went still and waited. 
 
    She moaned again and lifted herself up on one elbow. Slowly, her shaven head turned round toward the light, and I saw then how powerfully she’d battered herself against the bars. Even against her dark-dyed skin, bruises stood out. She had a cut above one eye, and both lips were split. 
 
    “You,” she said. I could see a weary tension trying to work its way into her exhausted limbs. Still half-dazed with fatigue, she was nonetheless about to build herself up into another tearing rage. 
 
    I had no desire to have that happen. 
 
    “Please open the door,” I said to the priest. “I would like to go in with her.” 
 
    Curiously, instead of preparing to launch herself at me, Nene rolled onto her back and stared toward the ceiling, teeth and fists clenched. 
 
    “Do not come in. I do not want you to.” 
 
    The priest worked his key in the lock and swung open the barred door. 
 
    “Aiddo, would you come in with me as well?” 
 
    My morgish friend looked at me curiously, but said, “Of course.” 
 
    As we stepped in, Nene shut her eyes just as tightly as she’d closed her fists. “Why do you waste our time like this?” she asked. Though she’d been speaking in Juelnu, she changed to Hiisian to add, “Go away, and take that boar-toothed beast with you.” 
 
    “Nene,” I said, “I would like you to meet my good friend Kua Aiddo. She is a kind soul, and there are many things you could learn from her.” 
 
    With a growl, the former Empress of Delvonia sat up and scuttled backward toward the far corner, where she sat glaring. “I will learn nothing from her or from you. If she is your friend, then I wish a horrible death upon her, just as I wish it upon you.” 
 
    “Interesting,” I said. “Three days ago, you insisted you would kill me. Are you now reduced to just wishing?” 
 
    She spat at me, but the spittle fell short. “You have stolen my strength. Your ugly-faced friends have chained me. I know you are strong, and now I find that I am weak. At least before, I had the hope that you might slip and give me a moment when I could grab and crush your throat. I had power in me before, and you took it. So I hate you more than ever, because not only do you remain alive, but you have stripped me of my speed, my energy – the only advantages I had for destroying you.” 
 
    Kua Aiddo touched my elbow momentarily and said, “You appear to have set no mean task for yourself.” 
 
    I glanced at her and gave a single, frank nod, then looked back to Nene.  
 
    The Empress’ eyes, I saw, had moved briefly to Aiddo and now returned to me. Some bitter-tasting uncertainty seemed to color the rage in her glare. 
 
    We all want a friend, I thought. She may not even know she wants it, but she does, because she is human. 
 
    Despite the fury that looked at me from her eyes, this thought made me feel slightly better about my chances for success. 
 
    “You probably won’t believe this,” I told her, “but I would not have taken your strength from you if I didn’t have to. Those men who attacked us, back in Ur-Jo – they found us by the same magic that gave you your strength. Others like them might have found us again, if that magic had been left in place.” 
 
    She snorted. “I do believe you, because it marks you for a fool. Who would leave an enemy in possession of power and strength? Only an imbecile.” 
 
    Kua Aiddo gave a low, morgish laugh. “She makes a very rational point.” 
 
    Nene looked at her again, angrily – resentfully. “Do not agree with me. When a beast-faced friend of my enemy agrees with me, it makes me doubt myself.” 
 
    Aiddo nodded. “Doubting the self is also a supremely rational thing. The self is flawed and small and very worthy of doubt. But there are larger, more deserving things than the self – and once we know and feel those things, we find ourselves doubting the self less and less.” 
 
    This provoked a growl. Nene looked at me in accusation. “Did your friend back in those caves – the one with all the bottles – did he give us some broken version of the language this creature speaks? Because all I heard just now was babbling.” 
 
    I chuckled and said, “Not wanting to believe something is entirely different from not understanding it, Nene.” 
 
    “Then why do you persist in acting like you do not understand this simple fact: I hate you. I will always hate you. You cannot make me agree with you or bend to your will unless you force me with those rings. Nothing you do will change me. No one you bring will be able to speak to me in a way I am willing to hear. With my entire being, I defy you.” 
 
    “Oh,” I replied, “I understand that well enough. I just happen to know better than you.” 
 
    She spat again – a bit more accurately this time, but not so accurately as to prevent me from dodging it with an easy, slight shift of my legs. 
 
    “And now we’ll have the first of many lessons in how I know better than you,” I went on, “because you are going to wear your ring again, or you will not be allowed out of this cell. Your choice is simple: stay here, uncomfortable and bored, for the rest of your life, or willingly put on the ring and accept that I will have control over you.” 
 
    She gave a bark of a laugh. “Even if I would tolerate such a thing, I must refuse simply because you wish it.” She shook her leg, rattling the length of chain that dangled from her ankle. “Perhaps I will wrap this fastening around my neck in the night and choke myself to death just to show you.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It’s night already. I’m afraid you are watched at all times, and strong men will come in to stop you from doing that.” 
 
    “Then I will enjoy scratching and biting them – perhaps I can put one’s eye out.” 
 
    Aiddo used a gently informing tone to say, “These are men glad to feel pain in the service of a greater good. They will not mind a scratch or a bite, and our priests could heal even an eye.” 
 
    “Then the taste of their blood will relieve my boredom.” 
 
    I put a hand on Aiddo’s shoulder and shifted my stance to make it clear I meant to leave. 
 
    To Nene, I said, “We shall see.” 
 
    And with that, my morgish friend and I moved carefully back to the door and went out. 
 
      
 
    XXV 
 
      
 
    “A Kherian tiger?” Shoje asked, his tone somewhere in the range between incredulous and alarmed. “Have you ever even seen a Kherian tiger?” 
 
    “Well, no,” admitted Osyrand. “But that’s the main thing about Kherian tigers – you don’t see them.” 
 
    It was the morning after my latest locket-call to Shoje. Seven days had passed since the stealing of the Empress, and thanks to Quellescor’s skill, my impatient young Haniman could now move about almost as normal – though the healer insisted he continue to use a cane to limit the amount of weight put on his left ankle. The cut above his right knee had only a little muscle stiffness and a faint scar to show how badly gashed it had been. 
 
    So Osy and Shoje were strolling through the garden behind Quellescor’s cottage, discussing their next move. 
 
    “To be honest,” Osyrand went on, “I’m a bit surprised to hear you yelp like that at the idea. Where’s your ingressionist’s sense of adventure?” 
 
    Shoje tested his right leg by taking all his weight on it as he knelt down to smell a stand of herbs. He wrinkled his nose immediately – not at any twinge of pain, but because the tiny, fluted blue flowers on the wort had a far more acrid smell than he expected. Standing again, he said, “My sense of adventure’s just where it’s always been. As an ingressionist, I’m all about the process of getting in places, Nose – but the inside of a tiger is not anywhere I’m keen to see.” 
 
    “Well, there is another factor I’ve neglected to mention.” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “They’ve called in Lugreyhn to hunt the beast.” 
 
    Shoje immediately swung his cane in a chastising arc toward Osyrand’s head, though the Nose of course was expecting this and ducked handily. 
 
    “Get out, you dog!” Shoje laughed. “Why didn’t you just say that for a start? ‘Look, Shoje, I’ve found us a way to perform a round drubbing on Lugreyhn the Subgelid, if you’ve a notion,’ is all you’d have to say. And I’d say, ‘Lugreyhn? When do we leave?’ Then you’d say, ‘Wait, wait, don’t you want to hear what we’d have to do?’ and I’d say, ‘No. I’d crawl down the throat of a Kherian tiger and out its bunghole if that would let me poke Lugreyhn in the eye,’ and you’d say, ‘Well, actually, that’s exactly the plan,’ and I’d say, ‘Once again – when do we leave?’” 
 
    Osyrand grinned through his neat blond beard, obviously pleased with himself for pulling such a reaction out of Shoje. “I thought you might react along those lines. As for when we leave, that’s a matter for Quellescor to determine. I don’t want to take you out of his care before he thinks you’re ready.” 
 
    “Pssh,” Shoje said, tapping his foot with the cane. “We could lop this right off, for all I care, so long as I get to plant it up Lugreyhn’s behind.” 
 
    “Well, Avelia might be cross with me if I let you do that. I’m rather of the impression she wants you intact.” 
 
    Shoje kept his smile on, but on the inside his levity wavered. The notion of hunting a dangerous magical tiger with Osy had distracted him significantly, and the notion of one-upping the despicable Lugreyhn – a hunter-witch whom I’d thankfully never met – had distracted him further. But he was still worried about me and still aggravated at himself for having the strength of character to insist we use the lockets less, even as he felt absolutely starved to pick his up and contact me with each second of the day. 
 
    “I do hope,” he told Osyrand, “that you’re not planning on invoking Avelia’s name every time you want to get me to come round to your way of thinking.” 
 
    “Only if it works,” Osyrand said frankly. 
 
    “Hmm,” Shoje scowled. “All right then, I’d best have the whole story. Where’s this tiger at, and how are we to get there, and just how is the detestable Subgelid involved?” 
 
    The Nose counted off points on his fingers. “It’s near Uerseccia, in the shadow woods below Malvarde’s Isle. Choldis is taking us. And the Uersets sent out a broad call –” 
 
    “Choldis, seriously?” Shoje laughed and made as if to swing his cane again, but didn’t. “How many other secret delights have you got hidden in your pockets? Is she here? Where did you find her?” 
 
    “She’s at the Hawkspire, getting herself primed. She got the same letter everyone else did, just showed up a month and a half late.” 
 
    Now at last Shoje felt some of the tension go out of him and a true, joyful excitement building. With Choldis involved, the undertaking no longer felt like a side-journey to waste time and distract themselves. It felt like a confluence. 
 
    We’d blown all about the continents together, Choldis, Shoje, Osyrand, and me. For a good three or four years, we’d been an inseparable team, and I’m not aware of a city anywhere in the Delvonian Empire that we didn’t visit, square off against the local rogues in, get drunk in, or in some cases save from looming disaster. Shoje could gain entry into anyplace he liked, Osyrand could find anything he cared to, I could do a convincing job of bludgeoning anyone who might block our path, and Choldis could whirl the lot of us across a thousand miles or more in the time it took to sneeze. 
 
    If Choldis was back, Shoje could not help but feel a tide of fate pulling our foursome together again. 
 
    “Look,” he said, taking a few steps farther along the walk. This carried him abreast of a grey, ruined tree now more than six months dead. He put one hand carefully to the cracked-open hollow in its trunk – a space easily large enough to hold a person. “Do you know what this is?” 
 
    Osy looked at him curiously. “It’s the tree, of course. Quellescor showed it to me the first day we got here.” 
 
    Shoje shook his head. “It’s not just the tree where Avelia was healed,” he replied. “It’s a symbol of inevitability.” 
 
    “Oh dear,” Osyrand said presciently. “If you want an inevitability, here’s one: Shoje Keindan plus too much time spent in a confining space inevitably leads to endless bouts of philosophizing. Let’s hear it, then. A symbol, you say?” 
 
    “A symbol.” He traced a finger across the rough bark of the trunk, still looking into the dark space where I had been held, for two years, dreaming, as the Kindness Tree undid all the torture and poison and pestilence that the Cimonites had wrought upon me – along with all the wear and tear of most of my adult life. He turned back to Osyrand, hand remaining on the tree. “She’s unstoppable. This tells us that. Any living thing would have died, going what she went through. But not her. She lived, she made it here, she was reborn, and completely changed, and yet still exactly the person she was before.” 
 
    Osyrand is a good bit more cynical in his outlook than Shoje. But neither Shoje nor I – when I came across this memory later – saw any hint of skepticism on Osy’s features at that description. 
 
    “And why?” Shoje continued, not pausing for a response. “Is she physically so much stronger than anyone we’ve ever met? No, although I hazard she could break you or me either one over her knee. Is she quicker than me? Craftier than you? More good-hearted than Choldis? No, no, and no.” 
 
    “A match for us in any of those,” Osy said with a hint of correction in his eye. “Except maybe you and the quickness.” 
 
    “The point is that her qualities are all attainable,” Shoje said. “All but one.” 
 
    “And that is?” 
 
    “She is a creature of pure will. The kind of will that becomes its own destiny.” 
 
    “She’s willful, I’ll give you that,” Osy said, clearing his throat. “But I seem to recall that you thought she was ‘destined’ to fall in love with you – and from what I’ve seen, that was a lot more about you being strong-willed than her.” 
 
    Shoje gave a serene and knowing smile. “She was always going to be in love with me, Osy. You’re mistaking patience and certainty on my part for willpower. Did you ever see me push? Did I coerce or wheedle her? No. All I did was wait. And once she willed it, it happened.” 
 
    “Okay, well, I’m not going to argue about the strength of her will, since we both know it’s unfathomably powerful.” Osy paused and looked into the dark hollow of the tree, then back to Shoje. “I’m just always cautious about your notions of fatedness. We have our faith in her, absolutely. But it seems – dangerous to me, to make too certain an assumption about the inevitability of her success. We need to be wary and ready to help.” 
 
    “Of course,” Shoje said, considering that to be self-evident. “Even destiny has its agents. It just pleases me to feel that I am acting as such, not merely crossing my fingers and hoping for the best. And this –” he patted the tree again “– gives me that sense. Inevitability. A will that cannot fail.” 
 
    Rubbing his chin, Osyrand asked, seriously, “You never met Fingold, did you Shoje?” 
 
    “No,” Shoje admitted, with some puzzlement. He knew of Fingold – from my stories, years back, of that greatest and oldest of all my friends. And also, more recently, from my admission that I’d loved the man for decades without ever acting on it. Was Osyrand suggesting that perhaps my will wasn’t so strong as Shoje imagined, since I’d never attained that love so desired? But hadn’t the greater act of will been the ability of Avelia Warbler to restrain herself all those years? Unable to see what Osy was getting at, he asked, “Why?” 
 
    Osyrand the Nose opened his mouth for a moment, then shut it and shook his head. “Never mind.” 
 
    Hand on the tree and head somewhat in the clouds, Shoje chose not to pursue the issue. 
 
    But it was clear to me, later, from Osyrand’s eyes and his tone, what the Nose had meant, and what he would have said if he’d really wanted to bring his friend down to earth. 
 
    Because Osyrand had met Fingold, and what he’d thought about saying was what I absolutely would have said if I’d been there. 
 
    Yes, Shoje, Avelia is a creature of pure will. But Fingold was exactly the same way. 
 
    And Fingold was dead. 
 
      
 
    XXVI 
 
      
 
    Three archprelates sat before me in the council room. Gna’iirko held the rightmost and lowest of the seats, though I could not tell if this had symbolic importance, or simply had to do with his crippled legs. He had never risen from the floor when I’d dealt with him before, and a low chair would clearly be easier for him to lift himself into, if moving on his own. 
 
    The other two introduced themselves as o’On and Bakundat. o’On had traveled from her home city of Hiisel. Bakundat was archprelate of Chin’Jii. He looked as old as any morg I’d ever seen, with grey skin blotched a motley burgundy and a deeply creased face sagging under the weight of many years. o’On, in contrast, appeared little older than Kua Aiddo – plainly, she had risen quickly through the ranks of Aur Benefice’s priesthood. Her quills had been clipped down to a severe stubble. 
 
    “You may sit or stand,” o’On said, in a tone that sounded flatter and colder than the other church officials I’d spoken to here in the temple. As she spoke, she gestured toward a high stool that sat against the far wall, and then to the blank stretch of floor in front of the triumvirate. 
 
    I nodded to her, and sat cross-legged upon the floor – mostly for Gna’iirko’s benefit, since his low chair lent him little extra height, and I didn’t want to force him to crane his neck looking up at me. I thought I saw a bit of a crease add itself to o’On’s brow as I dropped to the floor. 
 
    Bakundat turned his head slowly to Gna’iirko, and said, also slowly, “Our brother has made a decision on behalf of all of us.” He looked placidly back to me and went on, “We would not overturn him. Still ...” 
 
    “There are paths and decisions before us,” o’On said brusquely. “I for one am not convinced that the creature should ever again be allowed to leave its cell.” 
 
    I bowed my head. “Nene and I will accept your judgment – I, willingly, and she because she has no choice.” 
 
    “You have no choice either, young outlander,” she replied, gesturing to the archprelates on either side of her. “There is no appeal, beyond this room.” 
 
    The sharpness in her tone made her intent clear. She meant to put me in my place, and she meant for that place to be a relatively low one. I couldn’t tell whether she called me “young” out of ignorance, or if it might be a ploy to get me to correct her. 
 
    Before I could decide whether to explain my true age, though, Gna’iirko cleared his throat and said, “Respectfully, Sister-Liege of Hiisel, this woman is resourceful. I suspect there are very few situations in which she can be said to have ‘no choice.’” 
 
    I found the response to this very interesting. One might have expected Bakundat, clearly the oldest of the three, to be most senior among them. Or one might have expected o’On to have that privilege, since her post in Hiisel put her in charge of the political capitol of the entire continent. 
 
    But at Gna’iirko’s words, Bakundat ducked his head in a sedate bow, and o’On had a moment of hesitation – possibly even a flash of hurt or anger – before she too gave a deferential tilt of her head, eyes closing briefly. Then she looked at the Archprelate of Tur as though waiting to see if he meant to take the main speaking role here. 
 
    Gna’iirko gave her a simple nod instead. 
 
    Her pause then might have been for thought, but I suspected that it also had a component of the woman swallowing her pride after this mild chastisement. An archprelate, surely, would not be a person used to taking correction. 
 
    In a slightly less cutting tone, she addressed me again. “Perhaps I should better have said that to go against the will of this council is to go against all of Hiisia. But then, as I think Brother Gna’iirko suggests, you have already gone against all of Delvonia, so you will undoubtedly do as your conscience sees fit in any situation.” 
 
    She glanced then at the small morg to her right. Although his features did not move, I thought I detected a hint of smile in his eyes. 
 
    “Understand,” she went on, “that what you have done, in stealing this woman, then bringing her here, marks you as outside our ethos. Conscience may impose a duty to act against law and authority – but it does not convey a right to do so. You behave as though it is your right to defy law, to risk turmoil and discord, in pursuit of what your heart tells you. It would be different if you had come here first, asked our advice, sought our aid, received our permission to do as you did, and to carry to us this terrible danger.” 
 
    “Mm,” Bakundat mused. “But – would we have given permission?” 
 
    o’On continued as though she had not heard him. “It would be different if you had come here first, because that would have marked you as acknowledging the machinery of good. But because you acted as you did, it is clear that you see yourself as an independent agent of conscience – that you assume your sense of rightness supersedes. Let me be clear – I am not saying your assumption is wrong, in this case. Only that it is an assumption, and therefore that it is one of the greatest dangers that a soul may face. Our church and our culture mistrust such assumptions. We find them disconcerting. They make it more difficult for us to convey upon the assumer any key duty – such as informing the fate of this creature you call Nene, or certainly retaining a custodial role over her.” 
 
    Still sitting cross-legged, I bowed my head all the way to the floor, where cold marble touched my brow. Then I raised my face just enough to speak without muffling my voice against the stone. “In many ways,” I said, “I wish that I had been born among you, raised as you raise your young. I have a confidence that comes from within, and it has served me well enough. But you have a certainty that comes from without. There have been many times in my life when I could have done with such a certainty, and the challenge I face with Nene is absolutely one of them. If I could give up my homeland – where politics and power bend to the will of privileged individuals – and belong instead to yours – where a greater purpose flows down through the instruments and mechanisms of the law – well, it would very much give me comfort at the moment.” 
 
    Then I straightened my back and looked at o’On, and went on. “But I am who I am, and I must be who I must be, and if I can’t convince you to trust me, then I’ll just have to live with that failure as I have lived with many others.” 
 
    The pressure of o’On’s gaze as I said this actually caused me quite a bit of strain and frustration. I found both her and the greater situation unreadable. Whose test did I need to pass here? Bakundat and Gna’iirko seemed favorably disposed toward my case, at least to some degree, and they also appeared to command respect or even subservience from the Archprelate of Hiisel. Yet o’On, the youngest and the only female among them, clearly held the reins of this discussion. 
 
    Was the decision also, reason of simple political rank, in her hands? 
 
    “Three or perhaps four alternatives face us.” The priestess did not look as though any of these ‘alternatives’ might please her. “Some rely upon our ways alone, some would mix ours with yours, and of course one would be to simply let you do as you see fit. But it revulses me, in a matter of such importance, to think that the methods and teachings of our church might be insufficient to the task.” 
 
    “What works for us ... may not work for everyone,” Bakundat said, turning his gaze serenely to Gna’iirko, then down to his own hands, and then back to o’On. “We have, the three of us, each in our own time, been pilgrims, made the journey far across the sky to Saint Vajer’s homeland. We have seen that the teachings of Aur Benefice are, there, as they are here – but the standing of the church and its place in the people’s vision are very different.” 
 
    “Then too, there is the lesson of Hanim,” said Gna’iirko. He alluded to the morgs’ history of wars with the Haniman northlands of Hiisia – and specifically to the last war, an attempted war of conversion after the Vajerite Church of Aur Benefice had swept all of morgish Hiisia clean of its inner chaos and strife. Holy war had worked in the south, with the devout of Aur Benefice crushing the savage patchwork of clans and satrapies by which the morgs had previously ruled themselves. But when the morgs had tried to force godliness and decency upon decadent Hanim, that wizardly city-state had turned them back in a defeat that could only be called ignominious. 
 
    o’On continued to stare at me with her cuttingly blue eyes. “Yes. We are urged by both history and scripture to be humble – even as we are urged by faith to keep narrowly to its strictures. We are urged to doubt the self even as we are urged to commit the self unfailingly to goodness and order. Our goddess is an insistent one, in whose grasp we feel we may be tools to better the world. But experience has shown that when the tools try too hard of their own will, the work goes astray. What then are we to do when confronted with a solitary soul whose purpose is clearly noble and of paramount importance, yet who has defied all law, and who seeks, ultimately, to reunite the most evil thoughts in the world with a body whose temporal power exceeds even that of the church?” 
 
    I had a sense, looking into those eyes, that saying the wrong thing – or even blinking – would end the matter in an instant. So I held her gaze, held my tongue, and felt around inside myself for the truth. 
 
    The ground truth, the thing behind all these other things, that might turn a complex and uncertain situation into one slightly more clear – if I could distill that truth, and it still failed me, then at least I would know that nothing else was going to work anyway. 
 
    “I can only tell you what causes me to continue forward,” I finally said. “Although my family has been under sentence of death from this cult, I would not risk the greater world for my own smaller circle within it. But in every corner of the Delvonian continent, and undoubtedly even in a few corners here on Hiisia, people will die tonight. They will die horribly, in a pain that I have been shown all too well. They will die through no fault of their own, for no crime of their own, but only because someone wicked desires the power of darkness. I have spent a very long lifetime – much longer than my looks would suggest – fighting wickedness because I hate those who choose it. For myself, I could spend another lifetime seeking them out one by one and opposing them. But if I did so, then those dozens or hundreds of good, clean people would still die each night, in all the nooks and crannies of all the lands I’ve ever heard of. 
 
    “So for myself, I trust this matter wholly to your wisdom. And for my family, the same. But in the name of all those who will die crying out tonight, I ask that you make the choice that might, even just might, allow us to put a stop to the worst of all engorging, consuming gluttonies the world has known. I can’t tell you a single name from among this night’s sacrifices – but in my heart I am with them, and I must speak and stand on their behalf.” 
 
    And I did stand, not defiantly but with my hands spread, to await her judgment. 
 
      
 
    XXVII 
 
      
 
    “Standing was a good move,” Kua Aiddo told me as we walked from the council chamber back toward Nene’s cell. I knew she must be right, because I had been stunned at how quickly and easily the discussions had resolved themselves, from that moment forward. “Of course it sounds as though you chose near-perfect words as well, but the standing, at the moment you described, could not help but make your point unassailable.” 
 
    I shook my head, blank of comprehension – still feeling the nerves of my arms and chest washed through with exhaustion after the tension of that council. “I’ll be glad to hear why,” I told my friend and guide. “Up until I did that, o’On seemed all-but-decided against me, and then in an instant, she turned and started calmly discussing the best course for helping me tame Nene.” 
 
    Aiddo smiled a morgish smile – a rather dangerous and sharp-tusked affair. “You must remember who we are. War and fighting and teeth at the throat were all we knew for countless centuries before the coming of Saint Vajer. To sit, during a contest or conflict of wills, shows that you feel safe – that you must be surrounded by allies who will protect you if treachery arises. One who stands is uncertain and weak, ready to flee or perhaps make a desperate attack. Under the church, we have told ourselves that there is another meaning to this – that wisdom is humble and keeps itself low to the earth. So the low seat in any gathering is reserved for the most wise and revered, while they who sit high or stand have less status and admit to less certainty.” 
 
    I remembered suddenly the tall stool I had been offered upon entering the council room, and the way o’On looked at me when I chose to sit on the floor instead. In attempting to make a show of respect, I had instead announced myself as the wisest person in the room – and later, by standing to display my determination, I had been throwing aside my claim to wisdom and putting myself at the mercy of o’On’s. 
 
    In hindsight, I felt that I had been far more lucky than persuasive. 
 
    But when I said as much to Aiddo, she disagreed. 
 
    “If our church has done as it is designed to do,” she said, “then you gave witness to your viewpoint before the three wisest morgs in all of Hiisia. With what they knew even before you entered the room, they might well have reached the same decision. Certainly, they understand that in your lands, a different meaning attaches to such gestures and postures as you made. What you did was not the perfect thing to turn their minds to your perspective – it was the perfect thing to reassure them that their thoughts held truth and had not been led astray.” 
 
    I thought on this as we continued down the long, cool stone passageway. “I don’t know,” I said. “It certainly didn’t feel at the start like o’On was anywhere near agreeing with me.” 
 
    “Of course it would not seem so,” she replied. “o’On had the gravest responsibility of any in that room. For her to give in to what she wanted, without due and absolute consideration of all factors, would have been cowardly and even criminal.” 
 
    “You’re saying she wanted Nene to go with me from the start?” 
 
    “It surprises you?” She raised her eyebrows, then tilted her head a moment as in realization. “Ah. You speak our tongue so well now, and your instincts are so true that perhaps I’ve forgotten you are neither Hiisian nor Vajerite.” 
 
    A tone of self-effacing amusement colored her voice as she said this. Then she grew visibly more serious, and said, “In times of peace, Hiisia has no ruler. The archprelates make decisions with their councils for each city, and priests of various ranks pass judgments of various sorts according to their stations. One rises to a position in the church based on the consensus of one’s peers. In this way, power flows up from the lowest to the highest, even as the highest make use of that power to rule.” 
 
    “Probably as sensible a means of governance as any,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “It provides a sense of hierarchy, of dominance from above, that is familiar in all of morgish history. But in times of war, a different model holds. The Archprelate of Hiisel instantly becomes Theocrat in such a case. He or she is then said to speak with the very voice of Aur Benefice herself, and the provinces and people are to bend themselves to the will of the Theocrat without question and without cease until the Theocrat declares that the crisis is past.” 
 
    I felt a chill at the notion of my actions setting a nation at war and bringing to power an unquestionable dictator who might very well turn tyrant. 
 
    And I still didn’t grasp how that fit in with o’On’s behavior. 
 
    “So,” I asked, “are you saying that o’On thinks it’s likely to lead to a war, my taking Nene and trying to mend her?” 
 
    Aiddo looked surprised. “Oh, no – much the opposite. What good person would want to be Theocrat? I can think of no more terrible burden – though I admit that even being archprelate sounds weighty enough to me. No, by convincing her that she could let Nene go, that she could trust your methods, you took from o’On’s shoulders the responsibility of handling this in our way. If this woman becomes our charge, our ward, then we must keep her until the end of her days. Because she is now free of the blood-magic taint, and free of the past-life memories you took from her, we must regard her as an innocent to be protected.” 
 
    “And that would lead to war because ... ?” 
 
    “Because we have a treaty with the Emperor of Delvonia. One does not lie when one’s bond has been given. Sooner or later, the Empire will ask if we know anything of this missing Empress. Have I reached the right conclusion about who she is? I thought as much. At any rate, if we were to say, ‘Yes, we have her. But we will not return her,’ then it would be war – and a war that I think Hiisia might be likely to lose. That was to be o’On’s duty, if she felt you unable to accomplish the goal that you seek. She would have presided over the death of Vajerite Hiisia, its destruction and humiliation at the hands of the Delvonia.” 
 
    I blinked quite a bit at this, as we neared the cell block where Nene was being held. 
 
    “So you see,” Aiddo went on, her voice becoming a bit lighter again, “the Archprelate of Hiisel now owes you quite a big favor.” 
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    “All right,” Choldis said around a large mouthful of mutton. Her words came out surprisingly clearly; in her years as a ’twixter she has somehow managed to bring a certain art to the act of talking with one’s mouth full. “So we’re off to Uerseccia to hunt a Kherian tiger. And how is this helping Avelia, exactly?” 
 
    They sat in the main room of the Hawkspire Pub – an establishment whose proprietor we all knew well and trusted. Shoje had walked the entire distance from Quellescor’s house under his own power, though keeping his cane handy and well prepared to hail a hansom cab if need be. Both his legs had held up, though, and he found the Hawkspire’s wine well suited to toasting his recovery. 
 
    “The idea,” he said, after a sip of that selfsame wine, “is to behave as though all were normal, while also leaving a trail by which the Emperor’s investigators might follow us. This escaped tiger provides the sort of challenge we might be expected to pursue, yet it is an undertaking conveniently higher in profile than other equally attractive escapades might be.” 
 
    Osyrand helped himself to a cubed potato from Choldis’ plate, and said, “Obviously, if we stroll into Uerseccia and announce that we’ve come to rid them of this beast that’s terrorizing the countryside, no one would conclude that we’re on the run and keeping low to the ground.” 
 
    “No,” Choldis agreed, biting again at a mutton haunch that was rapidly turning into bare bone. “Only I’m not sure how the authorities are going to be looking for you fine fellows in the first place. It’s Avelia they want, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Shoje told her. Despite having known Choldis for years, he still had difficulty keeping himself from staring when she ate. Any ’twixter has a profound capacity for food – they have to, in order to power the tremendous leaps they can make through the Betwixt to far-off lands and continents. But Choldis managed to eat not just with extraordinary speed, and to extraordinary capacity, but with an ease and with what might even be called style, or grace. She’d polished off half the leg of mutton while Shoje nursed the one glass of wine – not yet empty – and Osyrand put away just a few pieces of potato. Yet as she set the bone down and prepared to sip from her own wine, she needed no more than a single dab of her napkin at the corner of her mouth to be pristine. Always impressed by this, Shoje nonetheless continued, “But you see, they won’t have many direct leads on Avelia. She was out of circulation for almost four years, what with her imprisonment and her time healing in that Tree. And since she’s been back in the world again, she’s really spent significant time with only two of her prior connections. One is a bounty hunter named Cabel Warweun, and the other is me.” 
 
    Choldis raised one of her dark, precise eyebrows. She’s a stout woman, but with lovely features, and those eyebrows are among the best of them. “You mean to tell me that you and Avelia were dashing about on this errand of hers and left a big trail that might be followed?” 
 
    Without awaiting an answer, she turned to Osyrand and said, “Nose, we’ve let these two out of our sight too long if they’ve gotten that sloppy.” 
 
    Osy scratched his beard, replying, “I’ve chastised Shoje about it already – but I’ll leave it to you to scold Avelia. She’s less likely to clout you over the head, I think.” 
 
    Shoje took this in stride. “Droll, I’m sure. Of course we used our normal caution. Only a few good friends like Wemmert here at the Hawkspire and Quellescor might be used to trace us, and there would normally be no chance of the empire getting them to talk. Normally.” 
 
    “Ah,” Choldis said, slowly rotating her wineglass by its stem. The elegance of this habit helped distract one from the fact that her other hand moved steadily from the plate of cubed potatoes to her mouth and back again. “So the trick is, you’ve instructed these confidantes to rat you out as soon as the investigators come calling. I’m beginning to see.” 
 
    Shoje grinned. “As I knew you would. So we dash off to Uerseccia a-hunting this tiger. And when the detectives show up asking for Avelia, well, Quellescor or Wemmert or one of the other friends we’ve planted the information with can honestly say, ‘Last I saw of her, she was with that Shoje Keindan. No idea where she’s gotten off to, but I think Shoje went tiger-hunting in Uerseccia.’” 
 
    “But,” she replied, lifting one finger away from her glass to point, “what if they come after you’ve caught the tiger and moved on?” 
 
    “Easy enough,” Osyrand said. “There’s a fat purse for collecting the tiger, and the town’s sure to fete whoever catches the beast for them. All we have to do is spend a good portion of the party saying loudly where we plan to spend our reward money.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Without further comment, the ’twixter fed several more bites of potato through her scarlet lips. 
 
    A silent Choldis is an unusual thing, prompting Shoje to ask, “Well? What’s on your mind, then?” 
 
    “Only,” she said, sipping her wine quickly, “well, only – I hate to even suggest it. But you did say Lugreyhn was involved. What if she gets the beast and the party and the reward?” 
 
    Shoje put a carefully bland expression on his face. “If Lugreyhn gets the tiger it will be because the tiger has gotten me, and then I won’t be able to worry about it regardless.” 
 
    Laughing, Choldis reached across the table and patted his hand. “Ah, Shoje, how I love to make you pout.” 
 
    “And you have a prodigious talent for it,” Osyrand told her, with a smile. “It’s too long that we three have been apart.” 
 
    “Oh so many things are prodigious about me,” Choldis sighed, wiggling her round shoulders. “At times men are not so complimentary about all of them.” 
 
    Osyrand cleared his throat very deliberately. “Now let’s not go there,” he said. “We wouldn’t want to offend Shoje’s young and love-struck ears.” 
 
    Now Shoje laughed. “So it’s funny when she lances me with her humor, but not when she  takes aim at you?” 
 
    Choldis flashed her eyes at that and let her hand creep the other direction across the table, toward Osyrand. “Osy,” she said, “did you hear the way he said, ‘lances?’ Mmm. What a word.” 
 
    Osyrand leaned back in his chair and held up his wineglass – coincidentally removing his hand from the vicinity of Choldis’ reach. As though from complete magnanimity, he offered a toast: “Here’s to the day when everyone ceases to find this particular joke so predictably hysterical.” 
 
    The joke, of course, was one we all make at Osyrand’s expense, whenever opportunity presents. A ’twixter like Choldis derives energy from satiation. For most, this takes the form of culinary gluttony, with an afternoon of profound consumption able to power a jump across space, through the strangeness of Betwixt. A remarkable talent like Choldis could, under perfect conditions, gorge well enough to make two jumps in a row. 
 
    But our ’twixter friend had learned a secret, years back – that one of her other appetites, if satisfied ceaselessly for the better part of a day or preferably two, could endow her with the energy to make as many jumps as she liked within the space of about ten minutes. 
 
    In our group of four, with me being a woman and Shoje being utterly devoted to me, it fell to Osyrand to “assist” in the matter, if we needed to make more than two jumps in a row. 
 
    “At any rate,” the Nose said, finishing his sip of wine and returning the glass to the table, “we just need a lift to Uerseccia, not a cascade jump. And I’ll need my strength for hunting the Kherian.” 
 
    He said that last with all possible seriousness and dignity. But the moment the words left his lips, all three of them broke out laughing. Choldis winked at him and licked her fingers, though she’d not gotten them the least bit messy and had already brushed them across her napkin. 
 
    Eventually, the time came to pay for their fare and leave. But as they rose, more or less at once, a fleeting pause came over them. Though none of the three had said a word about it through their dinner, it did not escape my notice that they’d chosen a table that would sit four – nor that each of them had, at some point, let his or her eyes wander to that fourth, empty seat as though wishing to have it filled. 
 
    Now they all glanced at it again, and then at each other, and in one of those rare moments of unison that makes great friendships what they are, each of them gave a determined nod. 
 
    The tiger awaited, but they were none of them in this for the tiger. 
 
      
 
    XXIX 
 
      
 
    It took only a day and a half for Nene to grow so bored of her cell that she changed her mind and accepted the shackle of the Goodwife Rings again. Of course, once she made the decision, she had to announce it in her own fashion – I learned of it when one of her guards found me and said, “Our prisoner demands that you come and put the ring back on her.” 
 
    “Tell her I’ll come when I’ve finished my lunch,” I replied. He gave a bow and left. 
 
    An hour or so later, I showed up at Nene’s cell, having eaten lightly of some extraordinarily spicy meat dishes that Kua Aiddo brought me. It was an earlier lunch than I would have planned, but I had wanted to force Nene to wait, and I did not want to make a liar of myself in the process. 
 
    As soon as she saw me, she stood from her hunched position on the floor and threw her shoulders back. 
 
    “I have decided to leave this cell,” she said, her expression daring me to argue with her about it. “Produce the ring so that I can put it on and get out of here.” 
 
    “Last we spoke,” I said with a smile, “you swore not to ever accept the ring – just because I wished it, you said you would never put it on again.” 
 
    “It has taken me only a little thinking to realize that what you really wish is to break my will through absolute monotony. Now, knowing your real wish, I know what to oppose. So you must give me the ring as you said you would and let me out.” 
 
    “Happily,” I told her, meeting the angry blue of her stare with an even gaze. “All you need to do is say, ‘Please, Avelia, may I have the ring? I would like to leave this cell.’” 
 
    I could see her thinking about this – dying to reject it instantly, to laugh or snort or spit in response. She did not blink and did not move. The sprout of blond stubble across her scalp made her look very severe indeed, especially with the still-healing bruises upon her face to show where she’d thrown herself against the cell bars. 
 
    Flatly and quickly, she said, “Please Avelia may I have the ring I would like to leave this cell. Now.” 
 
    I took the ring from my pocket – Archprelate Gna’iirko had returned it to me at the end of our council a day and a half earlier. Then I tossed it through the bars to her, watched her drop it because she had no particular practice to hone her reflexes, and found myself delighted at the way she gritted her teeth in stooping to retrieve it. 
 
    “I will wear this in order to achieve victory over this abominable room,” she said, once she had the ring held in front of the appropriate finger, but had not yet slid it on. “I wear it to get away from this oafish, ugly creature who guards me and stares at me night and day. Do not think that I wear it for any reason that will help you.” 
 
    I clapped a hand to the guard’s shoulder and said, “Trust me, Nene, you are just as ugly and probably more contemptible in this fine person’s eyes as he is in yours. And your reason for wearing the ring makes little difference to me, as long as you wear it. So put it on, and we will unlock the door and your chain.” 
 
    She stared again, trying I think to drill her defiance into my skull. But her stare faltered as she flicked her eyes down to the ring just an instant, and when it snapped back to me, I thought it looked a bit hollow and forced. Then she set her jaw and worked the ring down past each joint of her finger and into place. 
 
    I nodded to the guard, who turned his key in the cell’s lock and let me in. He passed me the keys to her shackle, and I held them out toward her, watching carefully for any tension in her legs or shoulders that might foretell a sudden lunge or strike. 
 
    With a truculent look on her face, she snatched the keys and fumbled with them until she had the ankle-cuff loose, then stood again and crossed her arms. 
 
    “The ring is on,” I said, holding up my hand and its band, matched to hers. “And I can stop you from mischief in an instant. But I’m going to give you no orders just yet. Instead, if you will walk alongside me of your own will, I promise to take you somewhere and allow you to do something that you may enjoy.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared disdainfully. “Do you mean that you will bare your throat to my teeth? If not, I think you’re wrong about my enjoyment of whatever it is.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Perhaps I mean something very much like that. You can only find out, though, by trusting me and doing as I ask.” 
 
    Now she gave a suspicious look, thinking and thinking with narrowed eyes. At length, she said, “For a chance to kill, or a chance to prove you a liar, I am willing to follow your request – briefly.” 
 
    To reward her, I took us both through the temple halls to an open sparring room, ordinarily used by church guards for training and drills. The door guard and two others fell in behind us as we made our way out of the cell block, and entered the sparring room with us once we’d reached it. They took up positions to either side of and directly before the single exit. 
 
    Nene looked around, unaware of what the mats on the ground entailed, but very aware that braces of weapons lined the walls on all sides. 
 
    “Why are we here?” she asked, looking as though she were fighting off hope – half disbelieving but half wondering if I’d actually told her the truth about baring my throat. 
 
    “If you’re going to kill me,” I told her simply, “you’re going to have to learn to fight.” 
 
    The look on her face told me that she genuinely doubted what her ears had just told her. 
 
    “Pick a weapon,” I said. “Your first lesson in how to kill me starts now.” 
 
      
 
    XXX 
 
      
 
    They came out of Betwixt in the midst of Uerseccia – a quaint little town whose tallest buildings rose no more than three or four stories. In the sky to the north hung a great shelf of rock – Malvarde’s Isle, whose shadow made the shadow woods in which this Kherian tiger had hidden itself. But my friends had little chance to stand and appreciate the view as townspeople jumped or stumbled back all around them, unnerved by the sudden appearance of three strangers out of thin air. 
 
    “Pardon us,” Shoje said, the surprised faces telling him folk were unused to magic here and already distressed by a horrific beast prowling the wilds beyond town. 
 
    “Yes, please do,” Choldis agreed with equal sympathy. Then she added, “And can you point us in the direction of the nearest dining establishment?” 
 
    A gangly lad nearby, less alarmed than his elders, gave an enthusiastic shout. “Milgo, Vurd, look – more tiger hunters!” 
 
    Osyrand muttered under his breath, “Oh. That doesn’t sound promising.” 
 
    Shoje had the same basic reaction but stifled any dismay, clapped Osy on the shoulder, and said, “The more the better, right? When we show them all up and nab the tiger, it raises our profile that much more.” 
 
    Brought running by the call of the first spindly boy, a handful of eager youngsters mobbed the trio, babbling a stream of questions like, Where you from? and Can I see your sword? and Kind of fat for a wizard, i’n’t you?  
 
    Shoje felt a moment’s desire to teach a lesson to the gap-toothed lad who’d asked that last, but before he could think how, Choldis shut the miniature mob up by reaching into her coin-purse and producing a silver half-Imperial. 
 
    “Here’s a nice coin for the first boy who can lead us to an eatery,” she said. As volunteers sprang forward, she added, “No, not you. One doesn’t call a lady ‘fat’ and expect to be rewarded.” 
 
    The gap-toothed boy slunk away, Choldis picked one of the others, and in short order she and Osyrand and Shoje found themselves in the entryway of a pub called The Doughty Spirits – a smallish place with table space for perhaps three dozen plus a long bar that ran the length of its main room. 
 
    All seats, at the moment, were taken. 
 
    “A tad small,” Osy said. 
 
    “A tad crowded,” Shoje added, seeing immediately that many of the folk present had the look of fortune-seekers, not common citizens. There was one particular fortune-seeker whom he had no desire to run into just yet. 
 
    Choldis, though, had a different set of criteria in mind. “I smell food, and there’s a bowl of nuts on the bar. We’re in, gentlemen.” 
 
    She set off immediately for the bar, leaving Shoje and Osyrand to follow. But before they’d gotten halfway across the room, a familiar voice spoke up just behind Shoje. 
 
    “Well, well. Keindan the Haniman.” 
 
    A chill went down his back right then – and by that I mean a literal chill, as though a chunk of ice had been slipped through his collar to slide along his spine. His shoulders spasmed involuntarily, and he turned with his jaw clenched tight. 
 
    I’ve never met Lugreyhn the Subgelid, but you could see at a glance the sort of person she was: small, pinched, dour, arrogant, spiteful. The habitually displeased set of her features had left distinctive lines in her face – the kind that tell you someone has spent years or decades stuck in a ceaselessly bad mood. She kept her hair frost-rimed, giving sparkling white highlights to its black sheen, and she had icicles hanging from her earlobes instead of earrings. 
 
    “I hope you’re not here for the tiger, Keindan. It would be so sad to watch you undergo yet another disappointment when I catch it.” 
 
    I would have expected Shoje to offer a quick and cunning reply, or at the very least a comment about the ugly little mole-rat that sat upon her shoulder – but he simply straightened his shoulders and gave her no word at all.  
 
    To the man standing just behind her, though, he said, “Be careful who you pick for a partner, my good fellow. You may find at the worst possible moment that Lugreyhn is not to be relied upon.” 
 
    The hunter-witch snorted loudly. “Don’t be concerned on his behalf, Shoje. After the one escapade with you and that gang of fools, I’ll never again match up with anyone so deficiently sentimental. I guarantee you, Onk here has every bit as clear a view of my motives as I have of his.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Onk, is it?” Osyrand stepped up to second Shoje, opposite the short, large-eyed man by Lugreyhn’s shoulder. “I think I know your brother. Are you an insectivist as well?” 
 
    “Don’t answer that,” Lugreyhn said, not bothering to look at her partner. “The less they know of our capabilities, the better.” 
 
    The man smoothed his sparse black hair. “Not to worry. I’m always keen to show up my brother Enk, and if these are associates of his, that’s the next best thing.” 
 
    “Ah,” said Shoje, looking knowingly at Osyrand, “then let’s not tell him whatever Enk has told you about him – and shall we also keep mum about Choldis’ abilities?” 
 
    “Who’s Choldis?” the Nose asked with innocent wide eyes. “Come to think of it, how many people did we bring with us at all?” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait – do I know you? We’re not working together, are we?” Without waiting for Osy to answer, Shoje turned back to the man called Onk and said, “Not to worry. Thanks to your secretive air, we will be completely blindsided by your skills and expertise. And by ‘we,’ I mean ‘I,’ since I may or may not actually be collaborating with others on this venture.” 
 
    Lugreyhn blew cold air across his face in response. “Your wit will serve you for nothing, Keindan. By this time tomorrow, you will have been outdone again – and if you get too directly in my way, you’ll be an icy cadaver preserved within the shadow woods until one of your warm-hearted friends comes looking for you.” 
 
    Ignoring her again, Shoje tapped Osyrand on the arm. “Well, then, regardless of whether we’re partners or complete strangers, now that we’ve met Onk, should we try to find a table where we can get some food?” 
 
    “A terrific idea,” Osy replied. “Onk, good day to you. I’m sure one of us will have something interesting to say to Enk the next time we see him.” 
 
    Onk gave a mild nod. Without waiting for further reaction from Lugreyhn, the two men headed toward the bar, where they could see Choldis already finishing off the last of a large bowl of nuts. 
 
    “Do we need to be worried that she’s got this Onk fellow with her?” Shoje asked, once beyond earshot of their foes in the hubbub of the crowd. 
 
    Osyrand shrugged. “Enk can draw every bug within a mile to do his bidding. And he can talk to them, too, find out what they know – if creatures with such tiny minds can be said to know anything. Enk has often told me that his brother is a match for him in everything but temperament, so I’d say yes, he’ll be quite an asset for her.” 
 
    With a grin, Shoje slapped his friend on the back. “Excellent. That will make it all the sweeter when we beat the two of them to the prize.” 
 
      
 
    XXXI 
 
      
 
    As I waited for Nene to pick one of the many swords arrayed upon the training room’s walls, I worked to center myself and to focus. 
 
    I never have real difficulty doing this before a fight – but I had more difficulty in this case than in most. Some large number of emotions wrestled inside of me, and that too was an unusual situation. 
 
    Shortly after meeting with the council of archprelates, I’d finally gotten a chance to search back through my memories and find the one Shoje had left for me in our last contact through the lockets. It took some doing to sort my way to that particular memory, since I had no idea what I might be looking for, and the process of sorting was deeply pleasant and full of remembrances I did not want to rush past – for example, seeing things through Shoje’s eyes as he and Osy plotted to find a way into the temple and discover whether I was all right. 
 
    But when I reached what I sought, it struck all pleasure from me. 
 
    “I want this one,” Nene said suddenly, reaching for a khopesh whose blade sprung straight from the hilt for a foot or so and then arced out in a wicked curve. “It looks vicious. I find it appealing.” 
 
    She took hold of the grip and lifted the weapon from the armory rack. I heard a noise of surprise and effort escape her – the thing was heavy, as I could tell just from looking at it. 
 
    Sharpen up, Avelia, I told myself. It’s no time to be amused at her lack of weapon-smarts, any more than it’s time to dwell on little Shoje in that cage. 
 
    But the comparison was hard to avoid – a comparison of two children being taught harsh and dangerous lessons. 
 
    What Shoje had sent to me was among his earliest memories in life. He couldn’t have been much over two, perhaps two-and-a-half years old. It was mealtime, and he found himself hungry, and he expected his nanny to bring him the usual stuffed dumplings in some tasty sauce or another that he loved so much. When she did not arrive in his room with a platter, he found his way through the many hallways and parlours of his parents’ house to the kitchen, thinking she might be there, where she sometimes talked to the cook. 
 
    But in the kitchen he came upon not his nanny, or the cook, but his parents. When he asked where Nanny was, they said nothing. But his father came over, lifted him up, tucked him under one arm, and carried him into another room. A room where he’d never been. 
 
    An empty room with bare walls and nothing in it but a small cage. 
 
    His father put him in the cage, as he complained and asked for Nanny and for dumplings. His mother clicked a key in the lock as his father held the cage door shut. 
 
    Then they both stood back and Mother said, “Today, Shoje, you begin to learn about locks.” 
 
    They explained that his lunch would be in the kitchen when he got out of the cage. Then they set the key on the floor, just outside of arm’s reach from him, and they left. 
 
    I knew how he felt in that cage, frightened and alone in a space much dimmer, more hollow than the rest of his luxurious home. I remembered his two-year-old’s anger and frustration as well, but the taste of fear undergirded everything else. When we have needs, and we fear that those needs will not be met, or that they will be actively betrayed, it does ugly things to us. 
 
    So when Nene acquiesced to the Goodwife rings and released herself from the cell, I had been very relieved indeed, because I’d worried the whole time that being in that cell might do to her what being in the cage had done to Shoje – make her unable to ever trust the ones who’d put her there. 
 
    This first fight with Nene, then, must teach her without causing her to fear – must discipline without causing pain.  
 
    Must open paths for her, rather than trying to constrict them. 
 
    To that end, I stepped to the mat unarmed and waited for her to move forward with the khopesh. 
 
    Nene frowned, stepping slowly forward and trying to keep the blade up by holding its grip with both hands, though it was clearly made to be wielded one-handed. 
 
    “Why are you not getting a weapon?” she asked. 
 
    I held up my two hands. “I have weapons.” 
 
    Closer she came. Stubbornness and anger played upon her features. Clearly, she regretted having chosen such a heavy weapon, regretted its awkwardness and weight and the way it fought against her muscles. A khopesh is balanced well ahead of the hilt, more akin to an axe than a sword. This one had been made for a strong, highly trained morg – not a frail woman of the aristocracy. 
 
    But she could not admit to a mistake, and so she came onward. 
 
    Little Shoje, too, had been frustrated and stubborn, in those memories. He had howled and cried, without even trying to reach the key. When no one answered his wailing, and his stomach grew unbearably hungry, he stretched an arm through the bars. And upon seeing how far short his reach fell, he howled and cried again, and for even longer. 
 
    Eight or ten feet from me, Nene raised her khopesh and readied herself. 
 
    I took in that view of her, seeing how she put her weight on each leg, seeing the wobble of her weapon as it swung up and back, seeing the tightness of her face and the movements of her eyes. If she had been a sign written in six-foot letters, I could not have read her more easily. 
 
    She lunged. 
 
    The khopesh swung forward and down in a sloppy curve. 
 
    Already in motion, I sidestepped the chop easily, bringing my fist down on the back side of the blade. This particular khopesh was sharpened on its leading edge, but unsharpened on the inside of its crescent, and I caught it hard enough there to drive it down into the mat and almost knock it from her hands. 
 
    Nene made a sound of surprise, stumbling forward so that I had to dodge out of her way just as I’d dodged out of the blade’s. 
 
    I backed off toward the center of the mat and watched her recover. 
 
    She looked rapidly from her weapon to me and back again, seemingly realizing for the first time that only the outer curve of the khopesh’s crescent had an edge. The straight part of the blade, and the back, would not cut. 
 
    Immediately – and unwisely, in my view – she moved one of her hands forward of the crosspiece and took hold of the straight blade to better balance the overall weight. Then she rushed forward with the clear intention of stabbing the hooked point into my belly. 
 
    If she’d managed this, it would have been bad news for her. Momentum would have carried her forward as the blade stuck itself in my guts, and she’d most likely have lost a couple of fingers on that leading hand when it slid up and into the sharpened curve. 
 
    Fortunately for both of us, I had the speed to twist slightly and slap open-handed against the flat of the blade, flinging it wide of the mark and sending her spinning away from me behind its weight. 
 
    If I’d been willing to risk hurting her, I could have thrust a foot out ahead of her left ankle to sprawl her to the mat. But her handling of the khopesh was so clumsy and uncontrolled that I had a real fear that she would impale herself on it in the fall. 
 
    Turning back again, her chest heaving, Nene glared at me. 
 
    Then she hurled the khopesh across the space between us and I had to kick it aside with my boot. 
 
    “You!” she spat. “Again, you are a liar. You didn’t bring me here to teach me anything. You brought me here to embarrass me in front of these ugly watchdogs.” 
 
    She waved one arm toward the guards at the door without deigning to even glance in their direction. 
 
    I, however, did look to the guards, and asked the leader of the three, “Buruk-Jo. Should Nene be embarrassed by what just happened?” 
 
    He shook his great, quilled head. “No. You are a tremendous fighter. I would never step unarmed onto a mat against an enemy whose blade had such reach. Even the unskilled can get lucky.” 
 
    Looking back to Nene, whom I’d been careful to keep in my peripheral vision the whole time, I said, “So you’ve no reason to be embarrassed, and not only am I not a liar, but I’ve already taught you something.” 
 
    “Bah. What would that be?” 
 
    I pointed to the khopesh. “The look of a weapon is no reason to choose it. You chose something heavy and unwieldy, when you should have chosen something light and finely balanced. Look at all the long, double-edged knives hanging just beside where you got the khopesh. Would I have been able to slap those out of the way without getting cut? Not likely. And if I’d tried, you could have shifted the angle of the blade to slice or stab my hand – where the khopesh was too heavy for you to bring round, once you got it in motion.” 
 
    She stared, her breath slowing, her eyes showing understanding but the unwillingness to accept the fact that, against her own will, she’d actually learned something. 
 
    Choice of tools. Choice of strategies. 
 
    The two-year-old Shoje had finally realized that he could take off his shoe and use it to drag the key toward him until he had it within reach. Having never used a key, he still had a difficult time getting it into the keyhole on the outside of the cage, and then working the lock. But eventually he got the thing open and ran out of that horrible small room and found his nanny in the kitchen with the dumplings and sauce he ought to have had hours before. 
 
    His parents would come to his room later and tell him they were proud. He would learn more lessons, they said, and the quicker he learned, the less often he would find himself hungry, or cold, or unhappy. 
 
    But what they had not seen, and what Shoje remembered so well, was that he had not run straight into the kitchen to the food. Despite being hungrier than he’d ever been in his life, and despite the powerful aroma of his favorite food right before him, he had run instead to his nanny and jumped up into her arms and cried there. 
 
    Nene had to learn that lesson: how to seek comfort and solace in another. 
 
    And since I was at a loss for how to teach her, I offered instead the lessons that I did know how to teach. 
 
    “So,” I said, meeting her stare. “Would you like me to show you how to pick a sword, and then how to hold it, how to stand with it, and how to use it?” 
 
    She said nothing for a while, but even in her hesitation, she gave me a small taste of hope. Unlike Shoje, who started from a position of loving his parents and then lost all trust for them, Nene was starting from a position of hate and trying to decide whether to trust me. 
 
    I liked the direction of that a lot better than the direction I’d experienced in my love’s youngest memories. 
 
    “What if I say no?” Nene asked, some defiance in her tone. “What if I say I’m hungry, and would like to eat? Will we come back here later?” 
 
    “It’s entirely up to you – although we’ll only be here in the temple another day or two. If you’re hungry, I say let’s go and find some food.” 
 
    She growled. “I can’t tell if you are trying to tempt me away from the weapons or trick me into humiliating myself again.” 
 
    I shook my head, smiling. “I’m trying to offer you a choice. You can’t learn to make good choices unless you’re given choices to make.” 
 
    “And what would be a ‘good’ choice in this case?” 
 
    “In this case,” I said, “as in a fair number of cases in life, a good choice would be to pick the thing that’s going to make you happiest. Another choice that’s always good is to choose a thing that’s going to make someone else happy. But I suspect you’ll be a bit dubious of that notion.” 
 
    She gave a short laugh. “I may learn to fight from you, but I do not believe I’ll learn to think from you. Your thoughts are babble. Take me to food, and when I have eaten, bring me back here and show me these things about blades.” 
 
    “Would you mind saying, ‘please?’” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” she said instantly. Then she added, “But I will say it if it will get me meat, instead of more bug paste and crackers.” 
 
    “It will,” I said, more than a little surprised. The offer struck me as a much greater triumph than knocking aside the swings of her khopesh had been. 
 
    “Then please take me to get a large meal of meat,” she said. Not nicely, not sweetly, but out loud and of her own volition. 
 
    “Absolutely. Buruk-Jo, if you wouldn’t mind opening the door, please?” 
 
      
 
    XXXII 
 
      
 
    With so many more hunters in Uerseccia than they’d expected, and with Lugreyhn in the company of another powerful sorcerer, Shoje and Choldis and Osyrand quickly rethought their plans over lunch. They’d meant to fill Choldis up before nightfall so that she’d be ready for a couple of jumps Betwixt in furtherance of their hunt. Then the three of them would head into the woods and rely on Osyrand’s supernatural sense of smell to guide them to the tiger ahead of everyone else. Shoje would set a few traps and pitfalls for other hunters, while the Nose smelled out their prey. 
 
    But facing dozens of competitors instead of a handful, they needed a greater edge, and that meant a cascade jump. 
 
    “I won’t bother to make a case against it,” Osyrand said with a sigh, “even though we’ve got at best eight hours until nightfall. Have we ever tried to wind your spring that quickly?” 
 
    Choldis smiled and patted his hand. “If anyone can do it, Osy, I know you can.” 
 
    The cascade jump was Choldis’ best trick – a unique talent I’ve never heard of another ’twixter duplicating. But she needed great quantities of certain physical sensations to prepare for it, and while I’m personally familiar with Osy’s talents at providing some of those sensations, the thought of providing so much in such a short time-span, and then having to go immediately out in the woods to hunt a Kherian tiger afterwards – well, I could see why he would find it daunting. 
 
    And yet I’ve always had a suspicion, as Shoje did in this instance, that Osyrand’s protestations were for public consumption only, and might very well change their tone considerably once he and Choldis found themselves in private. You can catch him looking at her – every once in a while, if you’re very sly – in a way that one might not expect a rakish gadabout like Osy to look at a plump specimen like Choldis. 
 
    “Well, if you’re going to get to it,” Shoje told them both, “you’d best get to it. I’ll keep an ear out down here for any scuttlebutt about the other hunters’ plans. And I suppose if chance permits, I might head toward Malvarde’s Isle and the shadow woods sometime this afternoon. As  long as we’re doing a cascade jump, there’s no reason you can’t pick me up on your way to the tiger.” 
 
    “You think it’s wise to go wandering off by yourself?” Osyrand asked. 
 
    He shrugged. “The plan calls for it at some point. And if we follow the ‘safety in numbers’ line of thinking to its ultimate conclusion, the logical thing is for me to be in the room with the two of you.” 
 
    Osy cleared his throat. “You’re right, that would be taking things too far.” 
 
    “Oh, you boys,” sighed Choldis. “There’s no such thing as taking that kind of thing too far.” 
 
    The Nose stood up and poked her in the shoulder with a grimace. “Come on, then. As Shoje said, we’d best get to it.” 
 
    She laughed, then stood too and fetched her backpack as he lifted his own. 
 
    Winking at Shoje, she said, “We’ll catch up with you just after dark.” 
 
    He raised his wineglass in response, and then Choldis nodded Osyrand toward the exit 
 
     – though not before grabbing up the last third of the loaf of bread that had come with their dinner. Shoje watched the pair leave the Doughty Spirits for an inn they’d seen next door. Through the pub’s front window, he noticed that Choldis had threaded her arm through Osy’s, and he could see them both laughing in the moment before they crossed out of the window’s view. 
 
    The sight made him warm, but also made him just slightly jealous. He hooked a finger inside his collar to brush the gold chain that held his locket. 
 
    Ah, how precipitous it was of me to say we should hold back on using these, he thought – although of course he knew it had been the right decision. Still, he was sorely tempted to untuck the little porcelain heart from its resting spot against his chest, feel its cool gloss between his fingers, and use it to reach across the continents and touch me. 
 
    Before he could seriously contemplate the temptation, though, a line of ants curved out from under his plate. 
 
    “Hello, now,” he said curiously, holding his hand back from its natural inclination to crush or at least sweep away vermin crawling across a surface meant for eating. Since he’d just met Onk, a probable insectivist, it seemed imprudent at best to assume that coincidence had brought these bugs before him. 
 
    Hello, the ants wrote out, marching through the letters in a graceful script. 
 
    Shoje scooted his chair back an inch or so in reflexive alarm, surprised that he’d been right. 
 
    Pity Osy left already. Took me a bit to find a colony of ants close enough and call these fellows in under the floorboards. Also had to wait till Lug wasn’t watching. 
 
    Clearing his throat and trying to act like he was casually finishing the last of his lunch, Shoje whispered, “And what is your purpose in trying to communicate with us on the sly?” 
 
    He couldn’t help wondering if Onk might be acting on Lugreyhn’s behalf, perhaps working to set up some kind of ambush in which they enticed him from the pub to waylay him out of sight of his friends or any onlookers. 
 
    But the next scrolling line of words corrected him. 
 
    Had a letter from Avelia Warbler a while back. Missed the rendezvous date. Been nagging at me months now. Figured Osy would know what happened. Maybe you as well? 
 
    Shoje took a moment to think, during which time the ants formed themselves into the shape of an ear. 
 
    “I seem to recall,” he said at length, “Someone mentioning that Enk was invited to that rendezvous. But I’ve no memory of anyone mentioning an Onk.” 
 
    The ear unwound itself, and the ants wrote out, Can you keep a secret? 
 
    “I can ...” 
 
    There is no Onk. I go by Enk when associating with good-hearted sorts, and Onk when associating otherwise. 
 
    “Why associate otherwise?” 
 
    Ever had a day when hundreds or thousands of your good friends died? Possibly even because you asked them a favor, led them directly to their deaths? Happens on a regular basis for me. Tends to make one a bit callous with regard to small-picture morality. 
 
     “Hmm,” Shoje said, having to work to get his head around that. He’d expected that an insectivist would be like a fire-mage or wind-wizard or any of the other dozens of kinds of sorcerers he’d encountered over the years – skilled at manipulating a particular medium, and fascinated by it, but certainly not getting to be friends with it. Still, he supposed it made a kind of sense. Picking up the last fragment of bread from his plate, he said, “But how does someone callous to morality earn the trust of a woman like Avelia Warbler?” 
 
    Callous to small-picture morality, the ants emphasized in large letters. Got a sense the first time I ever met her, Avelia is a big-picture individual. Something about the way Lugreyhn talks about you, the way she hates you, makes me think maybe you are too. 
 
    Chewing, Shoje asked, “And just what is a big-picture individual?” 
 
    Somebody who might tip a scale. Do something that changes the whole world for the better, or stop something that would change it for the worse. That letter of Avelia’s sounded like big-picture stuff. Only I couldn’t make it in time. So any chance you have news of what she needed? 
 
    Shoje grinned. “Like I said, I can keep a secret.” 
 
    A fair response. Won’t ask if you’re here on her behalf, then. But listen. If you getting the tiger is important to Avelia, I’ll throw it for me and Lug. Just say and it’s done. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, meaning it. “In all honesty, our success here might make a small difference for Avelia, but I’d just as soon have the pleasure of beating Lugreyhn fair and square, so I won’t ask you to throw the game. Although I will ask if you can try to avoid getting in an actual fight with us. I don’t think Choldis, Osy or I would any of us care to injure a friend of Avelia’s.” 
 
    But if you can keep a secret, there’s no worry of that, the ants wrote. Because Onk is certainly not the type Avelia would consider a friend. 
 
    Then the line of insects drew out a startlingly good human eye, made it wink, and strolled down through a joint in the tabletop. 
 
      
 
    XXXIII 
 
      
 
    Lunch had a peculiar quality to it. Not the food – which consisted of spiced beef and lamb flesh, thinly sliced, rolled in little cylinders, lightly seared on each end and left quite rare in the center – but the company and the quiet definitely felt unusual. We’d rejoined Kua Aiddo, who sat with me on one side of the table while Nene ate at the other. As always, the doors remained guarded by well-armed and devoted morgish soldiers. 
 
    Aiddo watched Nene as though fascinated or possibly appalled. Nene pretended to be completely absorbed in her platter of rolled meats. She ate quickly, perhaps one might say gluttonously, while Aiddo and I picked at a much smaller plate between us, having eaten earlier. 
 
    In morgish lands, there’s nothing rude about loading up one’s mouth and chewing until juice and blood run down the chin. It’s considered a traditional compliment to the provider of the food. But Aiddo had traveled to Delvonia, so she knew that the stark contrast between my manners and Nene’s had nothing to do with Nene being the more complimentary. 
 
    “You know, Nene, no one’s going to come in and take the plate away,” I said. 
 
    She slid another beef-roll from its skewer with her teeth, not pausing to look up, and said, “Perhaps you trust that to be so. I have no reason to.” 
 
    Not that the words came out that clearly – Nene was no Choldis. But I mostly understood. 
 
    I also thought I understood why she stared into her food as she ate. I had proven her wrong several times today, given my word and kept it, given her things she asked for. With any luck, her mind was now struggling to maintain its enmity for me, as we always struggle when a person defies our expectations of them. I found it hopeful indeed that she kept her head deliberately down, instead of staring defiantly at me while chewing. 
 
    Still I couldn’t help wondering about Nene’s red-chinned face devouring the flesh that had been set before her. How many times had she presented this same or a similar picture, only with the blood of a still-living person running from the corners of her mouth? 
 
    I think Kua Aiddo wondered the same thing, because after a time, she turned very deliberately to make conversation with me. 
 
    “So you gave her a lesson, Buruk-Jo tells me?” 
 
    I nodded. “A simple one. But I’ve told her more will follow, if she likes.” 
 
    Aiddo shook her head. “It seems a dangerous education, considering that she has sworn to kill you.” 
 
    “Life is dangerous,” I said with a shrug. “It will be particularly dangerous for me and for Nene, once we leave the temple. She needs to be able to defend herself, or to help me out in a  fight.” 
 
    Aiddo’s dark morgish eyebrows raised. “Do you plan to get into many fights?” 
 
    “No,” I laughed. “But somehow they make a habit of finding me, even when I plan otherwise.” 
 
    Nene, still chewing, interrupted to say, “I will be glad to see the last of this place and its ugly inhabitants, but why would you take me from here into danger?” 
 
    Her eyes flicked up at me as she asked this. 
 
    “Well,” I said, meeting her gaze and sending it quickly back to her plate, “there are things you can learn, here in the temple. You can learn about Aur Benefice and you can learn how to fight. But I don’t think you’ll be especially thrilled to learn about Aur Benefice, and if we’re just going to stay here, then you’ve no reason to learn to fight. And so, because you need to learn things, we’re going to go somewhere else and have a broader variety of experiences than are generally found in a temple.” 
 
    I looked to Kua Aiddo immediately and went on, “Not that a temple isn’t a wonderful place full of wonderful experiences.” 
 
    She smiled. “I understand, of course. Nene is unlikely to form an appreciation of life within these walls.” 
 
    Nene had returned to silence, looking sullenly at the rapidly emptying plate in front of her. What are you thinking? I wondered. Have you suddenly lost your taste for arguing just to be arguing – or are you simply unsure which direction to argue from? 
 
    I couldn’t imagine that it sat well with her to have the two of us there across the table, discussing her future and her attitudes. 
 
    But before we could get any further into it, and before she could find something to take exception to, a knock sounded at the door of the small dining room. 
 
    When Buruk-Jo opened it, Archprelate o’On of Hiisel came in, bearing news. 
 
      
 
    XXXIV 
 
      
 
    Shoje walked out of town late in the afternoon. He went alone, although he momentarily considered hiring a local youth or two as guides. Of course, he didn’t need a guide. Malvarde’s Isle hung across the northern sky in a way that made getting lost impossible. Finding the shadow woods would be no trick at all, so long as one wasn’t entirely blind. 
 
    No, his contemplation of hiring one or more guides had to do with the other hunters, not with finding the hunting grounds. Lugreyhn might not be the only cutthroat amongst the crowd, and venturing out alone did seem a bit imprudent as a result. While couple of town kids would be no help in a fight, each of the hunters hoped to gain a substantial reward from the people of Uerseccia, and so it would take a brazen sort indeed to attack anyone accompanied by locals. 
 
    He decided pretty quickly against it, though. Not only would it feel unseemly, hiding behind the young, but he simply couldn’t bet on the pack of hunters being completely free of mad-dog types. In fact, he couldn’t even bet that Lugreyhn would show restraint, if she saw an opportunity to do away with her nemesis, but had to eliminate a guide or two to do it. 
 
    And there’s always the tiger, he’d told himself as well. Once he reached the woods and paid his guides and told them to head back home, who would safeguard them against the beast he and everyone else had come to hunt? Late afternoon and dusk were the worst possible times to venture into a Kherian’s territory, and from what Shoje had heard, over the course of several hours in the pub, at least two hunters had already paid with their lives for positioning themselves inattentively during the hours leading up to nightfall. 
 
    Best not to take amateurs into that situation. 
 
    So Shoje left town alone with his backpack as the sun lowered itself into the west. He left by the north road, also called Malvarde’s road, because it ran east around the edge of the shadow woods until it reached the huge tower that housed the lift up to Malvarde’s Isle. That lift had been the tiger’s destination before it escaped from its caged wagon a week or so earlier. 
 
    One has to wonder what the folk up on Malvarde’s Isle wanted with a Kherian tiger in the first place, he thought. But Malvarde’s is among the more mysterious of wizards’ dens, so wondering was about all one could do without risking life and limb. Only the known facts had a bearing on Shoje’s goals anyway: a caravan had been transporting a Kherian tiger toward Malvarde’s Isle; the tiger had managed to escape near Uerseccia; both the caravan master and the town had offered rewards to any hunter who could deal with the beast; and Lugreyhn the Subgelid had been among a small number of hunters whom the town had directly solicited for help. 
 
    Also of importance were some general facts about Kherian tigers. Shoje and Osyrand had pooled their knowledge and also done a bit of research in preparation. The whole of it could be summed up as follows. Kherian tigers are magical creatures, with stripes of black and gold that go invisible depending on the hour of the day. In daytime, the gold stripes are invisible, while at night the black ones cannot be seen. The tigers prefer deep, dim jungle, where they can slink about by day as a set of difficult-to-spot black markings. A place like the shadow woods, with no light at all, would make the creature almost impossible to pick out by day, which is why the hunt proceeded only at night. After sundown, the tiger would find a place to hole-up so that its dimly glowing golden stripes would not give it away. 
 
    To make things still more difficult, a Kherian tiger can “throw” its stripes – projecting flickering slashes of black or gold across everything in its surroundings, again depending on the hour of the day. In the best of circumstances, the beasts are devilishly hard to see and disorienting to fight. I’ve hunted Kherian tigers, and in all honesty, if I’d known about the escapade, I would have told my three friends to go after some other prey. Not that I thought them incapable of bringing the tiger in, but it seemed an unnecessarily dangerous undertaking. 
 
    As did Shoje wandering out toward the woods by himself. 
 
    Perhaps two miles out of town, though, the road curved west beside a run of hills just outside the eaves of Malvarde’s Isle. There, Shoje found a high spot crowned with a single tree, and he climbed them both and settled in on a branch that would not be easily visible to anyone coming from town. The position gave him clear view of the dim border realm between the shadow woods and the sunlit hills that surrounded them, and he couldn’t be approached by either the tiger or his fellow hunters without plenty of warning. 
 
    And in the solitude and quiet, with sundown approaching, he was able to focus in that very specific way necessary to find and recall the next memory of childhood that he meant to send me. He had decided on this particular memory while sitting alone in the Doughty Spirits, and he thought of it as, “The day things changed in the Maze.” 
 
    It took him only a moment with eyes closed to call it back up, now that he had silence and no fear that someone might look at him from across the pub and see emotions playing upon his face. He did not expect to let those emotions show, but he exercised caution just the same. 
 
    Memories of his parents, I would soon come to see, required Shoje to handle them as though  working with some explosive substance. 
 
    Once he thought of it, the Maze filled each of his senses but one. Only once in his life had he seen the place lit. In all other cases, he had been lowered into it bound and blindfolded, and did not see light again until he’d found his way out. 
 
    This particular memory came from the age of six, long before that single sighted tour of the Maze. 
 
    The session began as usual. Mother tied and blindfolded him, then spun him round several times and led him about the large room that stood above the maze. Periodically, she would stop, spin him again, and then move on. After a few minutes of this, they would arrive beside the panel that Father had opened in the floor, and together his parents would hook him to a rope and lower him through the panel into the Maze. The click of the panel as it shut was his cue to begin. 
 
    The floor had dozens of spots through which he could be let down. So even though the layout of the Maze remained fixed, his starting point changed constantly. The contents of the Maze underwent regular alterations as well. Wood paneling might be taken down in some areas, or put up in others to change the way sound echoed off the walls. Tapestries might be hung across passageways. Ceilings could be lowered or floors raised. While most of the Maze consisted of stone passages five feet wide and five tall, a few larger spaces could be left open as large as twenty feet to a side, or filled in with removable mini-mazes of wood or of metal bars. A variety of animals might be tethered in various locations – an angry dog, a monkey trained to steal keys and throw them. 
 
    The one constant was a mouse. His parents always tied the mouse to a puzzle box that held the key to the exit. (At first, this had been a literal key; later it might be a lockpick, or a riddle written in a textured cipher that he would need to solve in order to learn the combination that would let him out.) He had to find the mouse in order to find what he needed to get out, and then he had to find the exit and unlock it. All of this had to be done using only hearing, touch, taste, and smell. 
 
    By six, Shoje had become very good at the Maze, although his parents made it more and more difficult on a weekly basis. For one thing, he learned to count the turns of his feet as his mother spun him around, and the number of steps they took between spins. He also learned how to listen for the echoes of their footfalls off the walls of that room above the Maze, to help him confirm his approximate location when they dropped him down into the labyrinth. He came to know the sound of the dog’s chain, and its scrabbling claws upon the floor, so that he could gauge how much play had been given it, and how close he could get without coming into its reach. He learned to make a sound that would always set the monkey to hooting, making it easier to avoid. 
 
    And of course, he learned how to escape from all manner of bindings, how to pick a number of different locks, and how to solve puzzles that would have stymied most children twice his age. 
 
    He had, by six, become very confident in his ability to get through the Maze, and he considered each success a sort of triumph over his parents, because they would always tell him how long they expected him to take, and he would always beat that time. He suspected they gave him an excess of time so that they could praise him for coming out ahead of the goal, but he had no use for their praise. His pride came, instead, because on most runs he would solve the Maze in less than half what they allotted, and he would lounge around and wait before actually unlocking the exit and coming out to receive their compliments and congratulations. He knew that he was good at what they were trying to make him good at – his triumph was that he was much better at it than he’d allowed them to know. 
 
    Unfortunately, on this particular day, his secret would be spoiled. 
 
    And he would learn something new and very unpleasant. 
 
    The ropes were tied no tighter than normal. The walk about the large room had no more spins than usual. But after the panel clicked into place overhead, he immediately sensed something different. Low, soft sounds came from somewhere in the Maze. These were not the sounds of a dog, or a monkey, or a mouse. Shoje did not recognize them, and the distance and the twists and turns of the labyrinth kept him from hearing clearly what they might be. 
 
    Then came a sound he did recognize – although it came, unusually, from above instead of from anywhere in the Maze itself. It was the sound of the dog’s nails skittering across wood. 
 
    By this time, Shoje had one arm free of his bindings and had begun working on the other. But he paused at the sound of the dog being led overhead. What was going on? 
 
    A distant click told of another panel being opened. 
 
    Voices sounded, but the twists of the Maze and the wooden panels above him muffled the actual words, except for one. It came near the end of the discussion – for clearly, two voices were sharing this conversation – and it had the raised volume and cracked sound of panic in it. 
 
    “ ... please ...” came his nanny’s voice, from somewhere in the Maze. 
 
    Just before the dog started its most savage growl. 
 
    Shoje did not hear the panel click shut over whatever part of the Maze his nanny and the dog   were now closed into. But he heard the change in the way the dog’s growling reverberated – and in the way Nanny’s quick, frightened screams echoed through the twisting stony passageways to him. So he knew the two of them had been locked in, and in close proximity to each other. 
 
    And he remembered the bite that the dog had given him, when he’d first met it in the Maze two years earlier. Mother had called the dog off from overhead, the moment she’d heard his shriek of pain. He had barely made it to the exit before collapsing from loss of blood. If there hadn’t been a healer on hand, they told him he might have died. 
 
    Would they call the dog off if it bit Nanny? 
 
    Even at six, Shoje understood his parents well enough to know the answer to that. They had put Nanny into the Maze to add the unexpected, and to throw him off-balance. 
 
    “Balance is life,” his father had told him so many times. “You must learn never to lose it – or, if you do, to get it back in an instant.” 
 
    The dog, the monkey, clattering noise-makers of all sorts – they had introduced each of these, over time, to disrupt his concentration and teach him to master his own fear as well as his senses. 
 
    They had never before made him fear for someone else, but he knew that was their goal now. And he knew that they required it to be a real fear. If the dog tore out Nanny’s throat, Father and Mother would use it to teach him one of two lessons: either, “She would not have been harmed if she had remained calm and stayed out of the dog’s reach,” or, “Shoje, you should have been faster.” 
 
    All of this, little Shoje knew in an instant. And in that same instant, he determined that it would not be the second of those two that he learned today. 
 
    He got the rest of his ropes off in less than a minute, despite the knots about his ankles being very tight for his young fingers. Then he ran the Maze faster than he’d ever run it – and when I say “run,” I mean he managed it at a speed a little slower than a leisurely walk. Any stretch of the labyrinth might be trapped with a pit or a snare, or with poisoned darts that would send him instantly unconscious. His normal method of gauging distance to the next wall – snapping his fingers quietly and listening to the quality of the echo – could not be relied upon because of the noise of the dog and of the screaming woman. But those sounds themselves reflected in a way that fed his carefully tuned ears information, and the traps and snares had their usual tripwires and trigger-stones, which his fingers had come to recognize almost instinctively. 
 
    Within three minutes, Shoje had found the stretch of corridor along which the dog strained at its chain and at the end of which his nanny cowered crying in terror. Unfortunately, the passageway ran much too narrow for him to get past the dog to her, and he had to continue onward in order to work his way around by another route. 
 
    He considered calling out to Nanny, to tell her to be still and quiet. But that would have brought the dog around after him, and he could hear that it had enough play in its chain to get to him. Besides, if the monkey should be in the Maze as well, he did not want to alert it to his location. The creature was malicious, and often had a pouch of dangerous things to throw. 
 
    So he rushed the long way around, his heart pounding, his fingers brushing lightly across the floor before him, along the walls, finding and guiding him safely over and under wires and pressure-plates and levers. 
 
    When he finally reached her, instead of speaking he put his arms around her and his head on her breast exactly as he always did when he needed comfort. She cried out, but grabbed him and held him, gasping, quaking, while the dog still barked and strained at its lead. Her breathing eventually slowed somewhat, and he put a finger to her lips and felt up and down her limbs to find how she’d been bound. Around one ankle he discovered a manacle that clearly needed a key. In an ordinary run of the Maze, his next move would have to be finding the mouse, which would be caged near a key or a lockpick. But in this case, Shoje looked closer at hand for a tool, feeling in Nanny’s hair for one of her hair-pins. He found one as expected, bent it expertly and quickly against the floor, and then used it to work the manacle lock. 
 
    Once it clicked free, he took one of her hands and guided it to his belt, so that she could follow him as he crawled forward and found a clear way to the exit. 
 
    In less than eight minutes, he had her out. 
 
    His parents looked very surprised and displeased when he opened the door so quickly. 
 
    “Maira,” his mother said, without glancing at the tear-streaked woman, “you may get Shoje’s lunch ready.” 
 
    Nanny left quickly with a nod, sniffling into her sleeve as she went. But she did stop at the door to give Shoje a glance that said many, many things at once, including Thank you and Be brave. 
 
    “You have not been running the Maze as fast as you could, have you, Shoje?” asked his father once the servant woman had gone. 
 
    “I have not, sir,” little Shoje said. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Mother. “How can we teach you best when you hide your skills from us?” 
 
    He looked at her without flinching. “You have taught me to preserve my balance. Hiding my skills delayed the approach of unbalancing factors. Did I learn the lesson wrong?” 
 
    Father laughed and gave Mother a dark smile. “He has your gift for finding the useful edge of truth.” 
 
    To Shoje, he said, “Go get your lunch. And be warned – the ‘unbalancing factors’ will be delayed no longer.” 
 
    Let them come, Shoje thought, meeting his father’s gaze silently. They will make me into something that can beat you. 
 
    Then he gave an obligatory bow and went to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
     XXXV 
 
      
 
    I rose from my chair immediately as the archprelate moved into the room and let the door be closed behind her. Kua Aiddo likewise stood, bowing just before I did and holding the bow longer. I felt the need to keep mine short because it took my eyes off of Nene at a time when I hadn’t given her any orders through our rings. 
 
    “Good afternoon, Archprelate,” I said, satisfying myself through my peripheral vision that Nene had not made a grab for any cutlery. She watched Archprelate o’On suspiciously, though, hurrying to devour the last of her food. “I apologize for Nene’s lack of decorum. She is new to everything, but especially to the idea of manners.” 
 
    o’On looked to Nene in response, her tusked face utterly without expression as she contemplated my ward. Did she see the blood dripping from the former Empress’ chin, and wonder if her decision had been a mistake? Or did she merely assess the creature before her, trying to get a sense of how much harm might still lie within it? 
 
    Nene looked up at her defiantly, chewing her final scraps of lunch. 
 
    Into the silence, I said, “If you’re thinking about swallowing and then saying something rude, Nene, I caution you against it. I don’t want to use the rings to stop you, but the archprelate here is a person worthy of the highest respect, and I will not have her demeaned.” 
 
    Those regal blue eyes flashed my direction, and something in me suggested that she might be taking my words as a challenge. But her mouth remained full, and o’On spoke before she could clear it. 
 
    “Now is no time for debate,” she said to me. “Still, if you are teaching this creature, I would request that you not teach her an unbalanced reverence. I am no more worthy of respect than any morg in this room, nor are any of us more worthy of respect than you. By virtue of being souls caught in the struggle that is life, we all deserve respect, and care, and solace.” 
 
    Nene swallowed. “I did not feel respected in my cage and my chain.” 
 
    “Nene ...” I said with a note of warning. 
 
    o’On made a calm gesture with one hand. To Nene, she said, “If any guard spoke ill to you, or handled you roughly in the course of his duty, please inform me. The matter will be investigated swiftly. Otherwise, I think that you confuse ‘respect’ with ‘license.’” 
 
    This brought a frown, but nothing more. 
 
    “To business, then,” o’On continued, looking at me. “A message has come from Hiisel. The Delvonian ambassador seeks audience with me on an undisclosed subject ‘of the highest importance.’” 
 
    “Probably a request for you to be on watch.” 
 
    “Almost certainly.” o’On ran a hand across the stubble of her quills, sighing. “Because we do not lie to our allies, I will have to disclose whatever the ambassador inquires about once he asks my assistance. I can delay my return to Hiisel several days, of course, and put off the audience for perhaps a day after that. But within a week, they will know that you have been here, and much of what I know of the situation.” 
 
    “Won’t that risk the Emperor’s displeasure?” I asked, alarmed not just for myself and my mission, but for the entire population of Hiisia, if Delvos should decide to array its might for purposes of revenge. 
 
    The archprelate shrugged. “The ambassador is a good man, and he and I have a good relationship. While I cannot withhold the gist of the situation from him, he can choose to paint it however he likes when he reports back to his masters. I would not expect him to portray us as willfully complicit in your activities, even though that is close to the truth. In any case, what must be said, will be said, and therefore inside of a week the Emperor will most likely be much more informed than he is at the moment.” 
 
    I thought on this in silence. Friends like Shoje or Osyrand, I knew, would equivocate or hedge or omit their way through Imperial questions about me and my activities. But I could not expect the leaders of the Aur-Ben church to do the same. 
 
    Glancing at Nene, I said, “I guess it looks like we’ll need to leave Hiisia pretty promptly, then.” 
 
    o’On nodded. “We have arranged for a stoneflyer to carry you wherever you like on the continent. His name is Berrow Mynur, and we consider him completely worthy of trust. He will transport you, and then find some distant errand to occupy himself. When the Delvonian ambassador asks me if I know anything of you, I will truthfully be able to say I’ve no idea where you went, only that Mynur took you forth, and that I’ve no notion where he has gone either. This should give you some time to either leave the continent or find a portion of it you consider suitably concealing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I am in your debt.” 
 
    The archprelate shook her head at this, though. “If you accomplish what you mean to,” she said, focusing her eyes intently upon mine, “then the whole of the world will be in your debt. And if you fail, then I think it will be because we have allowed you to pursue something impossible. In either case, I would prefer to think not in terms of debts owed, but gifts given, of which there can be no greater than faith, whether it be faith in the goddess or faith in each other.” 
 
    I bowed gratefully, and then she led us out to find Berrow Mynur. 
 
      
 
    XXXVI 
 
      
 
    I had never encountered a stoneflyer before, so meeting Berrow Mynur carried a certain pleasure of discovery for me. 
 
    He turned out to be a small man, when we reached him in the deepest basement of the temple. (Which proved to be very, very deep, by the way, with a rough, natural stone floor of bedrock.) Both Nene and I towered over him, since he stood no more than five feet. Even Kua Aiddo, shorter than either of us, had several inches on the man. He had a compact frame as well, but good-sized hands, and strong ones, as I found out when I took one to shake it. His short hair had started to grey, but not the full black beard or heavy eyebrows that went with it. 
 
    o’On made the appropriate introductions, giving us Mynur’s full name but telling him only “Avelia” and “Nene” for ours. 
 
    “I wouldn’t shake Nene’s hand if I were you,” I cautioned him as he let go of my grip and began to turn toward her. “At the moment, she’s got two little meat skewers hidden inside her top, and I can’t guarantee she won’t try to stick you.” 
 
    Nene jerked her gaze to me with teeth showing in anger. “You! Why did you let me keep them, then, if you saw me take them?” 
 
    “Because you need to learn,” I told her calmly, holding my hand out palm up. “You need to learn that you can’t trick me, and you also need to learn that even if it seems like you have tricked me, you’re probably wrong.” 
 
    She growled and pulled at the waist of her morgish tunic, where a drawstring cinched it in around the belly. The two skewers dropped out and clattered to the floor – neither much over three inches long, but still dangerous if employed properly. Nene made no move to pick them up. 
 
    “You can choose to hand them to me,” I told her, “or I can order you with the rings. It makes no difference to me.” 
 
    Of course, it did make a difference to me, and I was delighted when she growled again, bent down, picked the metal pins up, and slapped them into my open hand. If I could coerce her with words, instead of forcing her with magic, that seemed a step toward not having to coerce her at all. 
 
    With a raised eyebrow and a bow to o’On, Berrow Mynur said, “Looks like you’ve gotten me my most interesting passengers in a good long time.” 
 
    “Only because I know we can rely on your discretion not to take too great an interest in them,” o’On replied. “Now, I am afraid I must go, as there is still much for me to discuss with my fellow archprelates before taking my leave back to Hiisel.” 
 
    The stoneflyer clicked his heels together and said, “A pleasure as always, madam.” 
 
    I gave what I hoped was an appropriately respectful bow. “Thank you so much, Archprelate. I will do everything I can to live up to the trust you’ve placed in me.” 
 
    “I say the same to you,” she told me, reaching one hand out. We clasped forearms morg-style, with palms to elbows. It occurred to me to wonder whether this gesture, like so many others, reflected the evolution of Hiisian culture from barbarism to gentility – could it have begun as a search up the sleeves for concealed weaponry? If so, then I appreciated the change that time had wrought in it, because it felt solid, connecting, and bracing: a firm communication that I was being sent on my way with all the spiritual support she could muster. 
 
    Once she’d gone, Berrow Mynur brushed his hands together and said, “Well then, is it time for us to get going?” 
 
    I saw that my things had been brought down from the room where I’d been staying. I looked from them to Nene to Kua Aiddo, and I sighed. 
 
    “It certainly wasn’t my plan to leave so abruptly,” I told Mynur. “But given the circumstances, I suppose the sooner the better.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good. It’s five or ten minutes I’ll take to shape my vessel. We can be off into the rock as soon as it’s done.” 
 
    Without further discussion, he went to a corner of the room where a strange object leaned, looking for all the world like a longbow hewn from stone. I found myself very curious as to what he would do with it and what he meant by “shape my vessel.” Magic of all kinds fascinates me – possibly a result of so many years spent with my good friend Fingold, who had astonishingly broad knowledge of the mystical arts. 
 
    But I also knew that I now had just minutes left to say my goodbyes to Kua Aiddo, and that had to take precedence. 
 
    As I turned to her, she said, “It has been good seeing you again. I hope that fortune smiles on me similarly in the near future.” 
 
    “It will, if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “Then it will,” she said, smiling. “‘The goddess guides, the faithful provide.’” 
 
    “And what about you?” I asked. “In what direction do you feel guided, now that your time of penance is almost up?” 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I am here in the temple. It has been one of the most peaceful and rich experiences of my life. Yet I have also been made aware, especially by your two visits, of how limiting temple life is, in terms of my opportunities to help others with my talents and abilities. So I am thinking of studying here at least long enough to enter church service, but with an eye toward some sort of field assignment instead of a monastic one.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good choice.” The idea of Kua Aiddo out and about in the world, laboring to make it a better place, carried a warmth with it. “But be sure, if they send you off to some remote village in need, that the temple can supply me with an address next time I come to visit.” 
 
    She smiled. “The church clerks keep very thorough records, have no fear.” 
 
    We spoke a little longer, and then Aiddo offered to send me off with a prayer. Naturally, I could not refuse, and the words as she spoke them filled me with reverence – not necessarily for the deity they invoked, but for the meaning that we as living creatures impart to such words and such moments. Beauty that is known can be shared, between the willing, across races, religions, and language. 
 
    As the prayer came to a close, Berrow Mynur said, “She’s almost ready,” and the time had come for my friend and I to part. 
 
    I took her by the shoulders then and drew her close, saying, “I am lucky to know you.” 
 
    “And I am blessed to know you,” she replied. 
 
     With a bow, I said, “Words that will carry me as far as any stoneflyer’s magic.” 
 
      
 
    XXXVII 
 
      
 
    While Aiddo and I had been speaking, Berrow Mynur was at work forming the craft that would take me, Nene, and himself away from the great temple and out of the church’s knowledge. The stone bow that he’d picked up from the corner formed the keel of the vessel. With his bare hands, he swept material up directly from the rocky floor and smoothed it along the curve of the hull, first adding to the keel and then shaping farther and farther out. It looked almost as though he were painting stone across the empty air, a handful at a time. 
 
    The craft neared completion as a disk-like shape, its bottom half a shallow bowl and its top a low dome. It spanned about seven or eight feet, and was no more than four feet high at its center. 
 
    “Not a particularly large space for three people and their baggage,” I said. 
 
    Mynur smiled over at me, not pausing in his work. “If you’ve no more baggage than I see over there, we’ll make a cozy fit. Not to worry – stoneflying’s quick. Has to be, as the ship won’t hold much air, and we’d all suffocate if the trip ran to hours and hours.” 
 
    “Well, that’s reassuring,” I said, although the geniality with which he’d spoken made me laugh as I said it. 
 
    “Sorry,” he replied, narrowing the last gap in the hull to barely the width of my shoulders. “I’m more in the business of moving things here to there than setting minds at ease. And speaking of business, if you’ll climb on in with your bags, we’re just about ready to go.” 
 
    With a last nod to Kua Aiddo, who waited by the door, I shouldered my pack over one arm and hefted Nene’s with the other. She’d been surprisingly cooperative since our sparring match, but I didn’t expect her to lug her things around without complaint. 
 
    “Nene,” I told her, “we’ll be getting in this craft now, and because the space is rather tight, I’m going to do something I’d rather not do, and order you not to attempt to harm me or Berrow Mynur while we’re inside.” 
 
    She scowled. “Why tell me you would rather not do it, only to immediately do it? And why would I care what you would rather, and what you wouldn’t, when the fact is that you can control me any moment you want to?” 
 
    “Because I want you to understand things, Nene. And one of the things I want you to understand is that compelling you is not my first choice.” 
 
    “Bah,” she said. “First choice, last choice – it is still a choice you keep making.” 
 
    “But I won’t, once you give me reason to trust you.” 
 
    She laughed, spitefully. “You can trust that I want to be rid of you, the very first instant I can.” 
 
    Though she clearly meant this to be a threat, I took some heart in her failure to explicitly mention killing me. “Well, the best way for you to accomplish that will be to learn the lessons I’m trying to teach you. But I don’t expect you to believe that, so let’s just get in the boat, shall we?” 
 
    With her jaw set, she climbed in through the opening Mynur had left. I stepped after her and gave a brief wave to Aiddo before stooping to the hole. 
 
    “Be well,” she said. 
 
    “And you,” I replied. 
 
    “Good, good,” said Mynur. “Now if you’ll scoot your bags to the edges, we’ll have the most available room in the middle for ourselves.” 
 
    I did as he said, and the stoneflyer climbed into the vessel with us, pulling out a small glowstone pendant as he entered. With quick, efficient motions, he wiped his palm across the entry portal, and as quickly as I could have tied a sash, we were completely sealed into the stone disk. 
 
    Mynur had worked three slight depressions into the curve of the hull, and we now sat hunched over and cross-legged in these. 
 
    “I take it you don’t need to see out to ... ‘fly’ this thing?” 
 
    “What’s to see?” he asked, pointing past my ear. “Stone that way.” Then hooking a thumb over his shoulder. “Stone that way.” Then pointing at the roof. “And stone that way.”
“Really?” I asked, surprised. “We’re underway?” 
 
    “About a thousand feet down now,” he replied. New magic always impresses me, and this was no exception. I’d felt no hint of motion. Mynur went on, “So where to? I’ll caution, it has to be somewhere that the bedrock exposes itself to the surface. Flank of a mountain. The bare stretches near the edge of the continent.” 
 
    I looked briefly at Nene, then asked him, “Can you get us to Hanim?” 
 
    His bushy eyebrows lifted. “Straight from the great Temple of Tur to the decadence of Hanim? Interesting passengers indeed. Well, there’s a stone plain five miles out from the city, if that’s close enough for you. I can have us there in a quarter hour.” 
 
    “That would be splendid,” I said. 
 
    Nene had chafed at the holy and savage-looking morgs. We would see now how she felt about the beautiful, indulgent Hanimen of Hiisia’s far north. 
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    Shoje waited upon the branch of a large tree – a shadow tree, whose canopy resembled dense netting much more than it resembled the greenery of an ordinary tree, though his eyes could not make much of it out. Here in the black beneath Malvarde’s Isle, night hung stark and total. No stars peeked through the weird foliage overhead, no moon rose to light the way. 
 
    In the next tree over hung a hazy glow, put off by a lampstone Shoje had placed as high up in the canopy as he could safely climb. It was the sixth lampstone he’d set, and he had three more he hoped to place before Osy and Choldis came to pick him up. But just as he’d gotten it fixed in a spot he liked, voices from below had caused him to climb as quickly as he could down and over into this adjacent tree to hide. 
 
    Despite being an agile climber and a master at moving without noise, Shoje had reached his present position with a pounding heart and a real anxiety about whether he’d been spotted. The wilds are not his typical element, and he had every reason to suspect that the people below might well have a greater knack for woodcraft than his own. 
 
    In fact, the quickly announced that they did. 
 
    “–body definitely came this way,” a voice said, slipping in and out of audibility through the branches. “Look ... heel marks ... bark here scuffed ...” 
 
    Shoje tried to catch a glimpse of them down below, but they clearly had no light source of their own. Must be using night-sight magic of some kind, he thought. He and Osy had decided against that kind of magic themselves. They knew where it could be bought, for certain, but it was technically illegal in most parts of the empire, owing to its usefulness in larceny. Since they had every hope to soon be running into agents of the law, equipping themselves with contraband enchantments didn’t seem the wisest course. 
 
    “Think the pizzle’s still up there? ... see he’s ... a light.” 
 
    “I can’t ... any footsteps leading away.” 
 
    There seemed to be two voices. Definitely not Lugreyhn and Onk. That made Shoje feel better – he had significant confidence in his ability to evade or overcome a mere two adversaries, assuming they weren’t both wizards like Lugreyhn and her partner. 
 
    “... course, maybe the fool ... the tiger, and that light is it, sleeping ... big meal.” 
 
    “... climb up and ... ble-check, then ...here’s a gas bulb.” 
 
    Shoje smiled. Now that’s more like it. He’d been wondering, since the two made no effort to keep to whispers, if they were positive the tiger was nowhere near, or if they were simply stupid. Apparently, it’s the second. 
 
    Climbing sounds reached his ears – boots on bark, and the rustle of branches. But the sounds did not last long before another set of sounds burst out in quick succession. 
 
    First, the sparkle-jar Shoje had placed earlier let go with a whoof, filling the tree’s lower branches and the surrounding forest floor with a cloud of brilliantly shining dust. 
 
    At almost the same moment, the climber let out a cry and fell. A thump and a grunt of pain followed, and then both men proceeded to cough and curse and stagger wildly away from the still-spreading dust-cloud. 
 
    Shoje dropped to the ground and made his way off in the opposite direction, feeling a bit of a glow himself. Unless the men had cleaning magic to go with their night-vision, they’d now be forced to leave the woods. You can’t hunt a Kherian tiger if you’re lit up like an oil lamp. 
 
    Two less competitors to have to look out for, he thought happily. He only hoped that the same fate might befall Lugreyhn and Onk at one of the other trees that he’d baited with a high-hanging lampstone and trapped with sparkle-jars. He didn’t expect it to happen – They’re probably both too canny for that. 
 
    But it made for a good image. 
 
    Keeping that in the back of his head for encouragement, he moved on to plant the rest of his tree-traps. 
 
      
 
    XXXIX 
 
      
 
    Shoje had just set the second-to-last of his glow-stones and sparkle jars when Lugreyhn the Subgelid caught up with him. He knew he was in trouble immediately, because her voice came out of complete darkness below, and that meant that she, like the last two hunters he’d encountered, had gotten hold of some device or spell for seeing in the dark. 
 
    “So,” she announced loudly, “here is Shoje Keindan again, only this time without his friends? Whatever has possessed you to wander off alone – especially in such hostile territory?” 
 
    He marked her location pretty easily just by her voice. It came from about twenty feet below him and fifteen off to his right. He, of course, did not answer. She might be able to see in the dark, but it would be rare magic indeed that would let her see through the many layers of netlike foliage that his tree spread between the two of them. 
 
    “No witty replies? No brave rebuttals? Surely, you don’t imagine I’m just guessing you’re here? Imtney knows the scent of a Haniman as easily as the scent of a Kherian tiger, and he’s never, ever mistaken.” 
 
    Though ordinarily quite fond of animals, Shoje felt a moment of real hatred for that disgusting mole-rat that Lugreyhn carried around on her shoulder. For all the woman’s great reputation as a hunter and tracker, she could certainly never have found him without the aid of her withered little rodent. What exactly the creature was, he didn’t know, but it always had the look of something dead for several weeks, and its sense of smell could only be described as supernatural. 
 
    Quickly and quietly, Shoje slid his pack from his back and wedged it in the groin between two tree limbs. He removed his boots just as silently, and fished out three objects from his collection of useful items. 
 
    By this time, the temperature around him had dropped significantly, and he knew he had very little time to act. 
 
    “You know I’d much rather do this face-to-face, Keindan. It will be so much less satisfying to just wait for your lifeless body to crash frozen to the ground. Strike a light and climb down. Surely, a straight-up duel suits you better than dying alone of the cold?” 
 
    Still Shoje said nothing. The air now held such a chill that it burned his nose and throat as he breathed in, and made his eyes water, and then froze the tears that tracked down his cheeks. Quickly, quickly, Shoje, he thought, You’ll be shaking with it soon, and that may spoil everything. Into one pocket, he put a flint-striker. Into his mouth, he put an enchanted lens that I’ve seen him use many a time. When painted with a substance appropriate to any particular brand of sorcery, it allows one to see the mystical energies being shaped by that magic, or the residues left behind. Ordinarily, this required a pigment of arcanum specific to the magic in question. In this case, he fully expected Lugreyhn’s frost witchery to ice it up directly the instant he took it back out of his mouth, giving him a clear view of her magic even in the dark. 
 
    Lastly, he uncapped a bottle of oil and began carefully dousing his clothes with it. Anyone who didn’t know Shoje might have thought this suicidal, but he bathed in the blood of a fire-ghost many years ago, and is almost completely immune to damage from heat. 
 
    “Keindan!” the Subgelid said, clearly growing frustrated. “I am speaking to you, and I expect an answer.” 
 
    Capping the bottle of oil, he took the lens from his mouth and held it up to the knifingly cold air. When he put it before his eye, blue waves of sorcerous power washed over his vision, radiating from a bright, intense source down below. Out along a thick limb, he climbed, feeling his way carefully, pausing every few seconds to take a new bearing with the lens. Because the matter of the tree had some blocking effect on the magical energy, this let him get a sense of the out-jutting branches and forks he was working his way through and across. 
 
    “Die in silence then,” Lugreyhn spat. “As long as you die, I have no qualms about the particulars.” 
 
    The bark felt like spikes to his cold-whipped skin, and he could barely contain himself from shivering violently by the time he had his position right. The branch creaked slightly with his weight, but you can’t cool air without creating a draft, so there was plenty of wind now to cover the noise. 
 
    Through the lens, Lugrehyn stood out as a brilliant blue silhouette directly underneath him. Webs of foliage cut across her shining form, but Shoje knew them to be tissue-thin. 
 
    “You can’t have much longer now. Are you sure you’ve nothing to say?” 
 
    Shoje put the lens in his mouth again, reached in his pocket to grip the flint-striker, and readied himself. 
 
    “Keindan –” 
 
    He dropped. 
 
    Branches and tree webbing tore at him as he fell. He could hear a violent start from below as the sound alerted Lugreyhn. 
 
    A loud squealing broke from her mole-rat, Imtney 
 
    Then he squeezed the striker three times rapidly, and suddenly had plenty of light. 
 
    There, below, a fraction of a second away from him, Lugreyhn the Subgelid. 
 
    Eyes wide, mouth open to shriek. 
 
    He slammed into her before she could twist away, his oiled clothes now fully ablaze. 
 
    The force of impact carried them both to the ground. Shoje heard something snap beneath him as he came down atop her, and then she did manage a scream. 
 
    Though the landing had knocked the wind from him, he levered himself up, astraddle his foe, seeing her through the vivid sheets of flame that licked up across his chest.  
 
    For an instant, she screeched up at him in panic and pain. 
 
    Then, quickly and fiercely, he struck a double-handed blow to the side of her skull that sent her unconscious. 
 
    Standing, hands upon his knees, Shoje managed to drag a couple of deep breaths in as he watched her for any sign she was faking. Once sure, he tore the flaming scraps of sleeves away from his arms and rolled her in the dirt to put out the couple of spots where he’d set her clothes on fire. One of her legs flopped at an unnatural joint as he did this. 
 
    Maybe she’ll walk with a limp the next time I see her, he thought. Although I’ll be happy enough never to see her again. 
 
    Still alert to the danger of his situation, he looked rapidly around the woods close at hand. No one else appeared near.  
 
    Is Onk – or Enk – hanging back somewhere, to stay out of the radius of her cold so that his insect friends don’t die of it? Or did he split off from her after he and I ‘talked?’ 
 
    Whatever the answer, Shoje seemed to be alone with Lugreyhn’s unconscious form. 
 
    And then, just as quickly, he was not. 
 
    A light popped into view thirty or forty feet off through the trees. He heard an exclamation in a familiar voice. Then the light disappeared and rematerialized right beside him, showing itself to be a lampstone held by Osyrand the Nose, who had blinked into place arm-in-arm with Choldis. 
 
    “Brrr!” said Choldis, her eyes wide. 
 
    Osy, more composed, looked about, took a deep breath through his nose, and said, “Hmn.  Who would have thought the smell of burning ice witch would be so pleasing?” 
 
    Spitting the magical lens out into one hand, Shoje grinned at him. “You two have shown up just about twelve seconds past useless. But I’m glad to see you nonetheless. Are we ready to go and bag a tiger?” 
 
    “We are,” Choldis said, with one eyebrow delicately raised. “But I sort of feel the need to point out that you are half naked – and your pants are on fire.” 
 
    Osyrand looked askance at her. “Are you complaining? I thought that’s how you liked your men.” 
 
    She laughed. “You’ve stoked my coals enough for the time being, Osy. And speaking of time, we’ve very little left before my fire gutters out. So, shall we?” 
 
    Shoje toed the unconscious Lugreyhn cautiously to make sure she was still out. Then he said, “Yes, let’s. If you’ll give me a moment to retrieve my things, I think I’m well and done here.” 
 
    A change of his pants later, they joined hands and vanished into a cascade jump. 
 
      
 
    XL 
 
      
 
    “Why do people say these things to you?” Nene asked as we turned away from the stony barrens to start out for glorious Hanim, across plains studded with nothing but scrub and weeds. 
 
    “What things do you mean?” I asked in response, though I knew full well. 
 
    “‘Good fortune upon you,’” she quoted Berrow Mynur. Those had been his parting words just before he’d sealed his disk of rock back up and vanished with it into the continent’s depths moments ago. She added what Kua Aiddo had said a few minutes earlier, “‘Be well.’ Why do they concern themselves with you and your future? They do not concern themselves with me.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, walking forward well out of her reach, with an ear listening in case she might try anything. “They say these things because they are my friends – or, in the case of people like Berrow Mynur, the friends of my friends.” 
 
    Skeptically, she said, “Everyone we meet? In my head, the word ‘friend’ says that it means someone special, or unusually close.” 
 
    I thought about saying that everyone is special, but it sounded a bit trite even to me, and I doubted she would have understood the point. So instead, I told her, “Of course not everyone. You remember Donu Ueko and Pa’ii Isarrin. Did they strike you as friendly toward me?” 
 
    “No,” she admitted. “But they are the unusual ones. All these others you call friends – is the whole world full of them?” 
 
    I laughed. Then I raised an arm toward the lofty citadels of Hanim up ahead. “Hardly. For instance, we now approach a city I’ve never visited before. If it’s like other cities, I’ll end up with a friend or two here before I leave, but at most they’ll be a handful out of a body of tens of thousands. Why are you suddenly so interested in my friends?” 
 
    “Is it not obvious? If I manage to escape you, I want to know whether there will be more of these friends of yours everywhere I turn, looking to grab me and carry me back to you.” 
 
    Laughing again, I stepped closer and patted her on the arm.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Nene. You’re not going to escape me.”  
 
    She drew back instantly with a snarl, but said nothing. We walked on, sandy grey soil under our boots and flat desolation to all sides except directly ahead, where pennants flew from high, spiraling towers and the sun scattered its light off of a thousand different colors of glass. 
 
    “And I’m not sure you’d want to at the moment,” I continued. “That’s Hanim up ahead, and they say it’s full of very interesting things if you have money – which I do, and you do not.” 
 
    “I am not interested in ‘interesting’ things. I am interested in being away from you.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I said. “You seemed interested enough in the meat you had for lunch, and in learning to fight before that.” 
 
    She said nothing. 
 
    “Hanim is a rich place,” I said, thinking through what I knew of the city. Nene might care, or might not, but she had little to do besides stewing angrily at me, and I thought it preferable to fill the air with something she might learn instead of letting her simply fume. “I think we’ll find it has an enormously greater variety of food than the temple in Tur. Doubtless we can also buy a weapon that you could learn how to use. But I’ve brought you here because it’s a place where people put a lot of energy into enjoying things, and that’s something you need to learn as well.” 
 
    “I enjoy eating meat, and I would enjoy getting away from you. Why do I need to learn to enjoy anything more, when I cannot even have what I want of those?” 
 
    “Because life does not always give us meat,” I said, “and life does not always let us away from those we dislike. But life does always give us something, and the more things we learn to enjoy, the more likely we are to enjoy whatever life happens to give us at any moment.” 
 
    With her features set in their typical scowl, she said, “You are babbling again.” 
 
    But I wasn’t sure she entirely believed that. 
 
    “Hanim is known for its foods and its wines,” I went on. “Also, its smoking dens and narcotic bazaars, where almost any kind of pleasure can be put into one’s head. I’m partial to the sound of foods and wines, myself. But I’ll be happy to let you try almost anything we might see as we walk the city streets, so long as I know it’s not outright dangerous. Are you really completely incurious about what else there is in the world besides meat?” 
 
    “I am too angry with you to be curious.” 
 
    Impulsively, I stopped and turned to face her. 
 
    “Here, then,” I said, putting one fist against my belly. “Hit me. Hard as you can.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You are only going to dodge away, or push my hand aside.” 
 
    “No,” I promised. “Make a fist and sink it right here. I’ll let it land, as long as you go for my gut and not my face or some other tender spot.” 
 
    Both of her hands clenched tight upon themselves. But still she hesitated, her eyes narrow. 
 
    “Why? Why do you want me to hit you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t want you to hit me. But sometimes anger works itself out better if it has something physical to do. Come on, and let’s see. Hit me.” 
 
    She stepped forward, looking from my face to my belly to her own fist and back up to my face. 
 
    “You’re not lying? You’ll really let me hit you?” 
 
    “Really. Go ahead.” 
 
    With what I assumed was her most vicious strength, she swung her hand back and struck. I had my abdomen tight, of course, and the blow hardly moved me. 
 
    Nene stepped back, fists still clenched, eyes still suspicious. 
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    “It didn’t hurt you at all,” she said, making the words an accusation. 
 
    I shrugged. “A small amount. But you’re right, not much. Do you want to know the two reasons why, or do you want to hit me again?” 
 
    In response, she rushed forward and swung another blow. This one landed a bit harder because of her momentum, but still caused me no difficulty. 
 
    Nene flexed the fingers of the hand she’d struck with. “You have something under your shirt. I think my hand is hurt more than you. Was that your plan?” 
 
    I lifted my shirt to show her the bare belly there. 
 
    “Look, just muscles,” I said, flexing them to show her. “I’ve worked to get them that way, and I’ve trained myself to take a punch. Meanwhile, you have never been trained to give one, which made things easier on me.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean that for a punch to work, you need to hit like you’re aiming for something past the target. If your goal is to connect with the surface, that’s all you’re going to do – connect, without hurting much of anything. Try it again, but instead of trying to hit my belly, pretend you’re trying to hit my spine by punching through my belly.” 
 
    She looked at my midriff again, where I’d let the shirt fall back down. Then she lunged forward and slammed her knuckles against me, this time with enough force for me to feel it pretty well and actually have to shift a bit with the blow. 
 
    But she did not stop with the one punch this time. With quick breaths and angry sounds of effort, she brought her left hand into play too, and delivered a frenzied series of nine hits, alternating fists, each one wilder and stronger than the last. 
 
    Then, with a growl, she broke back away and stood panting. 
 
    I rubbed my belly and looked impressed, though I probably could have shrugged off another fifteen or twenty of those without much trouble. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “How do you feel?” 
 
    I could see something passionate in her face, but I couldn’t tell if it was anger alone or anger mixed with a bit of pride, a flush of gratification. 
 
    “I feel like going into this town,” she said, still breathing heavily. “If you are really going to teach me these things, I want a weapon.” 
 
    “Then let’s move on,” I said. 
 
      
 
    XLI 
 
      
 
    “Old scent,” Osyrand said. “Days old. Try a mile northeast.” 
 
    They’d come out of Betwixt only two breaths before that, a small circle of three, linked hand-to-hand. And then, as quickly as Osy had given his directions, the world went grey again, and they jumped to a new location. 
 
    Shoje did as he always did during a cascade jump, and looked quickly about to gain his bearings. They stood in a stretch of forest little different than the ten stretches of forest they’d already jumped through – a maze of trunks lit only by the glowstone pendants each of the trio now wore. 
 
    Osyrand the Nose sniffed twice again. “Worse. Almost nothing. Another mile southeast.” 
 
    Blink, grey, blink, more trees. 
 
    “Ah!” 
 
    “Something?” Choldis asked. 
 
    “Scat. Pretty new. Just about a hundred yards, oh, that way.” 
 
    Blink, blink. A deep breath in from Osy. 
 
    Shoje felt his friend’s hand let go this time. 
 
    “Close, close, close,” muttered the Nose, weaving quickly through the trees. Choldis and Shoje followed him. 
 
    “Scat’s that way,” Osyrand said suddenly, pointing a direction at right angles to his path. “But I’m getting scent trail here, maybe an hour old? Aha, here’s a track.” 
 
    He knelt, holding his pendant groundward to examine the pawprint he’d spotted there. Shoje knew better than to move in and lean over himself. Instead, he and Choldis kept hold of one another’s hands and remained a step back from Osy. 
 
    “Moving pretty quickly when he made that,” the Nose said, standing, turning, and reaching out for their hands all in one motion. To Choldis, he added, “Give me two hundred yards due north.” 
 
    Shoje’s sight washed grey again, and then he found himself scanning a new set of trees. Osyrand leaned left, turned his head left, breathed in, and then repeated the motion to his right. 
 
    “He’s curved off westward. Try a hundred yards west by northwest.” 
 
    In this way, they bounced through the shadow woods, following the wafts of scent left by the Kherian tiger. Shoje had no doubt that they’d have the beast soon; he had been along for this trick dozens of times before, including one notable manhunt in which the Nose had narrowed down a search down from the whole continent of Delvonia to a single room at an inn in Treltham. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Osyrand whispered, eight jumps later. He did not release either of his two partners’ hands, though, so Shoje could not reach for a weapon. “Very close now, but there’s company, too.” 
 
    “How many?” Shoje whispered back. 
 
    Osy raised an eyebrow meaningfully. “Just one. Plus thousands of his friends. Over there, about fifty yards – if you please, Choldis.” 
 
    “All right,” she said, “But you know I’m not fond of bugs.” 
 
    Shoje looked in the direction Osy had nodded, just before they skipped through grey Betwixt. He could see the barest hint of light there. 
 
    This time, when they returned to the known world, Osyrand let go in an instant and grabbed two things from his belt – his sword and a gas-bulb for subduing the tiger. 
 
    Shoje, though, left his own weapons where they hung. 
 
    In the center of the clearing where they’d come out lay the Kherian tiger – fifteen feet long, visible only as a series of glowing golden stripes curving up from the ground much like the ribs of some desiccated skeleton. 
 
    Sitting on the tiger’s chest, almost straight in front of Shoje and over Osy’s right shoulder, was Onk the Insectivist. 
 
    “Hello,” said the little man casually. “I’ve been hoping someone would show up soon.” 
 
    Osy kept his blade out, giving Onk a curious eye. “And by ‘someone,’ should we gather you mean Lugreyhn?” 
 
    The insectivist shook his head, smiling somewhat darkly. “I had three linked night-wasps following her – at a safe distance, of course. A bat ate one, but the other two showed me enough to know I won’t have to cut her in on the reward for this thing.” 
 
    “And who says we’re going to let you cart it in for the reward?” Choldis asked, as though in mild curiosity. 
 
    Onk continued to smile. “Before you ask such a question, you might also ask yourself how a dainty little fellow like myself managed to take a Kherian tiger unassisted.” Then he yawned largely. “But to answer your question, Lugreyhn just blathered on so long about what a sanctimonious prig this Shoje fellow is, I can only assume he’d bend over backwards to let me keep what I’d rightfully earned.” 
 
    Laughing now, Choldis said, “I’m not sure ‘sanctimonious prig’ rings entirely true for Shoje’s character, but that’s an accurate prediction of his behavior, for a fact. Apparently, you’ve gotten yourself a tiger, and we three must go home empty-handed.” She looked meaningfully to Shoje and to Osyrand, and added, “Which we’ll have to do very quickly now, as I can feel my cascade sinking to an end by the moment.” 
 
    She held her hands out toward the two men, and Osyrand stepped up to take one immediately. 
 
    Shoje, though, had another word for Onk. “You’ve a means to get the tiger back, I assume? Because Choldis can take us all and the beast too, if you say the word. All we’d want in return is a seat at the victory table during the celebration feast – you can keep the whole prize for yourself.” 
 
    “Done!” Onk said amiably, standing up from his place upon the tiger. “Lugreyhn was carrying the floatstone we meant to use for hauling this thing in, and I’ve little interest in marching all the way to where you left her and then marching all the way back.” 
 
    “Quickly, then,” Choldis said. “Quickly! Hands in, and on the beast.” 
 
    And they clustered about the tiger’s chest, stacked their palms one atop another with Choldis’ at the bottom, on the fur – and disappeared back to Uerseccia. 
 
      
 
    XLII 
 
      
 
    Hanim is a strange city. 
 
    It sits upon a peninsula at the north end of the Hiisian continent, cut off from the rest of Hiisia by a deep ravine. Geomancers of various sorts have said for a hundred years that the whole rocky prominence is due to split off from the rest of Hiisia any day now, but the Hanimen pay them no mind. 
 
    As we drew closer, perhaps within two miles, Nene observed that the city had no encircling wall. 
 
    “It is unfortified,” she said. “The other cities have all had walls and gates, and men atop the walls. Why does this one have none?” 
 
    “Walls are for keeping invading armies out,” I replied. “Hanim has other means of avoiding invasion.” 
 
    “‘Invasion.’” She thought about this as we walked. I wondered what her magically endowed vocabulary might be telling her, and how much any of it would make sense for a mind that had experienced so little. She would know that armies invaded during wartime, that war was a form of physical conflict between nations or tribes, and that conflict was the expression of disagreement. But she would have no examples of wars or of armies to make these ideas concrete. 
 
    I decided I didn’t care for her to mull too long on the subject, though, and tried to shift us to another topic by pointing out a cloudwhale rising up from one of the city’s highest spires. 
 
    “Do you see that shape floating over the city, right there?” 
 
    “That grey thing?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s a cloudwhale.” 
 
    She stared at the huge, bulbous shape for a moment, taking in its distended gas sac and diaphanous fins and tendrils. “It is a creature that flies.” 
 
    “And people sometimes use them to fly as well,” I said, pointing to the structure that had been rigged beneath the cloudwhale’s main bulk. “If you look there, you can see the gondola they’ve hung from it.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “It moves slowly. Why would people use a creature this way, instead of using magic like Berrow Mynur’s, or your grey-headed friend?” 
 
    “For one thing,” I explained, “that gondola can probably hold thirty or fifty passengers, along with considerable cargo. Most transporter magicians like Mynur or Belenoirya can carry a handful at most. Also, it may seem in your experience that transporters are common, since we’ve now dealt with two different ones – but they’re actually exceedingly rare and very expensive to employ. Trips like the ones we’ve taken could cost a fortune, if the transporter were a hireling instead of an ally. Why do you think we went by boat from Ur-Jo to Tur? The authorities in Ur-Jo wanted to get us to Tur, but a boat was the fastest transport they had available.” 
 
    She looked from the slowly ascending cloudwhale to the buildings and towers below it. 
 
    “I don’t understand. All these people, going places, living in these cities. Why? What do they do there? What is the purpose in it?” 
 
    I laughed. “If I could answer that, I’d be a wiser person than anyone I know. We are born, we live, we find things that we like and others we do not, and we try to do more of the first than the second. Some say the gods have a great plan behind it all, but so far as I can see, the purpose is simply to experience that which is good and avoid that which is bad. And unfortunately, most everyone has a different view of what exactly good and bad are.” 
 
    “Eating meat is good. Being forced to do things against your will is bad.” 
 
    “You know, I’m going to have to agree with you on both of those points,” I said, nodding slowly. “At least, generally speaking.” 
 
    She tugged at the band around her finger. “Then why do you command me with this ring? My purpose is eating meat and not doing things I don’t want to. Why do you foil my purpose?” 
 
    I looked at her, glaring at me, and I wondered at her ability to ask such astute questions when she had such meager understanding. Not for the first time, I reminded myself that Nene was my adversary, and that she was very, very, very intelligent. 
 
    Still, I could only answer her with truth. 
 
    “Because,” I said, “whether you understand it or not, what you’ve described is a very small purpose, and you’re a larger person than that. Eventually, you will discover a purpose that’s scaled to suit you better – and I hope that by teaching you, I can encourage it to be a good one.” 
 
    “You want to define what is good and what is bad for me, even though you have already said that all people disagree on these things.” 
 
    Very intelligent indeed. 
 
    “Look there, then,” I said, indicating the cloudwhale once more. It had risen several hundred feet as we walked and talked, catching and shaping the wind with its fins. “Do you have any curiosity what it would feel like, to be on the gondola there high above the ground? To see the land spread out on all sides and feel the high breeze on your face?” 
 
    She kept her mouth closed, perhaps uncertain whether I desired a “yes” or a “no” from her and thus unwilling to risk answering the question in the way I wanted her to. 
 
    “I can’t decide for you whether you would like those things, Nene,” I told her. “And even if I could, I wouldn’t. But I have tried a lot of things in my life, and I have learned a lot about how to enjoy life, and about what’s important. Even if you only end up agreeing with a small part of what I’ve learned, it will save you a lot of time to listen to me.” 
 
    She made a doubting noise. “Perhaps I would rather learn my own lessons in my own time while eating meat far away from wherever you are.” 
 
    “Possibly,” I agreed. “So I’ll be truthful and admit that of course I’m not doing this just for your benefit. One of the things that I find good, that fits my purpose, is making the world a better place – helping greater numbers of people to experience their good and avoid their bad. I’m hoping that teaching you will help me accomplish that.” 
 
    “You should find someone else to teach,” she growled. “It will be easier for you and then I will not have to listen to your ridiculous talk.” 
 
    “Easier is not always better, Nene,” I replied, watching the towers of Hanim grow taller as we neared them. “Easier is not always better.”  
 
      
 
    XLIII 
 
      
 
    The northern approach to Hanim lies downhill and downwind of the city, a fact that offered both advantages and disadvantages to our approach. Among the advantages: the way in was uncrowded, and one of Hanim’s largest dream foundries sat right along our path, allowing us to see it as the first experience of our visit. 
 
    Among the disadvantages: there’s a reason for the lack of crowding – the dream foundry serves as the terminus of the city’s sewer system. So the odor as we drew near just about made my eyes water. 
 
    Coughing, Nene said, “Does the whole place smell like this? Why would anyone live here?” 
 
    “That tower there is one of the main reasons,” I said. “And no, the whole place doesn’t smell like this. At least, I hope not.” 
 
    “Can we go another way then? This is awful, and it’s getting worse.” Her voice changed tone midway through that last sentence as she stoppered her nostrils with two fingers. 
 
    “I want to see the dream foundry. If you take your fingers out and just breathe, you’ll get used to it in a couple of minutes. Look, there are people around the tower – obviously it’s not unbearable.” 
 
    She glared at me – with less intimidating effect than she must have intended, due to the fingers in her nose. “Why do you wish me to get used to so many things I dislike?” 
 
    “It’s part of living, Nene.” 
 
    Her response was to make an unflattering noise with her lips and leave her fingers in place.  
 
    “Suit yourself,” I said, focusing my attention forward to the city, the tower, and the people at its base. 
 
    Hanim is a place of dilapidated glamour. Because of the dream foundries, its architects are limited only by their imaginations – and their ability to convince others to sacrifice a day or two of life to their vision. But if a building is created by magic to be structurally sound, it will tend to stay upright pretty much forever, while the surface elaborations weather slowly away over time. Tenants who have a home and are used to it looking a certain way are unlikely to band together and give up part of their life essence for cosmetic refurbishments – so would-be architects have much more luck recruiting folk with no present home to create an entirely new building than to clean up or remodel an old one. 
 
    The dream foundry itself proved no exception. From a distance, its mottled metallic surface gave an impression of iridescence – of many colors blended together in a mysterious, ever-changing sheen. But the closer we got, and the more the tower loomed over us, the better our view of its details became. Instead of a glinting, indescribable melange of colors, I began to see a patchwork of a thousand different brassy tarnishes. Irregular metal nodules spiraled up the sides of the tower, some ovoid, some cylindrical, most about eight feet tall and four or five wide, but a few much larger. Each one showed a different style, a different color, a different degree of polish – or, in most cases, lack of polish. Halfway up the tower, a brighter band of nodules circled and climbed like a sash. Above this line, the tower’s diameter cut inward by ten or twelve feet on each side. 
 
    “Do you see those bumps?” I asked Nene. “The way they go round and round and up?” 
 
    “Yes. So?” She still had her fingers in her nose. 
 
    “That’s how the tower is built. One dream-chamber at a time. You can see the newest ones there at the middle. They still have their shine to them. The levels above that point are older, deeper layers raised a long time ago.” 
 
    “Everything here is very tall,” she said, looking past the foundry with a furrow in her brow. Then she focused on the tower ahead of us. “What is a dream chamber? I know the words but I do not know the thing.” 
 
     “A dream chamber is the working part of a dream foundry, like that building ahead. It’s one of several very strange things that make Hanim Hanim.” 
 
    By now we could see people milling about the shadows at the tower’s base, where a bird’s nest of mismatched, arching buttresses swept up from the ground to provide support to the structure. 
 
    “The people there,” I went on, “are waiting to use the dream chambers. There’s a powerful magic inside that lets you reshape things using your imagination.” 
 
    Nene made a sound of bafflement. “Why don’t they reshape the smell?” 
 
    “Because there’s a cost to using the foundry,” I said, looking at the substantial crowds of people lined up to pay that cost. Not for the first time, I marveled that Hanim could exist at all – that so many people would be willing to drastically shorten their own lives for the sake of living in comfort and leisure. 
 
    But then, I suppose that I have led a very fortunate life and that, for a common laborer or farmhand, an indulgent life ten or fifteen or even twenty years shorter would still be superior to a full span spent in grueling drudgery. 
 
    I explained the city of Hanim to Nene as we approached skirted around the base of the dream foundry: how a longago Haniman wizard invented the first dream chamber, in which a person could expend his or her own life-essence to remake virtually anything into virtually anything else. How small changes would cost you relatively little – an hour of your life to turn a dull knife into a sharp one, or to turn inedible wood or even sewage into a nutritious pulp. How larger changes required the sacrifice of progressively larger amounts of life energy – a day’s life to temporarily change your appearance for a day, or to make a lump of unrefined ore into a finished steel weapon.  
 
    “So all the people you see lining up there,” I said, gesturing toward the queues beneath the vast metal braces of the tower, “are going inside to give up hours or days or weeks of their lives in return for something they consider more important – an object, or a meal, or a garment, or the temporary appearance of youth and beauty instead of their own age and homeliness.” 
 
    She peered in past the buttresses at the crowds there. All sorts of people could be seen in the lines, genteel and indigent alike. Most had the golden skin and black hair of native Hanimen, with a few folk of our own race mixed in and even a scattering of half-sized hillkinders here and there. 
 
    “You mean I could just go in, and say, ‘I want to live one day less than I otherwise would,’ and I could walk out with a plate full of meat and a long, sharp knife?” 
 
    “Not quite,” I said. “You have to be attuned to the dream chambers before you can use one, and that process takes at least five years’ worth of life essence. In addition, Hanimen have to give up two years’ worth of essence to some cooperative imagining in exchange for being attuned. Outlanders like us have to pay five years’ time, or indenture ourselves to ten years of menial labor doing the scut work of the city that no one wants to spend life energy at the foundry to accomplish. Hauling garbage, for instance.” 
 
    I pointed to a string of carts being pulled toward the foundry from cityside, each of them drawn by a vast, hoglike creature that in turn was led by a woman or man in dreary, cheap clothing. In every case, the worker was foreign, not a native Haniman. 
 
    “I do not wish to tug at a hog’s leash for ten years,” Nene said, scowling. 
 
    “Me either,” I admitted. “Still, let’s work our way in through there and see if they’ll let us observe the foundry at work.” 
 
      
 
    XLIV 
 
      
 
    The sewer-pit dream foundry stood several hundred feet north of the rest of Hanim, at the end of a well-traveled causeway. The causeway’s gutters opened down to drainage grates periodically, so you couldn’t help but know that a considerable mass of sewage flowed along in the area. Nene continued to complain, so I informed her that in many cities, open air sewage is the norm, and the whole town smells instead of just the end of the line. 
 
    “Things should freshen up considerably once we get away from the sump here and into the city proper,” I told her. 
 
    “And yet you insist on staying in the smell and the heat and these lines,” she said, plainly resentful. I suppose that her tone might have had some sway over me if she didn’t so resent everything I said or did. The city had dozens of dream foundries, and I probably could have been persuaded to do our sightseeing at a less odorous one. But I could hardly knuckle under to her complaints – that precedent would surely come back to haunt me. 
 
    “The lines are moving quickly, the heat is less here than it was in Tur, and honestly, I’ve just about gotten used to the smell, and you would too, if you’d take your fingers out of your nose and just breathe. Look there – that man coming out from the tower. He’s an asatepri host. That’s one of the sights I was hoping to see here.” 
 
    She did not take her fingers from her nose, but she did turn and look in the direction I’d gestured, to the exit portal of the dream foundry and the man who’d just stepped forth. 
 
   
  
 

 Even having been told of the asatepri, I found the thing surprising and unsettling, seen in real life. The host wore pants but no shirt, which showed off his fine, golden Haniman physique very handsomely. At a glance, you might have mistakenly thought he had some kind of shawl or wide scarf draped across his shoulders, but a close look showed the truth: both shoulders, part of his neck, and the upper right side of his chest bore tiny, very dark green leaves – so dark as to be almost black. 
 
    “It’s a man who looks like most of these other men,” Nene said. “Why are you interested in seeing him?” 
 
    “Look a little closer as he comes near,” I said. “But don’t stare.” 
 
    Asatepri hosts are the nearest things to royalty that they have in Hanim, and you could see a certain deference in the way others along the pavement made room for this one. You might also have detected a certain greater presence in his bearing, although most Hanimen share a proudly nonchalant posture. But the real difference between this man and his fellows made itself clear only at close range, where you could see that the leaves did not spring from some artfully fashioned piece of clothing, but from a network of thin brown roots fastened directly into his skin. When he passed us, almost his entire back lay hidden beneath dark foliage. 
 
    “What is it?” Nene asked, once the man disappeared deeper into the city. Her nose had an even more pronounced wrinkle than before. 
 
    “The asatepri is a plant. It can grow in the ground, but it grows better in flesh, taking nutrients from the host’s blood and tissues, paying him back with its sap.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he cut it off?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He doesn’t want to be rid of it. It’s a rare piece of fortune to find an asatepri seed, and it’s rarer still that you can get it to imbed itself and sprout from your skin. You have to be willing to scrape part of your back raw and lie still on your belly for a week or more, with someone else bringing you food and water, if you want it to take.” 
 
    This baffled her enough that she actually removed the fingers from her nose. “Why would you want such a thing?” 
 
    “You probably wouldn’t, except in Hanim.” I nodded toward the dream foundry. “Remember, using the foundry takes days or weeks or years off your life at a time, depending on the ambition of your imagining. But an asatepri and its host become a single creature, and the asatepri can keep them both alive for hundreds of years. The host effectively becomes one of the wealthiest people in Hanim, able to dream-shape not just anything he desires, but an excess of goods as well. Look there.” 
 
    I pointed to a cart outbound from the tower. It held stacks of grainy-looking soft bricks, which I took to be a substance called dryfodder. 
 
    “That’s the stuff that feeds the city. The host we saw probably shaped it out of sewage while in the tower. Without him and others like him, the whole town would either starve or be forced to drain themselves down to a life-span of twenty years or less making their own food.” 
 
    “This city eats sewage?” Her fingers went back in her nose as she stared after the cart. 
 
    “No,” I said. “It eats perfectly palatable food that has been magically reshaped out of sewage using the life-energy of the asatepri. As I understand it, the dryfodder is pretty bland, but you can always reshape it yourself into something tastier.” 
 
    In fact, as we watched, one of the citizens joining the line behind us trotted over to the wagon and lifted a pair of the heavy food-blocks from its side. I wondered if he meant to imagine the stuff into a gourmet feast or just an everyday meal. The distinction, apparently, was based mostly on one’s talent at dreaming, not the amount of energy one invested. 
 
    Before I could explain this to Nene, though, the woman in line behind us interrupted me. 
 
    “Gochien Hanimat?” she asked. 
 
    Recognizing the phrase, I shook my head and switched from Juelnu to my native tongue. “We speak Delvonian and also Hiisian.” 
 
    Her eyebrows edged upward sedately, and she said, “I have a little Delvonian. Hiisian – that would give embarrassment to admit to. You two are rare and intrigue, even for Hanim. I think my husband very much would like to meet.” 
 
    I suddenly recognized the look on her face: a provocative appreciation that I generally associate with men. I’ve seen women give that look too – I’m just not used to having them give it to me. But this was Hanim, and I reminded myself that Hanim was a very different sort of place. 
 
    Amiably, but trying to retain a certain reserve, I said, “Thank you. I take that as a compliment.” 
 
    “No, no,” she said, smiling, “it is an invitation. My apology if I speak unclearly. There could be dinner and drinking – my trip is to imagine a sweet candied ham, and my husband has dreamed many fine wines. I see bags on your shoulders. So if you need housing, we have a large place. And a very large bed. My husband and I enjoy entertaining in it. We both have many proficiencies.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and said, “I’m afraid I am otherwise spoken for, and my companion is ... unschooled in such matters. But thank you for your invitation. I’m sure it would be a wonderful evening if we were at liberty to accept.” 
 
    She pouted slightly and glanced to Nene. “Hanim is excellent for learning, if she needs a tutor. You could always drink or smoke while we gave her lessons, yes?” 
 
    “Sadly, no,” I said. “I drink very little, and I don’t smoke at all. I’m sorry, but we’ll have to decline.” 
 
    Nene snorted. “It must be a lesson I would want to learn, if you are refusing it for me.” 
 
    The woman brightened. “Oh, yes, you would very much want to learn.” 
 
    With no small effort, I held myself back from saying something rude. From a stranger’s perspective, Nene appeared to be a full-grown woman, presumably capable of making her own decisions. And in the culture of Hanim, from what I’d heard, a sexual proposition carried no more offense than someone saying, What a nice hat you’re wearing. Would you mind telling me where you got it? 
 
    But the situation would clearly only degenerate from here, so I said, in Juelnu, “Nene, would you rather we leave and do our sightseeing at another dream foundry, or would you rather stay and speak to this woman about the things she’d like to teach you? Keep in mind that I absolutely will not accept her invitation, and so you won’t get to do anything she describes.” 
 
    “You offer choices,” she said, glowering, “but you always exclude the choice I would most like to make. It’s almost as aggravating as being forced to your will through the rings.” 
 
    “Just choose,” I said. “Stay here in the smell and talk to her, or leave and go somewhere else. If we leave, I’ll even explain a bit of what she means with her invitation.” 
 
    She looked at the woman, who still had a glint of eager hope in her eyes. Then she looked at the line into the dream foundry as though estimating how long it might take. 
 
    “I choose to avoid the stink,” she said at last. 
 
    I expected you might, I thought, although I kept my face clear of any satisfaction. Out loud, I said, “Then tell her in Delvonian that her offer is appreciated, but we have decided to explore another part of the city.” 
 
    “We are going elsewhere,” Nene told the woman, returning the pout to her golden Haniman features. “Thank you for your invitation. My companion is very stubborn.” 
 
    I laughed a little and said, “I suppose I can’t complain about being called that, since it’s true.” 
 
    Sourly, the woman said to Nene, “My husband also is stubborn. My solution is to say, ‘no,’ to him. A few nights of closed legs often gets my way, but maybe that advice is not to your situation.” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re saying about legs,” Nene replied. “But ‘no’ is useless against this person.” 
 
    “Come along, Nene,” I told her, stepping away from the line. To the woman, I added another apology, but she already seemed disinterested. 
 
    We walked on into Hanim, which suddenly felt like it might be even more complicated than I’d expected. 
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    A few rounds into the celebratory drinks, Shoje asked Onk, “What exactly made you trust me with your secret, anyway? Why tell me about you and your ‘brother’ when you didn’t have to?” 
 
    With all the hubbub and carousing going on inside the Doughty Spirits, he had to lean in close to make himself heard at all, so there wasn’t much worry that Osyrand and Choldis would be able to eavesdrop from the far side of the table. 
 
    Onk tipped up his wineglass before answering.  
 
    “Calculation,” he said once he’d swallowed. “If you’re up to big things on Avelia’s behalf, and you find me running with Lugreyhn, what could possibly make you trust me? Only a significant concession on my part. So I made one.” 
 
    “But if I’m up to really big things on Avelia’s behalf, I’m not likely to trust you in any event, am I?” 
 
    Onk shrugged. “I couldn’t predict what would happen in the shadow woods, not with Lugreyhn in a bloody-minded fever to do you in. There might have come a moment when you’d need help, and I wanted you to have the least possible hesitation in asking for it.” 
 
    “That’s all?” 
 
    The insectivist swirled the wine around in the bottom of his glass. “I suppose – it seemed a good moment to plant a seed of friendship. You know, if someone like Lugreyhn rattles on for an hour about an individual’s insufferable morality, that’s probably a good sign that the person is worth knowing.” 
 
    “Ha,” Shoje laughed. “Lugreyhn would doubtless be squirming right now if she knew what a compliment I consider her obsession with my morals.” 
 
    Onk looked upward for a moment, as if into a distance. Then he said, “My last night-wasp is still following her. It appears she’s more stumbling than squirming, but I’d say it’s a bet she’s well aggravated with you.” 
 
    “Your last one?” 
 
    “Yes, the other seems to have gotten too close when she froze her leg in order to be able to walk on it.” 
 
    Shoje made a face – both at the notion of a witch freezing her own leg solid and at the notion that she might be on her way back to town. “How soon is she likely to hobble back?” 
 
    Onk shook his head. “Stubbornly enough, it looks as though she’s still after the tiger. She’s got that Imtney thing of hers sniffing for it, and she’s lurching deeper into the woods, not away. I doubt she’ll return to Uerseccia tonight.” 
 
    “And you feel no obligation to send some sort of message with your friends?” Onk’s dispassion fascinated Shoje. “She is your partner, and it can’t be a safe proposition, wandering the shadow woods on a broken leg. The tiger wasn’t the only dangerous beast in there, I’m sure.” 
 
    The insectivist met this with a shrug. “I have the credit for the catch, and once a reward’s in hand, it’s not really Onk’s style to worry overmuch about his associates.” 
 
    “I see,” Shoje said. Onk’s phrasing struck him as interesting, though, and he went on to ask, “Was there ever an Onk? Or did you invent him of the whole cloth?” 
 
    Across the table, Osyrand the Nose momentarily glanced their way and seemed intrigued that the two were conversing so closely. But a laughing Choldis elbowed him, drawing his attention back to whatever she’d been saying. 
 
    “There was never an Onk,” said the little man, looking ruminatively into his glass. “But if you’re asking whether I ever had a brother, I did. A twin, in fact. I was always much the worse of the two of us, though. Onk is modeled on the parts of me that were least like him.” 
 
    Shoje is not one for prying into family matters, but his companion appeared thoughtful rather than morose, so he asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “When we were nine, our older sister came down with a sickness. It was the dead of winter and we’d been snowed in by a blizzard. Our father was quite old, with a lame leg and bad eyes; our mother had died several years before. Sueni was always the one who took care of things, and when she got sick we didn’t know what to do. Father said she needed the town healer, and that he’d set out in the morning when he hoped the weather would let up. But Hanno was very frightened that the morning would be too late. He said he’d go and get the healer himself, but of course he was only nine and Father ordered him not to.” 
 
    This did not sound to Shoje like the beginning of a pleasant story, yet Onk told it with clear eyes and a placid voice. 
 
    “A knocking woke us up ahead of sunrise, though you could barely hear it over the wind,” he went on. “It was the healer, Old Gurlwhon. He said his dogs had woken him up, and when he went out to see what the matter was, Hanno was there. So he came at once with his kit. And he started tending to Sueni, and he worked a long time, and he finally said she’d probably be all right. But he emphasized over and over how close the whole affair was and how she would definitely have died if he’d shown up even an hour later.” 
 
    “And Hanno?” 
 
    “Well, he was dead, wasn’t he? He’d fallen in the snow just a few yards from Gurlwhon’s house, but the first time the healer opened up his door and looked out, he didn’t see anything, and the cold sent him back to bed. He only got himself dressed and went out for a good search when the dogs just kept barking and barking, and by then it was too late.” 
 
    Sitting in a pub full of revelry and life, Shoje felt chilled by the calm with which Onk related his brother’s death. 
 
    “That’s terrible,” he said. 
 
    Onk shrugged. “Like I said, our mother had died a few years before. Complications from a stillbirth. Father didn’t have long in him either, even a nine-year-old could see. And what Hanno did saved Sueni, and what Gurlwhon did next probably saved my father, for at least the two years more that Father would live.” 
 
    “What did he do?” 
 
    Onk actually smiled, as though remembering some clever prank. “He cursed up a storm about how two young boys oughtn’t be living so far out from town in such terrible conditions, without proper supervision, and he told Father he was taking us to live with his cousin in Hyleyshire.” 
 
    “You mean he didn’t –” 
 
    “Two years, I would go back and forth from Hyleyshire to our farmstead every few weeks, although never in winter. On one visit I would be Enk, and on the next I would be Hanno. Sueni knew and played along, and I sometimes think that Father must have suspected too. The last thing he said to me, on his deathbed, was, ‘Thank you for keeping our family alive that night, and ever since. You’re a good boy.’ And it was true. I was better as Enk, after my brother’s death, than I’d ever been before. I knew that if I’d been just a little more like him, it would have been both of us going out in that snowstorm, and maybe with my help he might have gotten to Gurlwhon’s easier and lived.” 
 
    “That’s a hard way to learn a lesson,” Shoje said. 
 
    Onk looked at him plainly and replied, “There’s no easy way to learn the really important ones.” 
 
    “Did your sister come through it as well as you did?” 
 
    “No,” Onk said. “Sueni was always the boldest of the three of us, and she turned even more stubborn afterward. She wouldn’t leave the farm after Father died, and some bandits took her and had their way with her about three years later. I was away at my studies by then, and I got a letter from Gurlwhon’s cousin that she’d been found with her throat cut in the barn.” 
 
    The insectivist gave no sign whatsoever that this grim tale affected him in the telling. Apparently, Shoje did not mask his own reaction quite so well, because Osyrand pointed toward him and mouthed the words, You all right? Or perhaps he said it out loud and the din of the bar simply swallowed the sound. 
 
    Shoje nodded back to his friend, waving as though to brush away any worry. 
 
    “So you see,” Onk went on, “when I say I like to focus on big-picture things, it’s not without cause. The small picture has dealt me rather a number of disappointments.” 
 
    “But you’ve gone on,” Shoje said. “That’s something, at least.” 
 
    “I have,” Onk said, nodding. “It’s mostly due to those two years of being Hanno for a few days at a time, every couple of weeks. Hanno would always have gone on. It’s how he was, and I suppose I like to think that as long as I keep mimicking him in that way, he’ll never quite be dead.” 
 
    Somberly, Shoje raised his glass, though he could think of nothing to say. Onk touched rims with him, and they both drank. 
 
    A few minutes later, the Doughty Spirits’ door swung open to let in three men in imperial uniforms, who moved with a purpose. 
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    As we continued into the city, I explained to Nene the gist of the proposition we’d just walked away from. I had to use Delvonian for this, as the Juelnu terms rely heavily on euphemism and implication, and the Hiisian words carry connotations of aggression or conquest. Fortunately, I had no desire to be graphic in detail, so we were able to switch back to Juelnu after a brief discussion of the activity involved. With any luck, the gentility of Juelnu would keep her from dredging up too many vulgar synonyms from her Delvonian vocabulary. I certainly didn’t want her using most of those words in ordinary conversation. 
 
    “But,” Nene said, her brow furrowed, “there would be three women and only one man. How would such a congress be made to work?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I have no personal experience with ‘congresses’ beyond two,” I said, ducking the question of whether I could imagine more. “As I understand it, though, they’re very inventive here in Hanim.” 
 
    Clearly dissatisfied, she said, “Explain again why we should not have accepted this invitation. You say the activity is pleasurable, and we would both be learning something. You brought me here to teach me, and you say you want to explore this unusual city. So why avoid this one thing?” 
 
    “Because it’s just not to my taste,” I said. “Look, you can eat meat, and you can eat bug paste. They’re both nutritious and filling. You prefer to eat meat, while some people might prefer to eat bug paste.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” she said. “Who would prefer bug paste?” 
 
    “My point is, someone might. It’s a matter of preference and how you’ve been brought up. In this case, I prefer physical intimacy with men I’m very close to.” 
 
    “And yet I have seen you eating both bug paste and meat. Why is preference suddenly so important to you?” 
 
    “Why is arguing with me so important to you?” I countered. 
 
    She growled and we continued walking down the street.  
 
    To the eye, Hanim is a stunning and sometimes bewildering place. The city has no buildings of cheap or utilitarian design, since every structure is made by the joint effort of hundreds or even thousands of Hanimen, donating bits of their life force to the imagination of an architect. But the city also has precious few buildings in a crisp, new state of repair, because major structural shaping can only be done with one of Hanim’s two mobile dream foundries, and those huge, wheeled edifices orbit very slowly through the city. As Fingold had once described it, the construction foundries tend to go building-by-building through the oldest parts of town, replacing structures only as they reach a state of dangerous decay. It might take years for one of them to move a space of several blocks. 
 
    But even though this resulted in some of the most amazing architecture I had ever seen, with practically every building a visionary monument, I had little luck interesting Nene in our surroundings. 
 
    I could point out vast cathedral arches or a narrow, inverted pyramid that stood upon its point. In one case, an entire apartment-house had been sculpted in the form of a dancing nymph fifteen stories high. But Nene kept coming back to that which had been denied her. 
 
    “Your words and actions are not consistent,” she said, “except that you consistently avoid what I want.” 
 
    “Untrue,” I said, having to work a bit at maintaining an amiable tone. “Back at the temple, I started showing you how to fight, and I let you have what you wanted for lunch. On the walk here, I even let you hit me.” 
 
    “Bah. I think you did those things only so that you could use them against me now.” 
 
    I chuckled at that. “So you think that I planned to have a local woman invite us to her home for a perverse liaison?” 
 
    “Why not?” she asked. “You seem to know so much about this city, though you claim you have never been here. Perhaps you knew such an invitation could not be avoided.” 
 
    “So. Expecting a lewd invitation, I let you have some things you wanted in order to then be in a better position to argue with you about not accepting the invitation?” 
 
    “Is that any more ridiculous than telling me you want to teach me things, and then turning down the first offer we get for someone to teach me something?” 
 
    By this point, we’d gotten well away from the dream foundry and its sewer smell, and passed by several street vendors selling food. Since my lunch had been earlier than Nene’s, and having walked five miles across the barrens to Hanim, I found my mind drifting toward an afternoon snack. 
 
    Perhaps I also hoped that getting something to eat might stop – or at least muffle – Nene’s stream of complaints. 
 
    So I said, “Look, why don’t we find a moneychanger and then sit down and have some food instead of just walking and arguing.” 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I would rather sit and argue than walk and argue. My feet are already sore from all the walking across that horrible grey flatland.” 
 
    Sighing and shaking my head, I looked about for someone to ask directions of, wondering if there were anything I could do or any activity I could suggest that would not provoke harangues from her. 
 
    Perhaps you should have taken the Haniman woman up on her offer, I thought, just to see if that would finally shut Nene up. 
 
    And against all my normal inclinations, that thought planted a seed that I soon found harder and harder to ignore. 
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    It didn’t take the imperial guardsmen long to find the table of honor. Half the pub was busy making the name “Shoje Keindan” a part of local legendry, along with “Osyrand the Nose” and “Choldis” and “Onk.” Osy spotted the soldiers first, or perhaps smelled the particular combination of dyes used in that famous blue-and-white imperial livery. He caught Shoje’s eye and gave a nod toward the three armed men – a captain and two corporals. 
 
    Leaning toward Onk, Shoje said, “Here we go. If you don’t want to get involved with the law, you might ease your way to another table.” 
 
    “I believe I shall,” said the insectivist, slipping from his chair and heading for the bar just as one of the locals pointed the imperial captain straight toward Shoje. 
 
    All three of my friends feigned inattention while the guardsmen made their way through the crowd. They talked and laughed, Choldis ate more nuts, and Osyrand helped himself to another glass of wine. 
 
    But Shoje felt a tension and an eagerness and impatience all at once. A dangerous game was about to start – a game that might very well be critical to me and to my success. He recognized the importance of caution even as he yearned to make the first move in that game, and he recognized that in some degree he was substituting this course of action for the one he truly wanted, which was to find me and join me himself. 
 
    So watch yourself, Shoje old boy, he thought. And when the game gets going, try to remind yourself that it’s not really a game at all. 
 
    The man in the captain’s uniform stepped up to their table, resting his hands on the back of Onk’s now-empty chair. He’d kept his helmet on rather than tucking it under an arm or giving it to an underling, which told Shoje he had every intention of being intimidating. The man had the eyes for it too, fierce and grey and crystalline under heavy black brows. 
 
    “Your pardon for interrupting,” he said loudly – with a practiced military volume that got the attention of everyone at the four nearest tables. “I must ask the three of you to put aside your revelry and come outside with me.” 
 
    One of the town aldermen hovering nearby, too drunk to retain any semblance of sense, said, “Begging your pardon, sir, but these folk have just done Uerseccia a good turn, and you’re interrupting their party!” 
 
    The fellow actually poked the officer on his shoulder, right in the center of the chevrons there. 
 
    Osyrand, who was closest to the alderman, stood up hastily between him and the captain. “No worries, no worries! I’m sure if there’s something the authorities need our help with, we’re just as glad to provide it as we were to help out the town.” 
 
    The alderman looked at him, brightened, and then spoke again to the captain. “Well then at least you should join us in a drink first, right?” 
 
    “No,” the officer said simply. He turned his gaze on Shoje, who rose as though regretfully, and then on Choldis, who harrumphed and set down her fork before standing as well. “This way, then, if you please.” 
 
    They followed him out, through curious, peering crowds that quieted only slightly. His two corporals hung back at the rear flanks of their procession. 
 
    Beyond the doors, Uerseccia’s streets lay more or less empty and more or less quiet – stony and quaint in the moonlight. A detachment of eight more guardsmen stood waiting in the middle of the road, and saluted the captain as he came out. The two corporals stopped briefly in the doorway to turn back some locals, evidently intent on following the group out to observe. 
 
    Osyrand spoke up as the captain continued down the street, his troops falling in on either side. “Do you mind us asking what the matter is, captain? I thought we were just coming out to talk.” 
 
    “I don’t mind you asking,” the officer replied. “But it’s not my place to tell you. You’ll find out soon enough. Serious business is afoot, and you’ve become persons of interest in a major investigation.” 
 
    He gestured forward and up as he said this, toward a hill on the outskirts of town. 
 
    Nestled against the hill’s incline was a full-sized skyship of the imperial navy, sails furled but blue-and-white pennants waving in the moon’s watery rays. 
 
    A skyship off the rails means there’s a powerful mage of some kind on board, Shoje thought. An aeromancer or a kineticist with a pretty serious punch. 
 
    “As you can see,” the captain said, “there’s a certain level of priority that’s been engaged.” 
 
    “Well,” said Shoje, “I suppose we should step lively, then.” 
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    Finding a moneychanger proved to be the most challenging part of acquiring something to eat. In Hanim, the local currency is the dzut – literally, the hour. Gold and other precious materials have little worth to Hanimen. If they want jewelry of a lustrous golden sheen, they simply imagine it out of some other metal that they have on hand. The only scarcity in Hanim is life energy, and therefore they need an appropriate coinage. Each dzut is a metallic cylinder about as long as a finger-joint and half that in diameter, crafted so as to be able to store a specific duration of life essence. They can be filled – or used – at any dream foundry, and the Hanimen trade them back and forth for services. But finding a Haniman willing to trade them for gold or jewels is significantly more difficult. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Nene growled when I tried to explain this to her. Having been told we would sit down and have something to eat, she naturally turned resentful at any delay. “When you bought the bug paste in Ur-Jo, they took your coins, even though all the morgs were paying in those coins with holes in their middles. Why is it any different here?” 
 
    “Because Hiisian coins and Delvonian coins are both made of gold or silver,” I told her. “Those metals are rare and beautiful, and therefore valuable in most cultures. But the Hanimen can make anything they want as beautiful as they want, as long as they’re willing to shorten their lives a bit to do it. If a dzut is worth an hour of your life, why would you trade that for a gold coin that you could imagine at a fraction of that cost?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t,” she said. “But I also wouldn’t get my food from a building on top of a sewer. And if what you say is true then why are we bothering to look for a moneychanger? You have just proved that one would have to be a fool to engage in that activity.” 
 
    “Not entirely. Occasionally, Hanimen like to travel to other places, for which they need currency. Also, there’s a substantial amount of trade between Hanim and Delvonia, because the Hanimen do need raw material to shape, and are capable of feats of craftsmanship and artistry hard to find elsewhere. So moneychanging is a very specialized business, but it does exist.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked, tenaciously. “We want these dzuts, and we can’t just go and imagine ourselves a sack of them. But the Hanimen can imagine sackfuls of gold, so why would they trade dzuts for gold?” 
 
    The question gave me one of those strange moments when you feel the world repeating itself. I had asked Fingold almost the exact same thing once, when he was describing Hanim to me. It seemed like the perfect place for counterfeiting, and I couldn’t see why the whole Empire hadn’t long ago been flooded with Haniman-imagined Imperials. 
 
    Be careful, Avelia, I told myself, looking at Nene for a moment as I took hold of that memory, weighing and appreciating it. Yes, she’s willful and smart just like you are, and she’s hit on an idea or two that struck you the same way at some point in the past. But don’t make the mistake of identifying overmuch with her. Just because it’s been hours since she mentioned killing you doesn’t mean she’s no longer thinking about it. 
 
    So I explained to her that any Haniman could use the dream foundry to forge a silver-ish or gold-ish coin, but that actually getting the exact properties of silver or gold right would take a real talent for imagining. Well-minted coins have a precise weight and density, for one thing, and while a crude fake might fool a common person, any merchant worth his salt could feel an under- or over-heavy coin with a touch. 
 
    “If you focused on it and studied it and had the right knack,” I said, “you could learn to make undetectable copies of any coin you wanted. But if you had that kind of talent and persistence in imagining, you could make yourself as wealthy as you wanted here in Hanim without resorting to the tedious manufacture of false currency. A genius at imagining has many better things to do with his time than make coins. Also, the local Delvonian garrison is pretty stringent in persecuting anyone who passes on false Imperials, and keeps a very watchful eye on shipments leaving the city. So a Haniman sightseer might risk faking some Imperials to take with him on a trip, but no one would try to conduct large-scale commerce with counterfeits. It would be too much effort to make them good enough to pass in large quantities.” 
 
    Nene rolled her eyes. “Does what you’re saying even make sense? I can’t follow any of it. How do you know so much about this city and how it works if you’ve never been here?” 
 
    I laughed and touched her shoulder. “Because I’ve had friends who were willing to tell me, and I’m a good listener. Things might go better for you if you worked on both of those areas. Now look, we’re coming up on what looks like a market. Let’s stop and ask one of these fellows if there’s a currency house nearby.” 
 
    Nene did not bother to look toward the men I’d pointed out – a laughing trio gathered round a hookah on the steps of one of Hanim’s many splendid buildings. 
 
    “I would refuse if I could,” she said in a surly tone. “But I cannot, so go ahead.” 
 
    “Do you have an alternative suggestion on how to feed ourselves?” 
 
    “The woman at the dream foundry offered us food and drink,” she said. “Perhaps if we had done as she wished, she would even have given us dzuts.” 
 
    My eyebrows went up reflexively. “There’s a word for that, if you search your vocabulary, and I’m afraid the activity is not my style. Even less than a foursome dalliance with strangers would be.” 
 
    She thought for a moment, and spoke a word. Unfortunately, though, we were still speaking Juelnu, and the term she arrived at was, “Eliuthuei?” 
 
    Delvonian has no similar term, and it surprised me to hear and understand it so readily; it essentially means largesse of the afterglow, and it has connotations of generosity, sharing, and warmth that one would never associate with the Delvonian word whoring. 
 
    Apparently, there’s a downside to trying to teach someone to think as you do while speaking the language of a culture very different from your own. 
 
    Fortunately, by this point I had reached the stoop where the hookah smokers sat, and was able to drop the subject while asking them for directions. They gladly obliged me and made a show of passing the water-pipe my way while I listened. Having no idea what was burning in the hookah’s bowl, though, I politely declined the offer. 
 
    But as vexing as it was dealing with Nene, I found myself much more tempted to take a puff than I normally would have been. 
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    Shoje had traveled on skyships before, of course. But as he walked up the gangplank to this one, the climb felt in no way familiar. Even seen by moonlight, the ship’s meticulous condition was evident. Nothing lay out of place upon its decks, and no skymen stood idly about in clusters enjoying the careless ease of landfall. 
 
    The Quickness of Inquiry III looked and felt like what it was: a military vessel on high alert, with watchmen along its rails and a spotter high up in its crow’s nest. 
 
    At the head of the ramp stood a dark-skinned woman in the uniform of the imperial navy, her epaulettes and razor-billed cap declaring her to be of significant rank. As they reached her position, the army captain leading their group saluted. 
 
    “Commander Aurgren,” he said briskly. “Permission to come aboard with three persons of interest, please.” 
 
    Aurgren looked Shoje up and down, glanced at Osy and Choldis. Her coarse, short hair and mouthful of blocky teeth suggested that she might be half morgish, and she certainly had the powerful build that a woman would need to hold her own in a man’s world like the navy. 
 
    “Granted,” she said. “Split them up in staterooms four, six, and eight. Post your men as you see fit. We’ll get underway directly.” 
 
    “I beg your leave for interrupting,” Shoje said quickly, since she appeared ready to turn away, “but I take it there’s a trip in the offing, and I don’t recall receiving an invitation. The good captain here only said that he wanted us to come outside with him. No offense, of course, sir.” 
 
    The army officer made no reply. Commander Augren worked her jaw back and forth as though chewing over how brusque she wanted to be. 
 
    “Fine, then,” she said after a moment. “Would you do us the favor, please, of joining us on our aerial tour of central Delvonia, heart of the empire? The itinerary is not set, but you have your choice of ultimate destinations. The journey can either lead to the place we want it to, at the information we are seeking, or it can lead to the very lowest, darkest dungeons beneath the Imperial Citadel. You’ll find every aspect of the cruise has been well attended to, including those dungeon accommodations especially.” 
 
    “We’re charmed to accept the offer, I’m sure,” Shoje replied with a slight bow, glad that he’d just put a toe in the water rather than jumping all the way in by asking exactly where they were bound or who they might expect to see. 
 
    Picking up on Shoje’s light tone, Choldis added, “Charmed, that is, as long as the galley isn’t off-limits.” 
 
    “Just follow Captain Hadsig to your quarters.” 
 
    With that, the commander strode forward, and their army escort led them aft. 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about you two,” Shoje said as they followed Hadsig into the sterncastle, “but I’m feeling pretty important at the moment.” 
 
    “This way,” Hadsig said, pointing to a stair on their left that went below. 
 
    “Not me,” Osyrand replied to Shoje, with exaggerated gloom. “The delightful Commander Augren hardly had a glance for me and Choldis. I’m thinking they’re more interested in you, Shoje.” 
 
    “Oh, chin up. I’m sure it wasn’t that I’m more important than you, Osy – just that I’m better-looking.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to cheer me up?” 
 
    Gruffly, Hadsig said, “Stateroom four is just to the right when we come off the stair. Who wants it?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Shoje said. “Is it nice?” 
 
    The officer stopped and looked squarely at his three charges, one after the other, starting with Shoje. “It’s a small cabin with two bunks and little else. Stateroom six is the same, as is stateroom eight. Now you might all three of you think a little bit on what you’ve seen so far tonight, and what it means in terms of the gravity of your situation. At some point in the near future, the chief investigator will be aboard to question you, and I guarantee you’ll not want to be as flippant with him as you’re being now.” 
 
    “Well,” Shoje said, “I’m afraid you can guarantee that we’d be unwise to maintain our flippancy, but you can’t guarantee that we’ll not want to. Still, you’re a good man for giving us the advice, and I’ll apologize by way of saying that something about facing down death in the black depths of the shadow woods makes one rather jaded about answering a few questions for the authorities.” 
 
    “And we’ve all been drinking as well,” Choldis added in. “If that helps excuse us any. Sorry if it’s been a more serious night for you than for us. Here, I’ll take room four.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hadsig told her. “And I hope the three of you will be more sober in all regards by the time the marshal-general gets here.” 
 
    Shoje pretended not to attach any importance to that as he allowed himself to be led two doors down to stateroom six. But Hadsig had either just given them a very grave warning or just let slip a piece of information he should not have. In all the law enforcement apparatus of the empire, there was only one marshal-general. The man currently holding that office was named Boucolm Tain, and he had a reputation for having never failed in any investigation he had personally headed. 
 
    So the challenge is on, Shoje thought as he stepped through the doorway into his tiny cabin. And apparently, the empire has so few leads on the situation that I am worth the attention of Boucolm Tain himself. 
 
    “Very nice,” Shoje said, with a nod through the door to Captain Hadsig. “This will more than do.” 
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    As we sat down in one of Hanim’s many parks, Nene delivered a surprising proposal. 
 
    “You’ve brought me here to learn,” she said around a mouthful of sausage. A hillkinder woman had sold us two sausage links and a bottled ale out of her push-cart. “But I do not want to learn your lessons, and you do not want to teach me things like having a four-person congress. Obviously, we must trade, just as you traded jewels to the moneychanger for dzuts, and dzuts to the short woman for sausages. I will pay attention to something you want to teach me, and in return you will find someone who will show me how to –” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait,” I interrupted, almost having laughed a mouthful of ale out my nose. “I am paying for all of your food and lodging, and I’m teaching you to fight, and I let you hit me in the stomach – I’m not sure you’re really in a position to start demanding trades on your own terms.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Well, I have done many things I did not want to do, because you forced me to with your ring. Should I not get something in trade for that?” 
 
    “No, because this is not a trading relationship. And I’d rather you not talk with your mouth full.” 
 
    Immediately, she bit a great hunk off of her sausage and said, “If you won’t trade with me, why should I care what you prefer? I will do what I want until you force me to stop with the rings.” 
 
    I sighed and chewed a bit of my own food. It had reasonably good flavor, but the texture was quite odd, making me suspect that the vendor had bought her meats from a second-rate imaginer in order to turn a higher profit off of them. 
 
    Nene continued to speak, still chewing between words: “You have said you don’t want to coerce me through the rings, and I have walked beside you without being forced all through this city, and I have not tried to fight or attack you. Now when I am done eating, perhaps I will try to run away, or perhaps I will jump at you with my fists. Then you will have to use the rings, and I will have made you do something you don’t want to. Why should I behave any differently?” 
 
    I had to admit that her behavior in Hanim had, so far, been remarkably cooperative – at least in comparison to her norm. But I certainly couldn’t let her get the upper hand in an argument of this sort, or I’d never win another argument again. 
 
    So I washed down my imagined sausage with a swallow of ale and asked her, “Nene, has it not occurred to you that if I acted as you speak of acting, the results would be very, very bad for you indeed? Why is it that you think there’s no risk in provoking me?” 
 
    She shrugged and deliberately took another bite of sausage. 
 
    “I could make you stop eating right now,” I said. “I could force you to climb that tree and jump down and injure yourself. Or I could simply order you to stand still while I cut into your flesh with my knife. Why don’t you worry about these things happening?” 
 
    “Because,” she said around her food, “you are not angry the way that I am. Something inside you is different. You have no desire to hurt me.” 
 
    “That is incorrect,” I said. 
 
    She actually paused at that and spent a moment looking at me. “You ... do not appear to be angry now.” 
 
    “I’m not particularly angry at the moment,” I said. “But if I were, you probably wouldn’t notice much difference. It takes a lot of doing to get me angry enough that I let it show.” 
 
    “Then it is not the kind of anger I feel,” she said, regaining a bit of her confidence. 
 
    “Oh, but I guarantee you it is,” I replied. I took a swig from the bottle and held it out to her. “Anger comes in different shades and textures, but ultimately it’s all pretty much the same thing.” 
 
    She took the bottle, drank, and made a face. “This is terrible. Why would you buy such a drink?” 
 
    “Let’s stay on track here, shall we?” I reached to take the bottle back before she could decide to discard it over her shoulder. “Not only do I, in fact, get angry – I’ve also had more than a few moments in which I would have liked to hurt you.” 
 
    “Then you are a fool,” she said. “If you wanted to hurt me, you should have. I am in your power. Nothing could stop you. So either you’re lying about wanting to hurt me, or you have some deficiency that prevents you from doing what you want.” 
 
    “Or,” I said, “there are things that are more important to me than a moment of anger or revenge, and in order to achieve those things I make the effort to control myself.” 
 
    She thought about this, cramming the last of her sausage into her mouth and looking down at the grass in front of the bench where we sat. I wondered if anything I’d said managed to penetrate her stubbornness, or if she were merely trying to decide whether it would be worthwhile to really work at making me angry, in hopes of somehow throwing me off of the things I claimed were more important. 
 
    “Do you want to know my point in telling you this?” 
 
    She shrugged again, her eyes flicking toward me with sulky defiance and then returning to the ground. 
 
    “My point is that when you want something of someone else, you’re more likely to get it if you control yourself. Quite often a simple, polite request will get you what you want, even though you might prefer to poke the person you’re talking to in the eye.” 
 
    With a dry expression that I suspect she learned from me, Nene immediately replied, “Would you please let me take this ring off and go my own way into this city and never have to see you again?” 
 
    I smiled. “I said, ‘quite often,’ not, ‘in every case.’” 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “Perhaps you should try a less ambitious request,” I suggested. “You might even try offering something in return for the thing you ask for.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “Could we please strike a bargain? If I attempt to learn one of your lessons, will you find me a Haniman who will give me some of these pleasures of the body that we were invited to share?” 
 
    Her posture told me that she expected a “No.” But I found myself eager to surprise her, and in fact the main objection to her proposal would have been prudishness, which is not really one of my major characteristics. 
 
    So took another sip of ale and swallowed it and said, “I’d be happy to, Nene.” 
 
    She blinked. Then her face grew wary again and she said, “Bah – you are only going to pick some horrible lesson that I will never be able to tolerate.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” I said. “Just now, you tried what I asked you to try. You made a simple request, phrased it nicely, and offered something in return. Your request has worked, so you’ve already learned the lesson. As soon as I finish my sausage and ale, we can head out of the park and see about fulfilling my end of the bargain.” 
 
    “You’re joking with me,” she insisted. “Why would you make it that easy?” 
 
    “So you’ll learn that sometimes, it is that easy. Not always, but sometimes.” 
 
    Popping the last of my sausage into my mouth, I stood up. Nene stood too, dubious but for once avoiding argument. I drained my ale, feeling full and warm inside as I looked toward the path out of the park. 
 
    Once we’d made our way down it and I began making inquiries, I quickly discovered another simple truth about Hanim: it is much easier finding a house of pleasure there than locating a moneychanger. 
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    I picked up a book on our way to the pleasure house, and paid over more dzuts than I would have liked. Not many Hanimen would care to expend life-energy imagining books into existence word by word at the dream foundry, so almost every tome in the city is either hand-scribed or imported. Of course, Nene complained about having to tarry at the bookseller’s shop. But I ignored her and took my time examining the somewhat esoteric selection available to me. Eventually, I settled on a history of the Juelnish Divestiture, which I chose because I knew very little about the period and could now read in the historian’s original tongue. 
 
    “It’s almost dark,” Nene groused as we walked out from the bookstore to dusk-washed streets. “Look there – that man is closing up his shop. What if we arrive at the place we’re headed for too late?” 
 
    I laughed and tucked my book under one arm. “Don’t worry. There’s very little likelihood of that. In fact, we have at least one other stop to make first.” 
 
     Her tone rose to a higher pitch of outrage. “What?” 
 
    “I want to arrange tonight’s lodging for us before the hour gets too late,” I explained. “It’s far enough outside my normal behavior to visit a bordello – I’m certainly not going to spend the night in one. There are arguable moral objections to going, but the safety objections to staying are less debatable.” 
 
    Despite that statement, Nene of course did try to debate the issue, the whole way to the inn that we eventually found. She quieted to a sulk as I dickered with the innkeep for a room, then began to complain again when I said we needed to go upstairs to inspect the quarters and drop off some of our gear. I weathered her criticisms up five flights of stairs, paying more attention to the luxurious weave of the carpeting than to my companion’s harangue. The room had a single bed too small to comfortably share, but I’ve no objection to sleeping on a floor, and the furnishings were otherwise quite nice. I lightened my pack of clothes and various accessories that I could afford to lose if someone should break into the room in my absence. Then we left Nene’s pack behind entirely and went downstairs. 
 
    The streets of Hanim remain lively well into the evening. Lighting is sporadic and variable in quality. Some grand boulevards glow beneath gaslamps fed by alchemist’s lozenges. Other thoroughfares can be safely navigated by the light of lampstones hung in high glass cradles. Many streets go dark, with only dim light filtering out from the buildings and businesses that line them. 
 
    Avoiding the darker spots took us on a longer route to our destination, which naturally brought more argument from Nene. 
 
    “The man said we could turn at Court Street or Mandravar,” she said at one point. “That was Mandravar we just passed. Why are we not turning?” 
 
    “Did you see any lamps along Mandravar?” 
 
    “No,” she said. “But we would be on that street for only two blocks. Surely we would not get lost in the dark in just two blocks.” 
 
    “There’s more than one mechanism for getting lost. I find it easier to spot brigands and cutpurses if they come upon me under a streetlight than in some narrow, black alleyway.” 
 
    “Bah,” she replied. “You are delaying for no cause. If someone tries to rob us, you will simply kill them or beat them away with your truncheon.” 
 
    “Probably,” I agreed. “But you never know. I’m a very good fighter, but there are thieves out there who are very good thieves.” 
 
    At length, though, our walk ended on the doorstep of Saleyn’s Seraglio, which had been recommended by at least three sources as a fairly reputable pleasure house employing both male and female “artists.” 
 
    I stood there not without concern. 
 
    Of course, I had been raised by modest folk in a modest town, and the young girl in me always wants to shudder with distaste at notions like the selling or buying of sexual favors. But it’s been a very long time since I was that young girl, and I’ve been a great many places and seen people do a great many things for coin or for other advantage. So in a culture like that of Hanim, I would have to count the giving of pleasure to another human being as a fairly middle-of-the-road means of earning one’s living, morally speaking. I would never do it myself, but I would also never scrub dung from the boots at a nobleman’s equestrian club, and frankly a Haniman prostitute is probably treated with more respect than the average Delvonian boot-polisher. 
 
    No, my concern had little to do with the ethics of the establishment we’d reached, much as those sat a bit off-kilter for me. What gave me pause was the balance of two lessons that Nene might learn within these walls. On the one hand, she would definitely leave with a realization that other people could be a source of deep gratification for her – that a gentle and coaxing touch can be resplendent, that we mortal beings have an ability to connect and to lift ourselves and each other to a higher plane, if only briefly and in a way that might later be argued to be illusory. 
 
    Yet she would also learn that human beings can be bought for one another’s appetites – a fairly sorry lesson indeed. 
 
    Still, I had weighed all of this in my head before making the offer to Nene in the first place, and so I did not loiter more than a moment upon the doorstep. Better that my charge become fixated on an appetite for ecstasy than that she continue dwelling on her appetite for meat and blood. 
 
    We went in, and when a pleasant but overly rouged young woman asked how we might be served, I said, “I’m looking for a man with talented hands for my friend here. He’ll keep his pants on, if that makes any difference in price.” 
 
    She told me it didn’t and asked for us to follow her through to a lounge full of soft furniture and exquisite bodies. 
 
      
 
    LII 
 
      
 
    I could now tell you in great detail about the tides of history that led mighty Jueln to turn inward, fifteen hundred years ago, and begin the lengthy process of pruning itself from a hegemony that spanned the continents to a single nation of modest borders. I couldn’t tell you much about the Divestiture itself, as I only read the first two chapters of my book while Nene lay abed, played by the skillful hands of a stunning young Haniman. 
 
    Those two chapters, though, will stick with me a long time. 
 
    Juelnu is a sensual language, an artful language, whose words and grammar somehow channel the mind in a subtly different way than the syntax of Delvonian. Sentence by sentence and paragraph by page, the story of Jueln’s Great Introspection unwound like a goddess undressing. Meanwhile, mere feet away, upon a splendor of cushions and satin sheets, Nene received the tutoring she had asked for and made the sounds that a woman makes in her most unreserved condition. The gigolo she had selected from the viewing room did not particularly remind me of Shoje, but his golden skin and dark hair nonetheless turned my thoughts toward my love even as the book turned them toward centuries past. 
 
    So while I could tell you about the start of Jueln’s mirror-gazing epoch, I won’t – because recalling that experience frankly makes me feel a bit flushed. 
 
    When we walked the late-night streets of Hanim afterward, Nene remained uncharacteristically quiet. Questions danced through my head that I might ask her, but I refrained. 
 
    She’s either contemplating, I thought, or she’s simply basking, and in either case I don’t think I want to interrupt. 
 
    So I considered Jueln and its hundred-year retreat from empire. I considered the notion that control and dominion change the controller just as much as they change the one dominated. I admired the bravery of a people who would upend their entire political map in pursuit of soul-searching, but I also wondered what good it had done them. Jueln as a nation had lasted almost a thousand years past the Divestiture, but in the end it had collapsed in a relative instant, leaving only feral, ivy-strewn ruins where its majesty and art had once soared. 
 
    Did I walk the path the Juelnites had walked? As I worked to bring Nene to some wholesome independence, as I scaled back my iron rule over her, did an inevitable oblivion wait in my future? 
 
    Pssh, I told myself. Jueln had five centuries of ascendancy followed by a thousand years of serene prosperity. I’d think you would count that lucky and consider it an outcome worth hoping for. 
 
    As we turned back onto Court Street, Nene at last spoke. 
 
    “Why are all these people still out on the streets, instead of inside somewhere, doing what  I just did with that man?” 
 
    I smiled. She was right that, despite the lateness of the hour, a fair amount of traffic still meandered along these largest, brightest streets of the city. 
 
    “Perhaps,” I said, “they already have done. You and I are out walking, after all.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “But the farther we walk, the more I think I could go back and do it again. Why is that? Right after, I felt ...” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    She frowned. “I don’t know. Like it had been ... enough.” 
 
    “Sated.” 
 
    “That is a word I did not really understand until now. Except that I’m starting to think it is a false word, because the longer I think about the room and the man, the more I want to go back. So I still wonder – why are these people out here? Why are you here, instead of back at the place having a turn with the man, like he offered?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing,” I said, “it would have cost us more money. Neither I nor all these passersby have the funds to indulge endlessly. For another thing, you’ll learn after a while that there’s only so much of that particular activity that you can sustain in a given day. And you’ll learn that it’s simply not something that you’ll always be in the mood for.” 
 
    We walked a little longer in silence, and then she said, “I feel strange.” 
 
    “How so?” I asked her. 
 
    She gestured loosely about at some of the people across the street and farther up. 
 
    “This evening, and the words I’m thinking about that describe it – they tell me I’m different from everyone.” 
 
    I said nothing, waiting for her to go on. 
 
    “I think of where he touched me, and I know the word,” she said, looking a bit brooding. “I know words in Juelnu and Delvonian and Hiisian, and they lead me to other words, words for the things you did not have the man do to me. ‘Cusping’ and ‘dalliance’ and ‘intercourse.’ And others. The Hiisian yu’ehresh – ‘studding’ – it tells me the purpose is ‘pregnancy,’ then ‘progeny.’ Children are born of this. Kiss leads to coupling leads to germination leads to birth. Then the children grow.” 
 
    I began to see where she might be going with this, but held my tongue. 
 
    “I did not grow,” she said. “I have never been a child. Why not? Where did I come from? My thinking is different from yours, and different from all these other people. But that is not the strangest thing. The strangest thing is that I awoke from nowhere, fully formed and in the hands of my enemy instead of ... parents.” 
 
    “Are you still sure that I’m your enemy?” 
 
    She did not immediately answer. We reached another turn, and I found to my displeasure that the lamps we’d walked beneath on our way here now stood dark. We could keep going straight, and hope to find a well-lit route along unfamiliar streets, or we could keep to our previous path and cross three shadowy blocks to the next illuminated throughway. 
 
    “Look,” I said, pointing up the black street. “Sometimes what you know becomes uncertain, and you have to choose between holding onto something familiar, and finding a new way. The new way may not be easy or quick, but it may be healthier than continuing on through darkness just because that’s the way you’re used to.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” she growled. “I was wanting to know why I am so strange, and you are talking in circles again.” 
 
    “I’m talking about trust, Nene. I’m talking about choosing a brighter path instead of a darker one. I’m not going to tell you about your strangeness, or about why you are the way you are, if I don’t think that you’re going to trust me.” 
 
    With that, I walked onward up the street, keeping to the one with lights, and waited for  Nene to complain about having to walk farther than on our original route. 
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    In the room, I ordered Nene to lie still upon the bed and try to sleep. I also ordered her not to try any escape or mischief against me while I slept. I did let her argue with me a while about whether or not it was “fair” for me to continue using the rings on her this way, but it wasn’t an argument in which she had any chance of swaying me. 
 
    I closed it out by saying, “Just try to sleep. If it will help you, feel free to take one of your hands and do to yourself some of the things that the nice fellow at the seraglio did to you earlier. But please be quiet about it if you would.” 
 
    She had a moment of surprised silence, as though she hadn’t even imagined the activity I’d just suggested. Then she closed her eyes and gave a sulky twitch of her nose that told me I’d won the argument – and that she was irritated that I’d done so in a way that actually appealed to her. 
 
    I lowered the flame on the oil lamp our room had been provided with, but I wasn’t yet ready to make myself a pallet on the floor and try to nod off. So I sat in the chair with the lamp beside me on the small reading table, and I put my history of the Juelnish Divestiture in my lap. 
 
    Before I could open it, Shoje spoke to me through my locket. 
 
    Remember, he said, you’re not supposed to reply to this right away. 
 
    I sighed and moved the book to the table, folding my hands across my stomach. I could feel him, in his bunk aboard the Quickness of Inquiry III. Though his eyes were closed, I knew from his thoughts the rough outlines and details of his cabin – and I could sense, almost as tangibly as I sensed the blanket across his legs, how he felt to be where he was. 
 
    Challenging the might of an empire for his love. 
 
    A certain wash of anger and worry sluiced through my chest. He and Osy and Choldis had placed themselves in extraordinary danger, by letting themselves be found and brought into the presence of imperial investigators. 
 
    Yet I could also tell, just from those first moments of contact, that their choice had not been mad recklessness. Already, Shoje knew so much about the means and resources being used to pursue me, and if his plan succeeded, he would quickly learn far more. 
 
    So I’m on one of their ships, as I think you can tell, he said. It’s quite nice, quite large – several dozen crewmen and room for a sizable detachment of soldiers. Not sure exactly how many are aboard. So far I’ve counted sixteen for sure. 
 
    Along with this, sort of hidden in the background of his thoughts, I grasped that this must be one of several ships actively engaged in the search. Thankfully, he did me the favor of bringing his reasoning into the open. 
 
    Considering just when we left for Uerseccia, and assuming they almost immediately bumped into Wemmert or Quellescor and found out where we were going, and then figuring the travel speed of a ship like this under ideal conditions – a wind mage on board, for instance – all told, this boat can’t have been more than three hundred miles from Uerseccia when it got underway. If you divide all the Delvonian realms into circles with three-hundred-mile radiuses, I think you probably come up with six or ten of these ships that they’ve probably got hovering about, waiting for leads to chase. 
 
    Which also meant that they had multiple transporters of at least Choldis’ quality, waiting to carry orders to the ships at a moment’s notice. I frowned in my chair at the notion. Obviously, I already knew that the empire could move things quickly if it wanted to – they’d sent a message to Archprelate o’On in Hiisel rapidly enough, after all. But I’d managed to avoid thinking too much about the web of ships and magic that had apparently been cast out to find the missing Empress. 
 
    What’s more, Shoje went on, the investigation’s being headed up by Marshal-General Boucolm Tain himself. Apparently I’m going to get to meet him quite soon. 
 
    That notion carried a heady flavor for him – I could almost taste it on his tongue. But as a mark of the gravity of the situation, I could also taste a little worry, because he knew Tain was no one to be trifled with. 
 
    Be interesting to see if all my clever strategies for evasion work with him. I fully expect him to have a good truthsayer along, which wouldn’t ordinarily cause me to fret. As you know, I can be quite handy with the glib use of accurate facts in service of deception. But if Tain manages to ask the right questions and box me in, I might end up having to tell more of the truth than I want, or else refuse to say anything. So there’s another reason for you not to reply at the moment. It would be best if I go into this first interview with Tain accurately able to say that, to my knowledge, you might be just about anywhere right now. 
 
    I could feel the locket between his fingers as he rubbed one thumb across its smooth surface. 
 
    Missing you terribly, of course. 
 
    “And I you,” I whispered, though he could not hear. 
 
    Anyway, he said, forcing himself not to maunder, you’ve got lots of interesting memories to plunder through here. The tiger, of course, and Lugreyhn. A fascinating set of revelations by a friend of yours whom I hadn’t previously met. And another one of my childhood recollections. I find I’m actually ... well, not enjoying the process of dredging out my past, but feeling hopeful about it. I’m at peace with most of what happened to me, but that’s not the same thing as being over it, and I’m wondering if you’ll be able to help, once you know it all. 
 
    He laughed at himself and then added, What do you think, a fair trade? I keep all the legions of Delvonia at bay for you, and you help me work through my old wounds about my parents? 
 
    “Of course,” I breathed. 
 
    Well, I’m going to let go and turn in, now. I’ll send again when I think it’s safe for you to pick up your locket and let me hear from you. Be patient until then, my divine Avelia. 
 
    And with that he was gone, leaving me in the low light of my oil lamp, with only the prospect of sleeping on the hard floor ahead of me. 
 
    Across the room, Nene’s breathing suggested that I had cause at the moment to be jealous of her. 
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    Shoje slept well. Dreams did not trouble him, nor the occasional lean of the ship as it maneuvered through the sky. He woke an hour or so past dawn, to the sound of a knock on his door. Upon answering it, he found Captain Hadsig and three soldiers waiting in the corridor. 
 
    “The chief investigator has arrived,” Hadsig said, keeping his thick, black brows low. “He wants to speak to you.” 
 
    Shoje reached up and scratched his head sleepily. He’d tied his hair back before bed the night before, but didn’t feel particularly presentable. 
 
    “Over breakfast, I hope?” he asked. 
 
    “In his office, now.” 
 
    With a yawn, Shoje said, “All right. Does he want me there with a full night’s bladder, so my discomfort makes me an easier subject for interrogation?” 
 
    The captain deepened his scowl, but said, “No. You can relieve yourself and put on some shoes. But be quick about it.” 
 
    “The shoe part is easier to hurry than the other.” 
 
    Hadsig did not acknowledge this, except to reach in and pull the door shut, leaving Shoje the privacy to ready himself for the interview. 
 
    Only a few minutes later, he followed Hadsig to a surprisingly roomy compartment near the ship’s stern. Space comes at a premium aboard any kind of ship, so a chamber like this one – with room for a table and chairs, along with a separate workspace that included a good-sized desk – spoke of its owner’s importance.  
 
    That owner did not appear present at the moment, and Hadsig indicated that Shoje should take a seat at the table. He did so, and quickly found himself alone in the room. 
 
    Interesting, he thought. A paper file sat on the tabletop opposite him, as though waiting for someone to sit and read it. He didn’t touch the file – if there were anything worth learning in it, then it could only have been left within his reach through sheer incompetence. Most likely, it had been placed there either to test him, by seeing if he would try to alter something incriminating within, or to intimidate him by presenting reams of information about his past that he would not have expected the authorities to possess. Or it’s just some pile of requisitions awaiting Tain’s signature. 
 
    Similarly, he didn’t bother going over to the desk to rifle through it. His plan would not be well served by starting off on the wrong foot with the marshal-general, and regardless of whether snooping would make him seem less trustworthy, it would certainly make him seem rude. 
 
    So he sat and looked about at the furnishings and accoutrements of the room: books upon shelves, plaques on walls, a rack of maps and charts not far from his chair. A hunch struck him suddenly – that Boucolm Tain had an exact duplicate of this office aboard every ship at his disposal. 
 
    Not the kind of thing you can simply ask him about, Shoje thought. But play your cards cleverly enough and maybe you’ll get a chance to visit a couple of those other ships to find out. 
 
    A few minutes into his wait, the door opened again behind him. He turned in his chair to see two men entering. 
 
    The marshal-general stepped into the room with a cold expression. Even if he’d been out of his crisp, grey uniform and its blazons of rank in imperial blue, Tain's bearing would have revealed him to be a man in charge of significant matters. He stood a bit less than average height, but moved with an economical confidence that said he neither resented being short nor felt any need to prove himself greater than his size. His eyes went directly to Shoje, with no detour toward the file or the desk. 
 
    But then, a fellow like this can be expected to have well-developed peripheral vision. 
 
    "I am Boucolm Tain," he said, without offering a hand or any other pleasantry. "I will ask questions. You will answer. My assistant, Arcane Inspector Coreantos, is a truthsayer, and I am impatient with lies, so I recommend you answer accordingly." 
 
    The second man moved in behind Tain as his name was mentioned. The robes he wore marked him as a military sorcerer. Insignia at his shoulders gave him a rank of major. Something in his demeanor – the speed with which he responded to his superior's words, or the calm expression he maintained – told Shoje that Coreantos and Tain had questioned a great many suspects and persons of interest before. The truthsayer had the look of a sensitive about him – watery blue eyes, sparse hair, and a rounder, softer face than might be expected on an imperial officer. But he seemed as devoid of sympathy as Tain himself did, and Shoje knew better than to mistake physical appearance for an element of character – especially in a man who'd risen to the rank of major in the military's intelligence-gathering division. 
 
    Tain sat in the chair directly across from Shoje, the one with the file on the table before it.   His truthsayer assistant took a seat to one side. 
 
    Tain met Shoje’s gaze with eyes so brown they were almost black. They did not look like the kind of eyes used to blinking. 
 
    “Do you know who kidnapped the Empress?” the marshal-general asked. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, and then immediately added, “The cult of Cimone was responsible.” The second statement was just as true as the first, though of course the cult had only an indirect responsibility in that I would never have kidnapped the Empress if she hadn’t been their priestess. But Shoje counted on the close proximity of two accurate statements to make it seem that they were part and parcel of the same answer. 
 
    Both Tain and Coreantos looked surprised – in that blank, concealed way that well-trained interrogators unconsciously express surprise while trying not to. Tain looked calmly over to his subordinate, who nodded mildly and said, “Truth.” 
 
    Shoje felt a measure of triumph and relief at that. He’d been confident that his strategies for evasion would work – he and Osy had practiced them for hours back at Quellescor’s while Shoje convalesced. But there’s a whole different level of confidence that comes from having a strategy confirmed. 
 
    “And how do you know this?” the marshal-general asked. 
 
    “From talking with Avelia Warbler,” Shoje replied. “She’s been the cult’s mortal enemy for several years, and she recently found that they had people highly placed within the Imperial Citadel.” 
 
    “Truthful as well,” Coreantos said. 
 
    Boucolm Tain threaded his fingers together and leaned forward on the table very slightly. “Why wouldn’t you come forward with such knowledge? Why didn’t she?” 
 
    Shoje smiled affably. “My good marshal-general, I am an ingressionist by trade. It’s not really my habit to seek out the authorities and convey suspicious information to them. I find they tend to react suspiciously to me. As for Avelia, I think that if you look in your records, they’ll show that she was already framed once by a Cimonite agent within imperial law enforcement, and I notice you did not act shocked when I first mentioned the cult. So I’m guessing you can understand her hesitation easily enough. How does one warn an organization of a deadly infiltration when any given individual in the organization might be an infiltrator?” 
 
    “Perhaps one might send a letter to multiple individuals,” Tain said, with a hint of annoyance in his otherwise level tone. “But let us put theory aside and concentrate on the matter at hand. You would do well to assume that I am not a Cimonite, and to answer my questions as accurately as possible.” 
 
    Although Shoje had no intention of doing either of those things, he said, “Both politeness and the fact that I’m now completely in your power suggest that that would be an appropriate course.” 
 
    “How did Avelia Warbler learn about this plot against the Empress?” 
 
    “In the most first-hand way possible,” Shoje said. That constituted the entirety of his answer, since the most first-hand way to learn of anything is to do it yourself, as I had done in this case by crafting the plot. With only a slight pause, he went on to something tangentially related to the question. “I’ve told you she’s the cult’s mortal enemy. She spent over a year in one of their lairs, imprisoned and tortured. They’re great boasters, apparently, and made no bones about their intention to rule not only Delvonia but the whole of the world.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Shoje saw Coreantos nod. 
 
    Tain opened the file in front of him and looked down at the sheaf of papers there. 
 
    “A healer named Quellescor tells us you were recently in his care for several weeks. He also indicated that Warbler had been rejuvenated in his Kindness Tree, and that so far as he knew, you would be the person most likely to know her current whereabouts.” 
 
    Shoje smiled. “Quellescor is a fine fellow, and I’m much in his debt, both for my own healing and for Avelia’s. If he told you something, I’ll vouch for the fact that it’s indisputable.” 
 
    His interior smile was even larger though, and he thought, Although I’m pretty sure he told you I received several weeks’ worth of healing, not that I was actually there for several weeks. 
 
    Again, Tain stifled a show of surprise – the surprise of a man who’s found more than he expected. “Then you know where she is?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Shoje said apologetically. “I’m just agreeing that I’d be more likely to know than anyone else. And more likely able to figure it out if I don’t know. Avelia and I are two souls tied together by destiny, if you’ll pardon my flair for the dramatic.” 
 
    “Pardons are not my purview,” the marshal-general said. “I am charged with retrieving the Empress and bringing her captors to justice. At the moment, your lover is one of my better leads. Will you help us find her?” 
 
    “If the people of Delvonia need my aid, then I will try my best to give it to them.” 
 
    “Truthful,” Coreantos said, “but with perhaps a flavor of ambiguity. I sense that all of his words are carefully chosen.” 
 
    With a frown, Boucolm Tain said, “I hope you’re not playing at games. It would be very unwise for you to try to hide anything from me.” 
 
    Shoje sighed, though actually pleased that Tain had directly questioned his motivations. "I am an ingressionist," he explained. "You are marshal-general of the entire Delvonian Empire. It strikes me as rather implausible that I should not be habitually circumspect around you." 
 
    "And yet I insist that you drop your circumspection and speak openly." 
 
    "Very well then," he said, and, looking Tain straight in the eyes, he focused his entire mind and spirit upon an image of me – an image so beautiful and desired that when I came across it in his memories later, I actually trembled at beholding it. With that vision of me in mind, he spoke directly to the marshal-general: "Can I say this any more plainly? From the bottom of my heart, I would like nothing better than to be able to lead you straight to Avelia and have all of this settled and done." 
 
    The Arcane Inspector blinked a bit at those words, and then said, "Absolute truth. You can trust that, sir, or he's got some magical knack that makes my abilities useless." 
 
    Boucolm Tain frowned. He leaned back in his chair and made the first gesture of the interview that suggested any pause for thought: briefly, just briefly, he touched one knuckle to his neatly trimmed beard as he continued to look at Shoje. 
 
    "I could have you thrown in the dungeons beneath the Imperial Citadel, you know," the officer said calmly. "If you've some trick for fooling Coreantos' magic, then we have other means of questioning that are less genteel." 
 
    Shoje gave a shrug. "You could – just as I, even unarmed, could probably still disable both of you and then use the sharp corner of that plaque on the wall to kill at least one before the guards could come in to help you. I doubt either of you has as much practice fighting as I do, and I'm a very quick fellow. But I don't want to do that, and you don't want to throw me in irons. Rather, since we both want what's good for the empire, we're going to have to help each other. Because I guarantee you that whatever Avelia is working on, it will always, always be to the greater good, which you'll see with your own eyes when we eventually pick up her trail and find her." 
 
    Coreantos cleared his throat, perhaps a bit uncomfortably. “All true.” 
 
    Shoje gave him a polite nod, thinking, One of the downsides to being a truthsayer, I suppose – when somebody threatens you, you know whether they mean it and actually think they can pull it off. 
 
    “All right,” the marshal-general said. “Tell us what you know, then, about Warbler’s plans and involvement in this crisis.” 
 
    “There’s a fair amount to tell,” Shoje said, feeling very pleased. “Is there any chance we might discuss it over breakfast?” 
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    “So if you don’t mind my asking,” Shoje said, while they waited for a steward to bring food, “what put you on Avelia’s trail? I mean, I know that she’s fighting the Cimonites, and she told me she expected someone would try to steal the Empress. But how in the world did her name come up on your list of people to question?” 
 
    “Actually,” Tain replied, “I do mind your asking. Whether you’re convinced of her innocence or not, I must assume that Miss Warbler may have been involved in the kidnapping herself.” 
 
    Shoje chuckled. “Let me suggest that when we catch up to her, you not call her ‘Miss Warbler.’ The woman’s over sixty, and she’ll be inclined to take you less seriously if you address her like you would a tender maiden. More to the point, let me also suggest that you turn a serious eye of scrutiny upon anyone who might have tried to implicate her. Supposing the imperial ranks are shot through with Cimonite agents, it might be an indicator of dual loyalties if someone is pointing fingers at the Cimonites’ greatest enemy of the moment.” 
 
    “We’re well aware of the loyalties of our source in this case,” Tain said. That told Shoje that he probably meant the Empress’ chief advisor, a man named Ingrad. We’d robbed him of a few weeks’ memories and left him to be found by the authorities, having planted an incriminating note forged in his handwriting. The intent was to cast blame for the kidnapping on the cult of Cimone. 
 
    Shoje wanted very much to find out how well our ruse had worked, but he knew better than to be impatient. 
 
    “Look,” he said to the two imperial officers, “I’m not out to uncover all the secrets of your investigation. But I do hope that I’ll be able to work with you, rather than just sit in a cabin somewhere, under guard, waiting for you to come and ask your next round of questions. I realize it’s early yet for you to place much trust in me, but my ability to put my knowledge to helpful use is going to be limited if I have only a small part of the picture from which to form connections.” 
 
    Tain watched him for a moment, then said, “Let me ask you, have you heard how many people were killed in the attack on the Imperial Citadel, the day the Empress was taken?” 
 
    “Well, from the hubbub about Hyphaera’s Juggernaut and all the destruction it caused, one would have to guess it might be dozens, or even hundreds.” 
 
    “It was twelve,” Tain said flatly. “Twelve people. Eight of those were citizens outside the Citadel who had the bad luck to be downrange of the catapults that were firing on the Juggernaut. One ballista crewman got his arm caught in the weapon’s mechanism and had it torn loose, died from loss of blood. That leaves just three deaths that were actually caused by the Juggernaut breaking through walls or throwing materiel around. Do those sound like the kind of casualties that would result from a Cimonite plot?” 
 
    The number hit Shoje as an unpleasantly high one, and its impact actually made him blink. Twelve people who would be alive today if we’d not set out that morning to steal the Empress. 
 
    Fortunately, his expression could just as easily have indicated surprise, and he quickly furrowed his brow down as if in dubious thought. “Twelve sounds like a piece of ridiculously good luck in the middle of such a calamity. But – couldn’t part of that be due to the Wyrm of the West? Are you sure the casualties would have stayed so low if Old Pyete hadn’t shown up to fight off the Juggernaut?” 
 
    “I’m not sure of anything,” Tain said, “except that the Empress is missing and that I’m not remotely prepared to start discarding suspects yet. No matter how convinced a suspect’s paramour might be of her innocence. You concede, don’t you, that it seems strange for a group like the cult of Cimone to get hold of a weapon like Hyphaera’s Juggernaut, and then not actually use it to purposely harm anyone?” 
 
    Shoje raised a finger and opened his mouth, but before he could speak, a knock at the door announced his breakfast. 
 
    “Enter,” Tain said. The door opened in response, letting in a young steward with a tray of eggs and sausage. 
 
    “Excellent,” Shoje said enthusiastically. “This should spark my contemplative powers.” 
 
    The crewman set the platter in front of him and asked the marshal-general if he needed anything else. Tain said no without consulting Shoje, then dismissed the steward. 
 
    Around his first mouthful of egg, Shoje said, “Now, as I was about to say – your point seems to assume that the Cimonites’ plot succeeded. That its purpose was to kidnap the Empress, and that it went off without a hitch, given that the Empress was in fact kidnapped. But is it not just as plausible that their plan was to lay waste to the inner citadel and wipe out the entire royal court? In that case, the plan was a near-complete failure, and perhaps the theft of the Empress constitutes a bitter consolation prize, hastily swept off when it became clear that Old Pyete was going to best the most powerful weapon the Cimonites could get hold of.” 
 
    Tain sighed. “Once again, I am not interested in being convinced of anything through logical deductions. I need evidence, not speculation.” 
 
    Sawing through a sausage link with fork and knife, Shoje said, “But speculation might tell us where to look for evidence, mightn’t it?” 
 
    “The marshal-general is not unfamiliar with the principles of evidence gathering,” Coreantos said. 
 
    Shoje chewed for a bit and swallowed. “Marvelous. Please tell me this is atypical of naval galley fare, or I’ll wonder if I chose the wrong profession. No – I can see how that would take us off-topic. Look, then. We seem to have a limited number of possibilities to pursue. First, that the Cimonites planned to take the Empress and succeeded cunningly. If so, then why the low casualties, and why the implication of Avelia? Are the two linked? Did they mean to both steal the Empress and cast blame upon their enemy?” 
 
    “You’re assuming that the implication came from a Cimonite agent.” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course. I certainly can’t imagine an honest person accusing her. At any rate, a successful Cimonite plot plus the implication of Avelia would seem to suggest that pursuing her is a distraction. Clearly, you wish to pursue her, so we should probably discard that theory for the moment. The next possibility would be a blundered Cimonite plot, resulting in a hair’s breadth theft of the Empress, perhaps with a Cimonite agent unexpectedly caught in the process. In this case, again, the implication of Avelia might be meant as a distraction, or might simply be a desperate attempt to cause strife for the cult’s enemies. A further suggestion here is that the Cimonites might be lashing out at Avelia because they perceive her to be in some way responsible for the failure of their plan. In that case, Avelia most probably acquired knowledge of the plan that enabled her to foil it, so finding her might well allow you some insight into exactly what happened.” 
 
    “And which of these do you believe?” Tain asked. 
 
    Shoje shoveled more eggs into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. Swallowing, he said, “Well, we haven’t yet covered all the possibilities, have we? For instance, I’m almost of the impression that you think Avelia might have planned the whole thing for whatever unknown reason, and that there are no Cimonites involved at all. On its face, that explanation seems the least consistent with her character of any of them. As a result, any speculation I tendered in that direction would almost have to be complete blather. Yet because you seem inclined toward it, and because you are so intent upon matters of evidence, I have to wonder if you have something manifest that supports the theory. I’d feel much better able to render judgment on it if I knew what that evidence might be.” 
 
    The marshal-general shook his head. “We may reach that point, but we’re certainly not there yet. What I need from you is less theorizing and more guidance on how to find her. Do you know where she is?” 
 
    “No,” Shoje said truthfully. “She’s got more than a few transporter friends and allies, and if you give her the space of an afternoon, she could be whole continents away.” 
 
    “Do you know what her plans are?” 
 
    “Well, broadly, she’s trying to find a way to uncover the entire network of the cult’s agents. They’ve taken after her and her family, and she figures the only way to be rid of their harassment is to turn them all out into the light and exterminate them.” 
 
    This apparently struck Tain as far-fetched; he turned directly to Coreantos with raised eyebrows. The truthsayer shook his head as though with disbelief, but said, “He believes it, sir. Beyond a doubt.” 
 
    Shoje smiled. “Gentlemen, you obviously don’t know her, or you’d be a little less surprised. If there’s anyone who could take on such a task and succeed, it’s Avelia Warbler.” 
 
    “Well if that’s her goal, she must have a strategy. What is it?” 
 
    “Last I saw of her,” Shoje said, cutting more sausage, “she meant to find and get hold of the cult’s leader, someone called ‘the Identity.’ I got injured trying to help her, and she decided to set off without any more friends. She’s stubborn about putting people in danger, and she thought things likely to get much more dangerous from there.” 
 
    “When was this?” 
 
    “Shortly before the kidnapping,” Shoje said, thankful for Tain’s sloppy use of the word ‘this.’ The last Shoje saw of me was, in fact, shortly before the kidnapping – though he also had plenty of knowledge from afterward. 
 
    “And have you any means of contacting her, magical or mundane?” 
 
    “Mundane, no,” Shoje said, spearing a bite of sausage on his fork. “As for sorcery, well, I have only my heart, tied to hers by the magic of love.” 
 
    “I was hoping for something a bit more reliable,” Tain said. 
 
    “Sorry. I’ll admit it’s been some days since I heard anything from her that way.” 
 
    The marshal-general put both hands upon the table. “For someone who claims to want to be helpful, you seem strikingly lacking in useful information.” 
 
    Shoje shrugged and swallowed his bite of sausage. “Perhaps that’s because you’re looking at me as a source of information instead of as a filter of information. Osyrand and Choldis and I know Avelia about as well as anybody could know her. If you give us the data and evidence you have related to her, we’ll very likely be able to see it in a different light, because we understand who she is and how she thinks. But if you keep us ignorant, then no, we’re probably not going to be of much use to you.” 
 
    Tain frowned. “I don’t know that I like the sound of that, and I certainly don’t know that I’m prepared to take you into the full confidence of this investigation.” 
 
    Shoje spread his hands toward the plate in front of him. “Well if the food on board is this good, feel free to take your time in deciding. I don’t think either Choldis or I will mind a few days relaxing in our cabins and occasionally feasting on fare as fine as this. Osyrand I don’t know about, but I’m sure you can ask him yourself.” 
 
    Tain stood and stepped away from his chair. 
 
    “Rest assured that we will,” he said. “Among other things. And you should hope very much that his answers coincide with yours.” 
 
    “I imagine they will,” Shoje replied, scraping together the last of the eggs and shoveling them up, since the interview appeared to be at an end. 
 
    Standing and giving a polite nod with his mouth full, he thought, In fact, I more than imagine it. 
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    “Wake up,” Nene growled at me. “Wake up – you have to let me out of this bed before I piss in it.” 
 
    I sat up a little groggily from my pallet upon the floor. I had been up several hours later than Nene, so it didn’t surprise me that she’d woken ahead of me. 
 
    “You have my permission to get out of bed,” I told her, wishing I’d anticipated the issue the night before. Most likely, I still would have woken up – I’m a very light sleeper, and the room was small. But at least I would have woken up to the sound of feet padding upon the floor, not to a harangue. 
 
    Because Nene had been given few lessons in decorum and hadn’t yet developed any sense of shame, she went directly to the chamber pot in the corner to make use of it. I crawled out of my pallet and stood, stretching. 
 
    “What are we going to do today?” my ward asked, unconcerned with her privacy. “Is today another day of fighting lessons, or of visiting the seraglio? Or is it another day of your lectures and dreadful trips to look at uninteresting places in this city?” 
 
    I did not immediately answer. Shoje’s memories had kept me up late into the night, and my head hadn’t yet reached full wakefulness. Moreover, those memories had given me some degree of pause. It had been very vivid, reliving my love’s experiences in the Maze, and I could still taste how thoroughly he had rebelled against his parents’ philosophy because of the methods by which they had forced his skills upon him. And Enk’s story, too, had affected me powerfully. My insectivist friend had told me often of his scoundrel of a brother, “Onk,” so the revelation that Onk was not real had been striking. Yet the revelation that much of his own morality had come from playing the role of his dead brother, Hanno, struck even harder. 
 
    These two stories – Shoje turning away from his parents’ purpose and Enk turning toward his brother’s – they made me question the likelihood of simply teaching Nene the merits of decency. As Enk had told Shoje, there’s no easy way to learn the most important lessons. 
 
    To care about decency, you have to care for someone. And caring for someone always comes with a risk. 
 
    “I don’t know what we’re going to do today, Nene,” I told her at last. “But I can tell you that it’s going to start with breakfast. Are you about ready to dress and eat?” 
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    Shortly after the dishes from his lunch were carried away, Shoje found himself again summoned into Boucolm Tain’s presence. This time, the marshal-general’s office held a good many more people. Choldis and Osyrand the Nose sat on one side of the table; Tain himself sat at the table’s head, with two others opposite Choldis and Osy, and an empty chair opposite Tain. Arcane Inspector Coreantos occupied a chair next to the desk in the corner. 
 
    “Sit,” Tain said, indicating the empty place. Shoje did as told. “We’ve questioned your compatriots, and your stories appear consistent. Since you all claim you wish to help us, we’re going to put your offer to the test.” 
 
    Shoje thought quickly about the length of time his earlier interview had taken, multiplied it by three, considered the current time of day, and reached a conclusion: In addition to questioning us all, you also seem to have taken some time to discuss the results, or perhaps even report back to the Emperor. Too bad I couldn’t have listened in on those conversations ... 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll do our best to satisfy whatever test you put us to,” he said. Then, looking to Osy and Choldis, he added, “Right, you two? And by the way, good afternoon.” 
 
    “To you, too,” the Nose replied. 
 
    “Pleasantries aside,” Tain said, “I have asked Seer Nargossa and Chancellor Ytroim Dower to join us. The seer is personal diviner to Her Majesty Empress Herése. Madam Dower is the Emperor’s fourth-most senior advisor.” 
 
    Dower made no acknowledgment of the introduction, but kept her hands folded together in her lap and continued to look directly at Shoje as she had since his entrance. She had grey eyes and hair. The precision of her coiffure and the creaseless sheen of her clothing implied that one or more servants awaited somewhere aboard the ship, ready at any moment to touch up her makeup or assist in a change to the next hour’s outfit. 
 
    Nargossa would have been the less striking of the two – smallish and baldish and clothed in a jumble of scarves and robes that bespoke no single style. But in between his hands sat an enormous toad’s head, its mouth gaping and its skin discolored by a thick coating of lacquer. The way he periodically touched the hinge of its jaw and tilted one ear toward it made Shoje think it redundant that he’d been introduced as a diviner. Such a totem and such behavior would have marked any other sort of person as a madman. 
 
    “Both the seer and the chancellor join us at the Emperor’s express request,” said Tain. “Please regard them with respect.” 
 
    “Of course,” Shoje said, rising from his seat just enough to give each a bow. 
 
    At last, Dower turned her gaze away from Shoje to the marshal-general, saying, “May we proceed, please?” 
 
    Tain made no expression of displeasure, and even gave a courteous nod. But Shoje sensed a tension between him and the chancellor. To Nargossa, Tain said, “Do you have a pronouncement for today?” 
 
    The diviner’s eyes moved through a series of shifts, from the toad’s head to Boucolm Tain, then from Tain across Choldis and Osyrand and Shoje, then back to the toad’s head, then back to Shoje. The eyes had a distant quality, possibly because they were slightly clouded with age, for Nargossa had plenty of years under his belt. 
 
    “Here is what I have heard,” the man said. But then, instead of speaking further, he simply sat, looking blank and empty. Just as the delay began to border on uncomfortable, the cloudy eyes broke away and Nargossa leaned very close in to his totem. In a voice barely above a breath, he said, “‘With golden heat, hunt the echoes of urgent turquoise.’” 
 
    “Heat,” Dower said, as if glad to have something to speak about at last. “So we look for a warm clime. Marshal-general, have you heard back from the ambassador in Hiisia? The morgs live in a very hot land.” 
 
    Tain steepled his fingers. “I would like our new assistants to give their thoughts before the rest of us comment further.” 
 
    Deliberately avoiding a glance toward Osyrand or Choldis, Shoje scratched his chin. He didn’t like the way Dower had leaped immediately toward Hiisia, but he didn’t want to give any evidence of that dislike. “It is hot in Hiisia, for a certainty, and I know Avelia has been there before. Not sure what the gold or the turquoise or the echoes might mean, though.” 
 
    “Akazael’s pronouncements are very often symbolic,” Nargossa said. “An echo might not be an echo. Urgency might not be literally urgent.” 
 
    Osy raised a finger and said, “Then heat might not be real heat.” 
 
    “A previous reading implied Hiisia several days ago,” Dower said coldly. “I’m inclined to think this heat is a real heat. What is golden in Hiisia? What might echo there?” 
 
    There’s a golden statue of Saint Vajer atop the temple in Tur-au-Wusiin, Shoje thought. Then he frowned – inwardly – as thoughts clicked into place. ‘Tur’ sounds like the start of ‘turqoise.’ An echo is a sound. ‘Urgent – Ur-Jo?’ In less than a dozen words, there were three different clues to places I’d recently been. It appeared that Nargossa’s bizarre bodiless prop might be a reliable source of information indeed. 
 
    Tain cleared his throat. “With all respect, Chancellor, let’s hear what Mister Keindan has to say. You appear thoughtful, Mister Keindan.” 
 
    Shoje nodded, looking for other interpretations that might lead away from Hiisia and therefore away from me. 
 
    “I’m thinking symbolically,” he said. “Do you know any turquoise symbols, Osy?” 
 
    “It’s a pretty color,” the Nose replied, as though stymied. “I’ve probably seen it in hundreds of banners or statues.” 
 
    “But we’re looking for something related to Avelia,” Choldis said helpfully. “That narrows it down. Doesn’t the old Warkslinshire flag have turquoise in it?” 
 
    Bless you, Choldis! Shoje thought. The Warkie flag was exactly what he’d been hoping to draw out of someone. “Turquoise and maroon, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    Chancellor Dower shook her grey-haired head. “Yes, well, we know that Warbler is from Warkslinshire. I don’t think we need prophecy to tell us what’s already in her file.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Shoje said, already weighing a variety of explanations for the rest of the cryptic sentence. “Which could mean that Akazael is pointing us toward someone else in Warkslinshire, someone Avelia knows.” 
 
    Dower put both hands flat on the table. “How many people must she know in Warkslinshire? And does anyone think Warkslinshire is hot?” 
 
    “Patience, please, Chancellor,” Tain said. To the other side of the table, he said, “Go on.” 
 
    “I’m thinking of a symbolic heat,” Osyrand said. “After all, what kind of hot weather would be called golden?” 
 
    “Heat near a desert of golden sand,” the chancellor said. “Or heat near some golden object.” 
 
    Tain leveled a respectful but commanding gaze at her, and said simply, “Chancellor.” 
 
    The Emperor’s advisor quieted herself, but let her displeasure show on her face. 
 
    “Couldn’t a golden heat be a passion for gold?” Shoje asked. 
 
    “Good!” Osy said. “And who hunts with a passion for gold? Bounty hunters, yes?” 
 
    Choldis made a face. “Bounty hunters in Warkslinshire – that brings someone unpleasant to mind. The fellow we met in Ruxhome. What was his name?” 
 
    “Cabel Warweun,” Shoje and Osy said, both at the same time. 
 
    Boucolm Tain looked from one of them to the other. “This is someone you think might be able to find Warbler?” 
 
    Osyrand, who’d had a lot more experience with Cabel, said, “He likes to say that if he can’t track someone down, it’s because they don’t exist. Personally, I think he rates himself a bit highly, but the last time I saw him, he’d just finished performing a job for Avelia, and at the very least, he knows a lot more about the details of that job than any of us here.” 
 
    “Hmm,” said Tain. He sat for a moment, then pushed back from the table, stood, and walked over to the desk in the corner. There, he leaned in close to Coreantos, and the two of them conferred quickly and quietly. Although Shoje has excellent ears, he could make out nothing of what they said. 
 
    Soon enough, though, the marshal-general turned back to the table. 
 
    “I won’t say I’m convinced, but we will transfer immediately to a ship in Warkslinshire and find out what Warweun has to say. Coreantos, have Lieutenant Beveure meet us on deck in a quarter-hour.” 
 
    The words provoked a grim blankness from Ytroim Dower. Next to her, the seer Nargossa looked nervous and patted his toad’s head as though to reassure it. 
 
    Shoje did not feel as great a measure of victory as he might have hoped for. The odd tension between Tain and Dower, the hushed conference between the marshal-general and his truthsayer, and the inscrutability of the diviner and his totem all worked together to make things feel quite beyond his control, even if the investigation now moved toward a destination of his choosing. 
 
    Beyond that, he thought the odds about nine in ten of at least one person in that room being a follower of Cimone. 
 
    Well, he thought, I’ll just have to figure out which one – or ones – before they catch on to me. Or Tain catches on to me. Or Coreantos catches on to me. Or the toad-head rats me out. 
 
    This looks to be a very interesting trip ... 
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    I settled on a destination during breakfast and asked the serving girl how to find it. She wasn’t certain such a place even existed, but she asked the cook and then relayed what he told her. So by midmorning, after a moderate walk through Hanim’s exotic streets, we arrived at one of the few places in the city where the goods for sale had not been imagined in the nearest dream foundry. 
 
    As we turned onto Menagerie Boulevard, Nene said, “I can see from the signs and tell from the smell that we are here. Now are you ready to tell me why we are here?” 
 
    I looked up the boulevard with interest, pleased to see the swards of grass and the trees that lined its walks. Like many of Hanim’s districts, this one had resulted from someone’s vision – an architect or a consortium in love with a particular idea and driven to craft it into reality. Along with shrubberies trimmed into animal shapes, statues, and painted signs above the shops, several of the buildings themselves told of this street’s purpose. One had been built in the shape of a turtle, another in the winding curve of a snake, and the tallest of them took the form of a giant alabaster owl sitting in a nest. 
 
    “We’re here,” I told Nene, “to find you a pet.” 
 
    She thought on this for a moment, frowning and turning the word over in her head. “Why would I want a pet? Does a pet help me learn to fight? Does a pet give me erotic entertainment?” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “No. A pet is an animal friend. A pet makes its owner feel –” 
 
    “I know what a pet is. I was trying to communicate that the idea seems foolish to me.” 
 
    Shocking, I thought. But I’d already prepared for that reaction. Walking onward, I pointed to a man with a snub-tailed cat on a lead, both of them apparently enjoying the process of scaring birds out of the bushes in a small park between two shops. 
 
    “Look. A pet can be entertaining. Some can even be useful – a hunting or herding dog, for instance.” 
 
    Nene scoffed, barely glancing at the man and his cat. “I have not yet learned to fight, much less hunt, and I have nothing to herd. My interest in animals is limited to their ability to be turned into meat.” 
 
    “Regardless, we’re going to see if we can find you a companion.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I have a companion. So far I have not found it to my liking – why would I want another?” 
 
    “Well for one thing, this one won’t make the mistake of talking to you,” I replied. 
 
    “Talking is not the problem,” she said. “When the woman at the dream foundry talked to us about returning to her home to fornicate with her and her husband, I found the subject interesting. But you do not pick subjects as interesting.” 
 
    “They’re interesting to me,” I said, “and they’d be useful to you, if you’d listen. But if it will make you happy to talk about fornication while we shop for pets, I do know a thing or two about the topic. Just ask nicely.” 
 
    At this, she cast her hands up in the air, drawing glances from a number of passing townfolk. “I’ve already said, I don’t want to shop for pets. You can’t trick me into asking to do it.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’m not tricking you, and we are going to do it, and if you also want to have your choice of conversation subjects while we do, then I’m just saying you should ask.” 
 
    Without replying, she followed me onward along the street. In the third shop, which featured a variety of ferrets and minks, she began asking questions about physical functions having nothing to do with ferrets or minks. 
 
    It did not take much of this before a number of male customers began inspecting cages near the ones where we stood talking. But fortunately, although I consider minks somewhat nasty, I like both ferrets and men enough to find the experience tolerable. 
 
      
 
    LIX 
 
      
 
    The transfer to Warkslinshire revealed still more of the investigation’s inner workings, making Shoje increasingly pleased at having maneuvered the search in that direction. From Boucolm Tain’s office, the group was given a quarter-hour to gather their personal effects before reconvening on the open deck of the Quickness of Inquiry III. There, they found an area amidships where eleven runed circles had been scribed – a central one surrounded by ten smaller satellites, all connected by a lattice of multicolored lines and strung-together symbols. In the absolute middle of all this sat a very small box, like a ring might come in. 
 
    Choldis sized up the markings with what looked to Shoje like a professional eye. To Coreantos, who stood nearby, she said, “I take it Lieutenant Beveure is a locus shifter?” 
 
    Coreantos nodded, but said nothing. In the cool wind of Delvonian spring, his blond hair pushed about breezily like almost everyone else’s. Shoje had begun to think that the man was habitually unreactive, probably as an interrogation strategy. But his chin tilted up slightly at the touch of the wind, and the gesture had an appreciative quality to it.  
 
    It would be nice to find that the fellow isn’t entirely business, Shoje thought. He looked around to see how the others reacted to sun and blue skies and brisk air. Tain appeared imperturbable, his short, tight-curled hair unaffected by wind and his investigator’s eyes calmly surveying the three most recent additions to his group. The seer Nargossa retained his appearance of nerves or awkwardness, turning randomly about with eyes wandering. From time to time, he stroked the giant toad’s head that he carried tucked under one arm. Ytroim Dower had put a scarf on before coming out on deck. If she had a reaction to the wind, it was the same as her reaction to most everything else: impatience. 
 
    “So what is a locus shifter, then?” Shoje asked. 
 
    Though he’d meant the question for Choldis, Chancellor Dower replied instead.  
 
    “A particular kind of transporter,” Dower said, looking out across the landscape as though Shoje did not deserve eye contact. “Apparently so valuable a talent that if one possesses it, one need not also be prompt.” 
 
     “The lieutenant is prompt enough,” Tain said. “But she does have to spend a certain amount of time maintaining her connection to her loci. When there is a delay in her appearance, it usually means she’s had to bring herself out of a trance state before answering the summons.” 
 
    Shoje didn’t mind further dispute between Dower and Tain in the least, and said, “Well, I’m sure in some circles a two-minute delay is unthinkable, but I’ll be happy to take the time to enlarge my education on locus shifters, if anyone cares to enlighten me?” 
 
    Dower’s eyelids lowered slightly in a fashion that suggested she had no intention of responding. 
 
    “They’re a rarish sort of transporter,” Choldis said into the following silence. “A bit like a ’twixter or an ellipsist, but not as common.” 
 
    “Not as common?” Osyrand asked. “Now, Choldis, who could ever accuse you of being common?” 
 
    “Don’t make a woman blush, Osy,” she said. “That was just my way of saying you don’t often find someone willing to become a locus shifter. They can pop between places, like I can, or like Belenoirya, only they can’t just go anywhere they please. To shift, they must first go to a location in person and establish a locus there. Once the locus is set, they can shift to it, or to any of their other loci, in an instant. They don’t have to prime themselves with food as I do, and they don’t have the limitation of operating only in sunlight, the way an ellipsist like Belenoirya does.” 
 
    “Sounds smashingly useful,” Shoje said. “Why are they so rare? I’d think a great many prospective mages would be eager to travel round the continents visiting new places and forming loci and then jumping back to any spot they particularly liked.” 
 
    Choldis smiled a bit knowingly. “Well, there’s almost always a drawback to the most useful magics, isn’t there? In the case of locus shifters, the problem is that to create a locus, they have to cut off a piece of themselves and leave it there.” 
 
    Shoje looked immediately to the small box in the middle of that center circle. 
 
    “I guess that would put a damper on becoming really widely traveled.” 
 
    A voice from behind him replied, “It’s not so bad.” 
 
    Turning, he found a surprisingly short and young woman walking toward the group from a nearby deck-house. He noticed almost immediately that she was missing both of her little fingers, as well as the fingertip phalanges from her middle and ring fingers. To make this even clearer, she raised both of her hands and wiggled her mixture of full and truncated digits. 
 
   
  
 

 “You just have to pick a good strategy of what to lop off,” Lieutenant Beveure said. “And I suppose it also helps to have a very sharp knife and something stiff to drink.” 
 
    She gave a salute then, to Boucolm Tain and also to Coreantos. 
 
    Each returned it, and Tain said, “Lieutenant. We’re off to Warkslinshire and the Quickness of Inquiry VI.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” she said. Looking around to each member of the group, she went on, “If you’ll all take a circle, we’ll be on our way.” 
 
      
 
    LX 
 
      
 
    In the fourth shop, we found a strange creature of a sort I’d never before seen. Every cage in the place held one – round, furry things about the size and shape of a small melon, with very large eyes and no other discernable features. They apparently had some kind of legs, because they moved about their pens with a sort of gliding gait. But their fur completely hid the appendages, and for all I knew they were on wheels. 
 
    “Insipid,” Nene said, after giving the animals a bare glance. She had taken to searching her magical vocabulary for a single word to express her derision of each new creature we encountered, and I had to admit that these slow, quiet, staring balls of fur seemed virtually made for that description. 
 
    “Let’s at least have a look,” I said, sighing. “Perhaps they do tricks, or make some clever sound.” 
 
    “No,” the shopkeeper said from his stool in one corner of the room. He seemed a lazy fellow, not even looking up from the tabloid he’d spread before him on his counter. “Queetroos pretty much do what you see them doing. If you put a hand in the bottom of their cage with your thumb sticking up, you’ll see their only trick. It’s their main selling point, but of course we don’t often find many female buyers interested in it.” 
 
    I grimaced, both at the notion of what a male buyer would see in a queetroo and at the prospect of having to explain it to Nene, who would undoubtedly ask, as soon as she realized even a portion of what the merchant had implied. 
 
    But before she could say anything, the bell above the entryway rang, and a man stepped halfway into the shop behind us. 
 
    Considering our circumstances – on the run from mortal enemies and the power of an entire empire – I had made it a conscious habit to notice people around me. So I recognized this man as one of several who’d looked intently at us in a previous shop. He was a Haniman, with very short, black hair and eyes a deeper brown than most of his countrymen. They had circles under them, too, those eyes, giving him the appearance of someone short on sleep or long on woes. 
 
    As quickly as he’d opened the door and set one foot in, he rethought the matter and turned back around. I tend to think I’m pretty good at reading people, but I couldn’t tell exactly what had flashed across his face in the instant it hung framed in the doorway. He’d looked at us, but not directly at us. Perhaps he’d expected the shop to be more crowded, offering him cover to wander about and pretend not to be following us. Or perhaps he’d not realized that the shop sold queetroos, and sight of them had appalled or embarrassed him. Then too, he might simply have attempted to step in on the basis of unstable courage, only to find it deserting him before he could follow through. 
 
    What I did know, as the door clicked shut and the bell jingled itself still, was that he had no skill or training at shadowing a mark, and was therefore unlikely to be any kind of cutpurse, Cimonite assassin, or imperial investigator. So his departure left me ready to return to shopping. 
 
    Nene, though, had turned at the sound of the bell also, and now watched through the glass storefront as the man drifted away. 
 
    “That man was following us,” she said. “I saw him looking at me in the last store.” 
 
    I shrugged. “More than a few men eyed us in that last store. If he was following us, he apparently thought better of it.” 
 
    “He was different from the others,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “How so?” I asked, suddenly cautious. I didn’t like the idea of Nene noticing something I hadn’t. 
 
    “The others were looking at both of us. He was looking at me.” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, I recognized that as true. Men had happened by as we’d examined the ferrets and minks, sometimes bothering to pretend an interested in the animals, but usually allowing their eyes to roam from the cages to Nene and me without much concealment of their intent. In Hanim they are not shy about these things, and two different gentlemen had tried to strike up conversations before I told them politely that we had shopping on our minds and nothing else. 
 
    This fellow, though, had hung back with a furrowed brow and turned his gaze our direction with a mixture of hesitation and intensity, and I had never once seen him focus it upon me – only Nene. 
 
    Was there a chance he’d somehow recognized her? 
 
    Almost certainly not, I told myself. But the presence of the word ‘almost’ provoked me to prudence. 
 
    “All right, then,” I said. “I suppose we can be done with the pet shopping. Let’s head off and find something else to do in the city.” 
 
    Nene looked at me suspiciously, but for once had no interest in arguing. 
 
    “I would like another fighting lesson,” she said as we walked toward the door, “or another trip to the seraglio. But I imagine that because I want those, you do not.” 
 
    I opened the door and moved through first, wary and keeping an eye out for the dark-eyed fellow from a moment before. “I think the one trip to the seraglio taught you all you need to know in that area for now. But I might be willing to give you another fighting lesson, if you’ll ask nicely.” 
 
    The queetroo shop stood close by one of the swards of grass that gave Menagerie Boulevard much of its charm. As my glance swept across it, I spotted the man sitting on a bench, facing away from us. He had his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands, and I wondered absently what low had brought him to such a spot, that a single step into a pet store had sent him out to sit and cry. I could see his shoulders moving. 
 
    No threat here, I thought. But of course it was too late to resume the search for a pet. I could not back out of the offer to give my ward more knife training – not unless she decided to be rude instead of asking politely as I’d suggested. 
 
    Nene, though, managed to surprise me. 
 
    “Please,” she said, having followed my gaze to the bench, “can we go see what that man is doing?” 
 
      
 
    LXI 
 
      
 
    Buildings rose to the sky around us, grey and brown and alabaster pylons in every conceivable shape. That sky spread blue with only a hint of high, sparse clouds and off to the north the great shape of another cloudwhale easing its way toward the city’s central spire. People and their pets strode and tussled upon the boulevard’s green lawns, some genteel and well-behaved, others boisterous and joyful. The air had scents of pine and fresh, sweet blossoms from  the small park ahead. 
 
    Who sits down and cries in a scene like that? 
 
    Someone deliberately trying to attract attention and sympathy, I told myself, or else someone with a heavy freight of problems. 
 
    Neither of those sounded like the kind of individual I needed to deal with at the moment. If the show of grief was intended to draw notice, then the man might be some kind of shyster or leech from whom I would have to disentangle us. And if he truly had a lament so great that he simply did not care about airing it publicly – well, I had difficulties enough of my own without having to deal with someone else’s. 
 
    But Nene had taken an interest in another person, at a moment when that person seemed in need of help. 
 
    And she had asked nicely. 
 
    I could not easily turn away from that. 
 
    So I said to her, “We can go and talk to him. But listen – the man is clearly upset about something, and he may not want our company. If I decide to let him be, we will do so, and I’ll have no argument from you about it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I suppose,” she said with a shrug. “May I talk to him now?” 
 
    I nodded, then followed her as she crossed the walkway and the yard to the bench where our quarry sat, face still in hands. 
 
    “Hello,” she said down to him. “What are you doing?” 
 
    The imperious quality of her voice seemed to strike him physically, so that his shoulders tilted and his head turned to look up at her without the appearance of volition. His features still held the contortions of wild sorrow, but his eyes blinked, as though his brain had been startled from its emotions and his body had not yet caught up. 
 
    “What?” he asked. Then, in a voice still more perplexed, “What am I doing?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “I saw you looking at me in the ferret shop. Then I saw you start to come into the store with those ridiculous queetroos. Now you are sitting on a bench crying. All of it makes me curious.” 
 
    He looked hesitantly from Nene to me, possibly because of my imposing height or the truncheon at my belt. Then he closed his eyes and bent his forehead to the palm of one hand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “There’s something broken inside me.” 
 
    “Then you should find a surgeon.” 
 
    He made a snuffling laugh without much humor. It quickly turned into a fit of sobs. His fingers clutched at his hair, and he rocked forward and back upon the bench. 
 
    “Don’t do that,” Nene said, frowning. “My companion is going to think something is wrong with you, and I will have to leave.” 
 
    Breathing heavily, the man said, “That – would be best.” 
 
    “I want to know why you were following us,” she insisted. 
 
    A heavyset woman gave us an odd glance as her dog led her past. I didn’t care to have Nene cause a spectacle – yet I also wanted to see if this encounter would spark some hint of empathy in her. The man clearly needed it, and Nene had fixated upon him enough that perhaps she might glean something from him. 
 
    He looked up at her again. “I am walking through a nightmare. I saw you, and you reminded me of her, the one who started it. I thought – but then I realized – nh. Useless. Please just let me be.” 
 
    I put my hand on Nene’s shoulder, about to guide her away. Frustrated, she told the man, “I just learned about something. Maybe it will make you feel better.” 
 
    “Nene,” I said. 
 
    But the man apparently hadn’t retreated completely into self-pity, because he asked, “What? What is it?” 
 
    “Well, we go somewhere,” Nene explained. “We remove our clothes, and then you put your mouth here.” 
 
    She moved her fingers to a spot that one does not normally touch in public, and the man’s brows drew together in bafflement. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you normally offer to put your mouth on me?” 
 
    “That’s not how I learned it,” she said, her tone defensive. “The other man seemed pleased to do it the way I’ve described.” 
 
    I decided the time had come to interrupt. “You’ll have to pardon Nene,” I said. “She has a very limited range of experience. We should really just go and leave you in peace.” 
 
    “‘Peace?’” He shook his head. “That won’t happen. It’s a pretty name – Nene. Is something wrong with her? No offense to you, Nene.” 
 
    “Nothing’s wrong with her,” I said. “She’s just very new to things. I’m sorry if we bothered you.” 
 
    My ward, though, did not like this turn of conversation. “Why would something be wrong with me?” she asked him, glowering. “You were following us. You looked at me. I offered to help you. If something is wrong with one of us, I think it is you.” 
 
    He met her angry look with an expression that said he had been forced into thought. 
 
    “Something is wrong with me,” he said. “I thought you seemed like her, but now I can’t see why. She was worldly – you are not. She was seductive, so very much so, and you are blunt. She breathed culture. You have a rawness, a wildness. Yet there was something about her eyes, something about your eyes – I don’t know what she was and I don’t know what you are. Am I mad?” 
 
    The wideness of his eyes as he spoke, and the dark circles beneath them, and the substance of his words – all of them made me uneasy. I’d thought, at first, that we’d stumbled upon one of those men undone by love whom you can find in countless numbers in any great city. But the longer he went on, the less certain I became. 
 
    “Who was she?” I asked. “This woman you’re troubled by?” 
 
    “I – I don’t even know,” he said, as though surprised by the fact. “I met her at a party – a week ago? We talked and laughed. She entranced me, drew me after her. I can half-remember passion and the low sound of her voice and touches of her skin. But I awoke in the street the next morning, in front of a house that was dark. No one answered the door when I knocked, or any of the times I’ve been back. I’m not eating. I can’t imagine anything at the foundry when I go. I’ve felt so alone and abandoned, but I haven’t gone to any of my friends ... I came to the boulevarde here to see if I could find something ...” 
 
    As he paused, Nene broke in impatiently. “I do not wish to hear any more about this woman. You did find something: us. But if you do not have an interest in us, then perhaps Avelia is right and we should leave.” 
 
    He looked at her, a man very obviously in pain, grasping for something. And, looking at her, he straightened. Just a little, but he did. 
 
    “What are you?” he asked her. “I think I do have an interest in you, but what are you?” 
 
    She shrugged and pointed at me. “I am Nene. For more than that, you will have to ask this person.” 
 
    He glanced my direction, and I wondered what I might say if he asked the same question of me. Because what I always saw when I looked at Nene’s eyes was a predator, focused and hungry. And if her eyes reminded this man of his mysterious woman, then I suspected that he’d been taken in by something dark – darker than just your common temptress. 
 
    But even as he opened his mouth to speak, he blinked twice, and the eyes rolled up in his head, and he collapsed forward from the bench. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and thought, Evidently I’m going to regret not shopping a little longer in the queetroo store. 
 
      
 
    LXII 
 
      
 
    Lieutenant Beveure had each member of the party stand in one of the ten circles around her central one. Then, as quickly as that, they found themselves in an identical set of circles somewhere else. The angle of the sun and the lay of the land about them had changed, as had the crewmen working here and there upon the deck of the ship. But there had been no sense of movement whatsoever, not even the moment of greyness that occurred when Choldis carried passengers through the Betwixt. Shoje felt as though he’d blinked and missed something. 
 
    Apparently Dower and Nargossa had complete familiarity with the occurrence, though, since the chancellor gave a sign to the seer and they immediately walked off across the deck. 
 
    “Here we are, sir,” Beveure told Boucolm Tain. “Do you wish me to remain aboard, or do you have orders to be carried to the other vessels?” 
 
    “Instruct the Quickness of Inquiry IX to head west off of Trelthamland, seal up its floatstone, and make the drop to Hiisia,” Tain replied. “Instruct the Q.I. XV and XI to widen their circles in order to make up for the IX’s departure. Then return to the capital and find out if the interrogators have drawn anything more from Ingrad or the others. I’ll be in my office when you’re done.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” she said – and vanished. 
 
    “You three,” Tain said to Choldis, Shoje and Osyrand. “We’re in Warkslinshire now, a day or two from Munifen depending on the winds. I can order you confined to quarters the whole time, or you can give me your best assurances, in front of Coreantos here, that you’ll behave yourselves and cooperate.” 
 
    Shoje looked from the chief investigator to his truthsayer and said, “I’ll happily promise not to interfere with the ship or its functioning, if that will keep me out of a lockup in my nice but unfortunately small cabin. Of course, I’ll continue to answer your questions as I’ve been doing – and I’ll even promise to keep to my room at night, unless of course something I’ve heard makes me fear for the safety of the ship or its passengers.” 
 
    Tain looked to Coreantos, who nodded. Then the marshal-general turned his gaze to Osy, who said, “I’m with Shoje on every particular there, especially if there’s a chance I’ll get to see Cabel Warweun having uncomfortable questions put to him by the finest officers of the empire.” 
 
    Again the truthsayer indicated that he sensed no deception, and Tain turned finally to Choldis. 
 
    “You, I must ask more of,” he said. “You’ll be on strict rations to prevent you from priming for a transport, and you must promise not to attempt to sneak any food from anyone else. Do you agree?” 
 
    Choldis frowned and rubbed her belly. “It will make for an unhappy few days,” she said. “I’m an ample girl, and I rather like my food even when I’m not ’twixting. But I suppose I can make the promise. I’ll modify Shoje’s string of guarantees a bit if I can, though.” 
 
    “In what way?” Tain asked. 
 
    “Well,” she said, glancing at Osy, “if I’m to have a grumbly stomach, I’d just as soon not have a lonely bed at night as well, so if you don’t mind, I might occasionally stick to Osyrand’s room instead of my own.” 
 
    The Nose put on a slightly embarrassed expression. “Not to sound unwelcoming, but the bunks in my room are a bit narrow for two to sleep in.” 
 
    She smiled and patted his hand. “I don’t recall saying anything about sleeping. Well, Marshal? We promise to be quiet and I promise not to try to stuff myself on any extra food Osy might have hanging about.” 
 
    Tain made a gesture of indifference. “I have no interest in your personal entanglements unless they impact this investigation. Now, I must go and confer with the captain on our position and an estimate of travel time to Munifen. You will find this ship identical in all respects to the Quickness of Inquiry III, so stow your belongings in the same cabins you took before and then stay there until I call for you. If you wish to tour the ship, ask one of the guardsmen to accompany you. Do you all understand and promise to abide by those orders?” 
 
    All three agreed, and Tain strode off as soon as Coreantos confirmed their truthfulness. 
 
    With the imperial officers gone, Shoje gave Osy and Choldis a look that he hoped conveyed how pleased he was with the situation. Choldis had effectively gotten the marshal-general’s permission to charge up for a cascade jump. Shoje had gotten permission to wander the ship freely by night, so long as he did so on the basis of fearing for the safety of its passengers. Given that Seer Nargossa was a direct advisor to the Empress and therefore to the Identity of Cimone, this was effectively an open slate for nocturnal investigation on Shoje’s part. And the best part was, Tain apparently had no idea that he’d been maneuvered into allowing these things. 
 
    Hefting his pack from the deck, Shoje looked at his friends and said, “Welcome to Warkslinshire. Let’s enjoy ourselves while were here, shall we?” 
 
      
 
    LXIII 
 
      
 
    The young man, whose name turned out to be Daivan Sjurn, recovered before I could make the decision to pick him up and carry him to a healer. He asked where he was and what had happened, I asked whether this kind of collapse had happened to him before, and he said he didn’t know and perhaps he just needed some food. 
 
    By this point, I very much suspected some form of dark magic. But he had told us that he’d not been eating, possibly for as much as a week, so I gave Nene a few dzuts and sent her across the street to a pastry vendor, keeping an eye on her of course while she went. 
 
    “Look, Sjurn,” I told him, “you don’t seem to be well, and I don’t have time right now to deal with a broken-hearted man on a bender. So I need to know if you’ve just been drinking or smoking away the pain of being jilted, or if there’s something stranger going on here.” 
 
    He looked at me blankly, and I noticed that the hollows under his eyes looked even darker than they had before. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ve been drinking,” he said. “I tried – yesterday? Two days ago? I don’t know. There’s something missing inside me.” 
 
    “Tell me about this woman.” 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    “Try.”
He shook his head. “If I think about her, she slides away into the dark corners of my mind. Then I try to turn back to the world around me, and she’s there again, hovering against my vision.” 
 
    “What’s her name?” 
 
    “I don’t remember.” 
 
    Clearly, the man had either been put under a spell or had some serious narcotics, but I had no idea which. Before I could question him further, Nene returned. 
 
    “Here,” she said, holding a pastry out to him. “Eat.” 
 
    He started to reach for the tart, then simply stared at it. 
 
    “Eat,” Nene insisted, and the snap of her voice made him look up at her. His eyes refocused on hers, and his hand moved again, took the pastry, carried it back to his mouth. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, before taking a bite. Once the food touched his tongue, he seemed to realize how hungry he was and started chewing rapidly. 
 
    “I think we should take you to a healer,” I said, “preferably one who has a good knowledge of enchantments. Do you know anyone who would fit that bill?” 
 
    Sjurn continued looking at Nene and chewing. 
 
    “Sjurn,” I said. “Do you know any healers?” 
 
    “Healers? No. We don’t have many of them here – you only go to a healer if you’re in too bad of a shape to imagine yourself better at the dream foundry.” 
 
    That made sense, of course, and had both its good side and its bad. It might be more difficult to find a healer here than in most towns – but most likely, the ones you would find would be very good, since they would only have to deal with bizarre or extreme maladies. “Well,” I asked him, “would you be willing to go if we could find one?” 
 
    He looked over at me, a little blankly, and said, “You think I should?” 
 
    Nene interrupted, frowning. “A healer does not sound interesting to me.” 
 
    “One doesn’t want a visit to the healer to be ‘interesting,’ Nene,” I told her. “But when you suspect it’s necessary, you go. Sjurn here could have something very wrong with him.” 
 
    “I think we should see if he feels better after spending some pleasurable time in bed with me,” she countered. 
 
    That took his attention back to her – but in a detached and curious way that did little to reassure me. I saw the dark curves beneath his eyes, the gauntness of his unshaven cheeks, and a slight tremor in his hand as it lifted the pastry again to his teeth. The man was not well. 
 
    “Maybe the healer will prescribe exactly that,” I said. “But it’s a professional’s opinion we need at the moment, not what’s convenient to your preference. Wouldn’t you rather our friend here look a little more hale, have a little more energy?” 
 
    She frowned again, this time reaching a finger out as though to touch one of the circles under Shurn’s eyes. She drew her hand back before it reached him, though, and then looked at me. “How long will it take, the healer?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The question first is whether he wants to go. Do you, Sjurn?” 
 
    A part of me wanted him to say no, to thank us for the pastry and our company and then beg our leave. I couldn’t put my finger on why – the needless complication? The possibility that he might be pulling some artful connivance? It gave me an itch of guilt, the fact that I wanted to be done with the fellow, since he appeared so much in need of help. But my own problems were large and threw shadows big enough to swallow me and Nene and a great many others besides. So a “no” from Daivan Sjurn would have carried a real sense of relief. 
 
    But in the end, what he said was, “Something is wrong with me. I put myself in your hands.” 
 
    And he said it looking at Nene. 
 
      
 
    LXIV 
 
      
 
    Nene and I sat waiting while the healer examined Daivan Sjurn. The woman we’d found, Ekolaice Pranja, prodded and poked Sjurn with efficient hands on the far side of the room, half-hidden by a folding screen around the padded table there. 
 
    Nene sat with arms crossed and a fuming expression on her face. “This has not turned out remotely the way I wished it to,” she said. She spoke in low tones – as I had asked her to, since I didn’t want our conversation interrupting Pranja or disturbing her patient. But the quiet of her words did not hide their displeasure. “I would almost think that you somehow knew what would happen, and that is why you agreed to do as I asked – to bring me to further boredom and aggravation.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nene,” I told her. “But sometimes when you involve yourself with people it turns out to be work. People are just like that.” 
 
    The words came out with less sympathy and more disapproval than they should have, I’m sure. My only reason for letting her approach Sjurn in the first place was that I’d hoped to see her develop a glimmer of connection to another person. Instead, the whole encounter so far had been about her desires and wishes – typical, but disappointing nonetheless. I tried to tell myself to be patient. After all, was Nene’s frustration with this situation really so different from my own frustration with her? 
 
    But of course, the problem was not that I couldn’t put myself in her shoes, but that I couldn’t get her to put herself in anyone else’s. Sjurn rested on the table a mere twenty feet away, haggard and desolate. Only an empty sickbed and the folding screen lay between us and him, and we could hear the hollow sound of his voice occasionally as he answered the healer’s questions. But none of it seemed to penetrate Nene’s wall of self-absorption. 
 
    “Perhaps we should avoid people in the future, then,” she groused. “Except for those we can pay to do the things we wish, like give us food or shelter or pleasure. Now, we have brought this man to the healer as you insisted we must, but why do we stay? Are we just waiting to see if he turns out to be more work?” 
 
    I sighed. “No. I’ve been waiting to see if you would express any worry or concern over him. I was hoping that the interest you took in him might mean you would actually care what happened to him.” 
 
    She looked at me skeptically. “Did you really think that? We should go, then. I was interested in the way he looked at me, but his words and behavior since then have been tedious. If the healer can repair him, that is good for him, and if she cannot, then what point is there in knowing that?” 
 
    “Probably none, for you,” I admitted. And as much as I hated to think it, in this case her attitude made more sense than mine. I’d seen a man in trouble and I’d brought him to help. Nothing obligated me to stay, and doing so only made it more likely that I would get entangled in a further distraction from the very important business that I needed to attend to. I shook my head. “But I like to see things through, Nene. Get used to it.” 
 
    She opened her mouth as though to argue that no, she would not get used to it. But something made her catch herself and simply scowl at the floor instead. 
 
    You see? I told myself. She is capable of learning. 
 
    Then I chided myself for my cynicism and forced another attempt at conversation. 
 
    “Can you tell me something?” I asked her. 
 
    She frowned over at me. “What?” 
 
    “What did you feel, when you first saw Sjurn looking at you? What was it about his eyes that made you interested in him?” 
 
    “I already told you,” she said. “He was looking at me. The others looked at both of us.” 
 
    “But why did it interest you that he should look at you without looking at me?” 
 
    The question confounded her. She pressed her lips together, obviously thinking, but also directing a suspicious gleam from her eye in my direction. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said, a bit defiantly. 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, nodding. “That’s very interesting.” 
 
    As I hoped, she took umbrage at this. “‘Interesting?’ Why? What is interesting about my not knowing.” 
 
    “You just seem to have very firm ideas about so many things, even when they’re new to you. So I find it interesting that you have no idea about this one.” 
 
    She snorted derisively, but said nothing. 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said. “Actually, I have several. Are you curious to hear them?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” she asked. “You will undoubtedly say what you want whether I am curious or not.” 
 
    Something in the way her eyes flicked briefly in my direction undercut the indifference in her tone. 
 
    “What I think,” I said, “is that you enjoyed the notion of being special. You liked that he gave attention to you and could not be bothered with me, because it made you feel that perhaps he judged you superior to me. I also think that perhaps his gaze interested you because you’re like everyone else I’ve ever met: you want to be seen. You want to have someone care about your existence.” 
 
    “Bah,” she said. “You care about my existence, but that has not done me any good.” 
 
    “On the contrary,” I said. “It’s done you quite a lot of good. You’re alive now because I care about your existence. The morgs would have killed you in Hiisia if I hadn’t cared.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should have let them,” she said. “They feared my strength, and they took it. Now I am lesser. Now I have little hope of escaping you, and I am forced into dull scenes such as this one.” 
 
    “It’s torturous, I’m sure,” I said. “Still, think back to that look you saw in his eyes when you first saw him watching you. Really think about it, and tell me you’d rather have died and never seen it.” 
 
    I waited for her reaction to this, sensing that perhaps I might actually pin her to an emotion here – force her to confront that desire to connect. 
 
    But Ekolaice Pranja stepped out from the screen at that moment, gesturing to me with one dark-skinned hand and wearing a grim look upon her features. 
 
      
 
      
 
    LXV 
 
      
 
    Shoje lay in his cabin with one hand upon his breastbone, fingers occasionally touching the heart-shaped locket through the cloth of his shirt. He considered what he knew and how he might use that knowledge as things moved forward. 
 
    In Munifen, Boucolm Tain would question Cabel Warweun, a cold-hearted but very clever bounty hunter, now some years retired. Shoje very much wished to shape the course of that interview, if he could. So he needed to find a way to convince the marshal-general to take him along for it. With any luck, he could do this by suggesting that Cabel’s words about me might best be interpreted by someone who knew me well. Since Osyrand and Choldis had both met Cabel and Shoje had not, my handsome young Haniman could sit in on the interview with an expectation of anonymity – Warweun did not care for me, to put it mildly, and he would probably react poorly to having one of my known allies in the room while law enforcement questioned him. 
 
    I’d told my friends the gist of my most recent business with Cabel Warweun: an assault on one of Cimone’s minor temples in the town of Ruxhome. A retelling of that story might suggest several avenues of investigation to Boucolm Tain. He might wish to question the dowser who’d helped lead us to the temple. He might wish to examine location itself – though the Cimonites would surely have abandoned it after its secrecy had been breached. Together, these might waste two or three days of Tain’s time, if Shoje could coax the right details from Cabel during the telling. A slim possibility even existed that the Cimonite temple or the home of its priest, the now-deceased Ordinate Kleras, might reveal clues by which the investigation could pursue the Cimonites themselves. 
 
    In any event, Warweun’s testimony would more firmly establish me as being in a fierce struggle with the forces of darkness – casting doubt, Shoje hoped, on the notion that I might have taken the Empress. 
 
    Once Ruxhome turned out to be a dead-end, though, where could Tain be misled next? Possibly to Thollol, where my enmity with the cult had its roots? 
 
    Don’t plan too far ahead, lad, Shoje told himself. For all you know, Tain will say a flat “no” when you ask to sit in on Cabel’s questioning, and then you’ll be stuck with whatever he and Coreantos see fit to share with you. 
 
    Then too, Ytroim Dower seemed intent on herding the mission toward Hiisia. Clearly, the chancellor had significant pull with Tain, though not direct authority over him. Why did Hiisia attract her so? He wished he’d been privy to the pronouncement that Nargossa’s toad-head totem had made on the subject. Possibly, Dower had simply heard something compelling in that divination. But Shoje couldn’t ignore the possibility that Dower itched to get to Hiisia because that’s where the Cimonites had lost track of me and their Identity. I didn’t know the exact nature of the blood magic that had been used to send those two cultists after us in Ur-Jo, but they’d surely arrived there by way of some link that the Cimonites had to Nene. And if such a link had been used to send them, then the priests who’d conjured them to Hiisia might easily know where they had gone. 
 
    A Cimonite who understood that I’d last been seen in Hiisia would certainly be expected to push for pursuing me there. But was the Cimonite Dower or was it Nargossa? Or both? 
 
    Shoje sighed and tapped at his locket. He wanted to take it from its place upon his chest, touch its smooth porcelain skin, and talk with me at length about the investigation, about my trials with Nene, or just about the wide Warkslinshire sky and the sound of birds upon the wind. 
 
    “Now just what’s that?” he asked himself, moving his hand up to rap at his forehead with one knuckle. “The shadow of sulkiness draping itself between me and the light?” 
 
    With no more scolding than that, he swung his legs out of the bunk and stood up. When thinking leads to gloom, it’s time to stop thinking and take action. 
 
    He crossed to the door, then, and opened it, looking for a guard to take him on that tour of the ship that Boucolm Tain had mentioned. 
 
      
 
    LXVI 
 
      
 
    Ekolaice Pranja had the comforting demeanor and sensitive eyes that many healers do. Unfortunately, as she came from behind the screen to speak with me, her expression did not look comforting in the least. 
 
    “Nene,” I said, sensing bad news at hand, “why don’t you go and talk to Daivan while the healer and I speak?” 
 
    Nene’s blue eyes flashed at me suspiciously. But her attention had been focused on Sjurn when I spoke, and mere suspicion was not enough to pull it entirely away. She stepped closer to him as I gestured for Pranja to follow me. 
 
    “So, you know what’s wrong with him?” I asked quietly as we reached the far corner of the room. 
 
    “I strongly suspect, but I am not positive,” she said, giving that slight duck of the head that you often see in a person not fond of overstating herself. It was the kind of allowance of uncertainty that makes you more confident, not less, that the person’s opinion is correct. “He shows extreme passivity, lack of energy, a deep sense of loss ... these could all be emotional effects. Even the collapse you described. But the haziness of his memory about this woman is a strong clue. A man who has been spurned – he remembers his love vividly. Our patient seems barely to have known this woman. Her very name eludes him. It’s hard to credit, unless he was unbalanced to start with.” 
 
    “Which is why I suspected magic,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, grimly. “A number of drugs or charms could produce these symptoms. Some I could correct. Others, no.” 
 
    “And this one is a ‘no?’” 
 
    She glanced toward the screened enclosure where Nene stood talking to Sjurn. His voice remained too quiet to hear; hers stayed as brash as always. 
 
    “Did you notice his eyes?” Pranja asked. 
 
    “The lack of focus?” 
 
    She shook her head. “The color. There’s a hint of violet fade to the whites. It’s a telltale.” 
 
    “For?” 
 
    “Have you heard of a ‘soul drinker?’” I could tell from her deep brown eyes that the phrase wasn’t one she cared to speak. “They’re wizards, a bad stripe. They entrance a victim, then use rituals to draw out what they call a harmonic nectar, a fluid directly connected to the person’s body through the ether. Some scholars believe that the nectar is no less than the victim’s condensed spirit. As the soul drinker ingests this fluid, the person is consumed.” 
 
    “Your expression suggests that you don’t know how to break the connection,” I said. 
 
    Again, she shook her head. “The only hope is to find the soul drinker and return whatever is left of the potion to the victim.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. The notion of going and knocking some predator’s head in did not actually sit poorly with me. After wrestling with Nene’s intractability for so long, I found a simple, just fight appealing. But of course I couldn’t afford to assume the fight would be simple. “Sjurn knows where this woman lives. What kind of a trouble should I expect if I go after her?” 
 
    Pranja’s eyebrows went up. “I thought you said you’d just met the man.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Getting into fights for pitiable strangers is the kind of thing I do.” 
 
    “Well, this would be a dangerous one,” she said, her face very serious. “If a soul drinker’s gaze meets yours, even sidewise, she can try to enthrall you. A typical soul drinker can hold one or two thralls at once, but a master can entrance half a dozen or more.” 
 
    “Are there wards against the effect?” 
 
    “Not that I know of.” 
 
    I thought on this, part of my brain asking itself whether I could afford to intervene on Sjurn’s behalf while the rest had already started strategizing how to duel a foe I couldn’t look at. 
 
    “What would the authorities do if we reported the situation?” I asked. 
 
    “In Hanim?” she asked back. “It depends on how much you’re willing to pay them.” 
 
    So much for that, I thought. It wouldn’t have been my first choice to start with – constables tend to ask a lot of questions about one’s identity and business. But if I had to add expense to exposure, the idea became untenable. The question is, then, am I willing to just walk away and let the fellow die? 
 
    From behind the screen, Nene responded to some word of Sjurn’s by saying, “Why would I want to do that?” 
 
    He said something in reply, quieter than I could hear. 
 
    “Oh,” Nene said. 
 
    And as easily as that, my mind was made up. I had no idea what the substance of their exchange was – but he had spoken, and she had listened. She could be reached. She could be gotten through to. If Daivan Sjurn could do that, then it was useless trying to argue myself out of saving him. Whatever my prudence or caution might say, a human connection had been formed, and it had been formed by Nene herself, and that could not be allowed to perish. 
 
    I asked Ekolaice Pranja to tell me all she could of soul drinkers, and I listened to her information with the ear of war. 
 
      
 
    LXVII 
 
      
 
    The house Daivan Sjurn led us to had three stories, but stood so narrow that there couldn’t have been more than one or two rooms to a floor. The small size of it made me hopeful that we wouldn’t have to deal with a horde of servants or bodyguards, but ranks of similar buildings formed seamless walls along both sides of the street, raising the concern that neighbors might observe any assault on the place or its owner. We walked in the long, late-afternoon shadows of these buildings, and I considered the lay of the land. 
 
    It looked like a nice enough street, with its row-houses identically sized but each unique, whether in the adornments of windows and balconies, or the angles of roofs and the placement of rain-gutters. 
 
    I wondered if any of the other residents suspected that a hunter lived among them. 
 
    We walked along the opposite side of the street, Sjurn in a broad-brimmed hat I’d bought for him. According to Ekolaice Pranja, the soul drinker might be able to sense her victim’s approach, because of the charm used to create the ‘harmonic nectar’ on which she would sooner or later feed. In case this turned out to be true, Nene and I held back twenty paces or so from Sjurn, acting as though engaged in conversation and uninterested in our surroundings. When he reached the house directly across from the soul drinker’s, he knelt to adjust the laces on his shoes, and we caught up and passed him. This told me exactly which house we wanted, hopefully without alerting our quarry that Sjurn now possessed allies. 
 
    “Why are we not crossing the street?” Nene asked. “The house is right there, I see no guards, and you have your weapon. What reason is there to wait?” 
 
    “I told you, we are going to approach this cautiously,” I said. “Look five houses up on the right. Those two youths and their mother have just left home and are walking in our direction. If we had crossed to the door and prepared to knock, we would have found ourselves waiting on that doorstep just as they passed. And listen: do you hear the hoofbeats behind us? Two horses, drawing a wagon slowly this direction. Very likely it’s a delivery cart of some kind, possibly with a burly driver. What might a strong man do if he sees two strangers accosting a woman on her doorstep? There’s likely to be violence at hand shortly, and I don’t want it to involve anyone but this soul drinker and ourselves.” 
 
    “And what if she does sense Daivan, and makes up her mind to drink his soul right then?” 
 
    I shook my head. “He says he’s been by here several times since she enchanted him. I’m betting if those visits didn’t set her off, this one won’t either.” 
 
    “Your gamble is with his life,” she said, glancing back toward Sjurn himself. I could hear him walking along a comfortable distance behind us, maintaining the impression that we were not all of a company. 
 
    “Have you decided you’re again more interested in his life?” I asked. “Not so long ago, you said he seemed dull, and you couldn’t understand why I continued to bother with him.” 
 
    We reached a streetcorner where our way ended against a larger avenue. I nodded to the right, taking us across to the soul drinker’s side of the street and then farther up the cross-street out of sight from that row of houses. The cart we’d heard turned in the other direction. 
 
    “Whatever I think of him,” she said after a brief, stubborn silence, “I am the one who chose to be interested in him. I suggested speaking to him, because he had been looking at me. So in a way, I think he is mine, and if we are going to keep him, I don’t like for you to take risks with something I think is mine.” 
 
    I laughed. “We’re not ‘keeping’ him like he was a pet from the menagerie boulevard, and he’s certainly not ‘yours.’ Now let’s stop and discuss what is to happen next.” 
 
    We had rounded the bend, where the soul drinker could no longer see us even were she peering out the front windows of her house. Daivan Sjurn caught up moments after we stopped. His dark-rimmed eyes seemed nervous – uncertain – as though hope and terror fought for his attention while exhaustion drained him cold. 
 
    “You saw it?” he asked. “The one with the door of that strange blue?” 
 
    “I did, and we’ll be going back in a few minutes.” 
 
    He closed his eyes briefly. “I couldn’t help glancing over, just for a moment, when I stopped and bent to my laces. But there was nothing. What if she isn’t home?” 
 
    “Pranja said that she would not likely take a harmonic nectar out of her sanctum. If she’s not home, it means she’s probably left it behind, and we’ll break in and try to find the thing.” 
 
    “And what,” Nene asked, “if she is home? She is a witch of some kind, right? Will you be able to kill her?” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “that is where the plan gets interesting.” I patted Siege at my belt. “I have no doubt that my truncheon can handle any mortal woman I can tap with it. But that won’t do us any good if she claps eyes with me and saps my will the way she did Sjurn’s.” 
 
    “You ... have a plan, though?” Sjurn asked. 
 
    “I do,” I said, keeping my eyes on Nene. “My plan is to let Nene hold the weapon and do the hitting.” 
 
    Daivan Sjurn didn’t know enough to be surprised by that. But Nene, of course, did. 
 
      
 
    LXVIII 
 
      
 
    Shoje had no difficulty locating a guard to take him on his tour of the skyship – Tain or the ship’s captain apparently believed in maintaining at least one soldier or skyman on constant watch, circling through the corridors and up and out on the deck every few minutes. Being possessed of sharp ears and an excellent sense of time, Shoje knew almost to the heartbeat when the guard would next pass his door. 
 
    But to be prudent, he did not show off this understanding, choosing instead to open his door while the guard approached, stick his head out in the opposite direction, and then turn and appear pleasantly surprised to find the man marching toward him. 
 
    “Ah, good!” he said. “I was hoping to take Marshal-general Tain up on his offer of a tour about the ship. Would you be able to lead me, or fetch someone else who could?” 
 
    The guard stopped abruptly. “Orders are that you can follow me on one circuit of my rounds. If anyone’s in the mess, you can stop there for something to eat, and I’ll pick you up on a later pass.” 
 
    “Splendid.” 
 
    “Go on ahead of me down the corridor, then,” the man said. “I’ll show you around belowdecks and then we’ll go up.” 
 
    Shoje did as told, striding down the narrow wooden corridor as though interested. He knew from the other ship which cabins had been assigned to Choldis and Osyrand, and he counted doors farther along the hall. But this sort of casing was second nature to him – he barely had to think about doing it at all – and since he hadn’t any means of identifying the other staterooms’ occupants, it meant little. 
 
    The guard directed him to turn at certain crossways, pointed out the bulkhead that marked the division between this part of the ship, where passengers and notables traveled, and the crew areas. Down a flight of stairs, they saw some of the vessel’s workings – the ship’s hold, as well as the antiballasting room where massive columns of floatstone countered the force of gravity to keep the ship aloft. The latter had a permanent guard posted outside its hatch, and Shoje’s guide made certain to emphasize that the area never went unwatched. Farther down, the guide explained, one could find the skykeel: an extremely rare and valuable piece of enchanted equipment that stabbed out of the ship’s hull and into some supernatural medium that very few wizards could access. This let the vessel tack against the wind, unlike most skyships, which had to rely on rails and railcars tethered far below to make headway in any direction but leeward. 
 
    If the guard’s rounds ordinarily took him past the skykeel, though, he skipped that segment and led Shoje back up to the crew deck instead. 
 
    “The mess’s ahead to port,” the fellow said. “You want to stop in?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Shoje said, looking back over his shoulder. “Not sure how hungry I am. Can I see if anything smells enticing?” 
 
    The guard shrugged indifferently, and Shoje stepped to the indicated door and opened it. 
 
    “Oh yes,” he said, breathing deeply. “That sets the appetite going. You’ll swing by again in a few circuits and get me?” 
 
    With a nod, the soldier followed Shoje into the room. There, he conferred quickly with another man in army regalia, who eyed Shoje briefly and agreed to keep watch on him. 
 
    The room stretched longer than any other that he’d yet been in on the ship, although he suspected the interior of the antiballasting chamber must be larger still. A central table ran most of its length, cut through in three places so that diners could pass from the walkspace along one wall to the fixed benches flush with the opposite one. All in all, sixteen or more crewmen might be accommodated at a time. 
 
    Currently, though, only two men occupied the benches: the army officer near the door and one other closer to the galley. Shoje passed by both to ask the cook in the galley for “a modest helping of whatever smells so wonderful,” but in reality, he had no real interest in the food. 
 
    Rather, having put in his order, he stepped over toward the second man he’d spotted – the mess hall’s other civilian occupant. 
 
    “Mind if I have a seat?” he asked. 
 
    A bit nervously, or perhaps just a bit distractedly, Seer Nargossa said, “I suppose not?” 
 
    “Excellent,” Shoje said, giving a slight bow as he sat. Then he bowed again, to the oversized toad’s head that sat on the table at Nargossa’s right elbow. “There’s nothing I like more than interesting company while I dine, and if you don’t mind my saying so, I’ve always thought a diviner would make for excellent conversation.” 
 
    Nargossa gave him a look that suggested doubt, but made no argument. 
 
      
 
    LXIX 
 
      
 
    Daivan Sjurn stayed down the street and around the corner from the soul drinker’s house as Nene and I approached it. 
 
    “I’m still unhappy about this plan,” she said, the turn of her lips emphasizing her emotion. 
 
    “Me too,” I said. “But at least it’s good that we’re in agreement.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me. It is your plan – why would you be unhappy about it?” 
 
    The little street of three-story houses rolled along to either side of us, mostly empty of traffic. I kept a clear eye out for any activity along the way, ready to slow or speed up our pace if necessary to avoid close contact with our quarry’s neighbors. 
 
    “Because it’s dangerous,” I said. “It’s been hastily conceived, and the whole affair is largely a diversion from my goals of the moment.” 
 
    “Then why go through with it?” she asked, growlingly. 
 
    I shrugged. A man across the street opened up a window to water a planter full of flowers there. “Someone’s life is at stake. He struck your fancy, and now I feel he’s our responsibility – at least somewhat.” 
 
    Our destination stood ten or twelve houses up. Nene let a couple of stoops pass in silence. Then she said, “I ... want something to be done too. Sjurn should not die. But it seems reckless to put the weapon in my hands. You are much more skilled than I am.” 
 
    “With the element of surprise, Siege is not a weapon that requires much skill. And I’ll be controlling your actions through the rings.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. “You will control me, while this soul drinker uses her witchery to try to control me also. The one is bad enough – I do not want two making a puppet of me.” 
 
    “I’d do the fighting myself,” I said, “except that then she would enchant me and we’d be done for. The rings are the only way for us to outdo her. She’ll overcome your will with her magic, but it won’t matter because the rings make your will irrelevant.” 
 
    “It occurs to me that we could take advantage of both your fighting skills and the power of the rings, if you would trade rings with me. Then I could order you to attack her, and we would not have to rely on my untrained hands.” 
 
    I laughed, then said, “We’ll try it that way some other time.” 
 
    She said nothing, but continued walking. I’d made sure our approach would get us to the door we wanted without crossing in front of the house’s windows. To make it appear that she was alone, I hung back slightly from Nene as we closed in on the steps that led up to the soul drinker’s door. 
 
    “As we discussed,” I told her, quietly. “Keep Siege down and behind your leg. Knock with your left hand. When she answers the door, do not drop Siege, no matter what impulse comes into your head.” 
 
    I reinforced these words through the rings, hopefully making them ironclad. Then I allowed her to proceed forward, up the stairs, while I moved over to the very edge of the house where it adjoined its neighbor. I stood with my back to the bricks, slouching as though waiting casually, but with one hand surreptitiously on my knife-hilt, in case things went in an unexpected direction. 
 
    Nene knocked. 
 
    On all sides, the street remained as it had been. The man with the window planter had made his way to the top floor of his home to water another set of flowers there. A tree partially obscured my view of him from this angle. He seemed to pay us no mind. 
 
    Despite the sameness of our surroundings, a battle-tension had snapped on inside me with Nene’s knock. Seconds passed long and slow as I waited for sound of response within. The door stood in a slight alcove, and from my position there was no view of its small, barred window, so I could not even watch for shadows of movement inside. 
 
    At length, I saw Nene straighten attentively, and a muffled voice asked, “Yes? Is there something I can do for you?” 
 
    “I would like to talk,” Nene said. I could see from the movement of her eyes that she’d met someone’s view through the door window. “May I come in?” 
 
    The voice did not immediately answer. My eyes focused carefully on Nene’s face, watching for any sign of a change there. 
 
    “What would you like to talk about?” asked the woman inside the house. I could hear a different tone in her speech now – the tone of someone exercising authority, someone utterly assured of getting a response. 
 
    Nene’s face had taken on a passive expression completely unfamiliar to me. In a complacent tone, she said, “I would like to talk about Daivan Sjurn.” 
 
    That seemed a good cue to me. 
 
    I reached out through the rings, impelling Nene’s right hand to swing out from behind her back. She gripped my truncheon by its middle, so that the iron half stuck out from the bottom of her fist and the amber end from the top.  
 
    Quick as I could will it, Siege’s iron tip struck forward and hit the door right where the lock mechanism joined its frame. 
 
    Metal and wood shattered – louder than I would have liked, but there was no helping it. 
 
    Forward, Nene lunged, a puppet moving to my twist of her magical strings. She threw her left shoulder against the door, knocking it inward. 
 
    The woman inside gave a surprised cry, falling back several steps audibly. 
 
    I leaned and turned my head just enough to see the wall of the foyer into which Nene now rushed. As Ekolaice Pranja had warned, the place had mirrored walls – a soul drinker’s way of making sure she could throw her gaze wherever she liked. 
 
    In this case, though, it made things worse for the woman. Her attention – her shock and terror – focused on Nene, and she hadn’t yet seen me, there at the corner of her stoop. But I could see her, a small, dark-haired woman scrambling backward from an attacker whom she couldn’t believe continued to resist her will. 
 
    “Stop –” the soul drinker cried desperately. But I had already swept Nene’s arm forward, whipping the truncheon’s amber end out. 
 
    It caught against the woman’s upper arm, half-collapsing her. Then it struck again, brushing her forehead and sending her to the floor. 
 
    I hopped quickly onto the stoop, moved in, and swung the door closed behind me. 
 
      
 
    LXX 
 
      
 
    My first move, inside the soul drinker’s house, was no move at all. I held myself and Nene perfectly still and listened intently for any sound that might suggest another occupant in the building with us, or an alarm being raised from the street outside.  
 
    All remained quiet. 
 
    Turning back to the door, I found that it had a bar, which I hefted immediately from its place in the corner and dropped into the cross-braces – counting myself lucky that only the door’s turn-bolts had been holding it shut during the day. Siege would have broken the bar or torn loose the braces, bringing the door open in any event. But then we would have had no means of fixing it closed once inside. 
 
    Satisfied that no one from the street could easily barge in on us, I quickly slipped the pack from my back and bound our unconscious victim at hand and ankle with some cord. Then I made a blindfold from a scarf and covered her eyes tightly, in case she should awaken and use her enchanting gaze on us again. 
 
    While working at all of this, I spoke quietly with Nene. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked her, after taking Siege from her limp hand. 
 
    Her response took a moment and had a remote tone when it came. “I feel odd. It was not the same, what she did, and what the rings do.” 
 
    I spared her a glance, saw the displeasure on her face, and also felt reassured that the woman I was tying up had lost her influence on Nene when she’d lost consciousness. 
 
    “How was it different?” I asked. 
 
    “It was worse,” she said, starting to sound more sure of herself. “Except that while it was happening, it didn’t feel worse. She made me want to do the things she wanted of me. The rings force me to act a certain way, but they don’t turn my own thinking against itself. I understand why Daivan is so strange now, if she did this to him for hours or days before she let him go. Very unpleasant.” 
 
    I finished with my knots and with the blindfold. Then I took us on a quick search of the house to make sure no servants or guests had hidden themselves away when the front door broke in. We found nothing in any of the rooms or closets, but a locked door in the kitchen appeared to lead down to a basement, and we would need a key to check it. 
 
    “We should get Daivan,” Nene said as we returned to the foyer. “It will take us a long time to search for the bottle by ourselves.” 
 
    She was right about the latter. The house held a sitting room, kitchen, and dining room on its ground floor, two bedrooms on the floor above, and a master suite and den on top of that. Lavish furnishings in any of the rooms might have held what we looked for – armoires, cabinets, desks and dressers. 
 
    But I wasn’t sure such a full search would be necessary. 
 
    “I want to get into that basement,” I said, kneeling beside the bound soul drinker and searching her pockets for a key. Her breathing remained even, and she did not stir. 
 
    “Why not break the door in?” 
 
    I shook my head, rolling the unconscious woman over to pat down her other side. “If a woman keeps an interior door locked in broad daylight while she’s home, that’s a door I want to be careful with. Ah, here we go.” 
 
    A hard shape in one of the woman’s pockets turned out to be a key ring. 
 
    Back through the dining room to the kitchen, we went. I found a flint and striker in a drawer and used them to light a lamp from on a shelf beside the basement door. 
 
    Handing the lamp to Nene, I took Siege up and stepped close to the closed stairway. 
 
    “If you wish to be careful about the door,” she asked, “then why are we hurrying to open it instead of getting Daivan?” 
 
    “Shh,” I told her. An ear to the door told me nothing about what lay beyond. I matched a key up to the lock and turned it. “Now hold the lamp up high.” 
 
    With the light above my shoulder, I pulled the door wide and looked down the stairs beyond. As with much of the house, mirrors abounded along the stair wall, giving me glimpses of a dark, stony room at the bottom. 
 
    No sound came from below, nor any sign of movement. 
 
    “Here,” I said, and took the lamp left-handed. “Follow me, but not too close.” 
 
    Down, we went, and found in the basement a small, arcane shrine. Three perfect circles had been scribed in wax upon the floor, one within another but off-center by what looked like very deliberate ratios. A divan nearby held cushions rich and silken. The air carried a heavy smell of incense, mingled with something else, mysterious and elusive the way that the sensations of magic often are. 
 
    And in one corner of the room, a marble pedestal held several strange golden implements, a calendar, and a small bottle of emeraldine fluid. 
 
      
 
    LXXI 
 
      
 
    “So how does one set out on the path of divination?” Shoje asked, blowing lightly across the bowl of stew he’d been brought. “Is there a school you’re sent to, or is it a talent you just happen across?” 
 
    Nargossa looked up from his own food, which he’d been spooning into his mouth without particular haste since Shoje sat down. The seer had aged, yellowing eyes that tended not to settle on any one sight for long, but they settled on Shoje for a moment, just then, and it was a moment in which he thought he saw a very keen attention. 
 
    The diviner cleared his throat. “Do we find knowledge, or does knowledge find us? Do I see forward to the future, or does it reach back to tug at my ear?” 
 
    Then he shrugged and looked at his toad’s head, the thing he called Akazael. 
 
    Shoje smiled. “I guess my question was more along the lines of, ‘Wherever did you find this curious totem of yours, anyway?’” 
 
    Nargossa put a protective hand on the lacquered head. It moved slightly under the weight of his fingers. “Should I ask you where you acquired your lockpicks? Should I ask why you fear no fire?” 
 
    Ahah, so you’ve been reading the file Tain has on me, Shoje thought. But he put on an apologetic face. “I didn’t mean to pry. But if it will salve the offense I’ve given, my lockpicks were made by a fellow named Hastrael Lanxis, and I fear no fire because I once bathed in the blood of a fire ghost.” 
 
    The diviner blanched at those words – a reaction Shoje found interesting indeed. 
 
    Who moves in such lofty circles and yet is daunted by a fire ghost? It certainly didn’t fit with the image of a bloodthirsty Cimonite. Although a Cimonite trying to throw off suspicion might well put on a timid face. 
 
    “We’ve started off out of step,” Shoje said. “Look, we’re both fellows in the service of the empire, at least for the moment, right? What say we start fresh and keep to idler talk – it’s beautiful weather here in Warkslinshire, isn’t it?” 
 
    Nargossa plucked at his sleeves – each of a different color – and straightened his bowl before him. “I’ve been told to be circumspect in any conversations with you or your friends.” 
 
    Shoje looked immediately toward the toad’s head. 
 
    “No, no,” Nargossa said. “Perhaps it’s best if we finish eating in silence and leave be.” 
 
    “Is there harm in discussing a clean blue sky?” 
 
    Flustered, the diviner pulled his totem into the crook of one arm. He looked down at it as though for comfort, then bent an ear toward its upturned, open jaws. Then he seemed to settle himself. 
 
    “No, of course not. Very lovely weather.” Returning the grotesque head to the table, he picked up his spoon once more. 
 
    Beyond the open mess-hall door, Shoje saw his escort pass by, glance in, and then continue on with a nod. A part of his mind logged this with no effort whatsoever: Just under two minutes. 
 
    To Nargossa, he said, “I suppose it won’t do any good to say this, but I am not a dangerous man, I assure you.” 
 
    The seer sipped at his spoon. “Mister Keindan, I am a diviner. Reality has a weave, continuous, unbroken, started in the past and continuing into the future. Intent has very little to do with whether a particular thread is dangerous.” 
 
    “I’ll give you that,” Shoje had to admit. “At the same time, can’t you ask good Akazael there just which subjects are safe for our chat and which are not?” 
 
    Nargossa sighed.“Would that it were so simple. The omissions of prophecy are often more telling than its expositions.” 
 
    Shoje nodded as though at words of wisdom, but what he thought was, I do believe that’s the fanciest way I’ve ever heard someone say, ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    In short order, the diviner finished his stew and left – looking far more comfortable rising from the table than he had when Shoje had sat down. 
 
    Shoje pondered the encounter as he polished off his own dinner in relative quiet. What had he learned? Either Nargossa felt himself entirely the ingenue, out of his depths, or he possessed a great talent for acting and meant to give that impression. Furthermore, someone had specifically told the diviner to avoid saying too much to my three friends. Tain might have given such orders – but would probably have been quite specific about it. Shoje could very well imagine an instruction from the marshal-general along the lines of, “If any of these three start asking questions, tell them in no uncertain terms I’ve forbidden you to answer.” Or he might have said, “If they start nosing around, have a care not to give anything away, but pay attention to the direction of their inquiries and report it back to me.” What he almost certainly would not have done was give a standing but unexplained order to keep tight lips around the newcomers. 
 
    So either the order came from someone besides Tain, Shoje thought, or Nargossa bumbled things in letting me know about it. Or, most likely, both. 
 
    Of course, the biggest mystery would be, why does a man who can see the future appear to be so habitually nervous? 
 
    With his bowl empty, Shoje stood and addressed the lone naval officer still in the mess with him. The man had finished his own food some minutes before and sat jotting notations in a ledger. 
 
    “Is there any chance you might escort me to Marshal-general Tain’s office?” he asked. “I’ve a question or two I’d like to ask him before we reach Munifen.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’ve these books to attend to, and your escort should be back from his rounds any moment,” the officer said.  
 
    “Of course,” Shoje said. 
 
    Then, in his head, he counted out twenty seconds and was pleased to see his guard look in just a five-count after he’d finished. 
 
      
 
    LXXII 
 
      
 
    The woman woke perhaps three hours later, well past nightfall. I realized she’d come to because of a stiffening of her back and a change in her breathing – but if I’d not been paying close attention, I might have missed either one. 
 
    “Nene, Daivan, our host is up,” I said, mostly to let the woman know there was no point in feigning unconsciousness. I’d stretched her out on a divan in her sitting room, directly across the coffee table from the chair I’d picked for myself. 
 
    Nene and Sjurn sat close by and close together on a thickly upholstered sofa. At my words, Nene picked her head up from Sjurn’s shoulder, where I had suggested she rest it after a series of complaints about how long we were having to wait. 
 
    Daivan Sjurn bit at his lower lip and took a firmer hold on Nene’s hand with both of his own. 
 
    “I recommend against screaming,” I told the soul drinker. “I’m not averse to knocking out a neighbor or two if they come to investigate, and then I’ll simply have to drag you through back alleys to a better place to question you, and your neighbors will discover your interesting basement when they wake up.” 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked, hoarsely. 
 
    “I’m a friend of your victim here, Mister Sjurn. And please don’t try to enchant him into defending you. He’s completely unarmed and wouldn’t take two seconds for me to disable. Then I’d be cross at you for making me do that to a friend.” 
 
    She shook her blindfolded head, but said nothing. The slackness of her posture suggested defeat – not that I intended to trust it. 
 
    “Do you have a name?” I asked. 
 
    “Popathe,” she said. “Popathe Leam. Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I replied, although I was pretty sure I would. “Let’s see how cooperative you are, and what your story is.” 
 
    Her whole body shook for a moment, and she tried to curl up into a ball but couldn’t really manage it lying on her side with her hands tied behind her back. She sobbed. For some reason, the wordlessness of her fear made me feel a twinge of sympathy that I hadn’t expected. 
 
    But in my line of business, one encounters a lot of situations in which sympathy needs to be suppressed. “You lured my friend here a few days back, and you took something from him. I need to know where it is and how to give it back to him.” 
 
    “You can’t,” she said, a hopeless tone in her voice. She tried to get her breathing under control, failed for a bit, and then went on. “In the basement, there’s a bottle. Only, it’s just half of the harmonic nectar. He can drink it, and it will help. But the other half is already gone.” 
 
    Nene interrupted, angrily. “If you’ve consumed the rest we’ll kill you.” 
 
    “You should kill me,” Leam said, slumped upon the divan. 
 
    I shushed Nene with a finger to my lips and asked our captive, “Why would you say that?” 
 
    She took several breaths. I made sure, through all of this, to keep an eye on Sjurn, in case she was somehow working at her magical hold on him, willing him to dangerous action. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” the soul drinker said. 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that,” I said. “I can think of a number of reasons why I ought to kill you, but I’m curious about why you would agree.” 
 
    “Because I am an awful thing,” she said. Her lips looked tremulous as she spoke, and she snuffled through her nose; the woman was crying. 
 
    “Again, that’s a clear fact from my perspective. Why is it from yours?” 
 
    “Because he showed me. Because the taste of him showed me.” 
 
    Daivan Sjurn looked very uncomfortable in his seat next to Nene, and in fact got up and began to pace,  eyeing Popathe Leam with a kind of horror. 
 
    “Go on,” I said. 
 
    Bitterly, the soul drinker explained. “It takes an awful thing to choose the path I chose. I don’t mean just learning to tap a person’s spirit like the sap of a tree. I mean everything before that too. Whatever I had, I wanted more. Whoever I could manipulate, whatever misery I could cause – I took a delight in twisting people to my desires and then hurting them. Soul drinking, when I learned of it, sounded like the greatest trick of them all. But it turned out to be a trick on me.” 
 
    “If you’re looking for sympathy,” I said, “I’ll caution you that I have a general pity for those who take up the wrong course, but it rarely leads me to stay my hand.” 
 
    Her head shook. “My brains need to be bashed in when this conversation is done. I deserve it and I need it.” 
 
    One doesn’t lightly take an admitted manipulator at her word, but she said this with such conviction that I wondered if she might really mean it. 
 
    “What did you do to me?” Sjurn asked her, tonelessly. “And why can’t it be fixed?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said, choking a bit. “Oh, how pale and drained – I’m sorry. I’m sorry how much I wronged you, Daivan Sjurn. You were so beautiful, and I took you, and I wined you and seduced you and brought you back here and made love to you, all the while laughing inside over what I planned to do to you. How easy you were to mesmerize, and how appallingly stupid I was to feel pride in my power over you.” 
 
    I cleared my throat to interrupt her. “Your pardon, but I’m finding this change of heart a little hard to credit.” 
 
    “That’s because you haven’t tasted him,” she said. 
 
    I waited. Sjurn knelt by the couch and laid his head on Nene’s lap, covering his face with one bent arm. 
 
    “One drop made me understand what I had done, and what I had become,” Leam said. “I wasn’t supposed to drink any of the nectar until the appointed date. I was supposed to just wait and let the other bottle, the other half, reach my mentor. Then, at the hour of midnight, we would share the drinking of my first soul across all the miles between us.” 
 
    “Do you mean to say that the other half hasn’t been drunk?” 
 
    “It’s been sent off,” she said. “Three days ago, on the cloudwhale to Praesh. There’s no recalling it. I sent it, and I waited, but then I became impatient, and I decided to try a drop, just a drop of the bottle I’d kept. Earlier today.” 
 
    She thumped her head twice against the cushion of the divan. 
 
    “What a fool – a fool not to wait, a fool to have done this in the first place ...” 
 
    “Let’s get back to that other bottle,” I said, “If you sent it, you know where it’s headed, and I know that there are faster means of travel than a cloudwhale. So I’ll be needing the address you posted the package to.” 
 
    She took a moment to find her voice. “You – I sent it by the imperial mail. You would have to interrupt delivery, or attack my mentor, who’s far more powerful than I am. Would you really do that?” 
 
    “I’ve broken imperial law a time or two before,” I said, careful not to let my eyes wander in Nene’s direction. “Will you tell me what I need, or am I going to have to break something other than a law?” 
 
    She nodded slowly, as though thinking. Then she said, “Of course. Of course someone like Sjurn would have startling friends. People who would do the unthinkable for him, and not because of any charade or enchantment, but just because of who he is. I thought I was so grand and irresistible, and really I have only been a vermin and a cheat.” 
 
    Whether it came from honesty or guile, I found myself tiring of the woman’s self-judgment. But her meandering gave me a moment to reach inside the collar of my shirt, touch the locket there, and send a message to Shoje: I am safe and well for the moment. You have an interesting homeland, I have to say, though it looks like I will be leaving it very shortly. No time for more right now, love. 
 
    “The address?” I reminded Popathe Leam, letting the heart-shaped pendant slip from my fingers. 
 
    “Collava Street, number fourteen,” she said. “The city of Sasheivulle, near Altol Woods in Praesh. It’s the house of Yulet Kirn – he’s very dangerous, hundreds of years old, with thousands of decantings to his name. The date I sent him for decanting Daivan’s nectar is two weeks from tomorrow. If you can’t stop it, your friend will be lost.” 
 
    “Even though Kirn only has half of the nectar?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how much he has,” Leam said. “You can give Daivan back my half of the nectar, and it will refresh his spirit significantly, but he will never be all that he was without the rest of it. And the real problem will remain unchanged. Once Yulet Kirn drinks the other bottle, he’ll know what a delicacy your friend’s spirit is, and he’ll want the rest. He’ll be able to pull at Daivan’s mind and body, even from a thousand miles away, and he’ll draw Daivan to him and finish him off.” 
 
    “There’s no way to break the link between Sjurn and the nectar?” I asked. 
 
    “He is the nectar,” she said. “Break the link and what you have here will be only a vacant shell.” 
 
    “And what advice would you have for fighting soul drinkers – especially ones more powerful than yourself?” 
 
    Again she shook her head. “My first advice would be not to try it. My second advice would be to use whatever trick you used to keep my eyes from snaring your bald friend when I looked at her through the door. Beyond that ... fight with your eyes shut, or find a way to blind the soul drinker.” 
 
    I tapped my finger against my chin, thinking over all she’d said. “I appreciate your cooperation, but I’m cynical enough to think you may well have a selfish motive for it. Perhaps all this contrition and information is meant to stoke pity for your changed heart.” 
 
    “My change of heart makes no difference,” she said. “When you think you know what you need to know, you should kill me. It doesn’t matter whether I’ve helped you, it doesn’t matter whether I deserve to die for what I’ve done – all that matters is that I’ve tasted a spirit essence, and I am selfish and weak, and as much as I now hate the thing that I’ve made myself into, I will want that taste again. It’s such an easy thing to do, and such an ecstasy – sooner or later I will drain someone else, if I am not dead. I think I feel that so strongly that I will kill myself, if you leave me alive. But I’m not sure. I might wait, cowardly, losing the shape and the feel of my horror, and turn back to that glorious monstrosity.” 
 
    “You’re persuasive on that point,” I admitted. “Not that I need much persuading in this case.” 
 
    I looked over to Nene and Sjurn, and said, “I don’t want the two of you here for what happens next. Nene, take our friend out the back door and wait in the alleyway there. Leave the door open; I’ll join you very shortly.” 
 
    The rings made this a binding command, and Nene rose immediately to obey. Sjurn stood too, following her with a hesitant look back over his shoulder. 
 
    I dug in my pack for what I needed, speaking to Popathe Leam as I did so. 
 
    “Has there ever been a time when you could be trusted? As a child or a young woman?” 
 
    Her brow furrowed above the blindfold. “What? Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Just answer the question,” I told her, retrieving a leather case from the pack. 
 
    She thought for a moment. “I don’t know – when I was young. Before my mother took up with Filza. I learned a lot from watching Filza, a lot of the wrong things.” 
 
    “How old were you, when Filza came?” 
 
    “Twelve.” 
 
    “And how old are you now?” 
 
    “Twenty-eight.” 
 
    I looked at her, this beautiful young woman with golden Haniman skin, and I wondered at the way sixteen years might turn a sweet child into a stalking carnivore. 
 
    “All right then,” I said, making things ready. “I want you to spend a few minutes repeating this, over and over. ‘I have done terrible things, but now I want to do right.’” 
 
    “Are you some kind of wizard?” she asked. 
 
    “No. Just say it, and think it as hard as you can.” 
 
    “I have done terrible things, but now I want to do right,” she said. 
 
    “Again,” I said. “And again, until I tell you to stop.” 
 
    She repeated the phrase, and as she did so, I could see her face relax somewhat. I could hear desire in her voice – the desire to believe what she was saying. Whether she meant it or faked it, I had no idea. 
 
    When she’d been saying it over and over again for at least a minute, I leaned forward, pressed the stylus of my memory distiller to her forehead, and stole away her entire life, from the age of eleven until that last minute of recitation. 
 
    She gasped, suddenly a child again, thrust forward in time with only one minute of her present left to her. 
 
    “Popathe,” I told her, putting my hand across her mouth to prevent her from screaming. “This will be hard for you to understand, but you have just forgotten a great chunk of your life. You went astray during that chunk, but I think that you’re a good girl, and I’d like you to have a chance to do better. You’re going to go to sleep now. When you wake up, I want you to find a church of Aur Benefice or Wurina and ask them for help. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    She whimpered and nodded, probably out of terror as much as anything else. 
 
    I tapped her with the gentler end of Siege, then untied her and went out the back to find Nene and Sjurn waiting. 
 
      
 
    LXXIII 
 
      
 
    Shoje returned to his cabin after a brief but productive meeting with Boucolm Tain. He’d made a case for the marshal-general to take him along for the interrogation of Cabel Warweun in Munifen, and Tain – surprisingly enough – had been persuaded. 
 
    It made sense, of course. If the investigation wanted information out of Cabel that concerned me, it would only make sense to have someone along who knew me and could interpret any coloration that the bounty hunter might be putting on his story. And because Cabel knew and disliked Osyrand, and knew that Choldis was a friend of mine, Shoje was certainly the best candidate for the job. He could simply pretend to be an associate of Tain’s, and Cable would be none the wiser that his words were being heard and measured by a close ally of mine. 
 
    But while Shoje had thought all these arguments through, and had delivered them impeccably, he still found it a happy moment when they turned out to work and the marshal-general agreed. 
 
    It chafed him a bit that he had no immediate means of sharing the good news. He might have asked his escort to take him by Osyrand’s cabin, but the odds were good that doing so would interrupt Osy and Choldis in the midst of priming Choldis’ next cascade jump. So he lay about in his cabin, thinking, plotting, daydreaming, and growing more and more tempted to take out his locket and contact me, though he hadn’t yet heard back from me since his last message. 
 
    Hours passed, afternoon became evening, and just before he could make up his mind to call me, my message reached him instead: I am safe and well for the moment. You have an interesting homeland, I have to say, though it looks like I will be leaving it very shortly. No time for more right now, love. 
 
    He did not reach for his locket to reply; the magic of the necklaces carried all of my perceptions along with my words, so he knew I could spare no attention to chat. 
 
    He also quickly realized that a longer conversation would not follow anytime soon. I’d sent those words, at that moment, because Popathe Leam was about to tell me my next destination. She had shipped off the harmonic nectar by cloudwhale, with a destination of Praesh. The trip from Hanim to Praesh would be ten days or more by one of those vast, floating beasts, so I would need to loiter in the destination city for some time – and if Shoje had possession of an appointed time at which I needed to be in a particular location, it might profoundly raise the difficulty of maneuvering past Boucolm Tain’s questions without setting off Coreantos’ truthsaying abilities. 
 
    Sighing, my love settled upon his bunk to drift through my memories of the two days since I’d last made use of my locket. He sorted them and felt them and savored them and could not help but react to them. It surprised him only briefly that I’d offered to teach Nene to fight back in Tur. It surprised him slightly more that I’d taken her to a brothel in Hanim. What did not surprise him, though, was the appearance of Daivan Sjurn in my path. 
 
    Oh, you beautiful jewel – is there anyplace you can go where you won’t run across someone who needs rescuing? 
 
    And then his breath stopped in his chest, because that fond thought struck something old – a memory of his own, deep and locked away.  
 
    Words in a desperate, insistent voice: “It is your nature to make the world a better place.” 
 
    He sat up immediately, in the dark of his cabin. He sat up, put his face in his hands and cried, the way he always did when those words came back to him. Her shape and her face and the feel of her arms and even the smell of her clothes returned along with the words – Maira, his nanny, who had fed and clothed and tended him from his first birthday until his tenth. An unusually plain Haniman woman, but with eyes that were so kind – 
 
    “No,” Shoje said, straightening his back. No, this is not the way for Avelia to learn this, in a spray of incoherent images and sounds. 
 
    He breathed deeply three times, and bent himself to one of the harder tasks of his life: plainly remembering this event in a way that would make it clear to me. 
 
    Shoje’s tenth birthday had started like most other days in his unusual childhood. He’d risen before dawn and done his exercises: calisthenics and gymnastics and a three-story climb up the outside wall of the family house. Breakfast came next, a meal alone at the small table in the kitchen, where Maira winked at him to let him know that she remembered it was a special day. 
 
    Birthdays for young Shoje always included two presents – one from his parents and another from his nanny. His parents’ gift might end up being anything, so long as ‘anything’ possessed two characteristics. First, it had to be outrageously expensive, and second, it had to be utterly useless to a child. By the age of ten, Shoje owned more jewels and works of art and floatstone-levitated models of the continents than might be found in a mayor’s mansion. Several of them had no doubt been stolen from such. On birthdays and other special days, one of these lavish tokens would be waiting for him upon his exit from the Maze – within whose twists and turns each birthday also brought some fiendish new obstacle for him to surmount. 
 
    Although he always made sure to express pleasure and gratitude for these presents, Shoje felt no attachment for or interest in them, and simply found places to display them within his room, then proceeded to promptly forget their very existence. 
 
    But his other present, Maira’s gift, he looked forward to for weeks ahead of time and treasured – in memory – the whole rest of the year afterward. It was a plum pudding that she would make for dessert. She refused to cook it any day but his birthday, and because of its rarity, it was all the more special. 
 
    So throughout his exercises and his breakfast, Shoje looked forward to dinner, to the plum pudding, and to the smile he knew he would see on his nanny’s face as he ate it. He expected some new challenge in the Maze, and even expected that it might be something of significant danger. But he had no fear of it. Indeed, as he dredged through these memories to show them to me, he could still remember clearly the moment in which he warned himself, Now, don’t get too distracted thinking of the plum pudding until you botch the Maze and end up with a spike in the stomach that keeps you from eating! 
 
    If only that had been the thing to worry about. 
 
    His mother came to take him to the Maze in midafternoon, after his reading time and cryptographic studies. 
 
    “It is a big day for you,” she said as they made their way through the house together. His mother was a tall woman, and not overly talkative. When she spoke, she intended her words to be taken as important. “You are old enough for new responsibilities, old enough to see new places. Today, the Maze will open a great many avenues to you.” 
 
    He nodded seriously, though he doubted he would find these changes as important as she implied. His parents’ plans for him had long ago lost any power to impress him. 
 
    When they reached the room above the Maze, though, Shoje was impressed. It had been three days since he’d run the gauntlet – a sure sign that his father was overseeing major modifications to it. 
 
    Huge copper tanks stood everywhere in the room, thick pipes connecting them and descending into the floor. The wood panels that formed the Maze’s ceiling had been replaced with a heavy iron grate, allowing light through into the labyrinth for the first time Shoje had ever seen. 
 
    His father stood very near the door, by an open section of grating. There were no ropes or blindfolds anywhere at hand. Father gestured downward to the opening. 
 
    Curious, Shoje walked over and lowered himself into the Maze. After countless hours, several times a week, spread across more than half his life, he found it strangely disorienting to be able to see this place. The Maze looked much smaller than he had always imagined it – yet it felt much larger than when he had to maneuver through it, sightless. The reliance on his other senses had made each twist and turn much more intimate, much closer somehow. 
 
    He looked up as his father replaced the grating above him and locked it into position. 
 
    “This will be easier and harder than ever before,” Father said. Then he stepped away out of view, and Shoje heard first a metallic creak and next the gush of fluid onto stone. 
 
    Slowly, the boy moved forward, frowning. The shadows from the bars overhead made him doubt the reliability of his sight, and he closed his eyes almost immediately, going to hands and knees to feel for pitfalls and trip-plates as he always did. He made it halfway down the first passageway without encountering any traps, and then a rush of water spread itself about his fingertips and lapped against his knees. He opened his eyes. 
 
    The water flowed from a cross-passage ahead, coming his way and also spilling the opposite direction, slowly filling the Maze from the bottom up.  
 
    An inch of water in a quarter minute, he thought. So the Maze will be full in a quarter hour. There can’t be the usual traps. I would drown before I had time for a normal Maze run. 
 
    He moved into the intersection, still crouching, still checking the floor with his fingers, but now watching with his eyes as well. There seemed to be no threat at all but the rising water. 
 
    The dog? The monkey? 
 
    He couldn’t hear them over the gush and plash of water echoing through the labyrinth. But he thought he heard something. 
 
    Shoje’s stomach knotted as he moved the direction that he thought the sound had come from. It reminded him of another run of the Maze, the one in which Maira had been chained almost within reach of the dog’s wicked teeth. Was his mind playing at mischief? 
 
    Three bends farther on, the water had reached eight or ten inches, and he came to the first of the downspouts. As big around as his knee, it loosed a torrent of water into his path, at a spot where the passageway had been deliberately narrowed. 
 
    He peered and felt and even smelled carefully along the partitions that created the choke-point, but found nothing. So he clenched his jaw and squeezed through the opening, where the downpour of water battered his skull like something solid. 
 
    Past the narrow spot, he sputtered and wiped the hair from his eyes and got his bearings. The cold water had reached his shins now. 
 
    He moved away from the downspout. The rising flood made shadows dance ahead of him, shadows of the walls and of the bars overhead. 
 
    Halfway to the next intersection, he heard it again: the hint of a sob, buried under the din of angry water. 
 
    This will be easier and harder than ever before. 
 
    Shoje felt a real panic as he considered his father’s words. He could not say why, but suddenly they terrified him – he began to move faster, hurrying even though the Maze had taught him many times that haste made for hurt. 
 
    No wires interrupted his way. No stones shifted underfoot. Though it slowly worked to drown him, the Maze appeared, for once, to be just a maze. 
 
    But the sobs grew louder as he went, and not just because he drew nearer to their source. 
 
    By the time he’d found the final chamber, four downspouts farther on, the water had reached his waist. The floor here dropped down, and stepping into the room took him chest-deep. As the water swirled about his ribs, his heart seemed to double its pulsing within them: in a cage upon the far wall, Maira stood chained and shivering and crying. 
 
    Shadows moved overhead. Shoje looked up, knowing them to be his parents. 
 
    “The way out is simple today,” his father said, having to speak loudly to be heard above the water. “There is a chain with a key. Find it, pull the key over to this corner, and you will be able to unlock the grating here.” 
 
    The man reached down to tap a section of the iron grill-work, and Shoje could see the lock and the hinges, but he did not focus on them long. His eyes, instead, went to mechanisms beside the cage. Gears there attached to a set of driving arms. Their ends, inside the bars, supported a series of polished blades. 
 
    The chain with the key, he had no doubt, would be attached to those mechanisms, so that pulling it would trip a spring or a counterweight, sending the blades ripping forward. 
 
    All I must do is keep my balance, he thought. The gears can be jammed, with a belt buckle, or something from the room. The cage – I don’t see a lock. 
 
    He swam forward, looking intently for the way to open it. 
 
    “It’s welded, Shoje,” Maira sobbed. “It’s welded, and it’s bolted down – you have to save yourself, not me.” 
 
    Shoje grabbed fiercely at the bars of the cage and glared upward. 
 
    “She’s right, son,” said his father. “And I wouldn’t disable the gears if I were you. The blades are a mercy. My understanding is that drowning is a very unpleasant death.” 
 
    “You’re lying!” he shouted, but even as he said them, he heard in his own words a child’s refusal to face the truth. “There has to be a way to release her!” 
 
    The man shook his head. “No. There’s no trick. You’re old enough that you don’t need a nanny, and Maira knows far too many of our secrets to just be cast free. There’s an object lesson here as well: sometimes the path to success requires you to be ruthless. You can leave the maze, and cause her death, or you can both drown.” 
 
    “I choose to drown,” he said fiercely. 
 
    His father shrugged. “Then the last ten years have turned out to be a poor investment on your mother’s part and mine.” 
 
    And with that, his parents walked off. 
 
    Shoje screamed and yanked at the iron of the cage. Maira shifted forward and gripped his hands tightly with her own. 
 
    “You have to go,” she cried. “Shoje, you have to go, you have to.” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “You’re not like them. You don’t have to worry that they will make you like them. You have to go, and show them that they can’t change you.” 
 
    The water was very high now, up to his neck. 
 
    “I can’t,” he said, crying too. “I can’t kill you. I’d rather stay here with you and drown than stay with them.” 
 
    “I know,” she said, struggling to get her chained wrist between the bars so that she could reach his face. “But I can’t let you do that. You have to go. You have to be who you are. I’ve seen it all these years, and it’s been such a blessing to watch you.” 
 
    She drew back into the cage, her eyes full of tears but not leaving his, not even to blink. 
 
    “Remember this, Shoje,” she said fervently. “It is your nature to make the world a better place.” 
 
    And she pulled herself under the water with her chains, looped one quickly around her neck, and breathed out. 
 
    At dinner that night, Shoje was able to remain surprisingly composed. 
 
    But he cried himself to sleep thinking of plum pudding. 
 
      
 
    LXXIV 
 
      
 
    In the alley behind Popathe Leam’s house, I handed Sjurn the green bottle and told him to drink it. He uncapped the container, turned it up unquestioningly. As he drank, Nene looked at me. 
 
    “Is she dead?” Her tone was more curious than anything else. 
 
    “She won’t be able to harm anyone the way she did our friend here. Let’s leave it at that.” For my own part, I felt tugged in different directions by what I’d done to the soul drinker. On the one hand, she no longer possessed her magical skills – or memories of the path of manipulation that had led her to attain them. But on the other hand, I had effectively left her a child, alone in a large and dangerous city. She would awaken frightened and confused, probably not even knowing who among her neighbors might be trusted for help. It would be a hard start to a new life. But her remorse over what she had done – what she had become – felt genuine to me, and it seemed better to give her a chance at moving forward than to simply kill her and be finished. 
 
    Daivan Sjurn tilted the empty bottle back down and looked at it. 
 
    “Is it helping?” I asked. 
 
    He continued to stare at the bottle, speaking slowly. “It feels – it feels as though I have been inside this flask, and have only just come out.” 
 
    I pulled the door shut, cutting off the last reliable light from inside the house. By night, the shadows of the alley lay deep. 
 
    “Well, we should get away from here,” I said. “It’s late, and tomorrow we’ll want to find passage to Praesh as quickly as we can.” 
 
    “I’ve never left Hanim,” he said – sounding like he’d just realized that to be true. “This will be an adventure.” 
 
    We moved carefully down the alleyway, with Sjurn continuing to speak. I could see only his outline, but he became more animated with almost each word. 
 
   
  
 

 “We can stay at my flat,” he said. “I have to pack at least a few things – what will I use as a case? Well, I’ll find something. Praesh! What a thought.” 
 
    “You sound different,” Nene said. 
 
    “I’m waking up,” he replied. “Or, coming back to myself. It’s odd, and I can tell I’m not yet all here. What did she say – there’s another half of the potion for us to hunt down? That feels about right. I feel about half myself. But it’s a sight better than what I’ve been feeling the past week!” 
 
    “You’re remembering things?” she asked. 
 
    “No. No, I’ve remembered them all along. They just meant nothing to me, as though I’d taken my favorite painting and gone over it in shades of grey, to leech all the feeling and brightness from it.” 
 
    “You’re an artist?” I asked, suddenly realizing how very little we actually knew of this man. 
 
    “So they tell me,” he said. “Some of them rather effusively so. Which says how far gone I’ve been, that I haven’t touched a brush in days, or –” 
 
    We’d reached the end of the alley now, coming out onto the street in full light of a nearby lamp. Sjurn turned to both of us as he spoke, a spark in his eyes unlike anything I’d seen there. 
 
    “Or that I could be gifted with the presence of two such visions of beauty and not demand that they let me sketch them.” His face showed a mixture of fascination and ebullience. “What a crime that woman worked on me!” 
 
    Nene’s expression took a twist that I couldn’t quite read. She asked him, “Do you like us, then?” 
 
    Sjurn laughed. “Are you serious? You’ve saved me from a ghastly witch, you’ve offered – for whatever reason – to carry me across the continents and risk life or imprisonment for me, and on top of that, you’re such elegance embodied, such perfection ... how can I do anything less than adore you?” 
 
    He caught at both her hands as he said this last, dropped to a knee before her with a flair and ease that Haniman men are apparently gifted with, then stood just as quickly and started leading her forward. 
 
    “Come on, then,” he said, tugging her hand. “A canvas awaits in my studio, with your face haunting its fabric, waiting to be called forth into color!” 
 
      
 
    LXXV 
 
      
 
    Late in the night, with his memory carefully packaged for me, Shoje decided it was time to go exploring. He did not reach the decision spontaneously; an excursion had been his plan ever since he’d come aboard. The tour he’d taken earlier gave him an understanding of the watchman’s route about the skyship, and the three or four hours after sundown had given him the opportunity to listen at his door and count out how much time it took for the soldier to make one circuit of that route. The man’s footsteps returned on a very dependable basis. Once Shoje had established that pattern, he needed only to wait until most of the ship’s complement might be safely presumed asleep. 
 
    From his pack, my Haniman ingressionist took several key items. First, a small oil dispenser that he used on the hinges of his door. It would not do for them to announce his departure from the room. Second, a set of lockpicks, which he tucked into a vest pocket. Third, his enchanted lens, most crucial to the purpose of his venture for the evening. He coated it with a tincture for detecting blood magic, then slipped the vial of tint in with the lockpicks. 
 
    About the time he finished with these activities, the guard’s footsteps sounded outside. He let them approach, let them fade, and then gently eased open the door of his cabin. It made little sound. 
 
    Down the hall, when he peeked out, he could see the receding back of the watchman. He let the man turn the corner, then stepped forth and pulled his door closed again. 
 
    The ship’s corridors remained lit at all times, but only dimly so – a small lampstone at each juncture of hallways kept one from tripping in the dark but left a good deal of shadow as well. This suited Shoje’s needs perfectly, both because he didn’t care to sneak around in bright spaces, and because any residue of blood magic would appear more vivid through his lens if it did not have to compete with other light. 
 
    With speed but no noise, the ingressionist moved along in the wake of the watchman, keeping one bend behind him along each leg of the route. He counted doors and knelt at every fourth keyhole to peer through with his lens. When the watchman completed his belowdecks rounds, Shoje doubled back the way he’d come, peeking through keyholes he’d skipped on the way. He knew that the guard would remain on deck above just long enough for him to get back to his own cabin, with a half-dozen stops for spying along the way. 
 
    He reached and entered his room just as he heard the guard’s boots descending the stairs near his door. Quietly, he closed it and waited. 
 
    The guard passed. Shoje counted footsteps again. 
 
    He repeated his shadowing of the watchman six more times, turning off down different hallways once he’d covered all the doors along the first one. 
 
    On his fifth trip, he found a glow through the keyhole of one cabin. 
 
    The sight made his stomach twist a certain way. Shoje loves his work – delights in being able to tiptoe past those charged with securing a wall or keep or ship’s halls. It has a visceral tension for him, of course, because it is dangerous work. But each time I have received his memories of such doings, I’ve marveled at the vibrance of existence that he feels when in the moment. 
 
    Confirmation that, in fact, a Cimonite was on board the Quickness of Inquiry VI had a spoiling effect on the experience.  
 
    But now that I know you’re here, he thought, it will not be long before I know who you are. 
 
    On his sixth trip, he checked the keyhole again, and again saw the telltale glimmer of red light, visible only through his lens, coming from within the cabin. As he watched, it moved across his field of vision, revealing itself to have a human outline – a woman’s outline. 
 
    Whoever occupied that cabin had suffused herself with blood magic, or been suffused with it by someone else. 
 
    Or, Shoje thought, suffused himself with the bloody essence of some woman he sacrificed. 
 
    The shape of an aura, after all, did not necessarily reflect the shape of the body from which that aura radiated. 
 
    Shoje returned once more to his room, to lie awake deeper into the night, strategizing how he might gain access to the ship’s records of cabin assignments, or inquire of one of the crew as to who had that one, very particular room. 
 
    He fell asleep with two or three ideas. 
 
      
 
    LXXVI 
 
      
 
    I woke before dawn, finding myself on a chaise lounge that occupied one corner of Daivan Sjurn’s bedroom. It hadn’t been the most comfortable night I could remember spending; I have a long frame, and the lounge was an old one with uneven give to its cushions. But at least I’d slept, and hadn’t been troubled by unwanted dreams. Considering the work of the day before, and the way I’d ended the evening, that was cause for appreciation. 
 
    Sjurn’s flat had two stories – this upper one, consisting of a bedroom and bath, and the lower one where he kept his studio. A portion of the studio had apparently once been a kitchen, but he used the sink there for cleaning art supplies and the iron stove only for brewing tea or cooking down pigments. So my choice had been to sleep on the lounge in the same room as Nene and Sjurn, or to make a pallet on the floor below amongst the smells of paint and turpentine. If I’d reached a point of trusting Nene, even a little, I might have done the second. 
 
    Sitting up on the lounge, I reassured myself that the former Empress of Delvonia still lay abed nearby. Her naked arm trailed out from beneath a sheet, distinct even in the darkness of the room. 
 
    The relief I felt disappointed me. The day before had brought such apparent progress, and Nene’s connection to Sjurn had felt so compelling, that I truly wanted to feel she’d turned a corner into humanity. But apparently I still viewed her as so erratic, so defiant, that a large part of me expected her to find a way to escape, even though I’d informed her, before going to sleep, that she was not to leave the bed without my permission. It would have been nice to look upon her, curled up beneath our host’s satin bedcovers, and feel vindicated, or flush with success. Instead, I simply felt lucky that she had not disappeared. 
 
    Still, I thought, that’s better than how you’d’ve felt if she had disappeared. 
 
    I raised myself up a little higher to peer past the lump that my ward made in Sjurn’s bed.  
 
    Speaking of disappearance ... 
 
    The mattress next to Nene lay empty. Glancing around, I realized that a hint of light could be seen, filtering up from the stairwell by the bath. I rose quietly and moved across the room. At the top of the stair, I paused, making sure that Nene had not stirred. Then I took a few quiet steps down the stairs and bent to have a look into the studio. 
 
    Sjurn stood with three canvases on easels in the center of the room. He wore no smock or even a shirt – just the bottoms of a fine set of pajamas. A tray of six or eight candles atop a stool provided the only lighting. 
 
    His posture struck a contrast to the previous night, when he’d insisted on sketching Nene the moment we’d arrived at his home. Then, his whole body had been taut with the motion and passion of his work. His eyes had flashed from Nene to the sketch paper and back again like a sling stone ricocheting between two walls. 
 
    Now he stood with a brush slack in one hand and a palette cradled in his other arm almost as though it had been forgotten. His shoulders and his face both slumped, empty of energy. 
 
    I wondered if I should creep back upstairs before he noticed me, but even as I had the thought, Sjurn’s eyes turned up toward me and he heaved a sigh. 
 
    “Come down,” he said quietly, setting his tools on a painter’s stand nearby. He seemed almost relieved to put them away. “I think I was just about to put on some tea anyway.” 
 
    I spared another glance at Nene, still motionless in bed. Then I walked the rest of the way downstairs. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head, a wan motion that reminded me of the shell of a man we’d met the day before, not the spirited artist who’d come out of Popathe Leam’s green bottle.  
 
    “There’s nothing to interrupt,” he said, walking over to the stove along one wall. He stopped before it, looking from the kettle on its surface to the bucket of firewood that sat at one side. “I had a thought, to do something, to make something. But once I got my paints out, it all vanished.” 
 
    This struck me as typical of several artists I’d known, but Sjurn’s situation put an entirely different context to it, and I didn’t want to make any assumptions. 
 
    He held out his hands toward the stove, staring at it. “Look at this. I can’t even work up the energy to start a pot of tea.” 
 
    “Here,” I said, moving over. “Let me get it.” 
 
    With a sigh, he turned away and went back to staring at his canvases. From my new angle, I could see that all three were blank. I opened up the firebox of the stove and began loading in wood. 
 
    “What was your idea?” I asked. 
 
    He didn’t look over, but said, “Well, it seemed obvious, didn’t it? My life has been upended, completely changed by three women. So I thought I would do a triptych, capture what’s happened to me in three portraits. Each would have its own colors and theme, but viewed together they would blend and produce a whole.” 
 
    “Sounds like a compelling project.” I dusted the wood with lighting powder from the tinderbox, then struck a long match to get it going. 
 
    Sjurn laughed drily. “‘Compelling.’ That’s exactly what it should have been – a compulsion, pulling me into the work, forcing me to sketch and paint until I attained what I wanted. Instead? Nothing. I can’t even decide who to put in the centerpiece.” 
 
    Satisfied that the wood had caught, I closed the firebox and brushed my hands clean. “Can’t you just pick one and do some sketches to see how it would work?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s not a matter of how it would work. If I choose Popathe Leam, the work becomes a testament to the perilous world. If I choose Nene, it becomes salvation through beauty. If I choose you ...” He looked over at me then, frowning. “I don’t know – something about the mysterious nature of existence. How curious it is, and beyond understanding. In each case, the side pieces color the central idea differently, and the choices of profiles or frontal views or other angles – all of these bring their own play of ideas and tones.” 
 
    His eyes went to the stone floor of the studio, as though searching for something there. 
 
    “A week ago, these images and these feelings would have forced their way out of me onto the canvas. It wouldn’t have mattered that I couldn’t decide.” He gestured at the room about us. “I would have tried every combination, would have papered the walls of this studio with drawings and notes. Now? I have the ideas, but they do not have me. They should be roaring through my veins and making my hands itch to move the brush from palette to canvas. But they just lie there in my head instead, lifeless.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem lifeless last night,” I said, recalling that odd evening I had spent reading upon the chaise while Nene and Sjurn explored one another in bed. “What’s changed?” 
 
    He looked toward the stairs, as though remembering. “It’s the direction of comparison. Last night, I’d woken up from nothingness. Even being half-alive was intoxicating. And Nene –” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Well –” His brow creased as he turned his eyes toward me. “– there’s a fire in her. A hunger and a freshness. She’s missing something, like she’s under some kind of spell herself. I think that sense of incompleteness draws me to her, along with the mystery. You’re very odd as well, the way you watch her so closely, yet walk her into danger and even into sex. I’ve never met a chaperone who sat reading while her charge made love to a man just feet away. Why would you do that?” 
 
    “What, read?” I asked, raising an eyebrow innocently. “I suppose I just like to feel I’m educated.” 
 
    He smiled faintly, where I’m fairly certain he would have laughed the night before. His eyes had a wistful look, perhaps even a pleading one. He needed to connect, while I could not afford to let him. 
 
    “Look, Sjurn,” I said. “You’ll have to let me keep some of my mysteries. We’re going to help you, because that’s the kind of thing I do. You can trust me on that. But I can’t tell you much about Nene or myself. We’re each carrying our own dangers with us, and I don’t need to burden you with those on top of your own.” 
 
    He sighed. “It would be ungrateful for me to argue with that.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. And I felt relieved at his understanding, since I actually couldn’t answer his question. Why had I let Nene bed the artist? Was it to see if she could move beyond appetite, into affection? Was it because I knew she wanted it, and I wished to buy her gratitude? Or was it just that I felt sorry for Daivan Sjurn, and wanted him to experience something as vital and beautiful as the studio full of paintings he’d shown us when we followed him into his home? I didn’t know, but for the moment, I didn’t need to know. 
 
    “Now,” I asked him,  “where’s the tea and kettle?” 
 
      
 
    LXXVII 
 
      
 
    Nene woke while Sjurn was out fetching the three of us breakfast. Our conversation and the tea had clearly made him feel no better about his incompleteness, and he decided to move rather than sit, inert and hollow. 
 
    “Where’s Daivan gone?” my ward asked sleepily, propping herself on one elbow as I mounted the stairs. 
 
    “To get us something to eat,” I said. “He’ll be back soon enough – he says there’s a cafe just around the corner.” 
 
    “I need to piss,” she said. 
 
    I stepped past my chaise lounge and threw open some curtains behind it, letting in the mellow light of a Haniman dawn. “Do you?” 
 
    She blinked against the light and made a growling noise. “Yes. You told me not to leave the bed last night, and I’m going to wet it if you don’t let me up now.” 
 
    “Our host might find that a poor comment on the attention he paid you last night,” I said, dropping onto the lounge and lacing my fingers across my stomach. 
 
    Nene drew in a slow, angry breath, and then said, between her teeth, “Please.” 
 
    I smiled. “Ah. Of course, you may get up and visit the washroom, Nene.” 
 
    She fairly bolted across the room, and did not bother to close the door in spite of her nakedness. 
 
    “Did you sleep well?” I asked, over the sound of an empress relieving herself. 
 
    “I slept,” she said. “It is not an activity that requires skill.” 
 
    Ignoring that, I said, “Having a man, and then having him next to you, can give some women an exceptionally good night’s sleep, or make others toss and turn. Wait – go back in and wash your hands.” 
 
    She’d started to come out of the washroom without making use of the basin, which I found almost criminal in light of Hanim’s ingenious plumbing. Apparently when you imagine buildings into existence, you can imagine them having all manner of wondrous conveniences as well. I’ve certainly seen toilets with running water and faucets that didn’t require you to work a pump – but usually in palaces or public baths. 
 
    “Why do you care about these things?” she asked, leaning over the sink with her hands beneath the spigot. 
 
    “Washing hands, you mean? Or how well you slept?” 
 
    “Either. Both. Any of it.” She dried her hands on a towel and stepped out. Full view of her in the light from the window made me realize how much the Arpasian skin dye had faded. She no longer looked the part of a Fanrian wildwoman, but rather an extremely tanned woman with blond stubble growing in across her scalp. 
 
    Wondering where I might get my hands on more dye, I said, “I’ve told you, Nene. I’m trying to teach you. Have you not learned a thing or two these last few days that you’re glad of? Last night in particular?” 
 
    She sat on the bed and folded her arms across her breasts. “I think it was Daivan teaching me, last night. Perhaps if you hand me over to him for teaching, I will learn all I need to know.” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “And what lesson do you think you’ll learn when that bottle reaches Popathe Leam’s mentor, and Sjurn gets drawn away in a stupor again?” 
 
    “You could still stop that. We would just stay behind while you went to take care of it.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re my responsibility, Nene. I’m helping Daivan Sjurn because it’s the right thing to do, but I have a larger purpose in teaching you, and I’m not going to let Sjurn’s problems displace my own goals.” 
 
    “Purpose,” she said, disdain thick in her voice. “My purpose is to eat nice food, and have physical intimacy with men, and do other pleasurable things.” 
 
    I stroked my chin and said, “Would you be surprised to find that I agree with you?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. She said nothing. 
 
    “Let me ask you – when you stood over Popathe Leam in her house, just after striking her down with my truncheon, did you find that pleasurable?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, immediately. “She was my enemy, and I greatly desire to strike enemies. When her eyes were on me, she stole my will, and I wanted only to do what she said. It was even worse than being controlled by the rings, because she took my ability to think as I want to think. Once she was on the floor, and her spell left me, I felt very pleased about hitting her.” 
 
    “What about for Daivan’s sake? Did you feel any pleasure at the fact that hitting her helped him?” 
 
    She paused, and her head turned slightly, though her eyes stayed on me. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” she said. Clearly, she begrudged me the answer. But her eyes wandered off as she thought about it, and she continued, “Yes. I did think about him. I felt close to him, because she tried to do to me what she did to him, with her eyes. I felt glad to have freed us both.” 
 
    “Helping people is pleasurable,” I said. “For some reason, it’s a very hard lesson to learn, but it’s true. Helping people is just as pleasurable as food, or sex, in its own way. And it’s something you can learn to want just as much as you want food or sex. And once you learn to want it, you’ll find pleasure far more often than before. Because there may not always be food at hand, and you may not always have a convenient and attractive partner for your bed. But in this world, there’s almost always someone nearby who needs help.” 
 
    With an unimpressed expression, she said, “I did not enjoy helping Sjurn as much as I enjoyed bedding him last night.” 
 
    I chuckled, having heard the evidence of that myself while reading my book. “Probably not – at least, not if you’re talking about the intensity of it. But listen. If you have Daivan a hundred more times, you won’t remember any of those times as clearly as you remember standing over the woman who hurt him, with your fist clenched tight around the weapon that laid her low. I promise you that.” 
 
    She looked as though she wanted to argue, but for whatever reason, she flopped back on the bed and stared up at the ceiling instead. 
 
    “I want breakfast,” she said. 
 
    “Me too,” I replied. “You see? We have a simple talk, and suddenly, we end up in complete agreement.” 
 
    She snorted, and I laughed. 
 
    Daivan Sjurn returned with a basket of food a few minutes later. 
 
    And Shoje sent me a message a few minutes after that. It said, I’m sitting down to breakfast here in the ship’s mess. There’s some wonderful bread and butter, and I’m thinking of you. Be well, and let me hear from you when you can. 
 
    It was a good breakfast, and left me feeling fortified. 
 
      
 
    LXXVIII 
 
      
 
    Cabel Warweun’s mansion did not make the same impression on Shoje that it had on me. Though I’ve visited my share of very nice houses and even a couple of palaces, I’m still a provincial girl from a modest town, and I have to give a certain amount of credit to a man who has clawed his way up from nothing to a massive home with dozens of rooms, halls lined with tapestries, and statuary that must have cost more than the entire cottage where my parents had raised me and my brothers. 
 
    Shoje, on the other hand, has stolen his way into so many opulent residences that he could pass by two of Warweun’s statues and see them not as evidence of one man’s ambitious success, but as a late-era Marveau and a lesser work of Colstice the Third – and he could fully judge the crassness of putting any Marveau beside a Colstice, because Marveau was well-known for having meticulously copied Colstice’s techniques and style without bringing anything unique to the art besides his flair for plagiarism. 
 
    Having been born to wealth and raised in the secrets of plundering it, Shoje has little respect for moneyed folk who indulged in aesthetics without bothering to study them. 
 
    But he does respect canniness, and he expected that the conversation with Warweun would quickly push aside his estimation of the man’s sense of decor. 
 
    So he prepared himself as the servant they’d met at the door preceded the small party into Cabel Warweun’s office and announced them. “Mister Warweun – Marshal-general Boucolm Tain, his two associates, and their military escort.” 
 
    Cabel stood beside a liquor cabinet not far from his vast desk, a medium-height, middle-aged, blockishly built man with rough features and mostly grey hair that still spoke of its blacker youth. He had a bottle out and a number of squat but expensive-looking glasses beside it. Lifting the bottle, he poured himself a couple of fingers of whiskey as the servant spoke. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” he said by way of greeting, as he picked up the glass. “Can I have Edaro make you a drink?” 
 
    Without awaiting an answer, he walked to a great leatherbound couch nearby and sat, propping his feet on an elegant coffee-table.  
 
    “No, thank you,” Boucolm Tain replied. 
 
    Cabel swirled the liquor in his glass as he waved it toward the chairs opposite his couch. “Sit then, please. It’s not often I get a coach full of imperial uniforms riding up my driveway, but I’m always happy to discuss business with my most lucrative employer. Edaro, you may leave us.” 
 
    “As you wish, sir.” 
 
    The servant backed out through the office door, pulling it closed as he went. Tain’s two bodyguards took up positions in front of it. 
 
    “We are not here on a matter of employment,” the marshal-general said. He walked over to one of Cabel’s chairs and sat down with comfortable but formal posture. “I am conducting an investigation, and I believe you may have information of interest to me.” 
 
    Warweun took a swig of his drink and then hung his arm over the back of the couch, letting the glass dangle from his fingertips. He nodded toward Coreantos in his arcane inspector’s robes. “I’ll let you know at the start that I long ago had myself charmed against truthsayers’ magic. A bounty hunter runs into more than the normal share of circumstances where maintaining a secret is a matter of life or death. I hope you won’t hold it against me that you can’t get a reading on my honesty.” 
 
    And a fellow of your sort would just as soon avoid being summoned as a witness, thought Shoje, knowing that in high-profile cases, many judges would discount the testimony of an ‘unreadable.’ 
 
    Tain waved toward Coreantos and Shoje. “My associates – and I – all have a modicum of talent in the old-fashioned methods of discerning falsehoods.” 
 
    “Very good,” Cabel said, raising his glass toward them both. “Feel free to have a seat as well, gentlemen. You can pull up one of those chairs from the table over there if you like.” 
 
    Coreantos moved to the second armchair next to his superior. 
 
    “I’ll admire your decor here as I’m listening,” Shoje said. The room had tapestries, paintings, and bookshelves along all of its walls, and he moved over to examine a great framed map of the Delvonian continent as he spoke. 
 
    “What’s our subject, then?” asked Cabel Warweun. His tone sounded relaxed, yet Shoje wondered if perhaps he were affecting an easier manner than he truly felt.  
 
    Warweun’s a smart and well-informed man, he thought. Mere days after the Empress is kidnapped, he receives a visit from the marshal-general of the empire, unannounced. Doubtless he’s made a conclusion. 
 
    “Our subject is a woman named Avelia Warbler,” Tain said. “I’m given to understand that you know her?” 
 
    Cabel made a spitting sound – belittling rather than disgusted. “We’ve crossed paths.” 
 
    “And you saw her last – when?” 
 
    Shoje moved on to a bust of Manthyag Cromb, a general famous for ruthless ambition and genius on the battlefield. From the corner of his eye, though, he kept a watch on Cabel. 
 
    Warweun looked up at the ceiling as though counting. “Five, six months back? She called in a debt I owed her, and required an extremely dangerous job of me in Ruxhom.” 
 
    “What was the nature of that job?” Tain’s face remained dispassionate as ever. He gave no hint that he’d already heard a very rough outline of the events from both Shoje and Osyrand. 
 
    “Ugly business with –” Cabel looked over his shoulder symbolically and lowered his voice. “– cultists. Followers of Cimone.” 
 
    “Not a name to be thrown about lightly.” 
 
    “Nor was I happy when she threw it about. But she did, and we went after a nest of them.” 
 
    “Can you describe that in detail, please?” 
 
    “As much as you like.” 
 
    Thus prompted, Cabel related the tale of our intrusion into the Cimonite temple of Ordinate Kleras. He told how he, I, and three others located and entered the temple, killed the cultists inside, and then escaped with what I’d wanted: a magical letter extorted from the body of the priest by way of a corpsequill. Shoje found the story fascinating. He knew most of it, because I’d told him – although in his own interview with Tain he’d kept his description sparse, saying that I was “deliberately reserved about most of my dealings with the Cimonites,” because I “didn’t want to involve friends in any unnecessary danger.” These were true claims, and by inserting them at the right points in his story, Shoje had managed to avoid setting Coreantos’ truth senses off. Cabel Warweun, though, had been warded against those senses, and Shoje found it highly interesting where the man embellished his own participation and underplayed mine. 
 
    But in substance, Cabel did not depart from the truth as Shoje knew it until Tain heard about the corpsequill and took an interest in it. 
 
    “She has dealings with the Post Mortem, then?” the marshal-general asked, referring to the institution that makes those rare pens for fishing facts from the dead. He glanced at Shoje as he said this, because the Post Mortem had not figured in the highly abbreviated version of this story that Shoje had given him second-hand. Shoje shrugged at the glance, as though to indicate he hadn’t known of that detail. Tain continued directly onward without pause, “Did you get a sense of what was in the letter?” 
 
    At that question, Cabel veered sharply from reality. 
 
    “I don’t know entirely,” he said. “But she said it was taking her to Hiisia. Ur-Jo, I think, and possibly on to Tur.” 
 
    “Hm,” Shoje said, peering at the signature on a painting of the Battle of Ajswar Koht. 
 
    “Yes, adjutant?” Tain asked him, using the term they’d agreed on to keep Shoje’s name out of the conversation. 
 
    Shoje turned, looking apologetic. “I’m sorry, I just happened to notice this signature – it’s not quite right, I think. Palurius painted left-handed, and while these loops appear very much like his, I’m fairly certain the strokes were made with the right.” 
 
    Cabel scowled. “Are we discussing art fraud here, or Avelia Warbler? If you must know, the painting is authentic. It just wouldn’t fit in the space where I wanted it, so I had it trimmed down, and that necessitated cutting off the signature. One doesn’t want a Palurius to go unnoticed, so I hired an artist to duplicate his imprint. Can we get on with things?” 
 
    One doesn’t want a Palurius to go unnoticed, but one doesn’t mind defacing it in the service of one’s own ego, Shoje thought with an entirely inward smile. Ah, Mr. Warweun, no wonder Avelia is so fond of you. 
 
    Aloud, he said, “My apologies, of course. I should stop this wandering and join the conversation.” 
 
    He went to the table that their host had indicated earlier, and carried a chair over toward the sitting area. 
 
    “And that was it?” Tain asked Cabel. “She simply came and asked you to help invade a Cimonite temple, then headed off in the general direction of Hiisia?” 
 
    “I helped her only because I owed her a life-debt,” the bounty hunter said. “And she asked my help only because she knew I was capable. I think we were both keen to keep the interaction as brief as possible.” 
 
    Shoje positioned his chair as this was being said, then sat in it with his legs stretched out comfortably before him and crossed at the ankles. He folded his hands upon his stomach and did his best to look at ease. 
 
    “Mister Warweun,” he asked, “when the Cimonites came, what did they offer you to tell that story?” 
 
    Cabel sat very rigid for just an instant, then feigned incredulity. “Were you listening, just now? I went into one of their temples with Avelia Warbler and despoiled the place. Do you think they would have let me live, if they knew?” 
 
    “I think Cimonites would use any tool they could to achieve their ends. And I think they’re not so sentimental about their temples as folk of nicer religions tend to be. Their goddess is interested in blood and success.” 
 
    Tain and Coreantos had both turned somewhat abruptly at Shoje’s initial question. They remained silent and attentive, awaiting Cabel’s response. 
 
    The bounty hunter snorted. “She told me the cult is after her and her family for revenge. Now you’re saying vengeance is not a pastime of theirs?” 
 
    “Perhaps you don’t know this, but Avelia Warbler escaped them and helped bring down a prophecy thousands of years in the making. I think she’s a bit higher on their list than you.” 
 
    Clearly angry, Warweun said, “Regardless, I’m telling you they didn’t show up here telling me to lie about that letter.” 
 
    Shoje smiled. “Who said I was talking about the letter?” 
 
    The anger briefly left Cabel’s face, replaced by a pale moment of fear. Shoje felt a little sorry for him in that instant; the man knew the danger of crossing the Cimonites, and knew that he’d just been maneuvered into tipping his hand. 
 
    Still, he recovered his indignation and tried to bluster on. 
 
    “The letter, the mission itself – does it matter what you’re accusing me of lying about? If you think I would have truck with the Cimonites, you’re saying I’m mad or depraved. In that case, why bother to continue questioning me at all? I helped Warbler kill a nest of those serpents, so pardon me if it rankles, being accused of throwing in with them.” 
 
    Boucolm Tain stepped calmly in. “I’m afraid you’ve been cornered, Warweun. Now, I’m willing to assume that you did what the Cimonites asked because you feared that they would kill you – or worse – if you refused. But in cooperating with them, you’ve arrayed yourself against a force that is larger than they are, and in this moment I represent that force. However much you might have feared them, or perhaps delighted in the compensation they offered, I guarantee you that you should now fear me equally, if not more.” 
 
    Cabel brought his glass of whiskey forward and stared into it, contemplating. Then he tossed his head back and swallowed what was left of the drink. 
 
    “All right, then. You’ve got me between two different unpleasant deaths, so clearly I’m going to talk. But I hope you don’t expect me to put my neck on the block without negotiating.” 
 
    Tain smiled. “Naturally not. That would be unreasonable.” 
 
    In due course, they had an interesting story out of Cabel Warweun. 
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    Finding a ’twixter proved easy enough in an exotic city like Hanim. Out of caution, I didn’t have him take us straight to Praesh, but to Anwandir in southern Trelthamland instead. I knew a transport company in Anwandir that employed gale spirits to carry its coaches, and I trusted their discretion. 
 
    By midafternoon, then, the three of us sat in an enclosed carriage that felt entirely still while actually whirling across the sky between Trelthamland and Praesh. The windows had curtains across them, and Sjurn would periodically brush one aside to stare out across the bold expanse of air and clouds beyond. But for the most part, our only clue to our dizzying speed was the steady howl of the gale spirits, tugging at the carry-poles of the coach. 
 
    For the most part, I pretended to sleep through the flight. The message I’d gotten from Shoje that morning held a lot of memories to be sorted through – most wrenchingly, the one about the death of his nanny. It made me burn with fury, and it also made me crave even a tiny moment in which I could hold him.  
 
    I came back to it several times, stunned by his ability to unwind that experience for me without going any further – without revealing, for instance, what had ultimately happened to his parents. I could taste his determination, at ten years of age, to prevent them from ever harming anyone again. But I could also hear very clearly the promise he’d made to himself through that long birthday dinner: I will stop them without doing as they would do. I will undo them without becoming as they are. 
 
    My own memories of being ten had always brought me a certain pride; I’d been a very responsible and mature child, finding ways to stand down the bullies and troublemakers of Wherrydon’s youth, even those several years my elder. But however mature I had been, I had still been a child, whereas Shoje, at ten, had been something beyond that. 
 
    No wonder he could fall in love with a woman thirty years his senior, I thought. He’s been a lifetime ahead of his peers all along. 
 
    Sjurn and Nene sat close by one another on the bench opposite mine. She had her head nestled against his chest most of the times I peeked out through my slitted eyelids, and he had an arm draped around her. She looked deep in thought sometimes and conflicted or confused at others. He looked either distant or exhausted. They occasionally spoke in whispers, nothing I could catch above the noise of our vessel’s gusty steeds. 
 
    Was he good for her? Was she growing, as a result of having attached to someone with his own set of very significant needs? 
 
    I tried to give it thought. But I kept being pulled back into the drowning maze – or even back onto the Quickness of Inquiry, in whichever number Shoje and Osy and Choldis happened to occupy during their various travels with Boucolm Tain.  
 
    I felt a bit fragmented, to tell the truth. A part of me sat in a carriage with the Empress of Delvonia, who was only one black phial of memories away from being the most dangerous woman in the world. That part needed to find a way not just to tame her, but to bring her so fully onto the path of goodness that she could taste of those memories and not stray back into evil. Another part of me sat in a carriage with two young lovers, whose forms, pressed up against one another, brought a finger-light touch of jealousy into my heart, since I was denied such contact with my own love. At the same time, part of me struggled to reach across the miles and will Shoje to safety, surrounded as he was by imperial guardsmen and investigators and at least one Cimonite agent. And a part of me, thanks to my locket, was ten-year-old Shoje, climbing out of the open grating above the Maze, clothes heavy with water and eyes full of tears and a great hole in my chest where the only person I’d loved in my young life was now missing. 
 
    Sixty years, I’ve had, I thought. Sixty years to understand how life gives and takes in these ways. And I’m still having difficulty holding myself to the most urgent course of the moment. 
 
    How was I going to teach Nene to overcome her past life’s carnivorous memories when even the memories of a beautiful soul like Shoje could tilt my own balance? 
 
    The question made me snort at myself. Maybe you should have thought of that before convincing the archprelates of Hiisia to let you try it. Or maybe you should have thought of it the moment Andeterus told you the black phial was a poison. 
 
    “Is something funny?” Sjurn asked from across the interior of the coach. I opened my eyes and saw that he looked like a man who could really use a moment of humor. 
 
    “Just the way life seems to find ever-greater challenges to throw at us the moment we think we’ve learned how to deal with everything that’s come before,” I said. “Sorry if it’s not exactly hilarious.” 
 
    “Possibly the gods find it very amusing indeed.” 
 
    Nene mumbled against his chest, where she appeared to have fallen asleep. 
 
    “Then again,” he said, “who needs laughter in every moment, when there is beauty at hand if you just look to it?” 
 
    I did look at her, and saw what he saw in a sleeping, innocent, perfectly formed face.  
 
    If only the mind behind that face could be brought into such serenity ... 
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    On the coach ride back from Cabel Warweun’s house to the ship, Shoje found himself called upon for some explanations. 
 
    “You appear to have withheld some significant information from us, Mister Keindan,” said the marshal-general, sitting on the cushioned bench across from Shoje. 
 
    My love raised his eyebrows innocently. “What brings you to that conclusion?” 
 
    “You knew that Warweun lied to us about the contents of that letter. That means you knew the contents of the letter yourself – a fact you failed to share earlier. In fact, you failed to even mention that Avelia Warbler had access to corpsequills.” 
 
    Although the accusation was entirely accurate, Shoje didn’t care to admit to it. Instead, he said, “Please pardon me if this gives any offense, marshal-general, but there is a gap in your logic.” 
 
    Tain narrowed his eyes. “Yes? Explain it to me, if you please.” 
 
    “I didn’t need knowledge of the letter’s contents to deduce that Cabel was lying. I only needed knowledge of the fact that Avelia would never tell Cabel Warweun unnecessary details of her personal business. Certainly not in this matter.” 
 
    Tain glanced toward Coreantos, who nodded to indicate that Shoje appeared to be telling the truth – which of course he was, but with a number of key omissions. For instance, he’d only denied needing knowledge of the letter’s contents. He hadn’t denied having such knowledge. 
 
    “But you leapt to the idea of Cimonite involvement. That took more than just knowing that Warweun had lied.” Clearly, Tain did not intend to let this go. “Mightn’t Warbler have told him – even paid him – to lie about her destination to anyone who came asking?” 
 
    Shoje shrugged. “A reasonable theory. It’s also plausible that Cabel used his own extensive resources to sniff out where Avelia had gone after the raid on the temple. I wouldn’t put it past him, and he’s quite good. But here’s the thing. Two people whom I don’t yet fully trust, Seer Nargossa and Chancellor Dower, both want us to go to Hiisia. Now a third person I don’t trust coincidentally suggests that Avelia might be found in Hiisia. A logical conclusion is that Avelia is actually in Hiisia and thus the evidence is simply confirming that. But just as plausible is that someone wants us to seek Avelia in Hiisia. And the logical candidate would be her enemies: the Cimonites. It was a hunch, but I figured if I trotted it out properly, Cabel would either confirm or disprove it, and either way we’d have more information. So I allowed myself to make a noise when he lied about the letter, causing him to infer that I suspected he’d lied about the letter, leading him to focus on the letter, not his broader story, when I accused him of meeting with the Cimonites.” 
 
    Tain kept a very narrow look on him as he said all of this. But the exact thought behind the look was unclear. 
 
    “You were lucky, then,” the marshal-general said. “If I’d been Warweun, I would have pointed out that noise you made, and said that was why I assumed you meant the letter.” 
 
    Shoje made an off-handed gesture. “The nice thing about people like Cabel Warweun, who are both self-important and duplicitous, is that they get their angriest when accused of something they’ve actually done wrong. Being falsely accused might bother them, but having their crimes accurately detected infuriates them. And like anyone else, they tend to make more mistakes when angry.” 
 
    “I still suspect that you either know Avelia Warbler is in Hiisia and don’t want us to pursue her there, or you know she’s not in Hiisia, which gave you further confidence Warweun was lying. Either way, I think you know where she is.” 
 
    Shoje met this accusation calmly, and with an open face. “As it happens, I do not. She has definitely been to Tur on one or more occasions, but whether she’s there now, I couldn’t say.” 
 
    Tain looked to his truthsayer, who made an indefinite gesture and said, “He appears to be telling the truth. But, as with almost everything he says, there’s a vagueness to my reading that holds me back from whole-hearted endorsement of his accuracy.” 
 
    “Ask me a question,” Shoje suggested. “I will lie, and that will give you a sense of what falsehood tastes like when I engage in it.” 
 
    “Very well,” Tain said. “Do you know where Avelia Warbler is, or not?” 
 
    Shoje smiled. “I absolutely do. The two of us visited a mind-mage for a spell, and I am in constant mental contact with her. I can say with certainty that she’s in Hiisia, at a boarding house in Ur-Jo.” 
 
    “False throughout,” Coreantos said, his blue eyes cautious. “If he’s got some magical ward, it’s far subtler than the blocking spell that Cabel Warweun had. But I still sense flexibility rather than certainty in the truthfulness of his statements.” 
 
    With an impatient tone, Marshal-general Tain said, “Let us try this differently, then. I will ask questions, and you will answer truthfully with a ‘yes’ or a ‘no.’” 
 
    “As you wish,” Shoje said. 
 
    “Do you know where Avelia Warbler is?” 
 
    Because it had been the better part of a day since he’d heard from me, Shoje could honestly answer that, “No.” 
 
    “Do you have any means of finding out where she is?” 
 
    Again, with honesty, Shoje said, “Yes.” 
 
    Tain and Coreantos both shifted very slightly forward at that. 
 
    “Describe those means,” Tain said, his voice even more commanding than normal. 
 
    Shoje raised his eyebrows questioningly. “You realize that can’t be answered with a yes-or-no?” 
 
    “Just answer,” the marshal-general growled, his dark eyes looking like they meant to stab through Shoje to get at the truth inside him. 
 
    “Well, I’m currently involved in an imperial investigation seeking Avelia. If I use all of my resources, and the empire uses all of its resources, I’m quite confident we can find her.” 
 
    Tain rolled his eyes in exasperation. Coreantos’ attentive posture relaxed, and a scowl crossed his face. 
 
    “Do you have any other means of finding her?” Tain asked. 
 
    Other than using all of my resources? Shoje thought happily to himself. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Coreantos looked a bit defeated as he spoke his judgment: “True.” 
 
    Boucolm Tain shook his head slowly. 
 
    “Look,” Shoje said, “I know you’re disappointed that I can’t pull out a map and draw you a route directly to Avelia, but I would like to point out that we just got some pertinent information from Cabel Warweun. Surely that’s worth discussing too, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Tain said. 
 
    And talk about it they did. But Tain’s eyes kept on a different subject throughout the conversation. 
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    The assembled members of the investigation sat around Boucolm Tain’s table as Coreantos briefed them on the encounter with Cabel Warweun. Though Tain’s office had larger portholes than most rooms aboard the ship, it remained hot and close inside, owing to the warm Warkslinshire spring and the presence of nine people in the room: Tain, Coreantos, Shoje, Osyrand, Choldis, Chancellor Dower, Seer Nargossa, Lieutenant Beveure, and the ship’s captain, Grondev. 
 
    “The gist of it is this,” Coreantos said, after Tain bid him to inform the others. “In the early days of this year, two men showed up at Cabel Warweun’s residence. They carried with them a bandolier of darts, which Warweun recognized as belonging to an employee of his by the name of Jurd.” 
 
    Ytroim Dower immediately turned her grey eyes upon Shoje. “This is one of the men who accompanied Warbler and Warweun into the Cimonite den in Ruxhom?” 
 
    “Correct,” Shoje said. 
 
    Coreantos went on, “The two messengers did not identify themselves, but simply presented the bandolier to Warweun and informed him that he owed them a blood debt and could either pay it himself or discharge it by helping them locate Avelia Warbler.” 
 
    Cabel’s story had actually been more detailed, including protracted negotiations the bounty hunter had made with the Cimonites. He’d known that simply accepting the cultists’ demands would be tantamount to a death sentence; if they wanted only one thing from him, then he would certainly be killed once that one thing was accomplished. So he approached the situation as a business venture and made clear to the Cimonites that he could undoubtedly perform a wide variety of services for them, but that he would interact with them only out of mutual advantage, not out of fear. The cultists, according to Warweun, had shifted into businesslike dickering with surprising ease. 
 
    “The Cimonites returned periodically,” Coreantos said, “always unannounced, to check his progress. He dug into his resources considerably and produced enough results to convince them he was sincerely trying.” 
 
    “And was he?” Choldis asked. 
 
    Sitting next to her, Osyrand laughed. “Of course he was trying. I imagine he was also digging himself an escape route in case he came up short, while also making very quiet inquiries about how to double-sell the information to the empire at the same time he provided it to the cult.” 
 
    Coreantos cleared his throat. “Essentially true, but not pertinent to our purposes here. He uncovered and provided the Cimonites with numerous leads, including the name of a transporter called Sarantius who helped Warbler get out from under the warrant that had been issued against her.” 
 
    No one present could appreciate what that fact said about Cabel’s talent for tracking people down. I’d hired Sarantius for just one day; his name had already slipped my own memory when these memories eventually made their way to me. How Cabel had found the man out, I had no idea. I only hoped that the Cimonites had not caught up to Sarantius and mistreated him. Though brief and entirely a matter of business, his help to me had been substantial. 
 
    “None of the leads good enough, though, it appears,” said Chancellor Dower. “Did he have anything better to provide us than what he gave the cultists?” 
 
    Here, Shoje kept a careful eye on Ytroim Dower and the diviner who sat next to her. If either Dower or Nargossa were the Cimonite agent, Coreantos’ answer to the question might well provoke a response. Shoje had deliberately taken a spot farther down the table and across from the two imperial advisors, just to be able to watch their expressions as they kept their attention on Coreantos. 
 
    “Yes and no,” replied the truthsayer. “His most recent information is no better than ours. But he did have an interesting tidbit to relay. About a week ago, the Cimonites returned and gave him additional instructions. If any imperial operatives should approach him, they said, he must tell those operatives that Avelia Warbler was headed for Hiisia.” 
 
    Ytroim Dower’s thin grey brows lowered noticeably. Nargossa’s eyes flickered nervously, and just momentarily, toward the chancellor. 
 
    “Well that’s an interesting piece of news,” Choldis said. 
 
    Dower seemed to deliberately uncompress her lips before speaking. “In an intellectual sense, yes. But does it actually tell us anything?” 
 
    Choldis raised her eyebrows. “Doesn’t it tell us that Avelia is not likely in Hiisia? If her enemies want us to look for her there, doesn’t it suggest that they expect to find her somewhere else?” 
 
    “I can’t begin to fathom the motives of a Cimonite cultist – can you?” The chancellor’s gaze turned on Choldis in a way that made this a clear accusation, but she did not wait for an answer. “Furthermore, we have no way of telling whether the Cimonites told Cabel Warweun just to point us to Hiisia, or whether they told him to point us to Hiisia and then admit that he had gotten this directive from the cult itself. It seem to me that we can either trust this bounty hunter and the Cimonites who gave him orders, or we can trust Seer Nargossa’s readings. Unless, of course, you’re suggesting that the seer might also be a part of the Cimonites’ plot?” 
 
    With this last, she turned her eyes to the wild-haired old diviner, who looked up from his toad’s head in alarm. 
 
    “What?” asked Nargossa. “No, I’m a loyal servant of Her Majesty, I haven’t –” 
 
    Boucolm Tain interrupted him with a raised hand. “No one is making accusations. We are simply conveying information pertinent to the investigation. Process it, please, and make it a part of your thinking. That is all. Coreantos, if you’ll continue?” 
 
    Nargossa relaxed very slightly, but gave a sidewise glance to Ytroim Dower as Coreantos returned to speaking. Dower kept her eyes on the marshal-general’s truthsayer. 
 
    “All of this information was delivered grudgingly by Warweun, and only after negotiations.  He insisted that returning with us to the ship or the capital would effectively be suicide on his part, since he’s convinced the Cimonites have tendrils that reach high into the imperial structure. To get him to talk at all, he had to be guaranteed his freedom at the end of the interview.” 
 
    “A guarantee I hope you reneged on,” said Dower. She looked from Coreantos to Boucolm Tain and lifted her eyebrows. “Please don’t tell me you simply listened to what the man had to say and then sent him on his way – I didn’t particularly want to make this detour in the first place, but surely now that he’s revealed himself to have contacts with the Cimonites, we’re obligated to more thoroughly interrogate him?” 
 
    “Warweun does not know where Avelia Warbler is,” the marshal-general said. “So by taking him with us, we gain little while possibly alerting the Cimonites that Warweun has not followed their directives. We also lose the possibility of spying on Warweun to see if the Cimonite messengers return – I’ve dispatched four clandestine operatives to keep watch on his house. If the cult’s agents come back, or if he goes to them, we’ll find out.” 
 
    And if Warweun turns up dead, Shoje thought, then Marshal-general Tain will have evidence of what I already know – that someone in this room is a Cimonite. 
 
    Dower shook her head, the creases in her old face seeming to deepen in disapproval. Then she sighed and said, “Well, are we at least now going to pursue what we know to be a lead? The Empress’ own diviner telling us to go to Hiisia?” 
 
    “In good time,” Boucolm Tain said, raising the fingers of one hand. He turned to the mission’s transporter, Lieutenant Beveure. “What do you have to report, Lieutenant?” 
 
    Beveure had just come in from the deck, apparently having made the rounds of her various loci. Her short, dark hair still had a wind-tousled look to it. 
 
    “The Q.I. IX is less than half a day from the moss falls at the edge of Trelthamland, sir,” she said, folding her hands together on the table so that the fingers overlapped and mostly hid the  deliberate abbreviations she’d inflicted on them. “Captain Waithresh expects to start the drop before nightfall and make Hiisia by morning. No further headway in the interrogations of Ingrad or the other suspicious persons who’ve been captured. But there is news from Gleit that the Wyrm of the West is back in his lair.” 
 
    Shoje wouldn’t have thought it possible, but Tain seemed to actually sit up a little straighter at that last. 
 
    “Excellent,” the marshal-general said. “Captain Grondev, we’re not far from Gleit, are we?” 
 
    Grondev, an older man with hooded eyes and sagging moustachios, remained at ease in his chair with his fingers laced together across his belly. “An easy ten hours, marshal. Have you  there ahead of midnight if you like.” 
 
    “Set the course immediately, please.” Tain looked from the captain back to the imperial chancellor. “I trust, Chancellor Dower, that you won’t mind a stop if it isn’t going to delay us anyway? Pyetenkrothgung has been high on my list of individuals to question ever since the kidnapping, and if he’s back in his cave, I want the chance to interview him.” 
 
    Dower twitched her hands, a ghost of a shrug. 
 
    “Very well then,” said the marshal-general. “It’s the wyrm tonight and Hiisia tomorrow.” 
 
    Unless Osy and Choldis and I can get across to Old Pyete that we’d like him to delay you, thought Shoje. I imagine a thousand-year-old wyrm could find plenty of persuasive red-herrings to toss before you, if he’s of a mind. 
 
    As they rose from their chairs, Osyrand caught Shoje’s eye with a look that suggested the Nose had already had a similar notion. 
 
      
 
    LXXXII 
 
      
 
    Our carriage set down in a field, bordered on three sides by woods and on the fourth by a road. No sooner had the gale spirits whisked it off again, leaving us and our bags amidst the plowed furrows, than Nene began to complain. 
 
    “I don’t see why we could not fly directly into the city,” she said. “Or for that matter, why we did not simply have the coach fly us to the cloudwhale so that we could find the package in its cargo and be done?” 
 
    I shouldered my pack, surprisingly unperturbed by her attitude. “It’s simple, really. The ride in that carriage cost us enough to feed three or four large families for a year, so setting down in the middle of the city or even at its gates might have brought some very unwanted attention to us. I don’t care to let hundreds of people know at a glance that I have that kind of money. As for the cloudwhale, well, the sky is a very large place, and there’s just not much hope of picking out a single cloudwhale making its way between continents.” 
 
    She made a dismissive noise in the back of her throat, but said nothing further. Daivan Sjurn picked up his bag and settled its strap across one shoulder, looking around us. 
 
    “Look at it,” he said, with something like a sigh in his tone. “Listen. Even smell.” 
 
    “What?” Nene asked flatly. “I see trees and dirt. I see a homely cottage over there. The dirt smells, and I suspect the cottage does too. What’s that building past the cottage, a barn? It must smell even worse.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” he said. “But it’s the countryside. I’ve read about it, seen paintings, heard songs. We don’t have farms and woods about Hanim. I’m in the middle of something completely new. Can’t you enjoy it, even a little?” 
 
    Nene shrugged, her brow creasing at his plea. “Everything is new to me. Why would that make it enjoyable? You do not look pleased at the dirt and the smells.” 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m pleased – I’m just not seized. The spectacle of wilderness and rustic life ought to grip me, now that I’m here. But part of me is missing, and that nags at me and pulls down the pleasure I get from the newness. I hear that bird – do you hear it? – and it’s the only sound for miles, no city noises to cover it up, and I should want to rush out into the woods and find it and sketch it, but I don’t.” 
 
    “That may be for the best,” I pointed out. “Dashing off into the woods can be a bad idea – and standing around on someone else’s property is not much better. Shall we head for the road?” 
 
    I’d been keeping an eye on the cottage Nene pointed out, and the small barn behind it as well. Neither showed any signs of life, and that halfway concerned me. Country folk tend to be either curious or hostile about strangers on their land. The lack of any reaction to our presence might suggest that our supernatural arrival had terrified the owners of this farm, or that it had sent them digging in a chest for a crossbow to use against us. In either case, I didn’t care to tarry within sight of the house. 
 
    Sjurn was the first to get moving at my request, although Nene followed his lead quickly enough. With her thumbs through the straps of her pack, she asked, “Why is it important for me to see these new things and like them? Both of you want this, even though you are very different from each other.” 
 
    She sounded as though the question chafed her. Sjurn glanced my direction, his eyes asking if I meant to answer first. I showed him an open hand to concede the honor to him. 
 
    “For my part,” he said, “I suppose it’s because ... I need to know that what I see here has real meaning. I can imagine, perfectly, how I would normally react, what I would normally feel. And because I don’t feel it, I want someone else to feel it for me – to tell me that, yes, I am recognizing something true and beautiful and worth growing excited over. I want – a hope, that you will be my guide back to what I was before.” 
 
    I could see in her face that this confused her.  
 
    “But you don’t need a guide,” she said. “We are going to get the other bottle of nectar, and then you will be yourself again.” 
 
    He signed, trudging across the ploughed furrows. What Nene did not understand, I saw plainly carved into the slump of his shoulders. A woman had taken something from this man, left him hollow inside in a way he could not bear. His mind might grasp that only the harmonic nectar could repair him, but his heart wanted the words of another woman to undo what the first had done. 
 
    I wondered, watching him in this state, how he would feel about Nene and how he would react to her, once his full faculties had been returned to him. He walked with us now as the ghost of an artist, but I had seen enough on his studio walls to know that Daivan Sjurn had a passion for expressing himself. Once we captured that missing bottle and let him drink it, would he still want Nene to understand the beauty all around her? Would he use that passion to try to color the world for her – to try to kindle within her breast an echo of his own excitement for living?  
 
    Or would he recognize her as being a shell herself, and lose interest? 
 
    Perhaps before you get too concerned with those questions, I thought, you’d best make sure you can actually get the nectar back. 
 
    I’d come up with a plan, during the carriage ride, and I could see no great impediment to it working, though some details still needed working out.  
 
    As we reached the road, I set to pondering some of them. 
 
      
 
    LXXXIII 
 
      
 
    On their way to the ship’s mess for lunch, Shoje deliberately took a path that would carry them past that crucial doorway, through whose keyhole he’d seen blood magic when using his lens the night before. As they approached it, he threw a glance over his shoulder at Osy, nodded to the door, and mouthed, “Who’s in there?” 
 
    The Nose did not immediately reply. Although they hadn’t been given an escort this time, they weren’t entirely alone in the corridors either; mealtime had brought a number of the crew belowdecks along with them. 
 
    They found the mess crowded, which pleased Shoje to no end. Some of Tain’s junior marshals sat clustered to one end of the room, with crewmen taking up most of the other spots. But there was room on one bench for the three of them to sit side-by-side, and that arrangement couldn’t have been better. Forced into close proximity, it became a simple matter to rest one hand out of sight below the table where he could use the fingers to tap out code on Osyrand’s knee. Osy ate left-handed so that he could return the signals, and Choldis bumped elbows with Osy on the far side. All of this made for a slow conversation, but one that wouldn’t likely be noticed in the hubbub of the dining room, and couldn’t be overheard even if someone spotted it happening. 
 
    While talking aloud about the monotony of being trapped in a cabin all day, Osyrand tapped out his first word to Shoje: Dower. (More accurately, Osy tapped the letters “Y” and “D,” which Shoje then had to interpret. The code is fairly quick if one abbreviates, though it makes for the occasional misunderstanding.) 
 
    Shoje replied with N-Sprs for “Not surprised.” He then gave a description of spotting the blood magic aura through Dower’s keyhole. 
 
    No smell of blood on her, though, Osy tapped. Hasn’t indulged recently? 
 
    Shoje thought about it as the cook’s mate came by with bowls of stew for them. Choldis eyed her portion with a disheartened look and said aloud, “We all make sacrifices for our causes. But it certainly chafes one’s good humor to have to restrain an appetite.” 
 
    “I’d offer to share,” Osy said, “but I think it would get me in trouble with Boucolm Tain.” 
 
    She patted his hand. “I so appreciate your generous nature.” 
 
    The way her fingertips lingered as she said “generous” made Osy roll his eyes, and Shoje laughed. But he was also thinking about how Ytroim Dower might glow brightly with blood magic, yet not have any smell of blood about her. Osyrand’s nose could not be fooled – I’ve seen him describe a man’s latest three meals by the odor of his sweat. If he smelled no blood on Dower, then she’d drunk no blood for at least a week, and had none splashed on her for even longer. 
 
    Two possibilities, he tapped. One, Dower has a powerful store of blood magic inside her. Two – she’s been linked with a powerful ceremony. Remember Yolo? 
 
    I had told both Shoje and Osy about my nephew Yolo, and how the cult of Cimone had turned him into a marionette, so that his thoughts were locked inside his own head while a cultist named Celas controlled his body from afar.  
 
    Osyrand ruminated over a spoonful of stew, then tapped, Easier to capture an emperor’s advisor and make a puppet of her than spend decades trying to infiltrate an agent into his inner circle. Only how do we find out which is the case? 
 
    Shoje shook his head. Not sure that’s the question. Day after tomorrow, she gets her wish and we go to Hiisia. Once we’re there, the morgs will tell Tain what they know in very short order. I suspect he’ll revisit his opinion of us as soon as they do so. Then we’ll have to dash or be shut away in the dungeons. So much for our ability to misdirect the investigation. 
 
    They ate a little more, and swigged down a bit of the cider that had been served with the meal. Shoje could feel the bench vibrate ever so slightly as Osy relayed their talk to Choldis with his elbow. 
 
    “One gets to feeling a bit trapped, doesn’t one?” she said. “Shut in our cabins, blown whichever way Boucolm Tain wishes the wind to take us. Still, it’s exciting too – like tomorrow, seeing the great wyrm again. Has Avelia ever taken you boys to visit Old Pyete?” 
 
    “Not I,” Shoje said. 
 
    “We went and blew the horn once,” Osyrand said. “But he wasn’t home.” 
 
    Choldis leaned forward and turned so that she could smile at them both. “Well, you’re in for a treat then, assuming Tain lets us all accompany him. Pyete keeps quite a house, there in his cave, and he’s about the most compelling host you could ask for. Not to mention the possibility that he might actually have a lead in the case. Wouldn’t that be something?” 
 
    Shoje smiled back at her and tapped to Osy, A lead suitable for distracting Tain from Hiisia, even? 
 
    “It’s an appealing idea,” the Nose agreed. But what would keep Tain’s attention that fiercely? 
 
    Choldis ran a finger around the curve of Osyrand’s ear. “I’m full of appealing ideas. Although I’d like to be full of something else in the near future – if you get my meaning.” 
 
    Osy cleared his throat and glanced around the table as though uncomfortable. “I do, but I’m not sure it’s appropriate to the current surroundings.” 
 
    “Really?” she asked. “But it so makes the time fly. And isn’t that what we want at the moment? For time to wing its way speedily by?” 
 
    Shoje laughed and elbowed his friend in the ribs. “It sounds like you’re in for a long night, my friend.” 
 
    But what he tapped, and what made him as elated inside as the humor he affected outside, was: Fiendishly clever, isn’t she? The Sprite Deeps are what, half a day’s travel by air from Old Pyete’s? 
 
    Osyrand looked from one of them to the other and put on a pout. “A long night indeed, for the sake of making time ‘fly.’” 
 
    Dinner took them only a few minutes more, and by the end of it, they had their plan set. 
 
    Osy would prime Choldis for a cascade jump. She would go to Pyete’s and tell him what to say. And tomorrow, with any luck, they would trick the Quickness of Inquiry into a patch of strangetime in the Sprite Deeps, where days or weeks would rush by like leaves before the wind. 
 
      
 
    LXXXIV 
 
      
 
    “A marsh ape, you say?” the merchant asked me. A look of surprise raised her finely plucked eyebrows almost all the way up to her turban. “That’s a beast you don’t hear of often.” 
 
    “If you’re most people, you don’t hear of them at all,” I said. “But I’m told you’ve got trophies and relics from five continents, so I’m hoping you’ve more than heard of them, and actually have a piece of one.” 
 
    We stood in the Sasheivulle market, at the end of a long row of semipermanent stalls where every possible oddment and curio awaited the perfect buyer. This woman, named Uen Neu, had been recommended to me by a man with a tea cart on the far side of the market. Her shop was not large, but stood packed with skulls and scalps and talons and beaks from a stupefying range of animals. Some had been preserved for decorative purposes; others had been bottled for use as curatives or ingredients in sorcerous rites. Neu herself struck a civilized contrast to the bestial wares she sold, dressed in her pale green suit and purple turban. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “I’ve a number of different ape skulls, a few paws, and a pelt in a trunk somewhere. But none from a marsh ape. Are you insistent on the particular beast?” 
 
    “I’m afraid I am,” I replied, “although I have no restrictions at all about which part of the ape it is. Any chance you could recommend another source?” 
 
    Nene, looking at a shelf of bones nearby, let out an impatient sound. I glanced her way to ward off any interruption, but she continued peering at the display, eyebrows low. 
 
    “I’d be happy to make some inquiries on your behalf,” said Uen Neu, in a tone smooth as river stones. “There are several shops I know, but they’re scattered about town, and some of the proprietors are eccentric. If you give me a day or two, and a small commission, I think there’s a good chance I could come up with something.” 
 
    I considered the proposition. Neu’s polished demeanor seemed typical of hundreds of merchants I’ve met, and I’d long ago found that the measure of a merchant’s sincerity was not to be found in her ability to project a reassuring exterior. But we did have several days to spare before the cloudwhale would arrive bearing Daivan Sjurn’s harmonic nectar, so there wasn’t really anything to lose in allowing her to do the legwork for me. Furthermore, as a known dealer in these goods, Neu could probably hunt down an ape relic with less likelihood of attracting attention than I could.  
 
    So I agreed to a price for the merchant’s services and we set an appointment two days off for me to return. 
 
    As we walked away from the stall, Nene said, “I still do not know why we are shopping for ape parts. Are they good to eat?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Like I told you before, I’d rather not describe my plan in a public place.” 
 
    We headed up the row of stalls toward a pottery shop where Daivan Sjurn had been distracted away from us on our way to find Uen Neu. I could see him there, examining the patterns on a finely painted vase. He appeared focused but cheerless. 
 
    “Well, can you at least tell me what a marsh ape is?” Nene asked. “Will I be impressed when we find what you’re looking for?” 
 
    I chuckled. “I don’t think there’s much chance of your being impressed, especially if I tell you that you might be. As for what a marsh ape is, well, it’s a hairy beast about a foot taller than I am and three times as heavy. Here’s the most interesting thing about them, from our point of view: their eyesight is extremely poor, so they maneuver and fight almost entirely by hearing and smell. Think on that, but don’t ask any more questions about it. I’ll tell you more later.” 
 
    It pleased me to be able to describe a marsh ape as lightly as that. For thirty years, a mention of those creatures would have reminded me of one thing only: a sickening, misguided ordeal from which four dear friends did not return. I and my fellow Red Scarfers had killed dozens of marsh apes on our way to Mad Morgin’s Keep, and I spent the next three decades grieving over our hubris. And then Shoje and I returned to Mad Morgin’s – just to the courtyard, not its inescapable halls – and he helped me put my past to rest. 
 
    Now, I found that I could make use of how well I knew the creatures without becoming swamped in my own emotions. 
 
    Nene’s brow furrowed as she thought on my words, and she said, “If they fight by –” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and a finger to cut her off. “Later.” 
 
    “But what good does that do –” 
 
    “Later.” 
 
    She growled and stalked over to where Sjurn examined his pottery. 
 
    All things considered, I found that remarkably restrained – for her. 
 
      
 
    LXXXV 
 
      
 
    Sometime after midnight, the Quickness of Inquiry VI arrived at a hill just outside the city of Gleit. Shoje was awake when this happened, and waited to see if Tain would summon him to join in the interviewing of Pyetenkrothgung. When no knock came at his door, he went to bed, somewhat disappointed. 
 
    In the morning, though, upon rising and walking up to the deck, he found himself anything but let down. 
 
    Dawn across Warkslinshire from the air is a sight in and of itself. In spring, the countryside lies green and fresh, dappled with the shadows of rolling hills and the patchwork croplands of a hundred little farm towns. As much as I have traveled and as many vistas as I’ve been privileged to see, I don’t know that there’s any more beautiful view than the one my homeland shows me when I stand at the rail of a skyship while the sun breaks loose of the horizon in the east. 
 
    But Shoje’s eyes did not go immediately to port or starboard, where those green fields and hills could be seen – because ahead of him, at the ship’s bow, something vast and alive blocked the light of sunrise. 
 
    Hmn, he thought. I really was not prepared for that. 
 
    Shoje had known that Choldis would attempt to convince Old Pyete to help in their plan. He knew Pyete was likely to do so – because he knew how much I meant to the great wyrm. He even knew, thanks to our lockets and my memories, what Pyete looked like, how large he was, what sound his wings made cutting through the air. 
 
    And despite all of that, the sight of my hundred-foot-long friend towing the skyship eastward into the wind took his breath away. 
 
    Pyete’s an enormous creature, of course – longer than the Quickness of Inquiry VI, nose-to-tail, though not as massive. But the power of him, more than the size, is what strikes you mute the first time you see him. We expect large things to be ponderous, slow to start and stop and even slower to turn. So when you see something like Pyete making lithe and quick movements, your mind instinctively understands that he has strength beyond his immensity – that he has magic in his thews, not simply muscle. 
 
    Add to that the glory of a sunrise, and the sweeping curtains of shadows that trailed through the air behind Pyete’s wings, and you’ll have some sense of what Shoje beheld. 
 
    It took a moment for anything else to penetrate his consciousness – in fact, he had to make a deliberate attempt to shake himself free. Look, Shoje, that’s Dower and Nargossa over by the rail. Are they arguing? You really ought to see if you can sneak over and catch any of what they’re saying. 
 
    Reluctantly, he did so, and for his trouble was spotted by Ytroim Dower before he could get within earshot. She immediately ceased whatever she’d been telling Nargossa, causing the seer to turn and watch Shoje approach. 
 
    “That’s something to wake up to, isn’t it?” Shoje asked with a nod toward Pyete. The wind and the gusts from Pyete’s wings made a tangle of his hair. Dower had hers bound up in a scarf. 
 
    “So long as the Empress is missing,” she said, “I am disinclined to take pleasure in distractions – no matter how impressive.” 
 
    “Of course,” he replied with a nod. “And what about you, Nargossa? Do you also turn a blind eye to the Wyrm of the West? Or do you see things differently than the Chancellor?” 
 
    The seer appeared uncomfortable, but Shoje had no idea whether this was from his argument with Dower, from Shoje’s interruption, or simply from his own basic nature. 
 
    “I am –” he glanced at the chancellor as he spoke, “– I am displeased that the marshal-general continues to delay our transfer to Hiisia. Akazael’s pronouncements speak louder to me than – than a giant wyrm.” 
 
    “Has the wyrm spoken?” Shoje raised his eyebrows. “And I missed it? What did he say? Where is he taking us?” 
 
    “Not to Hiisia,” Dower growled. 
 
    Nargossa fidgeted with the toad’s head that he carried in the crook of one arm. “Apparently, when Tain went into the cave to interview him, the wyrm said he knew of some vital clues hidden in the Sprite Deeps. Someone or something that Avelia had left there, information that could move the investigation ahead by months, he claimed.” 
 
    “And Coreantos confirmed that the beast’s words were truthful?” 
 
    The chancellor snorted through her thin nose. “Coreantos came fleeing back out of the cave only a minute or two after they’d entered. I couldn’t sleep, so I was waiting on deck, and the man was shaking as he came aboard. I asked him what had happened, and he just walked past, muttering, ‘The truth of him. The truth of him.’ Evidently, the mind of the wyrm is too much for a sensitive.” 
 
    “You don’t seem to be placing a lot of faith in Tain or his lieutenant.” 
 
    “I do not place faith in people,” she said flatly. 
 
    I bet you don’t, Shoje thought. I’m of the impression that’s not your religion’s way. 
 
    But aloud, he said only, “The Sprite Deeps, you say? Sad that you two have sworn off sightseeing, then. It sounds like this is going to be quite the day for it.” 
 
      
 
    LXXXVI 
 
      
 
    After our errands the day before, we’d made an early night of it at the inn. Already peevish from the search for marsh ape trophies, Nene had become still more impatient at the inquiries I’d made – discreetly – for a particular kind of sorcerer. That search took us to several bars and clubs of the sort favored by magicians, but in the end produced nothing more than the search for ape parts had. To top it off, Sjurn had then been listless in response to Nene’s demands for lovemaking after dinner. 
 
    So I knew my ward would not likely tolerate further shopping or mage-hunting this morning, and I took us instead to a place I hoped would suit her fancy a bit better. 
 
    We arrived after breakfast and a walk of about twenty minutes from the inn. I’d gotten directions from the innkeeper and kept our destination secret until we arrived. 
 
    “What is this place?” Sjurn asked, looking up at the large, blocky building before us. He carried a sketchbook and a case of charcoals – I’d suggested he bring them along. 
 
    “If our innkeep is to be trusted, it’s a sparring club,” I said. “I’m teaching Nene to fight, and she’s overdue for a lesson.” 
 
    Nene responded with guarded enthusiasm. “Really? It’s not another market, or a magicker’s club?” 
 
    “No. It’s a place for dueling and training. Now let’s go in and see if they’ve a space we can rent for an hour or two.” 
 
    It being early yet, the establishment turned out to have plenty of room for us. The man behind the foyer desk offered us a prime section of the central courtyard, in fact. But I didn’t care for the lack of privacy and settled for a smaller chamber upstairs. We paid over our fee and made our way up to the room, where we found the floor covered in heavy matting and the row of windows along the outer wall open to the morning sun and air. 
 
    The room held little in the way of furnishings – some stools along one wall, near a cabinet that supported a large water jug and some battered tin cups. 
 
    “I’ve heard of places like this in Hanim,” Sjurn said, walking in and looking around. “But I’ve never made the acquaintance of anyone who frequented them.” 
 
    “Well, now you have,” I said, sliding my pack from my shoulders. We’d left the rest of our bags back at the inn – they held nothing but clothes and a few mundane supplies. I carried along only the things that I didn’t care to entrust to the inn’s staff, including my memory distiller, some other magical or alchemical possessions, and of course the matched set of dueling knives I’d brought with us all the way from Tur-au-Wusiin in Hiisia. It was the latter I took out now, handing one to Nene and buckling the other at my belt in place of Siege. As I did so, I said to Sjurn, “I only hope you don’t find the experience too boring. Nene’s in the early stages of training, and I’d caution you not to expect any dazzling sword-work.” 
 
    The artist had wandered over to the windows and glanced out, but nothing seemed to catch his interest, and he turned back with a sigh. “It’s probably for the best,” he said. “I’ll sit and sketch you, and the time will go by. The less exciting your drills are, the less morose I’ll be over the fact that I’m not excited by them.” 
 
    I gave him a nod. “With that in mind, then, we’ll start with some stretches and calisthenics.” 
 
    “What?” The news displeased Nene, as I’d known it would. “We did not start the other lesson with tedious exercises.” 
 
    “Would you have willingly participated in the other lesson, if I’d started with exercises?” I saw the argumentative expression on her face and continued without giving her a chance to answer. “I think not. You’ve learned to trade with me at least a little in the last few days, which makes you considerably more reasonable. At any rate, we stretch and do calisthenics before fighting because it loosens the sinews and helps avoid injury.” 
 
    “I consider it unrealistic,” she said. “In a real fight, you will not be allowed a chance to stretch. I saw that in the marketplace in Ur-Jo.” 
 
    I smiled. “If you want realism, then by all means, draw your knife and rush me, and we’ll see if you fare any better than those two bald fellows did when they attacked us.” 
 
    She frowned, but submitted to the limbering exercises. Sjurn took up a place on the floor, slouched against the inner wall. His sketchbook rested on his knees, and his eyes moved from us to it and back again as he worked with this charcoals to capture our shapes and motions. 
 
    After a quarter-hour, I told Nene to draw her knife and face me. 
 
    At last, her dark-dyed features brightened, and a light came into her blue eyes. 
 
    “Don’t get too excited just yet,” I said, taking my own weapon from its sheath. “The first thing we’re going to work on is stance.” 
 
    “Stance?” she growled. “If you notice, I am standing now. I know how to stand. What I want to know is how to fight.” 
 
    I prepared a discussion on the importance of how to stand for a fight – but before I could begin it, our observer interrupted. 
 
    “Why exactly do you want to learn to fight anyway?” he asked her. He’d been sketching quietly all through our workout. Now he stopped. 
 
    The attention didn’t appear to suit Nene. Her face became vexed. “I just want to. That’s all.” 
 
    Her evasion interested me, and I asked her, “Really? I seem to remember that you had a specific goal in mind.” 
 
    Sjurn closed his sketchbook and sat up. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Nene said, narrowing her eyes at me. Clearly, she did not want Sjurn to know that her goal was to kill me. “The skill is a useful one. Now are you going to continue or not?” 
 
    I raised my knife. “If you wish – but it seems a bit rude to just refuse our friend an explanation.” 
 
    “Fine,” she said, her jaw tight. To Sjurn, she explained, “I am trying to get away from this woman. The only way I will be able to is if I learn how to fight her.” 
 
    Daivan Sjurn looked from one of us to the other. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Making sure not to drop my guard, since Nene still held a knife, I said, “What she’s trying to say, without saying it directly, is that she is my prisoner, and that she finds the situation unfair and intolerable. Is that right, Nene?” 
 
    “Am I allowed to answer?” she asked. I had used the rings, very early on, to order her never to discuss the rings or my power over her with anyone. 
 
    “In this instance only, I’ll allow you to say yes or no.” 
 
    She snorted. “Yes, then. And that is all that needs to be said. Come, tell me about ‘stance’ so that we may fight.” 
 
    Sjurn, though, did not settle back into drawing. “You’re both so confusing,” he said. “I – it should make me feel something. You say she’s you’re prisoner? That – that’s criminal. It should outrage me ... ” 
 
    Nene’s gaze moved from my knife and her own over to the artist, a spark of vindication in her blue eyes. But Sjurn looked to her with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “ ... or it should make me mistrust you. What must you have done, to make someone like Avelia hold you against your will?” He shook his head and then put one palm against his forehead, fingers laced through his wavy black hair. “I can’t even bring myself to my feet to demand the answers.” 
 
    “Perhaps the only answer you need,” I said, “is that both of us want to help you.” 
 
    When he didn’t immediately respond, I went on, “Isn’t that right, Nene?” 
 
    She bit at her lower lip as though not wanting to speak, then said, “Yes.” 
 
    Sjurn looked up at us. He nodded slowly. “All right. Yes, all right. You – should get on with your lesson, then.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, raising my knife to Nene and focusing entirely on her. “We have a lot of learning to do today.” 
 
    I may have been fooling myself. But something in her eyes – despite the conflicted look on her face – suggested that she might actually have accepted that statement. 
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    After securing more information, Shoje returned to his cabin. Once there, he drew his locket from inside his shirt and looked at it as he gathered his thoughts. 
 
    Less than an hour remained before the skyship would arrive at the Sprite Deeps. Already, the wild green canopy of that forest could be seen at the edge of vision, far off ahead of the ship’s bow. From a conversation with Boucolm Tain, Shoje knew that Pyete would confer with the sprites once the ship arrived. Supposedly, this would be to gain permission from the fey folk of the Deeps to enter their territory. Pyete had assured Tain that the ship would be safe from sprite mischief, so long as the wyrm negotiated their passage in advance. 
 
    In reality, Pyete would be asking the sprites for a guide – one of their scouts or hunters who could lead the wyrm, ship in tow, to a particularly slow area of strangetime. 
 
    If all went according to plan, Pyete would set the Quickness of Inquiry VI down in a meadow where every second would equal a day or more in the outside world. Tain and the ship’s crew might notice relatively quickly that something had gone amiss, but even a single minute spent in such a dramatically slowed state would translate, back in the ordinary flow of time, to a full month that I could use to widen my lead over the investigation. Of course, the Emperor would dispatch more marshals as soon as Tain failed to report on a timely basis, but they would have to cover much of the same ground Tain had already crossed, and they would not have Dower or Nargossa nagging at them to go to Hiisia. Nor would they have Lieutenant Beveure and her instantaneous ability to move from one Quickness of Inquiry to another. 
 
    All of this was information Shoje thought I ought to have, so he’d come down to his cabin in order to communicate it to me through the heart-shaped pendants that joined us. 
 
    But he hesitated before opening that link. 
 
    He wanted to have something more to give me as well, knowing that it would be weeks, from my perspective, before I heard from him again. 
 
    And he knew what to give me – he just didn’t know if he was ready for my reaction. 
 
    Does it matter that she will react the way you know she is going to react? he asked himself. And anyway, isn’t this the best of moments to show her that memory? When she will have plenty of time to understand what it means to me and how important my own thoughts on it are? Yes, she will react. But she will also have a month or more to smooth her reaction over and present it to me in the way that I need her to. 
 
    With that, he had convinced himself, and he pushed back through into his past to a moment when he stood, twelve years old, at the base of a titanic white cliff. 
 
      
 
    LXXXVIII 
 
      
 
    Twelve-year-old Shoje Keindan made his way up the cliff of the Stone Magi in near darkness. The vast rock face lay in shadow beneath the Eaves of Praesh, where southern Trelthamland goes under the upper continent and the brightest part of day provides only a murky twilight’s illumination.  
 
    The bareness of the light made climbing a slow, treacherous business. Yet the boy wished powerfully that he’d been able to come at night, when there would have been no light at all. Night is the great concealer, he thought. The time when you do not have to hide, because the world does your hiding for you. 
 
    Unfortunately, he had not dared to steal any of his parents’ Night Salve for this venture. Rubbed on the eyes, Night Salve allows one to see in darkness with the same ease as in daylight. But it is hideously expensive, and if he had pilfered any – even a single application – his parents would have noticed the next time they went to use it. That would have been bad for his plan indeed. 
 
    So he climbed in a meager light that passed for day here beneath the Eaves, and he relied on a coating of figmentary powder to hide him from any eyes that might be watching. He’d bought the powder himself; though expensive, it cost only a fraction of what the Night Salve would have, and thus fell within his means.  As long as the powder lasted, it would keep him the same shade and texture as the rock upon which he climbed, meaning that he would be detectable only by his motion, and then only by a sharp eye. 
 
    Reputedly, though, the sentries of the Stone Magi had very sharp eyes. 
 
    An hour of climbing brought Shoje to a particular outcropping that he sought. It had not been visible from the ground, but a small cairn had been erected at the base of the cliff directly below it, and by keeping track of how his climb had meandered left and right as he made his way up, he was able to find it without too much difficulty. His parents’ notes had detailed all of this very clearly, along with the procedure to be followed at the outcropping.  
 
    First, he had to remove one of his gloves – his mother’s gloves, actually, since he’d had to ‘borrow’ them for this expedition. The gloves had been specially crafted, with the fingertips made of cyphrecite, a kind of living stone that would conform to the wearer’s fingers and allow both sensation and grip. The same substance formed the toes of his mother’s boots, which he had also acquired. None of these fit him perfectly, but they were closer to his size than his father’s would have been, and of absolute necessity in making the climb. The entire face of the cliff had been sensitized by the Stone Magi, and would toll like a bell at the touch of anything but rock.  
 
    Here on the outcropping, though, young Shoje had a space the size of a loaf of bread to stand upon, and thus could balance without the use of his hands. Carefully tucking the glove into a pocket, he found two faintly grey stones at eye level and tapped them with a bare fingertip: right, left, left, right, right, right, left, right, left, left, right. At the end of the sequence, he spread his hand to use thumb and pinky to press both stones at once. 
 
    This code, and the location of the grey stones, had cost his parents a great deal in time and money to secure. Shoje was pleased to find that their gold had been well spent: a portal opened directly before him, where absolutely no seam had existed in the cliff-face a moment before. 
 
    He did not yet step through the opening, however. Just inside of it, to either side in the near-total darkness, stood two statues. Their shapes did not even register to his vision, so deep was the shadow of the passageway. But he knew their positions from his parent’s notes and diagrams, and he took out more equipment to deal with them. For each statue, he’d brought a special hood, magicked just for this purpose. For each hood, he unfolded and assembled a wire frame that would hold the cloth like a butterfly net. Then, grasping one frame in each hand, he reached into the passageway and simultaneously covered both statues’ heads with the cloth hoods. 
 
    Because the statues did not come alive and seize him in their stony grasp, he knew he’d managed the trick exactly right. This had been the most worrisome part of the venture so far; he’d been able to try it only a few times on the mockup at his parents’ mansion, whereas he knew that his mother had spent two weeks practicing the maneuver for an hour or more each day. 
 
    Inside, Shoje had to feel by touch to find the mechanism for closing the entrance. He had a description of its location, shape, and operation, and managed to get the door shut without difficulty. Then he navigated about a hundred feet of hallways and turns in complete darkness, with only a hand against the corridor wall to guide him. Luckily, his parents’ notes had been extremely thorough; although they expected to use Night Salve in these passages, they nonetheless put every detail into writing, making the course literally child’s play for Shoje to follow – much easier than certain configurations of the Maze that he’d mastered years before. 
 
    At the end of this silent walk, another door awaited him. This one was made of stone as well, but bore conventional locks and a couple of poison-dart traps that took him several minutes to bypass with his tool kit. 
 
    Then he was through and into the sanctum of the Stone Magi. 
 
    The secret entrance brought him out in a cellar at the base of the compound. Crates and chests of all sizes rested in the silent darkness. No map existed for finding a path through this labyrinth of boxes and shelves, but the room did not have the same magical protections as the previous tunnels. Any light struck in the earlier corridors would have set off an alarm, whereas here Shoje could pull a lampstone from inside its casing and use it to get his bearings. He quickly made his way to a stairwell that led up, covering his light again as he mounted the steps. 
 
    Three flights up, Shoje left the stairwell for a series of dimly lit halls. From rooms and side-corridors he occasionally heard voices, but at only one point did anyone cross his path, and then he managed to press himself into an alcove where his figmentary powder kept him from being seen. Later, he would wonder what went through the mind of a Stone Mage – what did they find in the bones of the earth that so fascinated and awed them? Why did they study and enchant and even worship the rocks that everyone else simply walked across? 
 
    But as he moved through their fastness, his mind avoided these questions entirely, in favor of a complete focus on his task. 
 
    Deeper into the cliff, he went, and higher through its nested tunnels. More sections of magical security barred his way, but in each case they yielded to the immaculate research and preparation that his parents had done. These preparations included anaesthetic darts, which he used to subdue three different guards near the end of the incursion. 
 
    One chamber shy of his destination, he found a great display hall where at last he allowed himself a moment’s distraction. At the exact center of this wide, all-but-empty room, a pedestal stood – chest-high to the young Shoje. Its velvet surface held a single flawless gem about half as large as his head: the Cloviaen Diamond. A lampstone high overhead cast a pool of light about it. The walls, ceiling, and floor of the room shone with the gleaming refractions of its facets. 
 
    But Shoje did not pause for the diamond. Rather, he made a careful circuit of the room, examining the figures that lined the chamber along his way. Although each was made of solid, unyielding stone, one could never mistake them for statues – at least, not under close observation. No artist in history had ever sculpted life-size figures down to the detail of hair follicles and the weave clothing. A chisel simply could not be used to render eyelashes. 
 
    Satisfied that the stories were true – that every thief who’d ever come to steal the Cloviaen ended up staring at it for eternity – Shoje continued on through the hall, whose far end led to the apartments of the Chief Magus of the White Cliff. 
 
    Here, instead of drawing out his lockpicks or more of his parents’ magical preparations, he simply knocked. 
 
    In very short order, an angry man in robes appeared at the door. 
 
    “What cause do you possibly –” 
 
    Seeing Shoje, the Chief Magus fell silent. A knock at his door had apparently been an intolerable surprise – but to find that the knock was an intruder, not a subordinate, clearly stunned the man. 
 
    “My cause is to bring you a warning, sir,” Shoje said calmly. He kept his hands clasped together before him in an unthreatening pose. “I hope that you will hear it through without turning me into a statue.” 
 
    The Chief Magus had dark skin and large, intelligent eyes. Shoje watched them carefully and saw the intellect behind them reaching very rapid conclusions. 
 
    “Who are you?” the magus asked quietly. “What is your warning?” 
 
    “My name is Shoje Keindan,” he said. “I would not ordinarily give it out so freely, but I need for you to trust me.” 
 
    “I’m not in the habit of trusting interlopers within my domain.” 
 
    Shoje nodded. “My apologies. But I needed to show you that your legendary wards and protections could be breached. I needed to prove to you that you were not safe. A mere message would not have done.” 
 
    The man set his jaw. “So proven. Is that the whole of your warning?” 
 
    “No. My warning is this: in two days’ time, a man and a woman will enter your fortress by the same means that I have. They will attempt to steal the Cloviaen Diamond. If you do not take profound measures to capture them, they will escape and eventually return with even better preparations.” 
 
    “Tell me what means you have used,” the Chief Magus said. “I will bar them entry and solve the problem. 
 
    Shoje shook his head. “It is not enough that you keep them out this time. You must capture them while they are confident in the perfection of their plan. Otherwise they will inevitably find a plan that will succeed. I can advise you of several strategies to catch them – if you will make a deal with me.” 
 
    “Ah,” said the man. “Now we get to the real matter? What do you want – gems? Admission to the brotherhood for study?” 
 
    “No,” Shoje said. “I want them caught, but not killed. And once they are changed to stone, I want you to break off the hands of each statue to guarantee that they can never escape, even if they should somehow reverse their condition.” 
 
    The magus snorted. “I am not aware of any way to undo the stone-shifting – and if I am unaware of it, then it most likely does not exist.” 
 
    Shoje put a hand to his own chest. “Were you aware that a twelve-year-old boy could penetrate your order’s sanctum and put himself in a position to steal the Cloviaen Diamond – or even assassinate the Chief Magus – if he so chose?” 
 
    With a frown, the man said, “Point taken.” 
 
    At the magus’ suggestion, they went into his chambers and discussed the matter further. 
 
    An hour later, Shoje returned to the base of the cliff, met the transporter he had hired to carry him back and forth, and went home. By the time he’d cleaned up and replaced his parents’ equipment exactly where it belonged, the entire adventure had taken him six and a half hours. 
 
    This was just enough time for him to return to bed and be asleep when the household servants came through to wake the family for breakfast, ahead of another night of training and drills. 
 
    Though he slept for no more than an hour, it was one of the most restful hours he had ever spent. 
 
      
 
    LXXXIX 
 
      
 
    Shoje’s message reached me about fifteen minutes into our lesson. Nene had refused to acknowledge the importance of footing and kept insisting that I move past it into how one should actually use a blade. I attempted to demonstrate the flaw in ignoring stance, by showing her how easily I could throw her off balance or trip her when she stood incorrectly. But she blamed her repeated falls on my greater skill and my “trickery,” and by the time Shoje’s voice came into my head, I was already quite frustrated with her. 
 
    About to disappear for a bit, my locket told me. I thought I’d best let you know. 
 
    Nene lay on the floor cursing at this point, so it was simple enough for me to say, “Let’s take a little break. Get up and get some water, and then have a look at Daivan’s sketches. Maybe that will give us a fresh start in a few minutes.” 
 
    She argued, but I ignored her and went to pour myself a cup as Shoje continued. 
 
    We’re an hour or two away from the Sprite Deeps, he sent. But don’t be alarmed. Tain and his crew have no idea that your family is living there. We’ve made no mention of Warbler Hollow. 
 
    I sipped my water. It took some force of will to leave my locket in place, instead of grabbing it out to express what I felt. As much as I loved Shoje’s easygoing manner, it made me want to shout at him when he applied it to a place like the Sprite Deeps. And yet communicating through the pendants was not like an ordinary conversation. Beneath his light tone, I could sense his concern about the danger ahead, his uncertainty about whether the plan would work – and his rock-sure commitment to making it work and to keeping me and my family safe. He didn’t need my cautions belaboring him. 
 
    You can pick back through my memories to see how we’ve gotten here, but I do want to say that every flap of Pyete’s wings makes me seethe with envy that I was stuck underground with two hurt legs when he came to fight Hyphaera’s Juggernaut. That would have been something to lay eyes on. 
 
    I couldn’t entirely suppress a nod at that. During our raid on the Imperial Citadel, I had controlled the Juggernaut – had seen through its senses as it battled Pyete in the castle courtyard. And even possessing those memories, I wished I could have seen the fight from an observer’s viewpoint, with both titans visible from a more human perspective. 
 
    At any rate, the point is that Pyete is going to lower us into a patch of strangetime once we get to the Deeps. Seconds on our end will be days on yours, so you’re not likely to hear from me for a month or more. I wanted to tell you not to worry too much, and I wanted to send you the last bit of the story of my parents. 
 
    I glanced over at Nene and Sjurn. They stood together by one of the open windows, where the light could fall on his sketching pad and he could show and explain to her what he was drawing. I powerfully wanted to reach in to my locket and respond to Shoje. 
 
    It ends with me very upset, he thought to me. More upset than I really want to recall clearly, so I’m just going to tell you that a package came for me from the Stone Magi, and when I looked inside it, all my steadiness unraveled. I felt very much a child – yet I knew I could never be a child again. That’s when I invented that mantra: ‘It is done, and I face the wide world with a giving heart.’ 
 
    Even as he worked to suppress his old emotions, I could feel them swirling inside him, trying to be hot and new again after twenty years. I knew that sensation myself, of course. I had my own memory demons that had plagued me across decades. But where mine had come from my greatest failure – the loss of my friends in Mad Morgin’s – Shoje’s had come from a success that no child should be forced to achieve. I did not yet know what had been in that box from the Stone Magi. But I could sense that it had something to do with the final end of his parents, and that he’d been directly responsible for that end. 
 
    So. There you have it. Look back a few minutes in my memories, and you’ll see what I did. In a month or two, when you hear from me again, I’m sure you’ll have something comforting to say, but don’t worry too much over trying to find the right words. It feels good just to have shared it with someone at last – especially since that someone is you. 
 
    Be well, love. Not time nor sprites nor empires will keep us apart for long. 
 
    Then I felt his fingers letting go of the pendant, and his thoughts were gone. 
 
    Across the room, Daivan Sjurn had passed his pad and his charcoal stylus to Nene. She held both awkwardly, trying to follow his directions. If her expression gave any indication, sketching came no easier to her than swordplay. But she listened to him, and she focused on the paper, and it seemed I had a little time to spare before resuming our lessons. 
 
    So I stirred around through the thoughts Shoje had sent me, to follow him, twelve years old, into and out of the sanctum of the Stone Magi. 
 
      
 
    XC 
 
      
 
    Aboard the Quickness of Inquiry VI, Shoje returned to the deck to find it full of wind and sun and shadow – no different than when he’d last left it, really, and yet somehow both larger and more manageable all at once. 
 
    Osyrand and Choldis spotted him as he came out from below. Both waved him over immediately, although not energetically. 
 
    “You look well this morning,” the Nose said. “Something have you in a good mood?” 
 
    Shoje gestured forward at the great wyrm beyond the ship’s bow. “Sizable evidence that things are going well, wouldn’t you say? And I wish I could return the compliment, but the both of you look about as worn as a cavalry veteran’s favorite saddle.” 
 
    Choldis laughed – although her eyes, like Osy’s had circles of exhaustion beneath them. 
 
    “Don’t talk saddles to Osyrand right now,” she said, poking the man beside her in the ribs. “I’m afraid I’ve put him off most men’s favorite euphemism for a while. I just couldn’t sleep last night, and Osy’s too much a gentleman to leave a woman lonely through a long evening.” 
 
    The Nose made a very ungentlemanly noise. “When she says, ‘couldn’t sleep’ she means ‘wouldn’t sleep.’ I’m about ready to ask the captain for separate quarters. There’s only so much ... exercise a fellow can take.” 
 
    “Well,” Shoje said with a raised eyebrow as he looked from Osy to Choldis, “pardon my asking, but was it at least to good effect?” 
 
    Both of them, of course, knew exactly what he meant, just as he knew that their wry innuendo had communicated a more serious purpose as well. If the two of them had really spent all night in amorous pursuits, it was because they were trying to recharge Choldis’ ability to make a cascade jump. 
 
    A pout on the woman’s round face told him they’d apparently not been successful. But she ran a knuckle down Osy’s bearded cheek and said, “It’s always to good effect, but I’m afraid not as good as yesterday.” 
 
    Pity, Shoje thought, since it would have been a very nice hole card to have another cascade jump ready before they entered strangetime. But at least they managed one last night and got word to Pyete. 
 
   
  
 

 He nodded forward toward the wyrm at the bow of the skyship. “Well, can you really complain when we’ve sights like this to look at?” 
 
    “Oh, she will – she will,” Osyrand said. “We came out for a bit of air, just to brace us before breakfast. But I’ve seen the way she keeps looking forward.” 
 
    “And what way is that?” Choldis asked, her elegant eyebrows lifting. 
 
    “The way that says you’re thinking, ‘Oh, my. Look at that – huge – tireless – wyrm.’” 
 
    She threw her head back and laughed, then licked her lips and said, “I can’t hide anything from you, can I, Osy?” 
 
    “So far, I haven’t noticed you trying,” he replied. 
 
    She laughed again and put an arm through his, cozying up to his side in a manner that struck Shoje as much more open than he’d seen in ten years or more of knowing the two of them. 
 
    Well that’s been a long time coming, if something’s changed, he thought. Aloud, he said, “So what’s this you were saying about breakfast?” 
 
    Osy looked at the woman beside him with a sigh. “I was saying – or implying – that my breakfast is at the mercy of Choldis’ appetites. If she’s still of a mind to eat, we’ll eat. If not ... ” 
 
    Choldis got a wicked look on her face and tugged Osyrand’s arm down so that she could whisper in his ear. Shoje, though, has startlingly good hearing, and picked her words out from the whir of the wind: “I am merciless, my dear. But if you want to, let’s eat.” 
 
    Osyrand straightened, shaking his head ruefully. 
 
    “You go on to the galley ahead of us,” he told Shoje. “We’ll be there in an hour or so, supposing the ship doesn’t make the Deeps first.” 
 
    Shoje gave them both a Haniman bow, and left them to their efforts. 
 
    What a bright day this has started off as, he thought, heading toward the stairs and the ship’s mess. Let’s hope it stays that way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    XCI 
 
      
 
    We took our lunch in an unusual pub. Buildings in Sasheivulle often come in fours, built about a central courtyard or quadrangle, depending upon their size. Our pub, known as “The Levitated,” had been fashioned as an arched structure bridging one of these courtyards – curving up and across from the upper floor of one building to the upper floor of its opposite neighbor. The windows on either side looked out and down at a trim, green garden in the courtyard below, and also afforded a view across the rooftops of the city for several blocks. 
 
    It had been a four-story climb to reach The Levitated – which naturally brought complaints from Nene – but I hoped the effort would be worth it. The place reputedly had a number of wizards among its clientele. 
 
    I sent Nene and Sjurn to a table at the windows while I climbed up a few extra stairs to the central bar. 
 
    “Good morning to you,” said the barkeep, a tall fellow with long blue-black hair tied back from his face. “You in for an early lunch or an even earlier drink?” 
 
    “Lunch,” I said, nodding in the direction of Nene and Sjurn at the table, “if you could send a server over, that is. And in addition to lunch, I’m hoping to find someone for a job I have. Is there a chance that you know a good transmogrifist in the area?” 
 
    “Even better,” he said, “I know one in the room.” 
 
    This gave me a glow of relief, because we’d been to three purported clubs for wizards the day before and not had any luck whatsoever in finding the kind of mage I needed. Still, I restrained myself from excessive enthusiasm – finding a transmogrifist did not necessarily mean I’d found one who’d be interested in the kind of work I had to offer. 
 
    A serving lass came back from a corner table, her tray piled high with dirty dishes and mugs. 
 
    “New customers by the window, Anlei,” said the bartender. 
 
    “I’ve eyes, don’t I?” she replied, setting the tray heavily upon the bar in front of him. Then she gave a toss of her head and moved off toward Nene and Sjurn. 
 
    When she’d gone, I said, “If you’ll give me a bottle of ale and one of whatever your transmogrifist friend is drinking, I’d be happy to take it to him. Assuming, that is, he’d be interested in work.” 
 
    “She,” the man corrected me, pulling a bottle from under the counter. “And she’s already got a whole pitcher of strained beet juice at her table, so there’s no use trying to ply her with drink. As to the work, I’m sure it depends on what’s involved. That’s her over there.” 
 
    His eyes directed me to a corner booth where an unimposing woman sat, a pitcher and a glass and a book on the table before her. I thanked the barkeep, put a coin on his counter, and took my ale with me toward the booth. 
 
    The light here in The Levitated did not strike me as particularly good for reading, not away from the windows, at any rate. But the woman neither leaned in close to her book nor squinted. Up close, I found that she had freckled skin and very curly brown hair. Her clothes looked thoroughly ordinary, and nothing about her would have suggested magic if the proprietor hadn’t tipped me off. 
 
    “Begging your pardon,” I said, “but if you don’t mind my sitting down, I may have a business proposal for you.” 
 
    Her finger moved across the page of her book as I spoke – finishing out the last line of a paragraph, I think. Then she looked up at me and proved in an instant that she was what the bartender had said she was: her eyes had the shape of a night-bound cat’s, with pupils the size of a half-penny. 
 
    No mystery how she reads in the gloom, then, I thought. But even as I thought it, those eyes shifted and changed, turning ordinary in size and sea-green in color. 
 
    “Sit, please,” she said with an open expression. “My pocketbook isn’t overly lean, but you’ve an interesting look to you, and my life at the moment is dull. I go by Landers.” 
 
    “I’m Vee,” I said, using my nickname to avoid spreading the name ‘Avelia’ too widely. “And I’m looking to be turned into a marsh ape.” 
 
    Landers flipped the book closed and poured more beet juice into her glass. 
 
    “Well then, you’re a definite improvement over this dreadful tome. Tell me more.” 
 
    I did, and by the end of lunch we had an arrangement. 
 
      
 
    XCII 
 
      
 
    At midmorning in Warkslinshire, Old Pyete and the skyship reached the Sprite Deeps. 
 
    Shoje made sure to be on deck for this, as did almost every member of the investigation. Most gathered at the bow of the Quickness of Inquiry, where they could see Pyete release the towline and fly forward across the emeraldine swells of the Deeps’ canopy. 
 
    Though the sails had been furled, a good spring wind washed against the hull of the ship, drifting it westward as the great reptile ahead of them hovered and waited. 
 
    Ytroim Dower paced unhappily not too far from the spot Shoje had chosen. The seer Nargossa stood in between the two of them, his attention scattered but lighting more often on Dower than anything else. 
 
    “Would you not think,” she asked, “that a ship on the Emperor’s business, in tow behind the Wyrm of the West, would be able to fly where it liked without asking anyone’s permission?” 
 
    “Me?” Shoje asked in response. “No, I wouldn’t think that at all, what with the little I do about sprites. We’d not likely find what we sought if the sprites took an unkindly view to our looking.” 
 
    Dower cast him a dark look. “It was a rhetorical question. Do you know what that is?” 
 
    “Hmm,” Shoje said. “I’m not sure whether I should answer or not.” 
 
    “Not,” the chancellor said with a roll of her eyes. 
 
    Choldis and Osyrand came up to the forecastle at this point, Osy slightly behind on the stairs. They joined Shoje by the back rail. Boucolm Tain, Coreantos, and some junior marshals had taken most of the places along the forward railing nearest the bow. 
 
    “Pretty view from up here,” Osyrand said. “It’s like a landscape all its own, made of nothing but leaves. Bright, too – much brighter than I would have expected.” 
 
    Dower snorted. “They’re called the Deeps because its dark down below, not up here.” 
 
    Shoje smiled inwardly at her condescension. The woman couldn’t know that Osyrand had walked the floor of the Sprite Deeps just a few weeks ago, searching for herbs to help heal Shoje’s injured legs. The Nose was making a comparison that his friends could appreciate, and the chancellor mistook it for ignorance. 
 
    I’ll be happy to have her keep underestimating us, too, Shoje thought. 
 
    “I think there’s someone else out there,” Nargossa said, staring forward past the marshals. A moment after, Boucolm Tain raised an arm and pointed at a spot in the direction of Pyete’s head, bringing a nod from Coreantos. 
 
    Osyrand breathed in deeply. In a low voice, he said, “A thousand smells on the wind, here. And Pyete’s is all but overwhelming. But I’m catching something dainty and elusive too.” 
 
    “Well it’s not me,” Choldis said merrily. She still had a tired look to her, and, like Osy, showed no little dishevelment in her hair and her outfit. But the kick in her voice suggested that the two of them had attained some form of success while Shoje had been at breakfast. 
 
    Without warning, Pyete made an aerial turn and flew back to the ship, dropping most of his vast form to a lower elevation so that his head, on his long, long neck, rose just to Boucolm’ Tain’s height. 
 
    “They’ve agreed to let us pass,” tolled the wyrm’s immensely deep voice, “on the condition that we follow a guide.” 
 
    Tain said something in response, but the words were lost in the wash of Pyete’s wings. 
 
    “Oh, she’s right here,” Pyete replied. “But I suppose you’re not likely to see her. At any rate, we’re no more than half an hour’s flight from our destination, which I gather even you short-lived things will find a brief delay.” 
 
    Again, Tain’s reply could not be made out. Pyete gave him a nod, and took up the towline once more. The marshal-general turned away from the bow, spotted Dower, and walked back in her direction. 
 
    “Chancellor,” he said, saluting her as he approached. “I imagine you’ve heard how close we are. Is it too much to ask that we wait another half-hour before transporting to Hiisia?” 
 
    “As you have reminded me before, Marshal-general, you are in charge of this expedition, not I. My opinion is known, and unchanged. The wyrm has brought us here without clear disclosure of his motives and without clear description of exactly what we’re seeking.” 
 
    Shoje raised his eyebrows. “Are you suggesting that he had ill intentions when he fought off Hyphaera’s Juggernaut at the Emperor’s very doorstep?” 
 
    “I don’t believe you were invited into this conversation,” she said coolly. “But what I’m suggesting is that to him, the empire is something that arrived yesterday and will blow off into dust tomorrow. We must view any interaction that he has with humans as a whim of the moment, and therefore as unfathomable.” 
 
    My Haniman shrugged. “All I know is that Avelia trusts him, which means that I do as well. Although I am curious, Marshal-general, sir, what description he has given about our goal, since I don’t seem to have been invited to that conversation either.” 
 
    “I preferred to engage him alone at the cave,” Tain said. “He told me that Avelia Warbler entrusted him with something, the day of the kidnapping, and he took the thing and hid it. Apparently, it’s here in the Sprite Deeps – he said that the detour here would advance our investigation significantly.” 
 
    “I’m surprised you didn’t press him for details,” Shoje said. 
 
    Tain cleared his throat. “I did, but he responded by yawning and stretching and saying, ‘You’ll need my help finding the spot. We’d best get going before I change my mind.’ When a mouth that could swallow you whole yawns right in front of you, you tend to heed what its owner says.” 
 
    “Granted,” Shoje agreed. 
 
    “Now if you’ll excuse me,” Tain said, “I’m off to speak with the captain. He has preparations to make, if we’re to land in half an hour.” 
 
    Shoje bowed, but the man had already moved off. 
 
    Beat-by-beat, the great wyrm’s wings pulled them forward over the greenery below. Shoje marveled at how the view could be both unchanging and infinitely varied at the same time. Hills and valleys of leaves in a thousand different greens passed by underneath them. Only Dower and Nargossa seemed unimpressed – and even Nargossa’s edginess might have contained a hint of awe, though of course Shoje couldn’t be sure of it. 
 
    After a lapse of time that felt surprisingly brief, Pyete craned his scaled and horned head back toward the ship and boomed, “Here’s the meadow, just ahead.” 
 
    Crisp naval orders followed, shouted by the captain from the ship’s stern and relayed by subordinates. Boucolm Tain made his way forward again, to speak with the wyrm. This time, Shoje edged close enough to hear both sides of the conversation. 
 
    “Not much more space down there than your hull, I’m afraid,” Pyete said. “And you don’t want to irritate the sprites by drifting up against their boughs. Should I take hold of your masts and guide you down?” 
 
    Tain dispatched an underling to ask the question of the captain. In short order, it was agreed that having the wyrm do the maneuvering would be best, since the ship’s ordinary procedure would involve sending men overboard on lines, securing the lines to trees, and then winching the ship down as the ship’s lift-master deadened a careful portion of the floatstone that kept it airborne. 
 
     “A wise choice,” Pyete said when the word came back. “The sprites definitely wouldn’t care for ropes being cleated to their trees.” Then he rose easily from his spot by the bow and swung around overhead, to reach talons nimbly down through the rigging and grab hold of each of the ship’s three masts. “Let the weight on,” he called. “I’ve got hold of you.” 
 
    The crew went largely silent. Pyete’s shadow filled just about the entire deck, and the slow beat of his wings dominated the sky. The wood of the masts creaked; otherwise the wind and Pyete’s wings and the sounds of a few distant birds were all that could be heard. 
 
    Shoje and Osy and Choldis kept the anticipation from their faces as best they could. Still, Shoje couldn’t help but give each of his friends a glance, and each of them returned it, with the same subtle expression: It looks as though this may just work. 
 
    Light and dark went the sky, as Pyete’s wings blocked and revealed it. Most eyes aboard stayed on the wyrm. Some turned to the quiet grass of the meadow below. 
 
    Almost simultaneously, Shoje noticed the sky beyond Pyete start to flicker – and Ytroim Dower collapsed to the ship’s deck. 
 
    Exactly, Shoje thought, like a puppet with its strings cut. 
 
    They had entered strangetime. 
 
      
 
    XCIII 
 
      
 
    The next few days went by oddly for me. We knew, roughly, when the cloudwhale would arrive bearing the package for Yulet Kirn with Sjurn’s harmonic nectar inside. We knew Kirn’s address as well, and so every piece of my plan had fallen into place except for the marsh ape fragment, which our transmogrifist would need in order to change me. (As I had expected, Landers did not have experience with marsh apes, and a transmogrifist must at least touch some portion of a creature before its shape can be magicked onto a target.) That detail gave me no real concern, though – at worst, I could hire a ’twixter to carry me on a quick errand to Kadisthaye, where marsh ape relics are common and can be had for relatively cheap. 
 
    So I had a week to spend in Praesh, with two unusual companions and several chores to accomplish. Besides finding the piece of marsh ape, I needed to practice transforming with Landers. The process is highly disorienting, and it would do me no good to change into an ape if its senses left me so bewildered that I could not act. Beyond that, I needed to case the home of Yulet Kirn and find out what to expect on the night I intended to breach it. A walled mansion would require a different approach than a townhome, and it would also help to know whether Kirn lived in isolation or hosted a steady stream of guests. 
 
    But the largest and least clear of my tasks remained Nene. 
 
    Meeting Sjurn seemed to have tamed something in her. She no longer spoke incessantly of hating me or wanting to kill me. She may well have continued to feel those things – I had no way of knowing what went on in her head. But she plainly grasped that Sjurn felt indebted to me and that he did not understand the tension between us. And because she wanted him, she minimized that tension, at least to the extent that her temper allowed her to. 
 
    This gave me an opportunity and a challenge: to teach her as much as I could while circumstances kept her tolerant of the lessons. 
 
    So we trained at least once a day, shifting between three different sparring clubs so that our  whereabouts did not become too predictable. I did, after all, still expect agents of the empire to be on the lookout for us. 
 
    I also encouraged Daivan Sjurn to teach her more sketching. 
 
    And we explored the cuisine and arts and theater that Sasheivulle had to offer. 
 
    All of which brought me almost zero success. 
 
    Nene continued to resist the adoption of good form, whether at the sparring club or under Sjurn’s artistic tutelage. She complained of any food that did not exactly match her requests – mostly for meat cooked rare – and she complained even more thoroughly at having to take in the sights of an art gallery or a play. When Sjurn appeared put off by her disdain for culture, she tempered her language, but continued to act baffled by the world of the mind – just as she remained incredulous that anyone would deliberately eat steamed vegetables instead of subsisting entirely on beef and mutton. 
 
    The whole of it frustrated me like I cannot remember being frustrated before, and I hadn’t even the release of being able to talk to anyone about my frustrations. Shoje’s silence told me that he had disappeared into strangetime. In the evenings, when Nene would entice her artist lover to put down his drawings and accompany her into the bedroom of the suite we had rented, the hard porcelain of my locket would lie heavy against my chest. I worried what might be happening to him. And every time I worried, I told myself what an idiot I was being: He’s gone into strangetime. It’s been only seconds from his point of view – not enough time for anything to have happened to him at all. 
 
    I felt ineffectual. 
 
    I felt alone. 
 
    It came to a head at a new sparring club on our third day in Sasheivulle. 
 
    For the past two days, I had shown Nene stances and maneuvers and drills. To get her to practice them, I bribed her with five minutes of fighting time for every twenty she spent in exercises. In every case, her sloppy footing and inattention to form made it childishly easy for me to trip her up, or disarm her, or simply dodge her cuts and thrusts until she’d exhausted herself. 
 
    When I called time on our second fight that day, she threw her knife to the floor. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” she spat. “I am learning nothing. I will never become any better at this.” 
 
    For some reason, those words pushed me over an edge. I clenched my fist tighter about the grip of my weapon and focused my will through the black band of my goodwife ring. 
 
    With a startled look on her face, Nene bent immediately to pick the knife back up. I settled her weight properly, turned her body sidewise to me, placed her feet where they ought to go. I bent her arm and angled her wrist. I put her free hand out away from me for balance. 
 
    Then, with her as my puppet, I fought her. 
 
    She did not have the strength or the speed to match me – no command through a magical ring could overcome lack of muscle. But I did not fight her with strength or with speed. I fought her with skill, and I moved her with skill, demonstrating how the rote blade movements of her earlier exercises could be turned into a series of cuts and thrusts that would force an opponent off-balance. I stabbed, and I moved her blade to sweep my attack aside. I cut, and I leapt her backward beyond the cut’s reach. 
 
    With every exchange, I kept her in perfect fighting posture. We dueled at a standstill until I saw her chest heaving so quickly that I realized she might be near to collapse. 
 
    Then I released her, and she did collapse, panting and glaring at me from the floor. 
 
    “There,” I said. “Do you understand form now? Do you see how fighting is about standing?” 
 
    Still breathing heavily, she did not answer. 
 
    Sjurn, though, did speak. 
 
    “How – were you doing that?” he asked. 
 
    I should have been angry at myself, then. I’d revealed my magical hold over Nene – something I absolutely had not wanted Daivan Sjurn to know about. But I remained so aggravated at her that I found it difficult to muster any rage against myself. 
 
    “I have a magical means of controlling her,” I said. “I’d rather not discuss it, but I hope you’ll trust me when I say that there’s good reason for it – although I suppose not good reason for my using it just now.” 
 
    I looked back to Nene after that moment of meeting Sjurn’s eyes. She looked spitefully up at me, and her expression made me sigh. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Nene,” I said. “I shouldn’t have done that. I was frustrated, and I wanted to teach you a lesson, and it was wrong of me.” 
 
    “Do you know what I hate about you most?” she asked, still not moving from her position on the floor. 
 
    “No,” I said. “What?” 
 
    “That you are always right. You make me feel stupid.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not always right, and I certainly don’t mean to make you feel stupid.” 
 
    “You don’t have to mean to,” she said. “You just do it. Because you know so much and I know nothing.” 
 
    “I’m trying to change that. I’m trying to teach you.” 
 
    “Bah. No matter how much you teach me, you will still know more.” Her eyes stayed on mine, blue and intense and unblinking. “I will always know less, and I will always feel stupid. Like that fight. You were right – I could feel how standing the way you told me made a difference. The way you had me hold the knife, the way my feet moved. But even if I did all those things correctly on my own, and learned all the tricks you had me do, you would still beat me. You are faster and stronger and you will always know more than I do.” 
 
    Suddenly, I saw a shade in her anger that I had not recognized before. As much as she resented me, she also resented her own inadequacy. In fact, the second may have chafed her more than the first. 
 
    “Do you know what I don’t know how to do?” I asked. Then, without waiting for an answer, I said, “I don’t know how to sketch.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. 
 
    Nodding at Sjurn, I went on, “If you let him teach you – if you pay attention to what he says about form, you’ll know something I don’t. You’ll be able to do something I cannot. And do you know what? It’s something I would envy you for. I’m very skilled at fighting and killing, but there aren’t many things I know how to make.” 
 
    She looked from me to the artist. Emotions clashed on her face. I couldn’t tell whether she was about to scorn the idea or accept it. Then something settled across her features, and she stood up and sheathed her knife. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” she said. “I want to have lunch.” 
 
    Her eyes dared me to deny her, but lunch actually sounded like a fine idea to me. 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” I replied. 
 
    Charitably, I even let Nene pick where we should eat. 
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    The next four days went far more easily. We returned to the market and found that the trader, Uen Neu, had located a mummified finger from a marsh ape. My transmogrifist then proved its authenticity by absorbing its essence in a ceremony, after which she changed me bodily into one of those hulking, nearly sightless brutes for half an hour. In subsequent sessions, we lengthened that to an hour, and then to two. Landers appeared impressed by my stomach for accepting transmogrification – it’s a wrenching process, and one most people do not take to well. I admitted to her that I’d been through it before, but gave no details about the circumstances. 
 
    Nene’s training, too, seemed to be bearing fruit. She no longer defied my attempts to teach good form, though of course she continued to complain. Likewise, she made progress in the crude drawings Sjurn guided her through. If anything, she took to it more quickly than she did to fighting – a fact that encouraged me.  
 
    Most evenings, Nene and Sjurn dallied with one another while Landers and I practiced my shape-shifting. I remained ambivalent about their coupling, since I couldn’t tell what role Nene’s heart played in the matter. Clearly, her appetite was profound. But I didn’t know whether any warmth of emotion accompanied it, or if she simply enjoyed the gratification. 
 
    Still, that appetite struck me as a better indulgence than the ones she had gratified so thoroughly in her previous existence. So I kept them supplied in the appropriate protective charms and let them do more or less whatever Nene could convince Sjurn to do. 
 
    For all that these things went so well, however, it remained clear that something dark crept toward us. Daivan Sjurn’s mood grew ever more pensive as the week went on – as our rendezvous with the soul drinker drew nearer. One evening, we took a carriage ride past the address Popathe Leam had given me. 
 
    It proved to be imposing – a manse of many gables poking up from behind the high wall that surrounded it. Bright tiles on its roof caught the sunset’s last few rays as we drove by, showing us brilliance and beauty at stark odds with what we knew lay inside. 
 
    “He is wealthy,” Nene said when the mansion fell away behind us. “Wealthy and powerful – he can control people’s actions. Why does he also need to drink souls? If I had his power, I would have all the food and all the lovers I wanted. What would the point be, draining people and leaving them shells?” 
 
    She asked this abstractly – not out of any apparent moral outrage, but simply because she did not comprehend. 
 
    “An appetite for food or sex can be sated,” I told her. “At least for a while. But some people hunger for power itself, not for the things power can bring them. That’s an appetite that only grows as you feed it, because it comes from having an emptiness inside.” 
 
    She glanced over at Sjurn, who sat beside her but stared off into the distance as though somewhere else entirely. 
 
    “Daivan is half empty,” she said. Then her eyebrows lowered further, and she went on, “I am missing something inside, too. I don’t think we’re like this Yulet Kirn, though – do you?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sjurn, I think not. He is in love with life – the half of him that is still himself, that is. He wants to do and feel. He wants to express wonders.” 
 
    The artist stirred and looked our way as I spoke. He appeared distantly curious, but said nothing. 
 
    “And me?” she asked. 
 
    “Well,” I said, “I’m not certain. You defy me, and you deny almost everything I try to teach you. That’s because you feel powerless – arguing makes one feel more powerful. But you tell me so little of what’s going on in your head that I can’t be certain. Do you crave power, as a soul drinker does? Or do you simply crave freedom, the freedom to live as Sjurn would like to live – experiencing and delighting in the world about you?” 
 
    She fell silent for a moment, then said, “This soul drinker is hundreds of years old. His student told us that. He has a mansion and riches, and Daivan has ended up as a victim. Freedom seems to be weaker than power.” 
 
    I nodded. “Unfortunately, that’s true.” 
 
    “But you still think I should seek freedom and not power.” 
 
    “Yes – because here’s the thing,” I said, looking her firmly in the eye. “Very soon now, Yulet Kirn will be dead, and our friend here will be made whole. That is going to be true because I will it to be true. I insist that it shall be true. Freedom creates itself, expands itself, and drives out darkness. Power, eventually, invites its own destruction.” 
 
    Something in this engaged Sjurn, and he said, “You’re very philosophical for a warrior.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose. But I wish I could say that I’m just very good at fighting, for a philosopher.” 
 
    Nene said no more, but leaned over against Sjurn for the rest of our ride back to the inn. 
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    The night I expected came upon us one week after our arrival in Sasheivulle. 
 
    I had planned on making my ingression that evening, expecting the cloudwhale to arrive the next day. Apparently, though, winds had been favorable for the gas-filled leviathan. It appeared on the horizon just before sunset and reached the town’s docking tower in the last hint of dusk. 
 
    All the better, was my thought. I had to guarantee us entry into Yulet Kirn’s house before the imperial mails could sort through the cloudwhale’s cargo and deliver that package. With the sky-creature’s arrival this evening, I could hope for delivery tomorrow – minimizing the amount of time we would have to occupy the mansion. A later arrival by the whale might have required us to spend an extra night or even two inside Kirn’s dwelling, possibly having to keep watch over prisoners. That would have increased the chance of a neighbor detecting us with every hour that passed. 
 
    Landers the transmogrifist showed up at our appointed rendezvous promptly, just after the tolling of eleven bells from the Sasheivulle clock tower.  
 
    “Are we ready, then?” she asked, joining us in the shadowed gate of a small cemetery not far off from Kirn’s mansion. I didn’t need to wonder how she recognized us in the darkness. 
 
    “As ready as is likely,” I said. In truth, I felt significant nervousness about leaving Nene and Sjurn alone while I made my ingression into the soul drinker’s house. She had attached to the Haniman artist, I felt sure – but how well? Did she feel enough for him to stick to his side without me there to compel her? Or would she dash off into the Sasheivulle darkness the instant I and my goodwife ring left her presence? The ring would provide me no hold over her once I transformed. 
 
    Nothing for it but to find out, I thought. I could not bring Nene and Sjurn with me in this assault on Kirn’s fastness, and I also could not hold back from it and simply let Sjurn’s soul be consumed a few days hence. I took some comfort in Landers’ presence – even if Nene tried to escape, the transmogrifist could return me to marsh ape form at any time, and I could attempt to track her down by scent. 
 
    Not that I cared for the idea of openly roaming the city streets as a giant ape. 
 
    “Nene, Sjurn,” I told them, “wait here for Landers to return. When I’m ready for you, she’ll let you know.” 
 
    For once, the former Empress of Delvonia accepted my command without a word – though I could not read her expression in the dark. 
 
    “We’ll be here,” Sjurn said. “Good fortune to you – and thank you.” 
 
    I clapped him on the shoulder, then said to Landers, “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Focus, then,” the transmogrifist said.  
 
    I held a trigger word in my head as she worked her magic. This would give me the ability to shift back to my own shape if I needed to, and required significant concentration – something difficult to manage as I felt Landers’ sorcery take hold of my every bone and sinew and begin warping them into something else. 
 
    We changed, both of us, almost instantly. Our first transformation did not make us marsh apes, though, but bats. We needed to enter Yulet Kirn’s mansion without being noticed. A marsh ape might well be seen swinging over a wall – and would certainly trip any magical alarms placed to keep burglars or assassins out.  
 
    I firmly expected an ancient soul drinker to take significant precautions in his living quarters. 
 
    So we flew as bats through the night air, Landers in the lead and me following. She managed both the flying and the navigation as though she’d been a bat her whole life. I had practiced as a bat very little and worked my wings far less skillfully. But I kept up and kept track of Landers fairly easily with the bat’s ability to detect its surroundings by hearing. The sense differed only slightly from a similar technique used by the marsh ape, which I had practiced at length for the past several nights. 
 
    Landers skimmed us across rooftops at a good speed. Soon, she curved around in a gliding arc that told me we’d reached our destination. A dark window on the mansion’s top floor presented itself. It stood open a crack, easily enough for two small bats to squeeze through, and in just a few moments, we had entered the soul drinker’s lair. 
 
    We flitted to the carpet and paused a moment, sharp bat ears listening. Then Landers sprouted up into human form in an instant, and I used my focus word to follow. 
 
    A bat’s heartbeat is incredibly fast – the speed of it had struck me in our practices and again during the quick flight here. But now, turned back to my own shape, I found my pulse not so greatly slowed. 
 
    Calm, I thought to myself. I had every reason for nerves, but I could not afford them. If the soul drinker should enter this room and clap eyes with me, we were done. 
 
    “Focus,” Landers whispered again. 
 
    I quickly placed Siege on the floor so that it would not be transmuted along with me into ape form. Landers put her hand to my shoulder, and the world changed and distorted again, my senses turning inside out as my body rippled into a different shape. 
 
    I closed my eyes, which were all but useless now. Landers took her fingers from my arm – I heard her as a pulse and a series of breaths beside me, smelled her as a foul odor that made me twitch with a desire to pull her to pieces. Marsh apes have strong instincts of violence and territorialism. I wrestled them down as I felt along the floor for Siege. It wasn’t hard to find the truncheon, right between my feet and with its own reeking musky scent – which I knew must be left from the sweat and oil of my hand. 
 
    Bat wings flapped next to me now, stirring up the stench where Landers had stood a moment earlier. I tracked her by sound, darting up to the window, then out of it and away, leaving me to my task: exploring and conquering the house of Yulet Kirn. 
 
    This room had the aging scents of a dozen different occupants, some relatively recent but none newer than days. A guest bedroom, perhaps. With a few clicks from my throat, I took soundings of the furniture, the room’s shape, the location of the door. As the echoes died, the sound images faded, instead of persisting as sight does. But my ape’s brain had mapped the room out in an instant, and I could navigate with ease by that map and by smell. 
 
    I moved to the door. 
 
    No sound came from the hallway beyond. 
 
    The doorknob felt small in my massive hand, and turning it felt clumsy. But I got the door open without difficulty and stepped through. In spite of my size, I moved quietly. My nose and ears pulled in more information about the house and its occupants than I could ever have expected. 
 
    Scent trails ran in both directions along the hall, almost drawing lines in my head. I knew immediately that at least three people besides Yulet Kirn lived in this house and visited this floor regularly. Of the four, I knew that none had passed this way in several hours. 
 
    Voices and movements told me that the only activity lay to my left and downward. Unless someone slept in one of the bedrooms to my right, I was alone on this floor. 
 
    I moved leftward through a sea of odors – human smells, incense, food scents. The noise grew louder, funneled up a stairway at the end of the hall. Along my approach to it, I identified which of the many smells belonged to Yulet Kirn. The man had dwelt here for decades or centuries, and the hint of him suffused the air everywhere. 
 
    At the head of the stairs, I paused again. Three distinct sets of sound rose up to me, muddying the air and requiring a moment for me to sort through. On the floor below, behind a door, two people moved and panted upon a bed. The door had to be close to the stairwell for me to hear them as clearly as I did, but I decided to pass that floor by; Kirn’s scent wasn’t strong enough for him to be one of those two, and considering their activity, I doubted they would venture out and raise an alarm upon seeing me. 
 
    So I crept down the stairs past that floor, heading for the ground level where I could hear a conversation of at least four voices, as well as the noises of someone in a kitchen, cleaning up. The kitchen evidently lay at the back of the house, to my left. The conversation took place around several corners to my right, in a large, open room with soft furnishings that muffled some of the talk. 
 
    I slunk in the direction of what I guessed to be a sitting room, guided by echoes of those conversational voices. From the tenor of the echoes, bouncing off the walls I moved between, it seemed likely that almost the whole house had been paneled in mirrors or some other hard surface. But I did not open my eyes to try to confirm this fact. 
 
    Nearer the sitting room, my ape nose told me that the speakers inside were not alone – at least ten individual human scents hung densely in the air here. If four were talking, the rest must be servants or bodyguards, possibly mesmerized victims who could be ordered to sacrifice themselves in defense of their masters. 
 
    I say “masters” because, by the time I’d reached the open doorway through which those voices issued, I had heard enough to know that Kirn’s guests were also soul drinkers. 
 
    “This one is an historian from Levrodune,” said a woman. A clink of glass on glass after her comment told me that she’d just replaced a nectar bottle upon a tabletop. A slight scrape said she’d lifted another. “And this one is a dancer in the royal ballet company. I’ve had a drop of the historian, but the ballet dancer so entranced me that I feared to taste his nectar, lest I drink it all up in an instant.” 
 
    “I have a gourmand here that I’d trade for the historian,” said a male voice. “I know how you like those gustatory sorts, Mevishe.” 
 
    These comments and similar ones before them suggested a trading party, with bottled souls being exchanged the way art collectors or wine fanciers might trade off their respective interests. 
 
    One voice among the four seemed to command more attention than the others. It spoke now, soft in tone but entirely masculine. 
 
    “You still owe me for that substandard courtesan’s essence you brought me, Vult. What say you give Mevishe your gourmand and she can let me have the dancer, and all will be even?” 
 
    The following moment of silence implied that either Vult or Mevishe – or both – hesitated to consider this an entirely fair deal. But after that moment, each spoke almost at once. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “Yes, excellent.” 
 
    The fourth voice chuckled, but made no comment. 
 
    I felt no need to wait longer. By listening to pulses and breaths, by gauging the strength of each person’s sweat, cologne, or perfume, by interpreting echoes – through all these means, I had built up a picture of the room and each occupant’s location. Yulet Kirn sat in a large chair with his back to me. On the floor to either side of him lounged one of the unspeaking members of the group – both female, both with heartbeats so low and slow that I might have thought them drugged if I hadn’t known of Kirn’s mesmerizing powers. Mevishe and the man who had laughed sat on a long couch nearby, with another enslaved woman between them. Vult occupied a chair opposite them across a low coffee table studded with bottles. Three men stood silent in the room: one behind Mevishe, one behind Vult, and the last near another doorway opposite the one through which I listened. 
 
    Gripping Siege in a huge hand, I shot into the room. 
 
    Marsh apes make a terrifying sight under any circumstances – I can only imagine how it would freeze one’s mind to see such a beast rush into an evening party without warning and without sound. 
 
    Mevishe screamed first, but not in time to warn Yulet Kirn. I reached his chair in a quick bound, swinging my truncheon over its high back and down into his skull. 
 
    The might of that swing would have killed him regardless – Siege’s magic shattered his head into a bloody mess. 
 
    Momentum carried me and the entire chair forward, toppling the soul drinker’s corpse toward the table and its cargo of bottles. 
 
    Those are lives, I thought, and to keep them from being smashed to pieces, I clutched the ruined fragment of Kirn’s head with my free hand and thrust it backward, while the toes of one ape foot caught a wing of the chair and I leapt at the soul drinker who’d been laughing a moment before, but who was now attempting to shout commands to a servant. 
 
    My leap flung the chair in the opposite direction, taking Kirn’s corpse with it and saving the bottles of harmonic nectar. The women who’d sat on the floor to either side now slumped into the open space where the chair had been. 
 
    The man between Mevishe and the laugher started to rise as I came down upon his master, catching the fellow in the throat with the heavy nails of one foot. The laugher gurgled and grabbed at his bleeding neck. I planted Siege against the crown of his skull before I could find out if the neck wound would be fatal. 
 
    On the far side of the table, Vult scrambled to get behind his bodyguard, screeching orders at the slave. Mevishe lurched off the couch to get away from me, but tripped across one of Yulet Kirn’s women. Her voice made a constant scream – she hadn’t the presence of mind to command the bodyguard behind her. 
 
    I tapped the two men nearest me with Siege’s amber end, sending one to sleep on the couch and Mevishe’s bodyguard into a heap on the floor. 
 
    Vult’s slave came around the coffee table, drawing a blade. His master fled out the forward door, while Mevishe stumbled to her feet in the direction of the door I’d entered through. A quick jump caught me up to her, letting me knock her senseless with Siege. 
 
    Now Vult’s man reversed himself, seeing that I had an angle toward the door through which Vult had run. But as he moved to block the door, I moved to the chair Vult had been sitting in, and with a strength far beyond a man’s, I hurled the heavy piece of furniture at him, too quick for him to dodge. 
 
    With the bodyguard driven flat to the ground by the chair, I loped out after his master. On my way, for good measure, I touched Siege to the head of the man who’d stood by the door when I first entered. He appeared disoriented, and my guess was that he was a slave of Yulet Kirn’s, left directionless by the soul drinker’s death. But my truncheon rendered him harmless just in case, and then I was rushing after Vult. 
 
    The last soul drinker had made it through a small foyer to the grand front door of the mansion. He might have gotten out, too, except for the series of bolts and bars that held it shut. 
 
    Hearing me, Vult grabbed for a knife at his belt, but too late – Siege sent him unconscious to the tiles before he could draw the weapon. 
 
    Without pause, I turned back and ran for the sitting room. The last of the bodyguards lay beneath the chair, seemingly dazed. For good measure, I knocked him out as well. 
 
    Footfalls alerted me to someone coming from the direction of the kitchen. 
 
    “What – ?” The man who appeared in the doorway held a cleaver in one hand, but the tone in his voice made me doubt he’d been battle-tested with it. He gaped around at the carnage of the room, then saw me rushing toward him and turned to flee. 
 
    I brought him down with the amber end of my weapon. 
 
    That left two people that I knew of in the house – the couple on the second floor. 
 
    A quick listen suggested voices in uncertain conversation from that direction. I snuck carefully to the stairs and up them. 
 
    “ ... screaming ...” I heard one say, from behind the door. 
 
    The other, a woman, replied in a low, alarmed voice, her words also partly obscured. “ ... dressed and go look?” 
 
    “ ... quiet now  ...” 
 
    I burst in on them before they could decide to escape out a window. Weaponless and unclothed, they both went down after only a moment of shrieking. 
 
    With a quick sweep of the house, and then the grounds outside, I assured myself that everyone on the property had been disabled. 
 
    Then I used my focus word again, returned to human shape, and waved to Landers the bat, circling overhead. 
 
    The first part of the plan was done. 
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    While Landers retrieved Nene and Sjurn, I unlocked the front gate and began transferring unconscious bodies from the sitting room to bedrooms upstairs. I tied each to a bed using strong cord I’d brought for that purpose. I also made sure all were gagged and blindfolded. 
 
    Landers returned with my two companions well before I had all this finished. They came in through the front door just as I returned from my third trip upstairs. Hearing the door, I went to the foyer and met them. 
 
    “It’s safe in here?” Landers asked, looking about the foyer uncertainly. I had made her aware that this was a den of soul drinkers. The fact that she’d still accepted the job had bolstered my faith in her character. 
 
    “If anyone’s hiding, they’ve found some means to escape a marsh ape’s nose and ears,” I said. 
 
    She nodded, but continued to look around. 
 
    With additional help, I completed the imprisonment of the eleven survivors of my raid: soul drinkers Mevishe and Vult, the servant who’d run from me with his cleaver, the two lovers from upstairs, and six mesmerized slaves of the soul drinking coven. Each of those last six wore a small glass bottle as a pendant around his or her neck. In some cases, the bottles held half or three-quarters of their capacity in a sparkling green fluid. Other bottles – including those of the two women who’d lounged at Yulet Kirn’s feet – held no more than drops. 
 
    Sjurn naturally empathized with these poor victims. As we carried one upstairs, he asked, “Why are we tying these up? If they’ve been entranced, shouldn’t we be letting them go?” 
 
    “We’ll do that when we’re more sure of things,” I answered, “and certainly not before the postal carrier has brought us your bottle of nectar. For all I know, Yulet Kirn might have grown angry with one of his pupils and entranced a fellow soul drinker. So any or all of these victims might have powers and ill motives of their own.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought of that,” he said. 
 
    “Just be glad your life hasn’t given you much reason, before now, to think of things like that.” 
 
    The number of captives we had to deal with displeased me, but there was nothing to do about it. I’d been unwilling to kill all of the soul drinkers, because I hoped to question them and find out where those harmonic nectars on the table downstairs belonged. Had circumstances required it, I would have slain any I was forced to – the same went for their mesmerized bodyguards – but the luck of the battlefield had allowed me to capture far more than I’d killed. 
 
    Blame yourself for a good plan, I thought. My strategy of killing Yulet Kirn before anyone knew what was happening had worked very well. Seeing their eldest member destroyed, without warning, had thrown the others into a panic they couldn’t recover from. On the bright side, you’ve plenty to choose from for questioning, and you can threaten to kill one or more of them and mean it. 
 
    And I had no scruples about doing so. These people had chosen to prey on others as a hobby. I would use whatever means necessary to remedy some of the damage they had done. 
 
    So we got them upstairs, got them tied up, and proceeded to wait. I let Nene and Sjurn choose a room and go to sleep, and suggested that Landers do the same. Then I made the rounds of our prisoners’ rooms and also explored the house in more detail. 
 
    Besides significant opulence, I made only one discovery: the place had a basement similar to the one at Popathe Leam’s house in Hanim but much larger. Three ceremonial circles like Leam’s had been scribed in its floor, and a grand desk upon one wall held dozens of nectar bottles along with a heavy ledger full of encrypted writing. 
 
    I carried the ledger with me to the second floor, to see if I could puzzle out any of its secrets. But the hour was getting late, and I’ve never been much of a code-cracker, so I put it aside after only a few minutes. 
 
    Well past midnight, the first of the prisoners woke – Vult the soul drinker. 
 
    When I found him struggling at his bonds, I roused Landers to let her know what was happening. She returned with me to the room where I’d tied him up, and I left her outside the door to keep an ear on the proceedings.  
 
    “Hello, Vult,” I said, walking over to the bed and leaning in to check his blindfold and untie his gag. Before removing it from his mouth, I warned him, “If you try to scream, this will simply go straight back in and I’ll knock you unconscious again.” 
 
    The earlier yelling didn’t seem to have attracted any neighbors’ attentions – it had been brief, and Kirn’s house sat well back from the adjacent ones behind his high stone wall. But I didn’t care to take chances. 
 
    “What do you want?” Vult quavered, once I’d taken the gag away. 
 
    “I’m going to ask you some questions,” I said. “Answer to the best of your ability, and I will treat you as kindly as I can. Defy me, and I might just have my ape pull your appendages from your torso one by one.” 
 
    He trembled against the bed. Looking down at him, I found myself surprised at what a soft sort he appeared to be – not just the balding pudginess, but the strain of fear in his entire frame. From the earlier conversation, I’d judged these to be worldly people, well used to their power, fierce and arrogant. Yet Vult had now melted into a cowardly mess, displaying none of the cold calculation I would have expected. 
 
    Another sign that power is usually an illusion, I thought. Then I cautioned myself, Or a ruse to put you off your guard. 
 
    “Are you robbers?” he asked. “Assassins?” 
 
    “Don’t concern yourself overmuch with that. Name everyone you know to be in the house.” 
 
    Vult paused, then visibly decided to answer. “Myself. Kirn, of course, but he’s dead. Mevishe and Gherin, unless you’ve killed them both too. Kirn’s servant Yabn. Oh, and Kirn’s apprentice, too. He was upstairs with Gherin’s daughter during our bottle swap. His name’s Stenthus, and she’s Gherinelle.” 
 
    “And the others?” 
 
    “What? Oh, the husks? I don’t know most of their names. My bodyguard went by Irben before I drew out his nectar. I think one of Kirn’s playthings is called Whiette.” 
 
    “Is that what you call them, husks?” 
 
    He shrugged, his face nervous. “It’s Kirn’s word – I didn’t coin it.” 
 
    “No matter,” I said. “Downstairs there’s a ceremony chamber. Is that where the nectars are drawn?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “There are a lot of bottles there, too, and a ledger. What are those for?” I asked this despite being certain of the answer. 
 
    “Some of the bottles will be nectars Kirn has drawn himself,” Vult said. “Others are – recompense. Repayment from fellow Imbibers he has taught over the years. They owe him half a soul each year for a decade.” 
 
    “Why half a soul and not the whole thing?” 
 
    “Well, you’d rarely drink a whole bottle at once regardless. Even half is a –” he hesitated as though rethinking what he’d been about to say. 
 
    “Shall I get my ape?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, no. A half a bottle is a heady thing. I usually don’t imbibe more than a quarter nectar at a time. But if you do drink half, and you drink it at just the same moment that another Imbiber consumes the other half, there’s a bond, a link – an intimate sharing, no matter how many miles apart you are. It ties the student to the mentor, lets the mentor guide the pupil through the ecstasy of digesting the soul.” 
 
    “And the ledger? It’s nothing but scribbles, as far as I can see.” 
 
    “Code,” the soul drinker said. “Each bottle should be labeled, and the labels should all have entries in the ledger. Those will be the sources of the nectar, the Imbibers who sent them, the dates they are to be shared.” 
 
    “Could you read it?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “Kirn insisted that we should all create our own ciphers, and he’s never taught me his. But Yabn would know – he manages almost all of Kirn’s affairs.” 
 
    I thought for a moment, remembering that Yabn was Kirn’s servant – the fellow from the kitchen with the cleaver. “He’s a soul drinker also?” 
 
    “An Imbiber? No, not Yabn. Kirn insists on keeping a traditional servant for some reason. He’s never explained why.” 
 
    Perhaps he didn’t want to get lazy, I thought, glad again that I’d killed Yulet Kirn right at the start. The master of this house would probably have been dangerous regardless of a gag and blindfold. A man doesn’t live hundreds of years – even with a soul drinker’s powers – unless he’s got more than one trick up his sleeve. 
 
    I asked Vult a number of other questions – about the bottles he’d brought with him, where to find their rightful owners, and so forth. 
 
    Then I used Siege to tap him back unconscious, and went to see what the other members of Yulet Kirn’s coven had to say. 
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    The postman arrived late afternoon of the following day, his presence announced by the ring of a bell at the gate. 
 
    I borrowed Nene’s goodwife ring, put it on the servant Yabn, and gave him very restrictive instructions to fetch the package without damage and without any attempt to raise an alarm with the deliveryman. Despite the magic of the rings and the fact that I watched the exchange from a front window, this wait tried my nerves almost as much as my assault on the house the night before. If Yabn somehow threw off the compulsion of the rings, I might have to chase down and assault an imperial mail carrier in broad daylight – not a move I would relish. 
 
    But the exchange went smoothly, and in moments, the servant returned with the day’s mail, including a package from Popathe Leam in Hanim. 
 
    I secured Yabn again to the bed and returned Nene’s ring to her finger before opening the package. 
 
    “Is that necessary?” Daivan Sjurn asked when I told Nene to hold out her hand for the ring. “She stayed with me while you were in the house, and she behaved herself when you put that on the servant. Do you really need to shackle her with it?” 
 
    “For my own reasons, I find it necessary for her to wear the ring,” I said. “The extent to which I actually have to use it, though – well, that’s up to Nene.” 
 
    Nene stood with fists closed. “But if I refuse to put it on, you will still knock me unconscious with your weapon and force it on me, won’t you.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admitted. “On the other hand, if you put it on willingly, you will take one step further in earning my confidence, and we will be one step nearer to the day when I can discard these things.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and held out her open hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, when the ring slipped into place. “As always, you are not to make any attempt to take that off – or to allow anyone else to take it off unless I say. Now, let’s all turn to something brighter.” 
 
    Popathe Leam’s package consisted of a fine wood box wrapped in heavy paper, with all seams sealed in wax. Inside, once I opened the lid, a small crystal bottle lay nested in padding of cotton and velvet for protection. 
 
    I held the box out toward Sjurn, who reached in and took the bottle with great care. 
 
    It had a silver cap, which he twisted off. His expression remained muted – perhaps by disbelief that we had succeeded, perhaps by concern that the harmonic nectar would not actually make him whole, or perhaps just from the incompleteness of his soul. 
 
    But he did not pause long, and it took only moment for him to tip up the bottle and drain its contents entirely. 
 
    The results were immediate – and profound. 
 
    Sjurn staggered back, his limbs trembling and a hundred expressions seeming to fly across his features at once: amazement, horror, relief, bliss, pain, and every other feeling that, I imagine, he should have been feeling through the weeks since Popathe Leam drained him of his spirit. 
 
    I took him by one arm and guided him to a nearby chair, where he put his face in his hands and sat shaking. 
 
    Nene stepped close, her expression both hesitant and concerned. 
 
    “Is he all right?” she asked. “He doesn’t look well.” 
 
    Sjurn laughed – a laugh of startlement more than humor. Tears streaked his face as he raised it from his hands but did not look beyond the rug in front of him. 
 
    “It’s so much,” he said, with more feeling in his voice than he’d shown the entire time we’d known him. “This has really happened to me, all of it.” 
 
    “Take a moment,” I told him. “You’ve been through a great deal, but you should be fine now.” 
 
    “Fine?” he asked, eyes wide. Then he shook his head emphatically. “I thought I had lived a life of searching and knowing and understanding. But I was just a child dwelling in a hole. There are things so much worse and so much more astonishing than I knew – I will never be ‘fine’ again. I am – I am expanded.” 
 
    He stood quickly and stepped forward to embrace me. “Thank you.” 
 
    I clapped him on the back, seeing jealousy start across Nene’s face. But he released me before she could reach a full seethe, and he turned to her with a look that held more than gratitude. 
 
    “And you – all the beauty of the world incarnate, so lovely and mysterious that you pulled me from that haze of unliving ...” 
 
    He left the thought unfinished and swept her into his arms and into a passionate kiss that wiped away her envy. 
 
    When they were done – which took some time – I said, “All right, then. Let’s finish things up here and get ready to leave.” 
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    We returned to Hanim the same evening, moving with speed for several reasons. First, I had sent Landers to alert the local authorities that a den of soul drinkers had been broken in their town. As a shapeshifter, Landers could testify in disguise and then disappear with ease, whereas I, for obvious reasons, needed to stay as far clear from the law as possible. My hope was that the Sasheivulle police, along with their imperial colleagues, could find the rightful owners of the harmonic nectars that Vult, Mevishe and the others had meant to trade, as well as sort out the identities of the ‘husks’ that Yulet Kirn and his cronies had been using as slaves. We had already returned to those poor men and women whatever remained of their harmonic nectars, but none responded as well as Sjurn had. I suspected they’d all been enthralled for a much longer period of time. 
 
    My second reason for departing hastily was more personal. I wanted to put behind me a place where I’d been forced to do murder. While I trusted the police to handle the soul drinkers’ victims as best they could, the soul drinkers themselves had been another matter. All it would take would be for one of them to work his or her blindfold loose before the marshals arrived, and they might all escape to return to their predatory lives. So before leaving the house, I’d gone to each Imbiber’s room and dealt them all the quickest, most painless death I could, using the magicked iron end of my truncheon. I’d considered stealing their memories and leaving them as children, the way I had with Popathe Leam – but it seemed a bad idea to leave a pattern of amnesia victims behind me as a trail, and besides, none of these had given me a sense that they might do better with a second chance, the way Leam had. 
 
    Last and least important of my motives was the fervor that Daivan Sjurn expressed in wanting to get back to his studio. The man had just been through the most potent events of his life, and felt driven to capture his feelings through art. This might not ordinarily have affected me, but he had such a contagious enthusiasm that I found myself looking forward to watching him paint – and more to the point, I wanted Nene to see the fruits of our good deed. 
 
    So we retrieved our bags from the inn and went to a ’twixter whom Landers recommended. He winked us to Cluiremlath in an instant. Once there, I sent Sjurn into the Magicker’s Club to hire another transporter, in keeping with the habit of muddying my trail. 
 
    We arrived in Hanim at sunset and walked to Sjurn’s flat by nightfall. 
 
    In my gear, I carried three things taken from Yulet Kirn’s house. During our wait for the mail carrier, I had forced Yabn the servant to translate Kirn’s ledger – or at least the pages pertaining to those bottles in his basement. Those codes yielded information about three ‘shared Imbibings’ that had been scheduled for the coming months, along with addresses for the soul drinkers who possessed the other half of each harmonic nectar. I could not expect the Sasheivulle constables to track those soul drinkers down, nor was I certain that the imperial authorities would manage the task properly – especially since one of the locations was on Urka Aspenus, the great wild continent a thousand miles below Delvonia. Yulet Kirn would not be keeping his half of those appointments, but I intended to stop the other halves as well. 
 
    So I had kept the pages about those three bottles, along with Yabn’s translations. I also had the bottles themselves, each carefully packaged for travel in a cushioned box much like the one Popathe Leam had sent to her mentor. 
 
    Finally, I had a small sack of gemstones taken from Yulet Kirn’s safe, which Yabn had opened under duress. Most of what I’d found there, I left for the authorities, with a note that it be used to help Kirn’s victims or their families. But my own funds were not endless, and beating the dates of those three appointments would require me to pay for more of the sorcerous transportation we’d been doing so much of lately. 
 
    So I arrived at Sjurn’s flat with both a mission and some of the means to carry it out. What I lacked, though, was the energy – I’d no more than cat-napped during the night spent inside Yulet Kirn’s mansion, while Landers kept watch and Nene and Sjurn slept most of the evening through. 
 
    As a result, and despite my best intentions, I fell asleep in a chair in one corner of Sjurn’s studio while he filled a canvas with a huge portrait of Nene in her naked, dark-skinned glory. 
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    I woke up with a crick in my neck sometime in the middle of the night. Sjurn remained where I’d last seen him, at work before his easel, brush moving steadily and without hesitation between palette and canvas. I blinked and stretched and slowly came far enough awake to realize that the painting being born in front of my eyes did not show Nene or any other figure, but the vastness of sky through which we’d flown on our way from Trelthamland to Praesh. 
 
    Very quickly after realizing that, I looked about for Nene and found no sign of her. 
 
    I sat up abruptly. “Where is she?” 
 
    The Haniman artist did not immediately answer. His brush washed lavender shadow against the underside of a cloud, then went back to the palette for more paint. Just as I opened my mouth to repeat myself, he seemed to recognize that I’d spoken. 
 
    “What?” he asked. Then, glancing over at me, he said, “Oh. I don’t know – she may have gone upstairs.” 
 
    Leaving him to his work, I hurried up to the second floor, where I found Nene curled beneath the sheets on one side of the bed. The covers over Sjurn’s half of the mattress lay undisturbed; evidently she’d had enough of his painting. Something about her posture – lying on her side, face toward the bed’s edge – made me imagine her coming upstairs in a fit of pique after failing to convince her lover to accompany her. 
 
    I thought about going back down to the studio to talk to Sjurn as he painted. But the chaise lounge over in the corner had an appealing look to it, and I could tell that I still needed rest. 
 
    Nor did our host seem hungry to socialize, I thought. 
 
    When I woke again, a thin dawn light had found its way through the drapes. Nene remained asleep, the other side of the bed remained empty, and the sounds of work from downstairs continued unchanged. I got up and went to the flat’s small lavatory to relieve myself. As I came back out, I found Nene propped on her elbows in the bed, blinking. She turned her gaze toward the empty sheets beside her, then toward me. 
 
    “What time is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Morning,” I said with a shrug. “Can you hear the birds on the rooftops outside?” 
 
    “Have the two of you been down there all night?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I woke up a few hours ago and came up here to sleep myself. It sounds like Sjurn has kept at his painting the whole night through, though.” 
 
    She growled. “After he drank that nectar, he kept talking about how alive he felt, how ‘impassioned’ and ‘charged with feeling.’ I expected him to do something ... lively, once we got here.” 
 
    “You’re disappointed?” 
 
    She sat up and glared toward the staircase. “What else would I be? I sat for hours on that stool while he painted my picture. He kept muttering how beautiful I was. But the way he looked at me – it wasn’t the way he looked at me in that store, when we first met, or the way he looked at me the first time we enjoyed this bed together. It was – examination. His eyes picking apart all of my pieces, so that he could figure out what blobs of pigment to mix together in order to paint them.” 
 
    “His life is painting, Nene,” I said. “He’s been away from it for the better part of a month. You should be patient with him.” 
 
    “Patience is your answer to everything I dislike,” she said, scowling at me. 
 
    “It’s a good remedy for most things, once you learn how to apply it.” 
 
    “I would rather learn how to apply myself to fighting with a knife,” she said. “At the first sparring club we went to, Daivan said that they had such places here in Hanim. We should find one and practice, and perhaps he will be done painting when we get back. That would be much less boring than sitting around here on a stool beside his easel.” 
 
    I had no argument with that, and shortly thereafter we set out through the streets of Hanim to see what we could find. 
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    For the next three days, Nene and I explored Hanim, practiced her knife skills, and let Sjurn paint a variety of pictures of us. I refused to take my clothes off for my sittings, not out of prudishness, but because the artist seemed to take as much or more interest in me as he did in Nene, and I had no desire to encourage that – not that he seemed enormously interested in either of us, except as visual subjects. Nene managed to entice him up to the bedroom only once, and pouted afterwards about the brevity of the encounter. 
 
    At intervals throughout those three days, I contemplated the translated entries from Yulet Kirn’s ledger. The pages identified three soul drinkers and specified three dates for shared imbibings. The soonest of these stood about a week and a half off. The second occurred two weeks after that, and the third around a month later. I had no real concern about the first two addresses – although one never takes lightly the idea of breaking into a wizard’s home with assault in mind. Wolden lies in Trelthamland and Lenk just south of Delvonia, both regions I’d traveled before. 
 
    But the third location, the one farthest off in time, worried me. 
 
    Urka Aspenus is a savage wildland that floats a thousand or more miles below Delvonia. It attracts explorers who find themselves dissatisfied with the various wildernesses of the empire’s realms, and expeditions head there regularly to map out new swaths of its jungles and woods. About half of those expeditions never return. Because of the elemental magics winding through the place – energies bound up in rock and air and water and beasts – you never know whether a given ledge or stream might rear up and attack you. And you always know that something large and hungry is probably prowling around your vicinity with a sharp ear out for any footfalls you might make. 
 
    People do go there, and people do return. Some even dwell in the wilds. 
 
    But all of those people have one thing in common: they are very, very well prepared. 
 
    The address in my possession specified an inn in the only permanent settlement on the Wild Continent, a place called the Wildernest. If any location on Urka Aspenus could be considered relatively safe, the Wildernest would be it. 
 
    Nonetheless, to stop that final imbibing, I would have to take myself and Nene to the very edge of the most dangerous territory I knew of – and I know of some dangerous places indeed. 
 
    Furthermore, anyone who kept an address on Urka Aspenus deserved a healthy measure of respect. The soul drinkers in Wolden and Lenk might turn out to be cut from the same stuff as Popathe Leam – inexperienced and easily trounced. But a resident of the Wildernest had to be presumed formidable. 
 
    Still, a man’s life had been split into two draughts of emerald fluid, and one of them now sat in my pack. I could hardly sit around and let that date go by, consigning him to a hollow existence while leaving his destroyer free to prey upon others. 
 
    So I took Nene to museums, and I took her to the sparring club. I took her to markets and to another sparring club. I took her around the restaurants of Hanim, which produce food that is literally as spectacular and as varied as can be imagined. And I took her to a play, choosing one that I expected to be rather bloodthirsty and therefore to her tastes – but in true Haniman fashion, the decadents of the city had transformed it into a highly erotic performance. 
 
    That worked out to my advantage, because the play both held Nene’s attention and inclined her to proposition Daivan Sjurn once we returned to his flat. When he begged off in favor of continuing to paint, she stormed upstairs to bed, and then complained at me for half an hour about the artist’s many disappointing characteristics. 
 
    I stopped her at last and said, “This is what real people are like, Nene. When Sjurn was missing his spirit, you could tug him whichever way you wanted with very little resistance – but remember how often his lack of energy disappointed you? Well, now he has energy. You just have to understand that it is his energy, and he can’t necessarily control where it takes him.” 
 
    “I have energy too,” she declared, crossing her arms over her chest. “Why can’t I be taken where my energy wants to go?” 
 
    “Because you’re focusing your energy on an appetite,” I said, “and you’re focusing that appetite on a person, and that person isn’t focusing back on you. You might do better to redirect your energy at something else.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “I suppose you have advice on where to redirect it?” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “You’ve made some progress in the last few days of practice at the sparring clubs. What if we go somewhere that you could make use of your new fighting skills?” 
 
    “I have progressed from knowing nothing to knowing that I know nothing,” she said. “I have enough skill to understand how little skill I have. Would you really take me into a fight?” 
 
    “Well,” I admitted, “not a fair fight.” 
 
    We left the next morning for Wolden, in Trelthamland. 
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    Wolden spreads out on either side of the Murwinder River, at the juncture of the river and the Great Treltham Highway. As you would expect, it’s mostly a trading town, where boats from up- and downriver drop their cargoes and pick up new ones, and where caravans headed east to Delvonia or west to Treltham can stop to trade wares or simply rest. Still, as cities go, Wolden is on the small side – the Great Treltham Highway is an old and second-rate road at best, dating from one of those eras when Trelthamland asserted independence from its more powerful eastern neighbor. 
 
    Nene and I arrived in early evening by way of another sky carriage, which dropped us off well outside of town just like the one we’d taken to Sasheivulle in Praesh. The walk along the Highway proved uneventful, and we took lodging with a farmer who had space in his barn just within sight of the river. Obviously, Nene complained of the animal smells and the discomfort of sleeping on hay, but I preferred not to rent a room in town because of our quarry’s occupation. 
 
    According to Yulet Kirn’s notes, this Wolden soul drinker ran a small tavern in town. As such, he could be expected to know the local innkeepers well, and might even have allies amongst them keeping an eye out for victims who might interest him. The situation struck me as a clever arrangement for a soul drinker; with so many travelers passing through, a tavernmaster could regularly find outbound traders or boatmen, mesmerize them, drain them of their harmonic nectars, and then order them to continue on their way out of town, so that they would be far away when the Imbibing put an end to them. Meanwhile, running the ale-house would keep the villain in good standing with the locals, who doubtless would suspect nothing. 
 
    So we stayed in a barn instead of an inn, and we walked an extra hour into town to scout the situation out for the next two days, by which time I’d satisfied myself of a plan. 
 
    On the third evening I had Nene lead me across the bridge to the tavern, which was called Harkin’s Den after the owner. She led me because I wore a bandage about my head, covering both eyes. A few drops of cow’s blood added to the realism of the bandage, or so I hoped. 
 
    Our story, which we told and retold several times that night, was that I’d had a skull-eater drop on me in the Lower Sloughs, a swampy region of Trelthamland not too far off. Its tentacles had squeezed and cut me before Nene managed to kill it, and the healer we’d been to wasn’t able to restore my sight, so we’d headed for the city of Treltham in hopes of finding a better healer there.  
 
    This tale, and our looks, and my willingness to buy drinks and play dice, kept a variety of men at our corner table for much of the evening, until I pretended to become a surly drunk and shouted them all away not long before closing time. Then I put my head down and feigned an occasional snore while Nene sat close at hand and stared into her last mug, as I’d told her to. 
 
    When Harkin the barkeep rang his closing bell, I made as though dead to the world. A serving girl came by and told Nene to rouse me so that we could get out, but I only mumbled and defied their efforts, keeping my head on the table. Since I’d chosen a spot as far as possible from the door, these delays allowed the tavern to clear by the time Harkin himself came over to see what the trouble was. 
 
    I heard him bid farewell to the last of his other customers, and I listened as his footsteps approached our corner. He’d made his way past our table a time or two earlier in the evening, but if we’d interested him then, my blindness had given him pause, the way I rather expected it would. A soul drinker, I reasoned, would be naturally cautious around anyone immune to his enthralling gaze. 
 
    But now I thought I detected a tone in his voice as he told the serving girl, “I’ll take care of this, Pandi. Get the last of these mugs into the back and start the washing up.” 
 
    When she’d gone, he asked Nene, “Where are you two staying?” 
 
    My instructions to her had been clear. If Harkin spoke to her, the first words out of her mouth were to be, “My friend is blind.” 
 
    Instead, she said, “In a barn ...” 
 
    That diversion from plan, and the hollowness of her words, told me that Harkin had locked eyes with her and enchanted her. So I took over her speech by way of the goodwife rings, making her continue directly. 
 
    “ ... was the last place we slept. We were going to take a room in town tonight, now that we’re off the road.” 
 
    “Well,” he said smoothly, “the Swan’s Wing is just a few doors down. If we each get an arm about our shoulders, I think we can carry her there.” 
 
    “Okay,” I had Nene say. 
 
    She stood from her chair and took hold of my left hand. I heard the tavernmaster step over to my right. 
 
    When he leaned over to grasp my arm, I struck. 
 
    I’d had my right hand in my lap, with Siege held out-of-sight under the table. Now I brought the truncheon out and jabbed it up into his ribs, amber end first. I couldn’t see to make the hit, of course. But even a glancing blow with Siege will knock most men out and send the strongest to their knees. 
 
    Harkin collapsed against me, making a faint sound that I took as an attempt to scream. I jerked my left hand loose of Nene’s and used it to grab him. Once I had hold of his neck, Siege found his head easily, and he fell unconscious to the floor. 
 
    I pulled the wrappings from my head and hurried myself and Nene quickly over by the door to the back room. Taking up a spot behind the door, I had Nene call out, “Pandi? Pandi, Harkin says to come out here.” 
 
    When the serving girl opened the door and passed me, I tapped her lightly from behind and sent her to the floor as well. 
 
    This left Nene and myself in possession of the bar and, more importantly, the soul drinker. I borrowed her ring and put it onto Harkin so that I could send him to the door to lock it up. As I puppeteered him across the tavern, Nene complained. 
 
    “I thought you were going to hand me the weapon under the table,” she said. “I didn’t get to do anything except become enspelled again. You and this soul drinker took away my will, and I didn’t even have the satisfaction of smashing him.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, a bit distracted by having to manipulate Harkin with the goodwife rings. “It just worked out that hitting him myself was quicker and simpler. Simpler is usually safer in a fight, so that’s what I went with.” 
 
    “Well, I would rather go back to being ignored by Sjurn than just let myself be used as a tool in more of these attacks on soul drinkers.” 
 
    With the door locked, I moved Harkin out of sight of the front windows and let him slump back to the floor. 
 
    I looked at Nene. Her point was a real grievance, not just peevishness. I nodded slowly and said, “All right. I’ll tell you what, then. When we’ve gotten the information we need from this fellow, I’ll let you do the best part of this whole affair yourself.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes uncertainly. “You mean, crushing his skull with the truncheon?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Better than that by far.” 
 
      
 
    CII 
 
      
 
    The gale spirits returned with our sky carriage the next morning to whisk us away from the town of Wolden. Behind us, we left Harkin the tavernmaster dead and Pandi the serving girl missing several minutes of her memories. I had taken care of both of these depredations with Nene out of the room, since I didn’t care for her to see either act transpire. 
 
    Across Trelthamland we went, and across the border into the Home Provinces of Delvonia. Just outside the city of Atterfend the carriage landed once again. I instructed it to wait for us this time, and we walked into town and sought out the house of a man named Werld Colquin, who engineered fountains and waterworks for his living. Colquin had stopped in at Harkin’s Den while returning home from Trelthamland. Harkin had sent him on his way deprived of his harmonic nectar, and my hope was that his traveling companions had gotten him home safely despite the lassitude that must have befallen him in Wolden. 
 
    A few inquiries got us to Colquin’s address an hour or so after we reached Atterfend. The house stood tall and proud – not a mansion like Yulet Kirn’s, but a respectable dwelling nonetheless.  
 
    At our knock a woman came to the door. 
 
    “Who is it?” she asked without opening the portal. Her voice sounded both tired and wary. 
 
    Nene looked at me unhappily. I gestured at the door and nodded. 
 
    “We are here to see Werld Colquin,” she announced. “Is he at home?” 
 
    “He can’t see you,” said the voice. “He’s not well.” 
 
    “Yes, we know,” said Nene. “We’ve brought something to help him.” 
 
    There was a pause, then the unlatching of the door. A woman of middle age opened it, her eyes shadowed with dark circles underneath. Those eyes flitted from Nene to me and back again, full of suspicion but clearly wanting to be full of hope. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. “What help are you offering? We’ve no money to spare – my husband hasn’t worked since he got back from Trelthamland, three weeks ago.” 
 
    “We don’t need money,” Nene said. “Werld Colquin was drained by a soul drinker. We killed the soul drinker and are bringing the souls back to his victims. I am Nene. My friend prefers not to give her name.” 
 
    Again, the woman looked the two of us over, this time more slowly, her face baffled but registering the truncheon at my side and the knives that Nene and I both wore at our belts. 
 
    “I don’t know what a soul drinker is,” she said. “You can help Werld? Really?” 
 
    Nene lifted up one of the boxes we’d brought with us from Sasheivulle. She opened the lid to reveal two bottles of harmonic nectar nestled in the velvet within – one from Yulet Kirn’s mansion, the other from Harkin’s Den. “If he drinks these, he should be well again.” 
 
    Something changed in the woman’s face – a decision being reached. She could not make sense of the things Nene had told her. But desperation brings a certain flexibility to people, a willingness to go beyond things that make sense toward anything that offers hope. 
 
    “Come in,” she said. “I’m Dula Colquin, Werld’s wife. He’s in the back, this way.” 
 
    She led us quickly through the house, babbling about her husband’s return in a vacant, shambling state, how his assistant had been unable to explain what had happened, how he’d lost all interest in speaking, then in eating, and now simply lay abed, staring upward and ignoring everything around him. 
 
    When we reached the back room where he rested, I saw in Colquin’s eyes the same faraway look that Daivan Sjurn had shown at our first meeting, only more distant and unresponsive by far. 
 
    I watched Nene looking down at the man as his wife said, “Werld. Werld, someone’s come to help.” 
 
    A girl came into the room behind us, pretty and young and just shy of marrying age. “Mama?” she asked. “What’s happening? Who are these people?” 
 
    “They’ve come to help,” said Dula. Then she bent over her husband again and patted his cheek. “Werld!” 
 
    I tapped Nene on the shoulder and nodded down at the box she still held. 
 
    “Here,” she said, holding it out to Colquin’s wife. “Here, take these and have him drink them.” 
 
    She seemed uncomfortable as she passed the box over. An energy came off of the wife and daughter, an almost palpable radiation of hope where there had been none before. Whether Nene sensed it and was confused, or simply felt out of place, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    Dula Colquin lifted the first bottle from the box with a shaking hand and uncapped it. As she held it up to her husband’s lips, he blinked twice – perhaps at the smell? He did not resist when she tipped the bottle up, but drank reflexively and then more than reflexively. 
 
    He half-sat, one hand going around hers as she tilted the bottle further. When he had it empty, he said, “Dula, what ... ?” 
 
    Mother and daughter both shrieked and fell upon the man, laughing and crying at once, their voices too loud for me to make out his words. I could see that he had not fully come back to himself; he still had the other bottle to drink. But their joy and relief at hearing him speak overwhelmed the two women. 
 
    “You should – ” Nene started to say, only to realize that they could not hear her. She spoke up, “You should have him drink the other half.” 
 
    It took a moment for this to sink in, and then Dula fumbled hastily for the second bottle and handed it to her husband. 
 
    As he drank, the daughter turned and lunged at Nene, wrapping both arms tightly around her and gushing an incoherent stream of thanks. Nene had several inches of height on the girl, so she had to hop up to kiss her father’s benefactor on each cheek. 
 
    When the girl turned back to the bedside, I could see a flustered look on Nene’s face. Werld Colquin called out to be let up, and once he stood the whole family was embracing each other and Nene and me in a swirl of laughter and gratitude. They thanked us a dozen times between hugging each other and spouting questions about who we were and where we had come from and what had happened to Colquin and what had happened to the soul drinker. 
 
    Amidst the din of all this, Dula finally said, “Stop, stop, stop! Everyone, stop. I must make us some lunch – please, say you’ll take lunch with us, and dinner too, and we can have the whole story as we eat.” 
 
    Here, I spoke up. “I’m afraid we are due elsewhere. Yours are not the only bottles we have to return, much as we’d like to accept your hospitality.” 
 
    Dula and her husband both looked disappointed – but I could see, too, that they immediately accepted the urgency of returning other nectars to other victims. 
 
    “At least tell me, though,” Colquin said, his voice earnest, “why did you come all this way to help me?” 
 
    I had stayed back as much as I could through all of this, so his question was focused mostly on Nene, who looked at a loss to explain. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. She looked over at me, and then back to the engineer, and what she found to say was, “It needed to be done.” 
 
    I put a hand on her shoulder and said, “That’s exactly it.” 
 
    Then we bore a few more embraces and headed back to the outskirts of town where our sky carriage awaited. 
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    “Well?” I asked her as the gale spirits lifted our carriage up into the air. 
 
    I had taken the forward bench, and Nene the aft one. She frowned as she looked at me from the corner where she’d propped herself. 
 
    “Well, what?” she asked. 
 
    “You’ve been quiet since we left the Colquins’ house. What do you think about what we’ve done today?” 
 
    Her expression tightened with annoyance. “I don’t know what I think. If I had something to say, I would be saying it, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled gently. “You’ve been thinking about something. Are you going to pretend otherwise?” 
 
    She put her shaven head back against the wood of the coach’s wall and closed her eyes. “They made me feel strange,” she said. “I’m trying to understand it, but it is – strange. That’s all.” 
 
    “A good kind of strange?” 
 
    Her blue eyes flashed as she opened them again and pointed them my way. “I said I don’t know, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “It’s just that up till now, I haven’t noticed you hesitating to form an opinion on things. You seem to grasp pretty quickly whether you like or dislike them – or rather, whether you like them or hate them.” 
 
    “I disliked this,” she said sharply. Then she clenched her jaw and took a breath before going on. “But – something felt – I don’t know. They were strangers. What did I care about the man and whether he got his soul back or not? What did I care if the wife and the girl were suffering before and are happy now? Why would I want them touching me and squeezing me and squealing? It was not like being in bed with Daivan, and I did not invite them to put their arms around me. It was strange and awkward.” 
 
    “Those sound like excuses to me,” I said. “You felt happy while it was going on, didn’t you? You felt happy, and you didn’t know why, and that bothered you, and now you’re trying to convince yourself that you felt differently.” 
 
    Nene did not respond. Instead, she put her head back again, closed her eyes again. I could see her throat move as she swallowed. 
 
    Then she put her hands to her face. From the way her shoulders bunched up, I could tell she was crying, though she made no sound. 
 
    For that moment, the Empress of Delvonia and the Identity of Cimone disappeared from my view, and I looked only at a woman in painful confusion – vulnerable, her head shorn, her anger and defenses stripped away. I felt an urge to reach over and touch her arm in comfort. 
 
    But I held back briefly, and then she rolled forward to lean upon her knees, sobbing. 
 
    “What am I?” she asked, palms still pressed against her cheeks. “What’s wrong with me? No one feels about me the way those women feel about Colquin. Daivan Sjurn does not. I don’t feel about him the way they feel about Colquin. I am no one’s daughter or mother or wife. Why did those strangers hold me with love?” 
 
    She looked up at me, tears running down her face. “I could tell it – couldn’t you? They loved me for what I had done. But I had only done things you told me to. And so they really loved you, not me. But I felt it, and I felt – I –” 
 
    Her face contorted as she struggled with her emotions. 
 
    Softly, I asked her, “What did you feel, Nene?” 
 
    “I loved them too,” she said, bewildered. “It was stupid. Two stupid women, screaming and cackling like mad things and tugging at me and holding me – why would I want that?” 
 
    “Real joy is a powerful thing, Nene,” I said, remembering how charged with delight that room had been. “We don’t get to see it that often, and I don’t suppose you’ve seen it at all, before now. Don’t fault yourself for liking it. Don’t fight yourself. That feeling is worth more than all the sex and all the food that you could ever consume. And you can have the same sort of feeling again, almost whenever you want it, just by choosing a life of helping people. It’s not always that strong, but it’s yours for the taking, if you seek it.” 
 
    She looked at me as though she mistrusted that statement. 
 
    But for once, I could also see that she wanted to trust it.  
 
    That she wanted to trust me. 
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    Daivan Sjurn lay asleep in bed when we reached his flat that evening. He had given us a spare key, before we’d left for our journey, and upon unlocking his door we passed through a forest of new paintings in the ground-floor studio. With some discomfort, I noticed that I figured as prominently in many of the paintings as Nene did. Thankfully, my ward seemed uninterested in the artwork, and I certainly did not point it out to her. 
 
    We carried our packs upstairs, tired from a long day’s travels, and found Sjurn fully clothed but face-down and snoring upon the sheets. 
 
    Nene took off her tunic and breeches and curled up next to him, putting a hand upon his shoulder. He shifted without waking and rolled out from under her touch. I went to sleep on the chaise again. 
 
    In the morning, I woke to the sound of the two of them talking. 
 
    “– dressed and go downstairs,” Sjurn was saying, enthusiastically, “so that I can show you what I’ve been working on.” 
 
    I could hear Nene prop herself up in the bed and sigh. “Can’t we lie here a little longer? That was very quick. I hoped we could do more.” 
 
    “We’ll come back,” Sjurn promised. “Come on, I want to know what you think.” 
 
    “I think you should stop putting clothes on and get back underneath the covers with me.” 
 
    I cracked an eye open to make sure Nene still wore one of the protective charms I’d gotten her, but the dim morning light and the bad angle kept me from seeing whether the necklace hung upon her breast, warding off fertility and disease. I must have raised my head slightly without thinking about it, though, because Sjurn noticed me. 
 
    “Look, Avelia’s up,” he said, fastening his pants about his waist. “It will be a few minutes before I’m ready again anyway. Why don’t we all go downstairs, I can show you both the paintings, and then you and I can come back up straightaway while she goes out for breakfast or something. Or she could even join us. If you’re interested, that is, Avelia.” 
 
    The displeasure on Nene’s face did not seem to register for him, and I raised a hand and spoke up quickly to head off an explosion from her. 
 
    “In the paintings, yes,” I said. “In coming back to bed with you, no. Here’s my idea, just as a counterproposal. I’ll go down to the studio and study everything you’ve been working on, while you stay up here and work on Nene. Then I’ll go out and bring back some breakfast for us all, and we can talk over the paintings while we eat.” 
 
     By this point, I had seen that Nene did in fact have the charm necklace about her throat, so I felt comfortable making the suggestion. And since two women now urged him back into bed, he seemed to turn with the tide. 
 
    “Good,” he said. He scratched behind his head. “Yes, that’s a fine idea.” 
 
    I walked past the bed to the lavatory as he got back out of his clothes. Nene looked at me as if she couldn’t decide whether to be jealous of the fact that Sjurn had invited me into the bed with them, or grateful for the fact that I’d pushed him toward her. By the time I’d finished in the toilet, though, they both had their attentions firmly fixed on each other. I made my way down to the studio unnoticed. 
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    Nene and I kept very busy for the next week and a half. Most days, we spent hours at practice on fighting techniques and hours more exploring the cultural opportunities that Hanim afforded us. She seemed at least slightly less resistant to museums and plays now than she had before – I couldn’t tell if this reflected a deepening of her emotions since restoring Werld Colquin’s harmonic nectar to him, or if it merely reflected a desire to avoid the boredom she clearly felt at Sjurn’s apartment, where he continued to spend almost all of his time in the studio. 
 
    We took two additional jaunts out of town, returning bottles from the secret room of Harken’s Den, where the soul drinker had performed his rites and kept his records. Neither restoration created quite the jubilation that had occurred in the Colquin house – one victim lived alone, and the other had only a servant for company. But there had been gratitude in each case nonetheless, and Nene did not argue at either doorstep when I offered her the bottles and suggested that she be the one to return them and explain. 
 
    Daivan Sjurn grew less obsessed with painting as the days went on, but only slightly so. He did take most meals with us, and conversed at length about the things we’d seen on days we spent in art galleries or at the theater. And he gave Nene a fair amount more attention in the evenings than when we’d first returned from Praesh. 
 
    But I noticed that he tired easily of Nene’s thoughts on dramatic presentations, of her straightforward descriptions about the historical artifacts we’d seen in museum displays. He listened, and he asked her questions, and he responded nicely enough. Yet all too often, when she was done, he would turn to me and ask what I thought, in a way that made it clear he expected a greater depth of understanding from me – a more stimulating demonstration of intellect. 
 
    I didn’t fault Sjurn for this. He felt kindly toward Nene, he had significant affection for her, and he greatly desired to see her intelligence engaged. In fact, her naive interpretations of things delighted him at times, because her observations so often had a certain brutal sense to them, as when she expressed her bafflement over the ridiculous costumes at a ballet. But Sjurn was a man used to an intense life of the mind – a man who expected abstract discussions on rarefied topics – and Nene had no capacity to give him that. Keen as her mind might be, she simply knew too little. Her beauty and strangeness had engaged his curiosity even in his deadened state, but they could not sustain him now that he had returned from that grey land. 
 
    The situation fractured itself after our next trip out of town. The two of us went to Lenk, hunting our next soul drinker. He turned out to be a young man, living alone in one of the cliffside warrens of the Hundred Mile City – our easiest prey since Popathe Leam. I let Nene wield the truncheon, which seemed to gratify her, and I again let her do the talking as we returned each harmonic nectar from this Imbiber’s cache. Despite his youth and the ease with which we caught him, he had amassed a surprising number of souls in his collection, and it took us two solid days of traveling up and down the Lenk River to return them all.  
 
    The task left Nene hungry for something. Three different families treated us to more or less the same reaction that the Colquins had – gratitude so effusive and heartfelt that it affected even my hard-hearted ward. Four other victims lived alone or with less affectionate caretakers, but expressed their own thanks to us no less strongly. 
 
    And finally, we came to a family whose son had first lost all spirit and initiative, and then slipped one evening into the river, never to reappear. It was a low note to end on, after so many grateful souls delighting in our help, and it struck Nene somehow. She said almost nothing to me the whole of our return to Hanim. 
 
    On returning to Sjurn’s flat, we found the studio dark and light showing through the upper windows. I unlocked the door, and Nene went in with a bit more energy in her step, saying, “Finally, we get home and he’s not smearing paint around!” 
 
    Something gave me a premonition as I locked the door – some sound just below the limit of hearing, or a scent mingled in with the overpowering smell of oils and turpentine. 
 
    “Nene, wait –” I said quietly. 
 
    But she had already reached the stairs and begun to jog up them. She reached the top as I reached the bottom, and she stopped there, of course, looking into the bedroom. 
 
    The tone in her exclamation could not be mistaken, although all she said was, “What?” 
 
    I heard Sjurn’s voice as I climbed, feeling weary and not really up to this. He said something too low for me to catch, then her name, and then the words grew clearer as I neared the upper steps. 
 
    “– sella, one of my most supportive patrons. Innesella, this is Nene.” 
 
    A woman’s voice responded, very cultured, yet also enthusiastic. “Of course it is, Daivan, you silly man. How could I not recognize her from the portraits?”  
 
    I arrived at Nene’s side to see just what I expected – Sjurn and his patron in bed and unclothed. Nene’s mouth hung open, but she still had said nothing beyond that one initial word. 
 
    “And here is ‘Avelia,’” Insella said, her eyes flaring happily as I came into view. I felt a little like I’d been turned into a fabulous sculpture. A pretty woman approaching middle age, she had that raw Haniman sensuality to her, along with an obvious passion for the aesthetic. Smoothing the glossy sheet over her belly, she continued, “Are either of you going to join us?” 
 
    Nene found some words at last and addressed them to Sjurn, at whom she’d been staring the whole time. “Were you just waiting for us to leave town?” 
 
    Sjurn’s brow furrowed. “You’re upset.” 
 
    Inesella put a hand on his arm. “Daivan, dear, foreigners get this way about bed partners sometimes.” 
 
    “I know that, of course,” he said. He looked at Nene and went on, “But I didn’t expect that you ... look, Inesella happened by, and I showed her everything I’ve been working on, and we had a small supper, and this is where these things end up in Hanim. If I’d known you were coming back, I suppose I might have waited until you arrived instead of starting without you, but –” 
 
     Nene growled. I kept a close eye on her for any sign that she might be reaching toward the knife at her belt, or simply balling up a fist. She did neither, though. Instead, she said, “I do not know many things. But I know that you have not been anxious to bed me these last several weeks, and now I find you coupling with the first woman who calls on you. I am supposed to think nothing of it? For three days I have wanted to get back here. I – have missed you. But here you are with another woman, and you don’t even get up to greet me.” 
 
    Sjurn sat up a little straighter against the headboard and rubbed his temple with one hand. “Nene, I’m sorry, but we’ve said no pledges to one another. You haven’t asked me to abstain from other companions, and I certainly haven’t asked it of you.” 
 
    “This is really quite awkward,” Inesella said. “Perhaps I should –” 
 
    “No,” the artist said, forcefully. “No, if Nene has missed me – if you have missed me, Nene, you should get out of your clothes and come over here and stop being ridiculous.” 
 
    The look on Nene’s face at this might have been fury. Or it might have been anguish. Her whole body stayed rigid, and she said nothing. 
 
    I sighed, and decided I should at last step in. “Daivan,” I said gently, “it’s not ridiculous of her to be upset. And she’s not upset that Inesella is here, not really. I think you know why Nene is angry – possibly even better than she does – and you need to face it and be open with her.” 
 
    He looked at me, and I saw the struggle on his face. On the one hand, no one happily admits to being wrong. But on the other hand, he felt a deep respect for me – a deep sense of obligation to me – and he could not dismiss my words as lightly as he dismissed Nene’s or Inesella’s. 
 
    He threw back the sheets and got up then, picking a robe off the floor and donning it. He walked over to where Nene stood, his expression conflicted. He reached down and took both of her hands with his. 
 
    “I owe you so much,” he said. “I owe you for your beauty, that pulled me out of my waking death. I owe you for stoking what little living fire remained in me. I owe you for your bravery in facing those soul drinkers. I owe you for the way you see things – so differently from anyone else I’ve ever met.” 
 
    The look on Nene’s face changed very slightly, taking on elements of confusion and alarm. 
 
    “I owe you, and I care for you,” Sjurn went on, “and I wish I did not have to say this – but I believe in truth, and the truth is that you are not what I need now.” 
 
    Tears started at the corners of her eyes, and I could see that she was biting her lip. 
 
    “I want you to stay,” he said. “I want you to stay, and I want to watch you learn. But I have to live my life. That woman took it from me once, and in getting it back, I feel more than ever what a tremendous gift it is. I can’t shut it away and only live for you – even though you certainly deserve that.” 
 
    “But,” she asked, haltingly, “but why do I have to be – such a small part of your life?” 
 
    He looked at the floor and shook his head slowly. Then he seemed to steel himself, and faced her again, very directly.  
 
   
  
 

 “It’s because I live for color, Nene,” he said, passionately – apologetically. “I live for color, and you are clay. Rich, beautiful clay of some sort finer than any sculptor ever dreamed of – too rich for me to even really grasp what to do with. You need to be molded, shaped ...” He glanced at me, then went on, “ ... it’s just not my medium. I’m sorry, but it’s not.” 
 
    She simmered for a moment – a very quick moment – and then she boiled. 
 
    “You,” she said to him, yanking her hands loose of his, “you – you’re so – selfish.” 
 
    He looked startled at that. In fact, it actually brought a sputtering laugh from him. 
 
    “I’m selfish?” he asked. Then the incredulity slowly erased itself from his face. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have laughed. Of course I’m selfish. But Nene, I’m afraid you’re possibly the single most selfish person I’ve ever met. I don’t hold it against you in any way – I’m Haniman. We’re selfish creatures, and I think we give others a bit more latitude for their selfishness. But for you to complain that I’m selfish – I’ve given you my home. I’ve told you I want you to stay. I don’t believe a day has gone by in which I haven’t thanked you for all you’ve done for me – both of you.” He glanced my way here, and it was certainly true that even in his most obsessive painting streaks, he would always spare at least a moment now and then to gush about how indebted he felt to us. “But you, Nene – you have this wonderful teacher doing everything she can to make you understand the world, to help you enjoy it. And do you ever thank her? No – you treat her like some rival or enemy. You scoff at her suggestions and lessons. And have you ever tried to understand what goes on in my head when I’m working? Have you ever even asked if I have enjoyed the things you’ve done to me in bed? No. You demand, and you insist, and you complain.” 
 
    Angrily, she took a step away from him. “That is not all I do,” she said. “I also help people. Avelia and I have helped many people the last few days, while you have been painting and pleasuring yourself with this woman. And if you do not like my complaining, then you will not have to listen to it – because we will go and help other people, and you can stay here and – and – ku’iin!” 
 
    The last was a Hiisian word for indulgent copulation, possibly the coarsest term in any of the three languages that Nene spoke. Being from Hanim, Sjurn knew what it meant, and looked disheartened and more than a little guilty as she flung it at him. 
 
    But Nene did not wait to see his reaction. Instead, she turned and stalked past me down the staircase, saying, “I am going, Avelia – unless you make me stay. I do not want to sleep here again.” 
 
    “Wait by the door,” I told her as she continued downward. “I’ll collect up the things we’ve left here.” 
 
    When I looked back up at Sjurn, he had his mouth open in a manner that suggested an apology was about to come out of it. I headed it off by patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Live your life, Daivan,” I told him. “We’ll be back or we won’t, but either way, she’s learned something from you. Just promise me that once you get your feet back under you, you’ll try to brighten up the world somewhat, instead of only brightening up your studio. Can you?” 
 
    He nodded slowly and then went to climb back in bed with Inesella. When I’d gathered the odds and ends that Nene and I had left in the room, I said my goodbyes to them both, and they said theirs to me. 
 
    Then I went down the staircase, leaving Daivan Sjurn staring thoughtfully at his ceiling while Inesella toyed with the hair on his chest. 
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    We were in luck that a cloudwhale had arrived in Hanim just the day before and would depart for Urka Aspenus the day after. It can be weeks between such departures, because the route is not in high demand. The Wild Continent offers a great many opportunities for fortune seekers, but an even greater number of opportunities for getting yourself killed. So most sensible folk avoid it. 
 
    I had, for sixty years. 
 
    But I held a life in my hand now – or half a life, anyway, since the other half lay in the possession of a soul drinker who kept address at the Wildernest. And Nene insisted that we must save this one in particular. Her desire to prove Sjurn wrong hovered obtrusively behind this insistence, but I hoped that perhaps she held that desire not just out of spite, but because she wanted to prove to herself that she was better than he claimed. 
 
    At any rate, we spent an evening at an inn and a morning at the sparring club before our cloudwhale got underway, and Nene used her fervor for our mission to deflect every attempt to talk about her feelings or about Sjurn. You might have thought her a religious crusader, if you’d listened to her without knowing the details. Nonetheless, I heard her crying quietly in her bed after I blew out the lamp in our room, and I noticed a significant jump in her aggression during our knife practice the next morning. 
 
    I wondered about the wisdom of flying to Urka Aspenus by cloudwhale. We’d be two weeks in a gondola beneath the vast, gas-filled creature, with only the small space of our cabin to escape to, if any of our few dozen fellow passengers took an excessive interest in us. But the fare would be cheap, in comparison to hiring a sorcerous transporter, and I hoped it would give me time to get through to her. Our entire journey together, so far, had been flitting from one place to another – a bombardment of different sights, different people, different cultures and customs. I felt a need to show Nene some stability, and I could think of no other way to do so, given our circumstances. 
 
    Besides which, we had plenty of time before the date of the appointment in Yulet Kirn’s ledger would arrive.  
 
    So I took a path that I wanted to; I like the deck of a cloudwhale gondola – it puts you in the midst of peaceful enormity.  
 
    Arriving at the tower that serves as Hanim’s skyport, though, Nene expressed a distinct lack of enthusiasm. 
 
    “This creature does not look fast,” she said. “Didn’t the first soul drinker send her package on one of these – and didn’t it take weeks to arrive?” 
 
    “Yes, on both counts,” I said. “Nonetheless, this is how we’ll be getting to Urka Aspenus.” 
 
    She continued to argue the point even after we’d paid our fares and climbed a portable stairway to the gondola. In fact, she continued to argue until the whale’s crew cast off and we began to rise up over the land at a slow but quickening pace. Then she switched to complaining about the swaying of the deck beneath her feet. 
 
    Cloudwhales are innately magical beasts, like wyrms and many other large creatures of the air. They lack wings, but move themselves through the sky by means of long, fine tendrils growing by the thousands in clusters along their sides. These tendrils give off an energy that nauseates and disorients most people, so the gondola of a captive whale must be hung below the tentacles’ fifty-foot reach. As a result, even gentle motion by the whale can set the whole gondola to swinging or tilting – which many people also find unkind to their stomachs, but to a lesser degree than the energy of the tendrils. 
 
    Nene’s skin had been dyed too dark to blanche, but the expression on her face told me she would have turned a queasy color if she could. 
 
    “Two weeks, we have to experience this feeling?” she asked, clinging to the rail by which we stood. “I won’t be able to sleep or eat. We must turn back and get off.” 
 
    “It’s worst when the beast is maneuvering,” I told her. “On the straight pull between continents, you’ll hardly notice it. As for sleeping, once you get used to the feeling, it’s like being rocked in a cradle by your mother.” 
 
    “I have no mother,” she said. “I know what a cradle is, but I don’t know why being rocked in one would be any more tolerable than this.” 
 
    I laughed and said, “I don’t know either. I certainly can’t remember being rocked in my own. But my nephews and nieces all seemed to be calmed by it when they were babes.” 
 
    Hanim lay well below us now, a spread of exotic buildings and labyrinthine streets with the towers of its dream foundries rising up in different quarters of town. I tried to see if I could spot Sjurn’s flat, or the street where Popathe Leam’s house stood. But things look different from the air, and I wasn’t nearly familiar enough with the city’s layout to find either one. 
 
    When I glanced back to Nene, I found her looking at me, not at the town now drifting away behind us. 
 
    “Do I have a mother?” she asked, her eyes tight about the corners with a kind of puzzlement. “Everyone does, don’t they? Why is it that I am a grown woman, but so new to the world?” 
 
    She had asked variations of this question before, in our weeks together. I had generally dodged it by saying that she needed to learn more before the explanation would do her any good. But the more often I used that dodge, the less true it seemed to me. 
 
    This time, I said, “Nene, I’m just not ready to tell you that. But I’m getting closer to ready. Just be –” 
 
    “Patient,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Why in the world are there so many kinds of wizards, each sort with their own strange powers and limitations, when according to you, the magic of ‘patience’ can do almost everything?” 
 
    I laughed again and patted her on the shoulder. “I suppose it’s because patience is the hardest magic to learn. But don’t worry. We’ll teach it to you yet.” 
 
    She grimaced. 
 
    Below us passed the barren wastelands north of Hanim, the ones we’d walked across as we first approached the city, which now seemed a long time ago.  
 
    Then, ahead, the edge of the Hiisian continent and endless open sky. 
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    “The chancellor!” Shoje exclaimed, springing forward to where Ytroim Dower had fallen to the skyship’s deck. “Nargossa, what happened?” 
 
    As he’d hoped, Shoje’s words and movement drew every eye to the fallen woman’s form. Also as he’d hoped, the question to Seer Nargossa brought an automatic delay, as the diviner stammered and stared down at his fellow imperial advisor. 
 
    “I don’t – I didn’t see –” started Nargossa, edging backwards from the limp body. 
 
    Dower remained motionless upon the deck, eyes open. Boucolm Tain strode quickly over, followed by Coreantos. 
 
    “She’s breathing,” Tain said, his detective’s eye catching the movement of Dower’s chest in a glance. He raised his head and his voice to address a nearby crewman. “Get the ship’s healer, immediately.” 
 
    Shoje kept his eyes on the chancellor, though he really wanted to be tracking their downward progress and counting the shadowy blinking of the sky, which he knew signified day after day passing outside of strangetime. 
 
    “Should we move her?” he asked. From the corner of his eye, he saw Osy and Choldis, still by the rail, sensibly keeping their eyes directed at the action on deck. 
 
    “We’ll wait for the healer,” Tain said. “Look, is she trying to speak?” 
 
    For a fact, Dower’s lips had begun working, as though they grasped at making sound. Boucolm Tain knelt down beside her, and Shoje bent near as well. 
 
    “Tie me up,” the chancellor said, in a hoarse and uneven voice. 
 
    The marshal-general put a hand to her shoulder. “You’ve had some kind of shock. Be still and the healer will arrive in a moment.” 
 
    “No,” she said, her eyes fierce in their focus on Tain’s face. “I’ve been – controlled by the Cimonites for three years. I don’t know what’s happened, but tie me up before they take me back.” 
 
    Tain sat back on his heels, then stood rapidly and jerked his head at another nearby skyman. “Get rope. Quickly.” 
 
    “Listen,” Dower commanded. “They’ve had me telling you to go to Hiisia. That means they think she’s there – the Empress.” 
 
    Tain glared upward at Nargossa, but Dower saw and corrected him before he could launch an accusation. “No, no. Nargossa’s a puppet. He’s not even a real diviner. I told him what to say.” 
 
    The seer blanched and looked as though he wanted to shrink into himself. Tain’s gaze shifted to Coreantos. 
 
    “I’m reading truth from her, sir,” said the truthsayer. “It’s the first time I’ve ever been able to read her.” 
 
    “Because the consciousness that’s been making me speak has never been in your presence,” Dower said. 
 
    “Beside the point,” Tain said. “Why would the Cimonites want us to find the Empress?” 
 
    “Because she’s one of them,” she replied. “She is their priestess.” 
 
    With a grinding sound and a sense of gentle impact, the skyship came to rest on the meadow grass. 
 
    Above them, Pyetenkrothgung took wing. 
 
    “Here you are,” he said, in his vast and booming voice. “I’ll be off now.” 
 
    Tain still appeared dazed from Ytroim Dower’s revelation. But it’s hard to ignore a wyrm’s words. 
 
    “Wait,” he called up toward the enormous shape overhead. “You haven’t –” 
 
    But Pyete’s wings beat twice, carrying him up a hundred or more feet – where he abruptly disappeared in the flickering sky. 
 
    Tain’s jaw fell open. Old Pyete is very quick, when he wants to be, but not so quick that he could simply vanish like that. 
 
    “Strangetime!” the marshal-general shouted. “He’s put us down in strangetime – Captain, get us aloft!” 
 
    “The sky,” Coreantos said, staring about at it. “We’re losing days just standing here.” 
 
    “Beveure!” Tain looked about for his transporter, but she had not joined the rest of them on deck. “Where’s the lieutenant?” 
 
    “You have to put me off,” Dower said, weakly moving her arms. “It must be the strangetime that’s cut their control over me. Don’t take me back out with you – put me off the ship or kill me.” 
 
    Shoje stood watching all of this with interest, counting blinks of the sky, trying to avoid saying anything clever, like, Ah, so this is what Pyete meant about moving the investigation ahead by months.  
 
    Then, without warning, and far too quick for him to register the actual words, he realized that he’d gotten a message from me – instantaneous, but depositing my memories somewhere beneath his consciousness anyway. 
 
    Off-balance, he stifled an urge to begin sifting through those mental strands. No time to be distracted – but what if ... 
 
    And then a shadow fell across the deck. 
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    Two weeks aboard a cloudwhale would normally be idyllic and restful. It’s a calm way to travel, drifting through the sky with the whale’s oval body above. The gondola holds as much space as a good-sized ship, and whale crews and passengers alike tend to be an interesting bunch. 
 
    But Nene managed to make our journey to Urka Aspenus a grueling one. 
 
    She vacillated between three states: first, resentful boredom; second, a simmering turmoil over her rift with Sjurn, emotions of anguish and fury that she refused to talk about or even acknowledge; and third, hostility toward me for having put her in circumstances that made it impossible for her to escape the first two states. 
 
    I tried to involve her in an exploration of the whale – the practices and economics of cloudwhaling have always fascinated me, and crewmen are usually happy to enlighten passengers on how the beasts are captured when young, fitted with harnesses of cable and chain, and trained to respond to the will of a pilot. Pilots are a bit harder to engage in conversation, as there are usually only two or three aboard, and they spend very long shifts up on the whale itself, sleeping a great deal of the time when aboard the gondola. But if you get to one of them at mealtime after she’s had a good rest, you can learn about the long and painful process of acclimating to the magical energy that the beasts put off, and about the heady power one feels upon discovering how to take hold of that energy, converse with it, and use it to guide a titan of the air between continents. 
 
    Nene would have none of it, though. If I asked a crewman for a tour, she would immediately roll her eyes and head back to our cabin. When I got us a seat at the pilot’s table for breakfast one day, she offended the woman in the first ten minutes and got us banned from the mess for all future pilot’s mealtimes. All she’d said was, “So you just sit and stare at the air all day long? It must require a very blank mind.” But it put the pilot in a tiff, and whale crews are extraordinarily protective of their pilots. An unsettled pilot means an unguided whale, and an unguided whale is a very bad thing when the nearest solid earth is hundreds of miles off. 
 
    I had no better luck getting her to interact with our fellow passengers. For one thing, these were few. On a good trip to the Wild Continent, a cloudwhale’s gondola will be three quarters full with explorers or adventurers headed downward for an expedition. More often, though, only a few cabins will be occupied, by curiosity seekers or residents of the Wildernest returning home from a visit to Delvonia. There’s always plenty of cargo headed back from Urka Aspenus to the upper continents, but the descending trip rarely lines the captain’s coffers.  
 
    So we had few fellow travelers to converse with – a couple of guides returning to their livelihoods, four tight-lipped wood wizards, and an entrepreneur importing a bevy of wanton Trelthamland women for a six-month shift at a Wildernest brothel. One of the guides took an interest in watching our practice fights for the first few days. I kept Nene at her drills several hours each morning, with some sparring to break up the monotony, and this fellow would wander back and forth past the empty stretch of cargo deck we’d commandeered for our exercises. I half-expected him to proposition us at some point, and I half-expected Nene to accept if he did – and I half-expected myself to allow her to, thinking she might be less taciturn about her feelings toward Sjurn if another man intervened in her life. But on the third day, she made some cutting remarks about the guide as he stood watching us, and his interest shifted to the brothel-bound harlots. 
 
    By the end of the first week, Nene had managed to alienate or outright repel almost everyone I’d tried to engage in conversation, including one of the prostitutes whom I’d taken a little pity to. This one had the look of a country girl lured out of her element by promises of travel and easy money, and I wondered if she might still be reached before she committed her life to a sordid existence in the brothels of Urka Aspenus – which I suspected would offer a stark contrast to the aesthetic and revered seraglios of Hanim. 
 
    As I talked to the girl, though, and got her to express how homesick and nervous she was, Nene finally decided to participate in conversation. 
 
    “We have been to a place like this,” she said. “It was very enjoyable, and from what I could see, everyone there enjoyed the work a great deal.” 
 
    “Well,” the girl said uncertainly, “that’s what Hanzfem says ...” 
 
    I must have scowled, because she stopped and looked strangely from Nene to me. 
 
    “I think Hanzfem may be taking you to a different sort of place than the one Nene has visited,” I said. 
 
    Nene snorted. “How different could it be? The activity is very straightforward. All one does is –” 
 
    “It’s not just the activity,” I said. “It’s the attitude of the people who engage in it.” 
 
    I tried to explain, but the discussion devolved quickly into an argument, with Nene raising her voice louder and louder, and before I could pull it back, the girl slipped away from our table in the mess hall. 
 
    “Wait ...” I said, but she only gave a shy glance and left. Sighing, I turned back to Nene. “Now you’ve scared her off, and I’ll have to track her down again later.” 
 
    “Me?” Nene asked, raising both eyebrows. “I only tried to tell her what I knew. She was nervous. You seemed to want to help her. I thought telling her about the seraglio would be a kind thing to do.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes. The kernel of logic in her perspective didn’t elude me. And yet she had sprung so quickly from recounting the seraglio’s wonders to shouting at me for trying to steer her away from it. 
 
    “I would just like it,” I said, “if you could trust me to know what I’m doing when talking to strangers. If you could remember that I know at least somewhat more than you do, and if you could hold yourself back from arguing – at least occasionally.” 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest. “I am not arguing now.” 
 
    “Yes, but she’s gone now, and I fear I may have missed my chance to help her.” 
 
    Nene shrugged. “We are going to this place to save lives and souls. I don’t know why we should concern ourselves with a girl who is unsure about her career. I tried to help. You tried to help. She ended up running away.” 
 
    “There are bold ways to save lives, and there are gentle ways,” I told her. “Doing the one doesn’t excuse you from doing the other, if you see a chance to.” 
 
    “If you say so,” she replied. “But falling dead of boredom will stop me from doing either. In any case, I am done with my lunch, and the talk of the seraglio has made me want to go back to the cabin and please myself. Can I go?” 
 
    I sighed again and let her. And when she’d left, I shook my head – realizing that this was by far the most positive discussion I’d had with her all week. 
 
    By the following week, when Urka Aspenus had swelled to a vast land below and before us and the Wildernest could be seen in imminent detail, I found myself very, very ready to be off of the gondola. 
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    At the south end of Urka Aspenus stands a small plateau overlooking the Forested Sea. I say “small,” but I mean “small, by the standards of Urka Aspenus.” It’s a realm where gargantuan things are more common than ordinary ones, so a tabletop rise six miles across and a thousand feet high counts as small there. The shape of the plateau and the frequency of rain have combined to create a quiet, blue lake that covers most of its surface, and along one shore of that lake sits the Wildernest. 
 
    I’m not sure if I’d call it more a city or a fortress. Though the sheer sides of the plateau render it inaccessible to most of the Wild Continent’s fauna, the city’s founders still saw fit to ring it with three vast bulwarks of earth and timber, each one successively higher than the one outside of it. Guards patrol these walls relentlessly, and others man great catapults and ballistae at all times, keeping a watchful eye on the sky for creatures less peaceable than the one we rode beneath. 
 
    Our cloudwhale docked at a landing along one side of the highest rampart, where Nene and I carried our things off. Just ahead of us went the brothel-master and his new hires – the girl I’d tried to talk to kept her eyes downcast and followed along with the rest. I’d not managed to have another meaningful conversation with her in our last days on the whale, but as she and her cohorts boarded the lift to descend to the city streets, I stepped close and said, “Good luck, and be strong. If you hold your head high, all will come out right in the end, regardless.” 
 
    She looked at me doubtfully, but nodded, and then the lift operator rolled the wicker door closed between us and rang a bell to signal the winching crew below. 
 
    “We might have fit on with them,” Nene groused. “I’m not sure why he had us stay back.” 
 
    “I’m not sure either,” I said. “But if I’m going to trust the man’s contraption of lumber and rope to lower me a hundred feet to the ground, then I’m certainly going to trust his judgment of how much weight the thing can support.” 
 
    She snorted but said nothing more as we waited for the dray beasts below to circle in their traces, letting the wooden cage down and then hauling it back up again for us once the brothel crew had departed. 
 
    I’ve seen my share of frontier towns, but once we reached ground level, I quickly realized that the Wildernest proved them all civilized and effete in comparison. A thousand miles down from Delvonia, six hundred down and several hundred north of Hiisia, this place existed for only one purpose: to serve as a launching point and refuge for bands of men and a small scattering of women who meant to challenge the most dangerous territories to be found in all the known sky. 
 
    The first things we saw, while still on our descent, were the lumbering beasts they had driving the winches. From atop the landing it had been difficult to get a sense of proportion on them. But closer up, the creatures loomed. Great, grey-backed hills of muscle, they tramped in circles on feet big around as a wagon wheel, straining against yokes that would have crushed an ox or other workbeast from my homeland. 
 
    “Ugh, they smell,” Nene said as we thumped to the ground. I paid less attention to the beasts’ scent than to the fact that their broad, bony foreheads could have crushed me to pulp with a nod and the way their small red eyes bore into me as we passed. 
 
    That hungry stare would be repeated often while we made our way through the city – though mostly by rough-garbed men and not twenty-foot monstrosities. I kept a hand on the truncheon at my belt and met those gazes with a disinterested stare, which usually fended them away. 
 
    Our first move was to get lodging. The address I had for the soul drinker was an inn, but I certainly didn’t want a room in my enemy’s home, so we had to find a different hostelry. The Wildernest had five to choose from; we ended up at the Lost Cliffside. 
 
    With some of our gear stowed, I had to make a choice about which of two men to begin inquiring after. On the one hand, our quarry: a man who’d been listed in Yulet Kirn’s ledger as Gol. I had little information on him, other than his address and given name. On the other hand was the man we’d come to help, a snake-charmer by the name of Deliel Quance whom Gol had entranced and spirit-drained as his expedition readied itself to go out hunting giant vipers in the swampy fringes of the Forested Sea. Quance had been described in Kirn’s notes as a vibrant and daring fellow, a veteran catcher of reptiles, though new to Urka Aspenus.  
 
    I decided that it might be easier to disguise my curiosity as idle if asking about snake-hunters and their prey than to start accosting people and asking whether they knew anyone called ‘Gol,’ so we spent a few hours in a variety of bars – which the Wildernest has in profusion – trying to guide conversations with bartenders or their patrons in the direction of snake-hunting expeditions. 
 
    A little after lunch, we happened on a piece of luck: a fellow who knew a fellow who’d served as a guide to the largest such company in the last few months. But when we tracked the guide down, our luck turned sour. 
 
    “The Urdinson expedition?” he said, when I approached and asked him. “What a disaster! Right from the first mile, when that Quance fellow wandered off like he was spellbound and got himself eaten ...” 
 
    There was plenty more to the story, and in truth it was a gripping though grim tale. But I can’t honestly say I remember much of it, since it started off by telling me I’d already failed in my main reason for being there. Nene kept trying to interrupt through the guide’s narration – clearly, she wanted to move on from rescuing Quance to exterminating the man who’d stolen his spirit. I shushed her, though, and stayed engaged with the guide long enough to avoid drawing attention to the fact that our interest lay only with Deliel Quance’s death. 
 
    “Now do we go to the address from the notes?” Nene asked when I’d bid the guide farewell and we walked out onto the street again. “I don’t know why we didn’t in the first place.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “for one thing, if we’d given Quance our half of his harmonic nectar, he might have been able to lead us to Gol, or at least describe the man to us. Now we’re pretty much left with going straight in the front gates, so to speak.” 
 
    “I don’t know what gates you’re talking about,” she said. “But going straight in sounds better to me than wandering around.” 
 
    “Possibly so,” I said. 
 
    Though I had my doubts. 
 
      
 
    CX 
 
      
 
    When you spend any significant time worrying about a certain course of action, few things make you feel more foolish than discovering that you should have been worried about something else entirely. I did my best to approach Gol’s lair sidewise – asking in nearby bars whether anyone knew him or knew of him. My subtlety got me nowhere. If any of the drinkers or barmaids or courtesans recognized the name, they did a remarkably good job of concealing it from me. At last, I had no alternative but to go to the inn and ask its proprietor directly. 
 
    The man chuckled when I said I was looking for Gol and hadn’t been able to locate anyone acquainted with him. 
 
    “Course you wouldn’t,” he said. “His mother may’ve named him Gol, but he goes by ‘Treewalker’ round here. There’s not many of the better guides who don’t have some fanciful moniker they use in place of their given names.” 
 
    “He’s here, then?” I asked, relieved but also anxious that Gol Treewalker himself might be somewhere in the common room as we spoke, alerting him to my inquiries. 
 
    But the innkeeper laughed again. “Here? No. He just has things posted here for him. Treewalker’s the real thing – wouldn’t be caught dead living in any city, not even the ’Nest. Has a place out by Hellbough. Only comes into town every couple of months.” 
 
    Beside me, Nene gave an exasperated sigh. “Not more waiting!” 
 
    I ignored her, though I admit my reaction was the same as hers. “Is there any chance he’s due back soon?” 
 
    “Doubt it,” the man replied, shaking his jowly head. “He was just here last week – had me send off a package for him. Does that every couple of months too.” 
 
    “And what are our chances of finding someone who could lead us to his place – by Hellbough, you say? Is that another town?” 
 
    “Ha! No,” he said. I thought he might actually wipe away a tear, I seemed to be amusing him so. “Hellbough’s the biggest eater tree in the Forested Sea. It’s about three days from here – if you’ve got a good guide. Once you’re there, look for a spot where a titanbird fell, ten years back or so. Took out a big stand of trees, opened up quite a view. Treewalker’s told me he likes to look out across the skeleton from his porch. Says the eye sockets stare right up at him, like he’d killed the bird himself and it’s asking him why.” 
 
    I thanked the man and left, wondering if his word could be trusted. Nene, of course, insisted that we must find a guide right away and strike out for Hellbough without delay. I felt some urgency myself – but took the time to do a bit more asking around, this time to see if anyone had heard of a ‘Treewalker’ who lived out in the Forested Sea. 
 
    The word rang quite a few more bells than ‘Gol’ had. Under his chosen name, our soul drinker appeared to be a notorious figure in the Wildernest – surly and antisocial, most said, but in high demand as a guide because of his skill at woodcraft and his prowess against the beasts and plants of the Forested Sea. 
 
    Once I’d satisfied myself that the innkeeper’s description seemed legitimate, I shifted to inquiring after a guide of our own. I hoped to find a woman, but they seemed in very short supply here on Urka Aspenus, so I also asked after anyone who might be trusted to accompany two females on a week’s trip out through the wilds. From three different sources, I got back a name of high repute: Clawtoothe. 
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    “Not sure why two ladies’d care to go looking for the likes’ve that Treewalker,” said Clawtoothe, when I’d told him our destination. “’d he do you wrong, or a sister or girl-mate?” 
 
    We sat in one corner of the Mottlefan, a tavern less seedy than most of those we’d encountered in the Wildernest. Clawtoothe, once we found him, turned out to be surprisingly young – no more than sixteen or seventeen, with a face more earnest than I would have expected. He had a trim physique, narrower through the shoulders than I am and not as tall. But what there was of him was cut from steely muscle, sun-burnt and laced with scars to suggest that he’d been aged and toughened by the wilds. He kept his sandy hair short and his face clean-shaven, which further distinguished him from the bearish sorts who tended to walk the streets of the ’Nest. 
 
    “Let’s just say he’s done a number of people wrong,” I said, “and we’re interested in finding him for an accounting. I won’t deny that there might be violence, but I won’t ask you to participate, just to help us find him.” 
 
    He shrugged and downed half his glass of tea – a local beverage boiled from some exotic root. Then he poured more from the pitcher he’d ordered when we’d joined him at his table. 
 
    “Wouldn’t take much convincing for me to pitch in on the walloping,” he said, looking into the murky brown tea with a serious frown. “This en’t a town where people hold back from gossip, and I’ve heard lots on Treewalker. There’s plenty stories of him stridin’ out’ve town with a fresh wench on his arm, but I notice no one ever tells of him stridin’ back into town to drop her off.” 
 
    “Clearly, he is an evil man,” said Nene. “Stopping him will keep many people safe.” 
 
    Again, Clawtoothe shrugged. “It’s a rough place, this. I don’t know as anybody’ll be what y’d call safe, just because of Treewalker not bein’ round. But if you’re payin’, I’ll take you to him, and if you give me a good reason, I’ll help you thrash him.” 
 
    “You’re comfortable you could get us to his home, then? I’m assuming you haven’t been there.” 
 
    “Ha, no. He’s not sociable ’nough to invite me – and I’m not so sociable either, so I uldn’t go if he did.” He took another sip of tea. “But the Titanbird Gash, I been by there plenty times, and knowin’ they say he lives there, I’ve kept eye out for smoke when passin’ by. Pretty sure I’ve figured his tree out.” 
 
    Nene peered at him. “You have thought about going after him before.” 
 
    “I’m a guide,” he said. “I earn my keep takin’ folks places they want to go. It’s worth my while, knowin’ where anythin’ that might be of interest round here is.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said. I half-wondered if she might be looking to Clawtoothe as a replacement for Daivan Sjurn – hoping for someone to join in her newfound fervor for righting wrongs. 
 
    “And speaking of earning your keep,” I said, “what will it run us to engage your services?” 
 
    He rotated his glass between his hands in thought, then sighed. “I dunno – less than a week, in the easy part of the Sea? It’s hardly a big-fee job. Only there’s Treewalker, and the possibility I might earn a grudge from him if things go wrong for you ... maybe sixty Imperials? Seventy? That’d keep me in lodging and supplies a couple months, with plenty left toward my fare home, if I ever decide it’s actually time to go.” 
 
    I heard tone of wist in that last, and he looked very young as he said it.  
 
    “Where is your home?” Nene asked. “Is this not it?” 
 
    He looked at her. “Eh. It’s nowhere really, is it? Delvonia, I guess, only it seems like a long time ago now, and I don’t know who or what I’d be goin’ back to. Skyway is still there, I’m guessing, but it would seem kinda dull after this. Although I do miss bein’ in the air.” He paused, shook his head. “Listen to me wander. Let’s call it sixty, and I’ll have less cause for thinkin’ on when I might leave the ’Nest for good.” 
 
    I shook his hand on that. “Sixty sounds more than fair. When should we leave – and are the three of us enough for a trek through the Forested Sea?” 
 
    Clawtoothe’s eyes took in my form with a practiced, appraising sweep up and down. Then they did the same to Nene. Given the roughness of the surroundings, I’d dressed us each in a mail shirt – Nene in my lighter one – with the hope of making trouble think twice about accosting us. I had a good strong sword at my belt too, purchased in Hanim just before we’d boarded the cloudwhale. 
 
    “Like I said, it’s the easy part of the Sea,” he replied. “If two’ve the three of us know what we’re about, then three’s as good as ten. There’s not much safety in going from a handful to a bigger handful in these parts – just more noise to be made. If I can count on you to keep watch while I sleep, we should be good. As for when, well, we could take the afternoon to gear up and be off in the morning.” 
 
    “Good,” Nene said. “I will be glad to leave this town and start finding Gol Treewalker.” 
 
    Clawtoothe pondered her, then said, “Must be some story behind that, as keen as you are to get on his trail.” 
 
    More of a story than you could possibly guess, I thought. But what I said was, “We’ll tell you some of it along the way.” 
 
    The young man lifted his glass of tea to that, drained it all, and then got up to lead us out to the town market, where we could provision ourselves for the trip. 
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    We met Clawtoothe just inside the city gates the next morning. He had a knife at his belt, a spear in one hand, and a pack on his back that appeared mostly empty. Nene and I traveled similarly light – we’d made a stop at the local bank the day before and taken space in a strongbox for my chain shirts and other valuables. According to our guide, the armor would be worse than useless: “Not many beasts that’ll be stopped by it, and if you happen to fall, and you happen to live through the fall, and you happen not to get eaten by anything in the water, well, you won’t want to be wearin’ chainmail on your swim back to the trunk of the nearest tree.” 
 
    I did not leave behind the memory distiller, though – or Siege. 
 
    “Good morning,” I told Clawtoothe as we walked up. “I trust you had a restful night?” 
 
    “Eh,” he said with a shrug. “I haven’t slept straight through a night since I came to Urka Aspenus, near on three years. Y’ get a habit pretty quick of waking up at any sound. Slept well enough, though. You?” 
 
    “More or less the same,” I said. 
 
    “I slept fine,” Nene said. “Although I would have slept better, I think, if you’d come back with us to our room as I asked.” 
 
    Clawtoothe got the same uncomfortable look on his face that he’d shown the night before, when Nene made a lewd suggestion to him over dinner. I counted back three years and got an estimate of fourteen or less that he must have been upon arrival here. Some of the comments he’d made the day before suggested that someone had taught him chivalry from an early age. He didn’t seem to know what to say to a woman whose sexual mores had been learned from a few weeks in decadent Hanim. 
 
    “And as I said last night,” I told her, “we’re not on business that lends itself to indulgence. We got to sleep early, which is what we needed to do. Now, shall we set out?” 
 
    “Yeh, let’s do,” Clawtoothe said, giving me a thankful nod. 
 
    We spent the morning skirting the plateau lake – an easy trek on a packed earth road from the Wildernest gates to the ‘winching station.’ Our guide’s description made me expect a wooden platform not too different from the one that we’d ridden down from the cloudwhale landing, except that this one would take us halfway down the plateau’s seaside cliff-face. 
 
    Nene remarked early on that the going seemed no more difficult than other roads we’d traveled. Clawtoothe gave a laugh. 
 
    “Urka Aspenus – it’s its own world,” he said. “This little corner’s nice and cozy, only once we get down from the highland here, you’ll see the difference.” 
 
    “Is it as dangerous as they say?” I asked him. “The Wildernest looks to do a good business packing expeditions off into the wilds, and you seem at ease going out with just the three of us.” 
 
    He looked off into the distance as he walked, his eyes and thoughts going somewhere far to the north, the butt of his spear tapping a slow cadence on the ground with his steps. “‘At ease’ – I s’pose. My first six months here, it was just the two’ve us, the cap’n and me. My next year was just me, till I found my way here to the ’Nest. The things I seen – yeah, it’s as dangerous as they say. But at some point, you just shrug and go on. And I’ll take the south part of the Forested Sea over the deep inlands anyday.” 
 
    A twist in his voice, when he talked about going from two to one, told me not to ask for details. He didn’t sound the least bit proud of what he’d implied – that on his own, as a boy of perhaps fifteen, he’d found his way to safety out of the worst Urka Aspenus had to offer. He sounded instead like a man who’d learned some very hard lessons from it. 
 
    But apparently those lessons had served him well – had given him the skill to earn a living and a reputation as a trekking guide – and had taught him what he needed to know to lead us where we needed to go. 
 
    Nene hadn’t the insight to grasp any of that, though, and she asked him, “What makes one worse than the other? And what makes either worse than this?” 
 
    She gestured around at the lake and the trees beside the road. 
 
    Clawtoothe furrowed his brow as he peered at her. “You askin’ that for serious?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s just a – an awful sheltered question to ask, for someone who’s out chasin’ down a guy like Treewalker.” 
 
    She bristled. “I am not sheltered. I have seen men killed, and I have fought soul drinkers. You should not call me sheltered, just because I don’t know about woods.” 
 
    “Hnh,” he said. “If I knew what a ‘soul drinker’ was, I might have a sense of what you meant. As for seein’ men killed, I don’t know anybody who hasn’t done. Saw a man knocked off a skyship by a loose boom when I was eight.” 
 
    “Well, I saw Avelia kill two men with her bludgeon when I was –” 
 
    “That’s enough, Nene,” I told her. I didn’t mind having to go into the subject of soul drinkers with Clawtoothe, since we’d be facing one with his help soon enough. But I certainly didn’t want her saying she’d witnessed murder on her second day of consciousness – that would have taken a sight more explaining. 
 
    “But I want him to hear that I am not sheltered,” she argued. “I am fierce. The morgs of Hiisia feared me. I am learning to fight well – you’ve told me yourself.” 
 
    “She’s a strange one,” Clawtoothe said to me. Then, as he saw a glare steal into Nene’s eye, he said, “No offense to you, ma’am. You wouldn’t want me to call you ordinary, would you?” 
 
    She looked down at the ground as we walked. Then she took a deep breath. “Sometimes, I would. I have met ordinary people recently. I would like to have some of the things they have – I would like to be some of the ways they are.” 
 
    For a bit, the only sound came from our boots upon the hard earth of the road, and the tapping of Clawtoothe’s spear – that, and the bare whisper of the blue sky that spread all around us. 
 
    Then he said, “Maybe you’re not as sheltered as I thought, then. On the skyway, I ’uz always glad to be looking down on the ordinary people. Takes some hard knocks to make you envy them. I know that for a fact.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but reach over and put a hand to his shoulder. “We’re lucky to have found you, Clawtoothe. You’re a man of not just skill, but wisdom.” 
 
    He snorted. “Maybe you should wait about sayin’ that till I’ve got you safe and sound back to the ’Nest.” 
 
    But his back had straightened a bit proudly as I’d said it, and I knew the words had been appreciated. 
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    Five hundred feet down the plateau’s northern face, our lift came to a stop and let us onto a ledge fashioned from heavy timbers. I tipped the lift man a gold ten-Imperial piece, which he accepted with a nod and no change of expression whatsoever. I suppose he had a boring job that, at its lower end, exposed him to the dangers of the Forested Sea, so I took no offense at his manner. 
 
    The ledge stuck out from the cliff by ten feet or so but had no rail – so it provided safety without any sense of comfort. That was probably deliberate – a man who got too comfortable on Urka Aspenus would get dead soon after. 
 
    As we walked the ledge, a mossy rock face soared up to our right, and a long drop into the Forested Sea lay to our left. Or rather, the drop was to the ‘sea’ part – the ‘forested’ part stood level with us, just a hundred feet away. 
 
    “There’s mostly two kinds of trees comin’ out uv the Sea,” Clawtoothe said as we approached a rope-and-plank bridge ahead. “There’s path trees, and there’s eater trees. Path trees is like those out there –” He pointed at the wall of behemoth trunks and boughs to our left, their crowns in many cases a good hundred feet above our elevation, making them a tenth-mile or more in height. “Big, sturdy – limbs fat enough to walk across or even ride a horse on, though horseback expeditions are mostly the work of fools.” 
 
    “And what do the ‘eater’ trees look like?” Nene asked. 
 
    He looked at her wryly. “Big, sturdy – limbs fat enough to walk across or ride a horse on. The way you tell the difference is, an eater tree eats you.” 
 
    We reached the bridge, a swaying affair stoutly made from rope as big around as my calves. Two broad-beamed men might walk abreast on its planks, but the width provided little sense of security. Thankfully, unlike the cliffside ledge, it did have hand-ropes and netting along its sides. 
 
    “There has to be some other difference,” Nene said, annoyed. “You said you’d made it through the forest on your own, and obviously you didn’t get eaten.” 
 
    Clawtoothe paused at the entrance to the bridge and pulled up one side of his shirt. A livid scar covered half his abdomen on the left side, rippled and discolored skin not quite like anything I’d seen before. 
 
    “First one I set foot on tried to take me with one of its smaller leaves,” he said. “Lucky for me. After that, I backtracked, caught myself a tree goat, and wouldn’t step onto a new branch without throwing over a goat haunch first.” 
 
    I looked about our small company with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t notice us equipped with any goats.” 
 
    He laughed. “We’re in known territory. All the eaters in these parts’re well marked. Also, there’s a bit of a scent of carrion to them, if you smell real careful.” 
 
    We set off across the bridge, hundreds of feet over the sea’s black waters. Step-by-step, as the trees of the forest neared, their real magnitude grew ever clearer. From afar, I had some trouble seeing them as especially large, and couldn’t really tell why. Closer up, though, the reason became obvious – they had leaves and branches fully in proportion to their heights. Where a normal tree’s leaf might be as long as my palm, the blade of a path tree’s leaf had about the size and shape of a pachyderm ear. 
 
    Our bridge ended flush with one limb of a particularly vast tree. Men had stripped all foliage and offshoots from a stretch of the branch, presumably to keep denizens of the forest from lurking near the bridge to pick off explorers. You could have built a house on that branch, even as far out from the main trunk as we were – perhaps two hundred feet. Thirty or forty paces in from the bridge, a disk-shaped fence had been built around the girth of the limb using massive, spiked steel posts and heavy chain. A gate in the center of it could be opened from either side, and Clawtoothe showed us how to let ourselves out and back in through it. 
 
    “And if something does happen to me and y’re comin’ back on your own,” he said, “watch out at morning and night for rip-fishers. They can spear you right through with their beaks and carry you off in a flash, but they don’t fly in full daylight like it is now.” 
 
    “Here’s hoping we don’t need that particular piece of advice,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “But better y’have it and not need it than t’other way round.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    “Now,” he said, “fall in behind me, close and quiet. Keep your eyes about you. I’ll give pointers along the way.” 
 
    And with that, we moved out into the Forested Sea. 
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    We made it through our first day in those woods without incident. But let me be clear that the lack of disaster in no way suggests an easy passage. 
 
    The trees of the Forested Sea stand five or six hundred feet tall and spread their branches almost the same distance outward. As in any dense wood, those branches often overlap and even touch, but getting from the branch of one tree to another can mean a ten or fifteen-foot climb up or down – and getting from one branch to another along a path tree’s trunk, well, that’s even harder. It can be forty feet between branches where they join the trunk. Fortunately, they’re rough-barked trees, and the scales of their bark are enormously proportioned – there’s no lack of hand- or foot-holds. 
 
    Less fortunately, the crevices between scales are big enough for all manner of wildlife to nest in, so you have to douse your hands and boots in a noxious ichor before you climb, or you might find a swarm of inch-long ants seething out from a crack to engulf you. Our pattern was for Clawtoothe to find the best route around a trunk to the next branch we wanted, trailing a rope behind him. Then he’d set the rope fast and Nene would follow, with the cord through a loop on her belt. Finally, I would bring up the rear with the end of the rope tied about my waist. 
 
    After the first such traverse, I asked our guide, “You say there are groups who bring horses along through here?” 
 
    “Oh, not through here,” he said. “There’s a western route where they’ve built ramps and bridges at all the branch crossings. But it skirts wide around Hellbough in the opposite direction of the Titanbird Gash, so we’re takin’ the quicker way.” 
 
    Periodically, we would see signs that other explorers had come this way before us – pitons left hammered into tree trunks, sometimes with rope still attached; fire pits dug into the surface of a branch. Apparently, the green wood beneath the bark is extremely hard to burn, and you can safely make a fire if you clear a wide enough space. We ate dried meats and dates from our packs, though; Clawtoothe didn’t care for the attention that a fire might call down on us. 
 
    On other occasions, we crossed paths with creatures built to the same scale as the trees, though thankfully always at a distance. Each time, our guide would stop us and point the beast out, whether a python a hundred feet long or a fearful, vast shadow moving through the water far below. Distance and gloom always kept the details of these things hidden – a fact of which I was just as glad. 
 
    Under those cathedral-like canopies, it gets dark well ahead of sundown, so our day’s travel lasted a few hours less than it might have on any normal road. And though it had seemed to me like an endless procession of indistinguishable trees, Clawtoothe turned out to have a specific destination in mind. Just as the light started to really fade, we arrived at a crude shelter that had been hacked into the trunk of a great tree. The door was a hefty slab of solid wood, fixed to a pole on one side for a hinge. It stuck something fierce when Clawtoothe first tried to open it – I could see real effort in the corded muscle of his arms before it finally groaned open. 
 
    Nene peered toward the resulting gap distrustfully. 
 
    “It looks very dark and close in there,” she said. 
 
    “Aye, a tight squeeze with three, but we’ll fit,” he replied. “The one we’ll hit tomorrow night’s a tad nicer, has a little stove someone put in it, y’can make tea on.” 
 
    Looking into the shelter, I saw a bare chamber perhaps six feet by ten, with a ceiling too low for me to stand fully upright in. “I can’t imagine lighting a stove in this heat. Not in an enclosed space anyway.” 
 
    “Just a little joke,” he said with a grin. “We’ll be sleeping on a branch tomorrow night, trading watches.” 
 
    Nene groaned. “I don’t even like tea, but now I am disappointed. Why could we not sleep on branches tonight, and in a shelter tomorrow? Then this tiny pit would seem like an improvement.” 
 
    “Because the pit’s here,” Clawtoothe responded. “Look upwise, though. Now y’ll be excited to stop here on the way back.” 
 
    “I doubt it,” she said. But the accommodations turned out to matter little – it had been an exhausting day, and no sooner had we eaten our dinner and lain down than I heard her drop off into a snoring sleep. 
 
    I lay awake in the dim shelter, watching its craggy ceiling by the light of a pebble-sized lampstone that Clawtoothe had produced from his pack. 
 
    After Nene’s snores became obvious, the young man spoke up in a whisper. “Y’re an odd pair, for certain. She acts like she’s fresh out of the nursery, and you act like her mother or what’s it, a guv’ness, but you look five, ten years younger’n she does. Not that I’m pryin’.” 
 
    “It’s complicated,” I said. “But what you need to know about is Gol Treewalker and soul drinkers, which is also complicated, but something I’m freer to talk about.” 
 
    “Talk away, then,” he said. “Nights are long, round here.” 
 
    So I talked. 
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    Treewalker had built his house high up near the crown of a tree overlooking Titanbird Gash. It sat a good hundred feet up from the tier of large branches we’d been traveling through, and the path to reach it had not been designed to make it receptive to visitors. The soul drinker had hammered planks into the tree trunk to form stairs, but these stairs alternated every twenty feet or so with folding ladders, and the ladders had been drawn up rather than left hanging. 
 
    Clawtoothe pointed all of this out from our position, hidden in the foliage of a neighboring tree. 
 
    “See, he’s got the stairs switching back and forth there, so’s they never go round the trunk out of sight from his porch.” 
 
    “But,” I said, “at least we know he’s home, or the ladders would be down, right?” 
 
    “Home, or intending on being away for a long time,” he replied. “If I went off from my house guidin’ a two-month expedition, I expect I’d leave it as hard to get to as I could.” 
 
    “It would be no harder climbing up the bark from stair flight to stair flight than climbing up a ladder,” I pointed out. 
 
    “Aye,” the young man said. “Only you don’t know which sections of bark as Treewalker might’ve rigged with traps.” 
 
    We discussed our options, but ultimately it came down to the same thing: any approach we made would leave us exposed to Treewalker’s view while climbing and unable to defend ourselves. To get at the man, we would have to bring him out to us, not go up to him. I could think of only one way to do that and be sure of bringing him all the way down – simply calling out might result in a shouted conversation that would leave him aware of our presence but still ensconced in his stronghold. 
 
    So we retreated a few trees away and prepared ourselves. First, we spent an hour tracking and catching a tree goat. These are nasty little creatures a little higher than your knee. According to Clawtoothe, they feed mostly on carrion, but if a herd of them gets at you, they’ll bring you down with nipping teeth and the sharpened curves of their horns. We caught ours for its blood, which is red as a man or woman’s, and which we drained into an empty waterskin. 
 
    Next, we found a stretch of branches that lay within earshot of Treewalker’s house and could be seen from its vantage. I pointed to different spots along their length and choreographed the tableau we were going to perform, until Clawtoothe said he had the gist of it. 
 
    “Only thing bothers me on it,” he said, “is what happens if he claps eyes with you before you bring him down. You say they can entrance a person, these soul drinkers – how can you be sure he won’t get you with that?” 
 
    I took a deep breath. “He probably will. But we have a counter for that. Nene, take off your ring and give it to me, please.” 
 
    Nene blinked, surprised.  
 
    “Why?” she asked, reaching for her hand but not yet removing the ring. I had not compelled her with the rings’ magic, so they did not enforce my request. 
 
    “Because I’m going to wear it,” I said. “And Clawtoothe is going to wear mine.” 
 
    “And what am I going to do?” she asked, her brows lowered. 
 
    “You’re going to stay hidden. If something goes wrong, it will be up to you whether you want to head back to the Wildernest, or try to sneak into Treewalker’s house at night and rescue me.” 
 
    I had no expectation that she could succeed at either of those tasks, but I hoped that offering the choice would take the sting out of the fact that she had no real role in my plan. While mulling over whether to complain, though, she did remove her ring and hand it to me. 
 
    Taking off my own, I held the pair up and said to Clawtoothe, “These are goodwife rings. They give one person the ability to completely control another. I want you to put this one on. It’s the master ring – I’ll be wearing the slave.” 
 
    I handed him my ring, and he took it and eyed it suspiciously. Over the past three days, I’d gotten a very firm picture of the young man’s convictions. Despite the relative amorality of his current surroundings, he held to a strong code that he’d learned as a child or youth. It didn’t surprise me that he would mistrust this kind of magic, but I also felt sure that I could count on him to use it only as it needed to be used. 
 
    When I slipped Nene’s ring on my finger, though, he immediately showed a greater degree of caution than I expected; he put on the master ring, made a fist about it, and said, “All right, then, I order you to tell me why y’ve got a pair of rings like this in the first place. I don’t like ’em, and truth told, it makes me nervous t’hear y’d use somethin’ like this.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s a worthy attitude. But the rings can’t force me to reveal my thoughts, only to undertake actions. If you want to test them, you can order me to hand over my weapons. But as for why we have them – I’ll let Nene answer that, if she cares to.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Because they’re about you, aren’t they? And I’m not sure you’re comfortable with Clawtoothe knowing why I would want to control you with them. I don’t want to give away something you feel should be private.” 
 
    She frowned, and I could see her mind working. On the one hand, she clearly grasped the implication of trust I was showing. Not only had I let her off her leash, but I now put into her hands the ownership of what to tell our guide. On the other hand, she had a sudden measure of freedom, and might very well resist using that freedom to discuss her own flaws. 
 
    At length, though, she looked at Clawtoothe, who had a demanding expression on his face – and then she glanced through the trees in the direction of Treewalker’s house, invisible though it was behind our current tree’s bole. 
 
    “Avelia got the rings to control me,” she said, “because she wanted to change me. I was fierce and hateful. Without the rings, I would have tried to kill her.” 
 
    Clawtoothe’s eyebrows went up in genuine shock. “Why?” 
 
    She looked disturbed. “I don’t know. I don’t know why I was that way.” 
 
    “Are you still that way?” he asked suspiciously. 
 
    Her eyes went from him to me, showing less than full certainty. I kept my face calm and free of judgment as I met her gaze. 
 
    When she turned back to Clawtoothe, she said, “No.” 
 
    “Wish I’d known some’ve this before I took the job,” he said. “Not sure I’d’ve been so quick on it, understanding how strange a territory I’d be going into.” 
 
    “We can renegotiate your fee, if you’d like,” I said. 
 
    He seriously thought about it for a moment, then shook his head. “My gut doesn’t say y’re tellin’ me false – and this Treewalker and his soul drinkin’, that’s bad stuff that needs stoppin’.” 
 
    I felt a great relief at that. 
 
    Shrugging his other doubts away, Clawtoothe said, “So what’s the rest’ve this plan, then, and how do I use this ring?” 
 
    I told him. And then I focused very strongly on a thought: Heading into a pretty dangerous spot, love. If we don’t make it through, I wanted you to know and tell the family, so they’re not left wondering like the last time I disappeared. 
 
    Then I touched my locket, and sent all of this to Shoje. 
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    I climbed out onto the huge limb and stumbled down its length with what I hoped was a well-faked limp. My left arm dripped with goat blood, and we’d stained one leg of my pants with it as well. 
 
    Behind me, Clawtoothe reached the branch, drew his knife and bellowed, “Get back here, wench!” 
 
    I thought the “wench” was a bit much, but it’s a word you can put your lungs into, and Clawtoothe did. Hearing that, and the tromp of his boots behind me, I gave a frightened glance back over my shoulder and affected a fall. 
 
    My “injured” arm went out to break my fall. When it hit, I let it crumple under me and gave a cry of pain. 
 
    Clawtoothe rushed along the mossy wood toward me. I regained my feet and ran again, in and out of clustered leaves bigger than my head. Their stems rasped at my arm as I knocked them aside – each as thick as a normal tree’s sapling, though greener and not so tough. We made all the noise in this pursuit that we could, hoping to draw Treewalker’s attention across the hundreds of feet between his tree and ours. 
 
    Bursting out of the leaves onto another stretch of bare branch, I saw ahead a crossing where our limb brushed against another just below it. To run farther along this one would get me nowhere – it forked and spread out into a leafy bough that held only dead-ends. But the drop to the next branch looked fifteen feet or more. 
 
    I approached it and paused, pretending to be caught between the paired terrors of Clawtoothe’s fury and a potentially deadly fall. 
 
    With a scream of anguish, I chose the fall. Quick as I could, I dropped the seat of my pants to the branch’s rounded edge, slid along the moss-covered curve until it became vertical, and then pushed out, hard, bending my legs before me. 
 
    I hit and rolled without hurting myself, but got to my feet as though battered and winded. 
 
    Looking up, I saw Clawtoothe almost on me. 
 
    I backed away from the crossing of the branches, gaining ground along the new one I’d jumped to. From my belt I drew my knife (having left my sword with Nene), and then made ready to duel my pursuer in a patch of sunlight that would otherwise have been idyllic and sweet. 
 
    Despite having discussed it beforehand, and despite knowing my young guide’s physical prowess, the leap he made down from that high branch still amazed me. He neither stooped nor slowed, but came off the curve of the limb at full speed, sailed a tremendous distance through the air toward me and stayed on his feet at the landing. 
 
    We kept the knife fight short. A long fight in these environs would involve a lot of closing and opening of the space between us, and it wouldn’t be unthinkable for Treewalker to pick one of us off with a crossbow if we gave him time. 
 
    So we rang our knives together in a few quick clashes, and then Clawtoothe jumped forward to grapple with me. He caught my knife hand in his left, sweeping his blade up and over and forcing me to reach up with my bloody arm to hold him back. 
 
    We closed, fell, rolled – and then I got my point into the water-skin we’d hidden beneath his shirt, bringing out a gout of goat’s blood and a well-played scream of agony from my opponent. 
 
    I broke loose. Clawtoothe made as though to crawl away, in a direction that put his back to Treewalker’s house.  
 
    I limped forward, came down on top of him, and pretended to cut his throat all in one motion, catching the body of the water-skin again to let the rest of its contents splash out at once. 
 
    Clawtoothe slumped. 
 
    Wavering to my feet, I clamped my hand to my side as though I’d been cut or stabbed in our struggles. 
 
    I looked up toward the branch we’d leapt down from. I took a limping step toward it, then hung my head. I turned and walked back to kick Clawtoothe’s leg, then moved haltingly up the branch past him and made it halfway to the trunk of the tree before pretending to collapse. 
 
    Then, I waited. 
 
    All around me, the Forested Sea let off its sounds of wildlife, wind and leaves. Far cries of beasts and the lapping of waves below mingled together. The sun hung hot and bright above the canopies, its rays slanting down to draw sweat from my skin. Gnats and other bugs swirled through the air. The moss against my cheek made it itch. 
 
    I can’t say that any part of this plan had struck me as particularly safe or pleasant. But this wait proved even worse than I had dreaded. 
 
    Clawtoothe and I both lay exposed in the sun. I could open my eyes as slits without real fear that our quarry might notice – even with a very good spyglass, he would not likely be able to tell slitted eyes from shut ones at this distance. But I couldn’t turn my head or look around in any way, and Clawtoothe hadn’t even the luxury that I did of pretending to shift in unconsciousness. He had to fake the stillness of death. 
 
    If Treewalker sat and watched us for some protracted period, one or the other of us would almost surely give something away. Worse yet, we’d had to make a considerable amount of noise to have any hope of drawing the soul drinker’s attention – and noise that he could hear might also bring other predators from the woods. We had Nene watching us from the crook of two higher branches, where she could shout if danger approached – but if she did so, the charade would be up and Treewalker would know we were out to trap him. 
 
    But at last, after perhaps ten minutes of lying dead still, I saw movement from the rough-hewn dwelling atop Treewalker’s stairs. A figure came out, descended a run of steps, let down a folding ladder, climbed down to the next set of stairs. 
 
    I closed my eyes and waited. 
 
    It took Gol Treewalker about twice as long to reach my position as it had taken him to come out of his house. I heard his feet crunching through the moss only when he’d gotten within ten feet of me. 
 
    “So what have we here?” he asked, his voice deep and suspicious. 
 
    I moaned and rolled onto my back, blinking one eye open – but also draping my right hand near Siege’s grip. 
 
    I saw the man for only a moment – burly, sun-darkened, his hair and beard as tangled as the branches of the forest. Then his eyes met mine, and all my will vanished. He had fearsome eyes, bloodshot and fiery, but I hardly noticed. Instead, I seemed to swim into those black, black pupils toward some hollow and echoing realm beyond any I have ever known. 
 
    I did not even have the will to be terrified. 
 
    Then a voice shouted out, somewhere in a land on the other side of the sky, and it seized me in a grip even more iron than Treewalker’s. 
 
    “Avelia! Knock him out!” 
 
    I could no more resist than an arrow can hold back when the bowstring is loosed. 
 
    Up, in an instant, I jumped. 
 
    Treewalker dodged backward in shock, yanking a long blade from his belt even as he focused those endlessly deep eyes on me and made me yearn to obey any command he might give. 
 
    “Hold back,” he said. 
 
    And oh, how I wanted to. My soul twisted in anguish, that I could not bring my body to heed him. 
 
    But because of the rings, I could not. 
 
    Siege will win a fight with any knife. I rushed Gol Treewalker at full speed, swinging the iron butt of the truncheon out to meet his blade. He screamed as the steel shattered in his hand and the force of the magical impact jarred every bone in his arm. 
 
    Before the scream could end, I swept Siege back around and clipped his skull with its amber end. 
 
    Then the man lay sprawled on the moss before me, and my sense of self rushed back into my head, and before I knew it I had dropped to hands and knees and vomited up my breakfast in a gush of pure revulsion. 
 
    Clawtoothe came running over as I heaved out the last of it. 
 
    “You alright?” he asked, taking up a position over the soul drinker with his knife at the ready. 
 
    “No,” I said. “But now that we’ve got this fellow, I will be shortly.” 
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    It probably took us three times as long to get back to Treewalker’s house as it had taken him to reach us. With the soul drinker unconscious, we had no choice but to move slowly. I could move him puppet-like with the goodwife rings, but it’s extremely difficult to direct someone unconscious on a climb across the bark of a giant tree, and we had to keep him belayed with ropes the whole time in case he fell. 
 
    Once inside, we tied him up well, left the hood over his face, and explored his sanctuary. 
 
    Gol had managed to build himself a sturdy and functional home – no small feat for one man with only the tools he could carry on his back. But I would never have thought to call it nice. 
 
    A deck stood out from the trunk, good-sized, railed along most of its length and open to the topmost run of stairs at one end. A hammock hung from post to post opposite the stairs, with a low table beside it. Upon the table sat a carved tobacco pipe, a tin of smoke-weed next to it, various other knick-knacks strewn nearby. The heavy front door featured a complex latch, and I was glad the thing stood open. The mechanism had a sinister look that suggested it might spring a trap if mishandled. 
 
    The room inside revealed Treewalker’s care in provisioning, with all the stocks a man might need to live a good long while alone in the wilderness. Hatchets and axes and saws leaned against one wall; bags and kegs of flour, beans, ale and more stood stacked on shelves against another. A roughly made table and chair provided the furnishings, along with a tiny iron stove in a corner. 
 
    At the back of the room a stairwell had been cut, spiraling both up and down. An unsettling odor rose from the downward stairs, so I went up to start, finding a bedchamber with a mattress made of moss-stuffed furs and a small lavatory under a tin water-tank, pipes running to a rainwater catchment system outside. The windows here stood open, letting a modest amount of light in past their heavy, boltable shutters. On a stretch of floor by the bed, Treewalker had  openly carved the occult patterns of his soul-drinking wizardry. Here in the depths of the Forested Sea, he had no need to conceal them. We found his ledger and a single harmonic nectar on a bench to one side of the bed. He had other valuables in the room, but they held no interest for me. 
 
    “Not a bad place,” Clawtoothe said as I turned back toward the stair. “I could live here – it’s a den of luxury beside how I lived th’ first year I spent on Urka Aspenus.” 
 
    His tone had a grudging quality to it, as though he didn’t want to admit Treewalker could build something worthwhile. 
 
    “We haven’t seen what’s at the bottom of the stairs yet,” I told him. 
 
    When we descended and opened the thick door at the bottom of the steps, he quickly changed his mind. 
 
    The cell we found there had a single tiny slit for a window, letting in just enough air to breath. It hung thick with the scent of human waste and filth, but it was no toilet – a starved human figure lay curled on a pile of moss in one corner. 
 
    Clawtoothe let out an oath and rushed over to her. He hadn’t the experience of seeing Yulet Kirn’s household full of spiritless slaves, and he tried to rouse her. 
 
    Nene took one breath in the room, one look at its contents, and turned and hurried back upstairs. The woman – the empty body, really – sagged onto her back at Clawtoothe’s shaking. Her ribs and the bones of her hips protruded starkly. Dried blood smeared the inside of her thighs, along with her own excrement. Her eyes hung open and vacant. The only thing on her was a bottle pendant that looked to hold no more than a droplet of her soul. 
 
    “You could carry her up to that spout upstairs,” I told Clawtoothe, whose distress over the woman’s condition was more than clear. “I don’t know that it will do much good, though.” 
 
    Then I hurried up to see where Nene had gone. 
 
    I found her on the deck where we’d tied Treewalker to a corner post. 
 
    “Wake up!” she was saying furiously, both hands on his chest, shaking him. “Wake up! Where is her soul?” 
 
    The words came out roughly, around uneven breaths. I walked over and put a hand to her shoulder, felt it trembling. 
 
    “Nene, he’ll be out another hour at least,” I said. “Siege’s magic isn’t easy to throw off. And I’m pretty sure the girl has no soul left to return. I think he’s just been keeping her for – well, for crass purposes.” 
 
    She made a fist and slammed it into his belly, shouting, “Wake up!” again. But he made no response besides a reflexive gasp. Nene stood and pulled away, putting her hands against her eyes. 
 
    “Nene,” I told her, “we knew this might be the kind of thing we would find. We came anyway, to stop him –” 
 
    “No,” she said, turning and leaning her face against the bark of the tree. “No, I came to help people. I came to show Sjurn that he was wrong – but he wasn’t wrong, because this is not what I want to do. I do not want to see these kinds of things, I want to see people happy, have them cheer what I have done, and hold me, and thank me. And if there is no one to help and we just kill a soul drinker, at least I could imagine happy people somewhere, safe from having their souls stolen away. But this –” 
 
    She took her hands down and turned to me, tears flowing across clenched cheeks. “I don’t want to see something like this. Do you understand? It is too awful. I can’t stand it, because Sjurn was right – I am selfish. I don’t want to risk seeing these things again. I want to be like those families we have helped. I want to live in a house and have someone care that I am well. I want to be loved, just because I am there, not because I have brought back a harmonic nectar at the cost of – at the cost of ...” 
 
    I looked at her, crying. And a large part of me felt like crying too. Because I recognized something at last that had somehow been hiding from me for weeks – and it set all my plans awry. 
 
    “It’s not selfish to want those things,” I told her quietly. 
 
    “But it is!” she insisted. “It is, because I would rather go back to Sjurn and stay in his house than do this again. It is sickening! Who would choose this?” 
 
    She spread her arms about her as she said that last, making it clear that she meant the life Gol Treewalker lived. 
 
    “The others, I thought I understood,” she went on. “They were slavers and killers, but they made their slaves cover them in attention – and at least they fed them. He, he turned her into a thing. A thing to just use –” 
 
    I shook my head. “The only difference between him and the others is that he made no pretenses. They all committed the same crime.” 
 
    “No,” she said. “He did worse, because he stole from me the chance to help her, and he showed me how useless and weak I am. Now I want to go back to Sjurn’s, where even if I am not loved, I can at least be touched, and not have to see awful things that I can do nothing about.” 
 
    “But you are loved, Nene,” I said, with a sigh. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You are only saying that. If Sjurn loves me, why would he –” 
 
    “Not Sjurn,” I said. “I love you, Nene. I love you, and I will do what I can to make you happy. I started us on this road for my own purposes, for my own reasons that made me need to change you. But I was too foolish to see the obvious outcome: if you could change, that change would make me love you. And I do.” 
 
    She stood stock-still, this woman who had been Empress of Delvonia and Identity of Cimone. She stood, and stared me in the eyes with a quivering lip. 
 
    And then she grabbed hold of me with both arms and squeezed and sobbed, and I put one hand to the back of her head and one upon her shoulder, and I wondered what I was going to do. 
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    We sat on the deck, hearing Clawtoothe struggle his way upstairs carrying the vacant-eyed woman to clean her. I opened my pack and showed Nene the memory distiller, and the black phial. 
 
    “You were a very bad person,” I told her. “A very bad person with a great many very bad followers. Your followers are hunting me and my family, and even if they weren’t, I would still have to stop them, because they do things, every day and night, that are as bad or worse than what Treewalker did to that woman.” 
 
    I explained the distiller briefly, and the notion that Andeterus the Remembrancer had given me – to teach her what it meant to be good, so that she might be able to drink of those memories without succumbing to them. 
 
    “That – is me, then?” she asked, pointing hesitantly at the phial with its roiling ebony mist. 
 
    I shook my head. “It was you. Now, you are the person you are.” 
 
    “And you think I am good enough to remember who I was, and help stop those followers?” 
 
    “No,” I said honestly. “But I think that you are good enough that it would be a crime for me to risk returning you to what you were. You’re good enough that I care too much to use you in that way. It would make me as bad as Gol Treewalker.” 
 
    Or as bad as Shoje’s parents, who wanted only to shape him into their vision of the perfect ingressionist. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “But you would be doing it for a good reason. That means you would not be as bad.” 
 
    “I suppose one could make that argument,” I said. “But I don’t like where it leads.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could try just a few of the memories,” she suggested. “If they made me worse again, then you could remove them and start over. Teaching me, I mean.” 
 
    I put the phial back in its case. “The problem with that is the black taint,” I said. “If it were just a matter of withstanding the memories, I’d drink them myself. But the blackness is – something else. There’s some essence of corruption in it, and the memory wizard insisted that even a sip could overwhelm anyone but the memories’ original owner. If you tried the memories, you’d be inviting that black essence back in.” 
 
    I felt stymied and exhausted. We had come so far together, Nene and I. I had watched her progress, I had felt hope. Now, all I had to show for it was a bond of emotion to a woman who, sooner or later, would probably end up getting me caught by either Cimonites or the Empire. And even if we managed to elude all pursuit, she would become the only family I had, because I wouldn’t dare return to Warbler Hollow in the Sprite Deeps while such fearsome foes gave chase.  
 
    Nene sat frowning, and suddenly I felt guilty at wallowing in my own problems. Those worries were literally entire continents away, while right in front of me sat someone I cared about, struggling with her past and her sense of self. 
 
    Or so I thought. 
 
    When she opened her mouth, it revealed that she’d been thinking on something different. 
 
    “‘Essence,’ you said,” were her words. “Do you think it’s like a soul?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, blinking – although I understood instantly what she was getting at. 
 
    “A soul, a spirit,” she said. “We have a man right here who drains the souls out of people – couldn’t we have him try to drain this essence from the phial? If he could get the blackness out, it might be safe to drink the memories.” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said, half-stunned. 
 
    But I knew absolutely that we would force Treewalker to try. 
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    I didn’t let our captive speak when he regained consciousness. Instead, I asked questions that could be answered with a nod or a shake of the head, and informed him of what he would be required to do. Because I knew nothing of the ceremonies needed to draw out a harmonic nectar, I could not directly command him with the rings – but I made my basic negotiating point clear: if he did as I wished, he would live, and if not, then he would die. 
 
    We reached an agreement without too much difficulty. 
 
    The ceremony took some awkward arranging. Treewalker had to be free to move, and needed the use of his eyes. So we tied one of his ankles to a length of rope and secured the other end to his bedpost, and I gave him a lengthy list of proscriptions by way of the rings. “You will not attempt to make eye contact with any of us. You will not attempt to use your powers to influence or control us in any way. You will not attempt to flee us or leave this room by any means ...”  
 
    And so on. 
 
    Clawtoothe stationed himself just outside the bedroom, on the stairs. We’d thoroughly searched the chamber for anything and everything that might be used as a weapon. 
 
    In theory, the rings would keep Treewalker from breaking any of my commands. Or, if they failed, then I would be in the room with my eyes downcast, and would try to tackle him into submission at any sign of a false move. And if I failed, then Clawtoothe would rush in, armed with Siege, and knock us both out – keeping his eyes shut and finding Treewalker by way of the restraining rope if needed. 
 
    Nene remained downstairs, watching over the wordless, motionless soul-slave, whom we’d  dressed in a spare tunic of mine once Clawtoothe got her cleaned up. We also used the rings to force her to eat – though what use this was, I really didn’t know. The soul drinker had shaken his head when I’d asked whether he knew of any way to restore the woman. 
 
    As the ceremony began, I kept my wits about me. But I also couldn’t help mulling over all the fearful truths of the moment – and of the weeks and months that had led me here. 
 
    Truth: I could not allow the man who placed the black phial in the center of his Imbiber’s Circle to walk free from here. I had a solution for this, but while it would solve the problem, it would not put my heart at ease over the matter. But some things just can’t be entirely fixed, and I would have to live with that. 
 
    Truth: if the ceremony failed – if the black phial kept its dark taint – I would have no means of defeating the Cimonites, no way to protect my family. I would be unable to return Nene to her home in the Imperial Citadel, because doing so would expose her to whatever Cimonite agents remained nested amongst the Emperor’s staff and servants. So I would remain a fugitive, and she along with me. 
 
    Truth: sooner or later, we would likely be captured. As beautiful and brilliant and talented as I knew Shoje to be, and as clever a pair of helpers as I knew him to have in Osyrand and Choldis, he would not be able to delay Boucolm Tain forever. Eventually, the marshal-general – or some replacement – would find the right mix of clues and possibly divining magic, and I would be brought to ground. 
 
    Truth: Shoje would never admit to failure in his drive to keep me safe. He would not leave Tain’s side, join me, and share my flight for whatever limited time it might give us together. He would persist until death, and if I were captured, then only death could keep him from arranging my escape. But even if he succeeded, it would not buy us the open life of freedom, of bettering the world, that served as his purpose in this world – and mine as well. Instead, we would be hounded by the Empire and consumed by a likely futile quest to find and destroy the Cimonites. 
 
    We would neither of us balk at such a life – especially if we could share it together – but it held very little attraction for me. Mostly because ... 
 
    Truth: Shoje deserved better. He had thrown off the pernicious destiny that his parents dreamed of for him. He had escaped the shaping strokes of their malicious hands. He had chosen decency over predation. He had chosen to believe in the worth and potential of the world, even when the death of his nanny, Maira, could have or should have spun him into a life of bitterness and spite. 
 
    Truth: there was a good chance his love for me would destroy him. Just as the love I now felt for Nene might very well destroy me – by keeping me from trying the one sure path to knowledge of how to find and eliminate the Cimonites. By forcing me into a losing battle with too few resources against an enemy whose armies remained uncounted. 
 
    Truth: as I thought all these thoughts, Gol Treewalker had murmured his incantations and made his gestures. He had walked thrice around the circles graven in the wood floor of the room. And now he held out an open bottle toward the black phial, and he said something in a tongue I do not know – but whatever the meaning, it sounded somehow final. 
 
    And a sighing sound filled the room. 
 
    And I could see a dark ichor swell drop-by-drop within the glass of the nectar bottle. 
 
    And then Treewalker capped the bottle, and I looked at the phial on the floor, my lower lip between my teeth. 
 
    Mists inside glass. 
 
    Swirling. 
 
    Pearlescent. 
 
    White. 
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    I’m a woman who keeps her word, if she can – even when the word is given to someone like Treewalker. 
 
    But while I’d agreed to let him live, I didn’t make him any promises about what condition he’d be in. 
 
    So when the ceremony was done, and the phial of the Identity’s memories had been safely tucked back in my memory distiller’s case, I took the distiller itself back out and siphoned away every experience that the soul drinker had ever had. 
 
    That phial, I crushed. 
 
    Then I used the goodwife rings to walk the man who had been a soul drinker downstairs, where Nene sat with the motionless, staring woman. 
 
    Nene saw us – Treewalker, Clawtoothe, and me – and immediately asked, “Did it work?” 
 
    “It seems to have,” I said. 
 
    She looked uncertain as to whether that was a good thing or not. Then she shifted her gaze to Treewalker, and a more definite expression solidified. 
 
    “Are you really going to let him live?” she asked, her tone bordering on offended. 
 
    I held up the memory distiller. “I am – but not as himself.” 
 
    She gave a brief laugh. “Good. If you leave him with nothing in his head, he will die soon enough anyway.” 
 
    “He would,” I agreed, walking over and kneeling beside her and the spiritless woman, “if I were to do that.” 
 
    I looked down at Treewalker’s half-starved slave or concubine. Clawtoothe had cleaned off the worst of her filth, but her hair remained matted and foul, and her skin showed bruises that would not wash clean. 
 
    Nene, sitting next to me, spoke dubiously. “Why would you do anything else?” 
 
    The motionless woman had no grey in her hair. Though tangled and knotted and nasty, it showed only brown. The skin of her face hung a bit loose, and her eyes sat in hollows, which made her look older – but the texture of that skin and its lack of wrinkles told me she might be in her early twenties, at most. 
 
    I set the dials of the memory distiller accordingly. 
 
    “There’s a mind in here,” I told Nene, holding the tip of the distiller against the woman’s forehead. “It’s not animated by any spirit – it has no vital force. But it should still remember.” 
 
    With a click of the activating button, my magical device began to draw that shimmering mist into its glass reservoir. 
 
    I pointed toward Treewalker, who stood where I’d left him. “Meanwhile, we’ve a body right there that has its spirit intact, but no memories. It’s an imperfect solution, but if we put them together, we might have a whole person.” 
 
    The distiller finished its work, and I stood. 
 
    Nene’s face crinkled with displeasure. “Why would her memories want to be in the body of a man who did this to her? I think it would turn me mad.” 
 
    I resisted the temptation to joke that driving Nene mad might nod be a long step to take. Instead, I reset the dials on the distiller. “Fortunately, she doesn’t have to remember any of the ugly things that have happened to her. I’ll leave those events in the phial.” 
 
    Clawtoothe spoke up, his eyes wide. “If I didn’t trust you, I’d have to knock you in the head at all this. I seen some unnatural things b’fore, only I never seen so much magic for twistin’ and changin’ people in one woman’s hands.” 
 
    “Count yourself lucky, then,” I said with a tilt of my head.  “If a couple of rings and a memory distiller is the worst you ever see, you’ll be doing a sight better than I have in my life.” 
 
    He grunted, but said nothing more. 
 
    I used the rings to maneuver Treewalker to the floor, stretching him out on his back. I couldn’t predict how he would react to an entire lifetime of alien memories, but I suspected that we wouldn’t want him standing when he got them. I’d never absorbed more than a week’s worth myself – not in one dose – and even a week’s memories knocked me out for an hour or more. 
 
    But it wouldn’t be feasible to dole a whole life’s memories out one week at a time, so I simply had to hope that it would work this way. 
 
    I slipped the stylus of the distiller between his teeth, ordered him to close his lips about it, and then clicked the button. 
 
    The shimmering fluids drained from the distiller’s phial. Moments passed. 
 
    “Nothing appears to have happened,” Nene said. 
 
    I nodded and stood. “Even if it’s worked, he’ll be out for a while, absorbing and digesting all of that.” 
 
    “He?” she asked. “Or she?” 
 
    Clawtoothe nodded. “Going to be a weird awakening, that’s sure. How much of this kinda thing’ve y’done?” 
 
    “Not enough to be sure of this,” I admitted. 
 
    Because we had time, I told the story of acquiring the distiller, and some of the uses I’d put it to: searching the memories of my catatonic nephew, Yolo, to find Nene’s face and understand who it was that I sought; getting information that I needed from the arch-mage who had constructed Nene’s home, so that I could get in and capture her (I did not mention the specific location of that home – something I didn’t think Clawtoothe needed to know); removing the memory of my face from enemies who had seen me at the wrong moment; returning Popathe Leam to the age of twelve, before she’d learned her evil ways and soul drinker’s skills; and of course, excising the Identity’s life from Nene’s body. 
 
    To my surprise, it was the second-to-last of these that Nene took exception to. 
 
    “You let that woman live?” she asked. “After what she did to Sjurn?” 
 
    I nodded. “She expressed remorse. I had a tool that would let me render her harmless without killing her, so I did.” 
 
    “You should not have,” Nene growled. “She was wicked. She will become wicked again.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow meaningfully. “You know, you are alive right now for much the same reason.” 
 
    “That’s different,” she said, brows lowered. “You needed me to access my memories. So you could use them to chase down my followers.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that in the moment after I took those memories,” I pointed out. “I didn’t learn that until I hauled you back to the Caverns of Mind and Andeterus explained the black phial to me. Believe me, there were several people advising me to do away with you the moment I had used the distiller on you.” 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    “Nene,” I said, “the impulse to vengeance is natural. We want to do harm to those who have harmed us. But if we act on that impulse after vengeance is no longer deserved, then we are doing harm for the sake of making ourselves feel good. That will always be a bad thing, even if our anger was deserved in the first place.” 
 
    “Then how do you get rid of the anger?” she said. “It burns inside me. If I can’t act against those who caused it, how do I make it go away?” 
 
    I shrugged. “You don’t. Anger exists to give your body strength in a fight. It is roused because you feel threatened. But it’s a dumb brute of a thing, and it comes to life whether the threat is a raw evil attacking you, or just an impediment to your own selfish desires. You have to learn to see anger as an alarm. Once it rears its head, you have to engage your conscience to know what to do – and then you have to act on that conscience. Not on the anger itself.” 
 
    “That seems very difficult.” 
 
    “The habit of conscience is a lot more work than the habit of anger,” I agreed. “But if you fall into the second, sooner or later you’ll find a way to justify anything.” 
 
    I gestured toward Treewalker and his slave, lying upon the floor. Nene’s lips tightened. I hoped she understood what I meant. 
 
    But before I could ask, Gol Treewalker’s lips parted, and a moan came out. 
 
    I knelt down beside his form. The eyes opened, looking dazed. 
 
    “Where am I?” he asked – and then seemed to take a fright at his own words, eyes widening with panic. “What –” 
 
    “Hold still,” I said quietly, making it a command through the rings. “You’re safe, but some very strange things have happened to you – magic that’s going to be difficult for you to understand. What’s your name?” 
 
    Tears started from those eyes, that not so long ago had been wells of mesmerism, capsizing my soul. 
 
    “Peebla,” he said. His deep voice cracked as he spoke. “But I don’t feel right. Just a moment ago, I was on the cloudwhale to Urka Aspenus. Now – why does my voice sound like this? Why does my mind feel so strange?” 
 
    “You were attacked by a wizard with dark magic,” I told her. “Your thoughts have been moved into a different body. Its mind isn’t used to them, and you will probably feel strange for a long time.” 
 
    “Why can’t I move?” 
 
    “I’m using two magical rings to hold you still,” I said. “When I let you up, you’ll see things that disturb and upset you. I wanted to explain it all to you first, to keep you from being too frightened.” 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Peebla quavered. More tears flowed from her male eyes. 
 
    I tried to think of how to best comfort her, and in my pause, Nene came over. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if you like it,” she said, leaning over. “You were going to die, and now you are alive. You have been given a new chance. This woman –” She looked at me, and I met her gaze. Then she looked back down at Peebla. “– does that. She gives people chances. You are unhappy now, but she is giving you a chance to be alive now, and perhaps to be happy later. I think you should take that chance.” 
 
    Somehow, this seemed to calm the person who lay before us. 
 
    Things did not exactly go smoothly from there, but they went better than they might have. 
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    Clawtoothe saw us only as far as the bridge back to the southern plateau. The way from there would be easy enough for us to manage on our own – just a lift ride up to the plateau and a walk around the lake to the Wildernest. He felt a pressing need to go back to Treewalker’s home – we had left Peebla there, nursing her own vacant body while living in Treewalker’s mind. 
 
    “I don’t like her bein’ alone any longer’n she has to,” he said. He hadn’t wanted to leave the poor, confused woman in the first place, but she wouldn’t abandon her former body to die, and Nene and I had to get back to the Wildernest. 
 
    I put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re a good man, Clawtoothe. I hope you’re able to help them.” 
 
    He nodded. “Though I don’t know how it’ll go, once that shell is strong enough to climb out’ve the woods with us. You seem a lot more comfortable w’ magic than I ever will be, and I don’t know where to start looking for a mage as could shift her back into her own body.” 
 
    “Start at the Magicker’s Club in Cluiremelathe,” I told him. “If the thing is possible, someone there will know where to point you.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Like I know where that is or c’ld afford t’get there.” 
 
    “You can afford it,” I said. “You’ve got all the gold we found under Treewalker’s bed, and I’ll leave a bit more in your name at the Wildernest bank.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. Then he looked at me for a moment. “You know, I think it’s the first time since I came to Urka Aspenus, I find myself rememberin’ that there’s people out for more than just themselves and glory and adventure. I came here on a purpose, and now I’m leavin’ on a purpose too, and that’s thanks to you. I’m sorry for moments I doubted what y’were up to.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry,” I said. “We need to keep our wits about us in this world, and you’ve got good instincts. They’re to your credit.” 
 
    We shook hands. And then, feeling that a handshake wasn’t enough, I took hold of him and embraced him. 
 
    When I let go, I saw Nene standing awkwardly by. 
 
    “Go on,” I said, giving her a push. 
 
    And she hugged the young man as well – uncertainly at first, but with a softening expression as it went on. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, sounding as though she really meant it. 
 
    “And you,” he replied. 
 
    Then the two of us walked out across the bridge, and Clawtoothe returned into the depths of the Forested Sea. 
 
      
 
    CXXII 
 
      
 
    “Where are we bound now?” Nene asked as we strode around the lake, its blue waters gleaming beneath a hot sun. 
 
    “We’re not bound at all,” I said, feeling the openness of the blue sky above and the beauty of the trees and plants around us. “We’re free. We’re free to go to the Caverns of Mind and see if Andeterus will let us use his equipment, now that the phial is no longer black. If he will, that means we’ll be free to look through your old memories and find the information we need, without either of us having to drink of them and live through the awful things that you did before I took you away from that life. Then we’ll be free to go and get my friends out of strangetime, and possibly free to take you back to your home – assuming you want to go.” 
 
    Her face took on a grim expression. “If I go back to a place where I was evil, will I not go back to being as I was before?” 
 
    “Not if we purge it of our enemies first,” I said. “You have a husband, and all the stories and tales of him say that he loves you beyond anything else in this world. I’m willing to bet he doesn’t know what kind of creature you were – and if it turns out that he did, then we’ll just have to deal with him as well. But there are people who adore you there, and you’ve told me you want to be loved.” 
 
    A cloud of insects swung up from the lakeshore, and she swatted at them with one hand. “I do,” she said. “But it would be nice to choose who I am loved by, not just be thrown into a press of strangers.” 
 
    I laughed. “Nene, we never get to choose that. We’re born into a family, and if we’re lucky they love us, and if we’re not, they don’t. We bump into strangers, and some are bright and lovely, while others are drab and dull. But the bright ones may turn up their noses at us, and the dull ones may stay at our heels like a faithful, unshakeable dog. You have to take love where you find it – but it’s more likely to show up if you give it, instead of looking for it.” 
 
    We walked on in silence for a bit. Then she said, “Is that the trick you’ve learned? Is that why so many people love you, so easily?” 
 
    I scratched my head. “Maybe. But it’s not a trick. It’s just a way to be. If you learn to give, you’ll find people giving back – but you’ll also find that giving itself becomes beautiful.” 
 
    “It sounds like an easy lesson,” she said. “But the world does not look like too many people have learned it. Gol Treewalker certainly did not learn it. Clawtoothe said you’re the only person he’s met in this land who acted this way.” 
 
    I thought on this a bit as I walked. I thought about my family, about the good people in Wherrydon whom I’d grown up around. About all the wondrous individuals I’d met in all my travels. 
 
    “I think,” I said, “I think that more people know it than you’d guess. And I think most people know it, somewhere inside themselves, but just don’t remember to keep at it. It is hard work, sometimes. But letting it slide ... well, that’s where an awful lot of the badness in the world comes from. That’s how people like Treewalker – like you used to be – look around at the world and decide that it’s okay to take what they want. Because people don’t give enough to make it obvious how much better giving is.” 
 
    “It’s too bad,” she said, “that you don’t have time to teach them all as you’ve taught me.” 
 
    I looked at her, feeling suddenly proud but also worried that pride might be premature. 
 
    Have I taught you? I thought to myself. Have you really changed? It’s not enough to think it for a moment. You have to be ready to get in it, up to your elbows, for a lifetime. 
 
    But aloud, I just said, “Yes. That is too bad.” 
 
    Then I stepped up my pace a bit, for the walls of the Wildernest waited before us, and we had business to get to on continents far overhead. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    I 
 
      
 
    I stood atop Pyete’s brow ridge, the Sprite Deeps spread all about and below us, the wind of our movement wanting to tumble me from my wyrmish friend’s smoother-than-riverstone scales. Behind me, Nene turned tight eyes toward the landscape we winged across. My occasional glances back found her shrunk against Pyete’s plated skin, taut as a bowstring despite the magicked gloves I’d given her for clinging to wyrmhide. A pair of boots kept me in place, made to match the gloves. But despite the example I gave, standing and even occasionally strolling about our vast reptilian transport, she hadn’t moved an inch through the several hours we’d been in the air.  
 
    Frankly, my own nerves could have been steadier too. 
 
    “That’s the spot ahead,” Pyete rumbled, and even as he said it, I recognized a break in the trees from the last memories Shoje had sent me. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “No,” I said, “but I won’t be any readier if we dilly-dally, so I guess you should just take us in.” 
 
    Quick as that, Pyete went into a downward glide, swelling the glade ahead of us. Aground in its center lay the Quickness of Inquiry VI, less impressive that it might have been from another vantage point, but obviously a substantial craft. I stared hard at the skyship’s decks, knowing Shoje stood on that planking – and that I had no business trying to pick him out. Once inside strangetime, every second would be precious, with no margin for sentiment. 
 
    “Here it is,” Pyete said. 
 
    The sky began to flicker – light, dark, light. With each turn it took into shadow, another day passed in the world outside. But here, within strangetime, nothing felt any different about one second or the next or the next. I deliberately avoided counting the blinks. 
 
    As we dropped toward the earthbound vessel, spots became soldiers and skymen, their frantic swarms resolving into deliberate, organized action. From this welter of activity, my eyes picked out a set of figures around a prone female form, and I opened my mouth to tell Pyete. But of course he knew this tableau better than I did, and his eyes outmatched mine as well, and before I could speak the serpentine neck had already snaked us into position. 
 
    Pyete’s shadow brought every face up to stare at us, as a wyrm’s shadow generally does. I knew them all, three because they were dear to me, the rest from Shoje’s transferred memories. But I looked at one and one alone: a man whose expression held such a rigidly controlled fire that I didn’t need the heart lockets’ magic to identify him as Boucolm Tain. Any mere human being who’d confront Pyete with a look like that had to be the one in charge.  
 
    Before he could assert his authority to the Wyrm of the West, though, Tain spotted me – and Nene. The fire – momentarily so incendiary – guttered beneath a wave of uncertainty. His fine, strong brows knitted up so tight they almost touched. 
 
    I slid down Pyete’s snout to the deck. There, I met Tain’s gaze with a nod and turned to hold a hand up toward Nene. 
 
    “Marshal-General,” I said. Nene scooted forward and down to reach for my hand. “I surrender myself and the Empress to your custody. We are at the mercy of your authority and judgment. As you’re aware, though, we’re in strangetime, and I’m afraid we have very little time for the sort of interviews you’ll want to conduct. So I hope you can return my gesture of surrender with immediate trust and cooperation.” 
 
    “Kill it,” croaked Ytroim Dower. She looked as though she meant to press herself backward through the joins of the deck planks, her saucered eyes fixed on Nene in horror. “Kill it, it’s a monster.” 
 
    Gaining the deck with my help, Nene frowned at being vilified. “This is the woman we want, yes?” 
 
    Tain looked from me to his Empress to the chancellor. None of Shoje’s communications made this view of him familiar – blank and mute, unable to get his vast deductive prowess to lock onto anything. 
 
    “Yes, Empress,” I said. Her blond hair had grown out enough to appear cropped instead of shaven, and we’d counteracted the skin dye as best we could with a bleaching agent. Most importantly, though, I was sure that no one who’d seen those crystal-blue eyes before could doubt who they were viewing. To Dower, I said, “Be calm, Chancellor. We’re almost done here, and you’re almost done with the last few years of torment. We can get you to Hiisia by this afternoon – the Aur-Ben church can rid you of the blood link a few hours after that.” 
 
    Not waiting for her response, I put a hand into a pocket and retrieved the small pill-case Andeterus had given me at the end of our long recent fortnight in his remembrancing laboratory. A beige lozenge from the case into my palm at a tap. 
 
    Offering it to Tain, I said, “At the west edge of Treltham, the Caverns of Mind can package up memories like you or I would tie a bow on a present. Swallow this, and the memories inside will give you full understanding of the situation. Refuse it, and there’s a good chance we’ll lose the best opportunity in a thousand years to destroy the cult – and I know you know which cult I’m talking about.” 
 
    My hand stayed outstretched; his did not rise to meet it. 
 
    “I don’t think ... that I can just down a pill handed to me by someone in the company of, well, of a strongly suspected follower of Cimone.” 
 
    Nene’s tone went brusque. “I am no longer a Cimonite. Ask your truth wizard if I am lying, or if Avelia is.” 
 
    Tain looked to Coreantos, standing nearby. The arcane inspector ran fingers through his pale blonde hair and made a flustered, helpless gesture. “I read only truth from them both, sir. And a more straightforward truth than I’ve been getting lately.” 
 
    The last he said with a glance at Shoje. Despite myself, I followed his gaze to where my Haniman knelt at the chancellor’s side. If I had any doubts about my ability to convince Boucolm Tain, Shoje’s expression disintegrated them. I kept my mouth from smiling at him, but I’m sure he could read my eyes. 
 
    Raising my hand and the pill, I said, “The whole truth is here, sir, and each moment you delay gives the Cimonites days or weeks to move ahead with their designs.” 
 
    “I still think I should order him to swallow it,” Nene said. “Is he is my servant, or isn’t he?” 
 
    “Hush,” I told her. 
 
    Boucolm Tain looked at me. He looked at Shoje, at Coreantos. He looked across to Osy and Choldis. His eyes flicked toward Pyete’s vast shape crouched above the ship, making both my request and my surrender more intimidating than they might otherwise have been. 
 
    He looked at his Empress, who scowled back at him exactly the way some truculent adolescent might. 
 
    Then he clenched his teeth, made a decision, and took the lozenge from my palm. 
 
    The pill might have been smaller, and a drink to take it with would have helped, but Tain got it down, squeezing his eyes closed as he forced it along his throat – then keeping them shut as the memory magic in Andeterus’ capsule took hold. 
 
    When he reopened them, they were the eyes of a man having a day he had not anticipated. 
 
    “Chancellor Dower,” he said, apparently surprised at his own certainty, “you’re going to have to go with them.” 
 
      
 
    II 
 
      
 
    The Marshal-General was not a man to hesitate once he had facts he considered reliable. After that swallow, it took only the briefest of discussions for everything to be in motion with Tain’s full approval. 
 
    Pyete got hold of us with his foretalons, Nene and Dower in one, me in the other. He held the two of them face-to-face, their arms completely pinioned by digits longer than a tall man’s height. My arms remained free, wyrm claws encircling me from my ribs past my knees.  
 
    I had Siege in one hand. 
 
    “There’s no other way?” Dower asked, as though the question made her gag. 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it can’t be avoided.” I sympathized with the woman. If there’d been time, I would have told her so. Having lost my will to the mesmerism of Gol Treewalker, I knew viscerally that no one should have to endure such a thing. But she did have to endure it, and I hadn’t the luxury of explaining why. “It will be quick. That much I can promise you. Pyete, let’s go.” 
 
    And with that, Pyetenkrothgung launched himself and us up from strangetime. 
 
    The sun steadied. The sky went solid blue and lost its flicker. Almost at once, the chancellor’s sobs and trembling ceased.  
 
    Leveling out into a glide over the Sprite Deeps, Pyete moved his wings just enough to stay aloft. The sun and open air and a spackling of clouds pushed into my heart until hope and the enormity of the stakes had me stretched like a rack. And unlike most people, I actually know how it feels to be on a rack, although the last time I’d been on one, my surroundings hadn’t been so green and sunny and brilliant blue. 
 
    Wind whistled past us, not too loud for me to hear that Dower had fallen silent. Pyete kept his two forelimbs right next to one another, angled so that I faced the back of the chancellor’s head. Her grey hair peeked just above his knuckle, but nothing more of her showed, and no glimpse of Nene at all. 
 
    Now, how long will it take the chancellor’s puppet-master to realize that he’s got control of her again? We knew from the Identity’s memories that a Cimonite of moderate rank controlled the chancellor. We knew who he was and where his spartan quarters were located. But we didn’t know how immediately his awareness of the link would return, once strangetime no longer blocked its connection. 
 
    Just as I wondered it, Dower’s head jerked and her voice came out in a start. “Identity! You – we’ve been – ” 
 
    “Quiet!” Nene shouted, making me wince. We’d practiced and practiced what she was about to say, and the greatest fear I had was that something in her tone or behavior might tip the Cimonites, cause them to suspect that their priestess no longer resided behind Nene’s eyes.  
 
    Don’t blaze too hot at him, I wanted to urge. But our goodwife rings remained on Urka Aspenus, and the thought was only a thought, not a command with any reality. 
 
    “There is very little time,” she continued, voice falling to the fierce and certain quality I had come to know so well these past months. Its imperious quality relaxed me now – a little. “I have awakened your connection with the last of my strength, and when I am done, I will send both that body and this one to oblivion. The wyrm must not be allowed to take us where he means to.” 
 
    “But – ” 
 
    “Listen!” Her tone struck the underling silent. “My time as Identity is ending. I have one final set of commands, ordained by the goddess – the means by which my successor is to be chosen and our vengeance is to be wreaked upon those who have taken me. Call for Haviz, Edor, and Darvurius.” 
 
    Dower responded compliantly. “Yes, Identity.” 
 
    A thousand or more miles away, in the imperial capital of Delvos, the man who puppeteered Ytroim Dower would now rise from the pallet assigned to him and send messengers out across the city. We knew this and more from our grueling search through the Empress’ charnel-house of memories. The message would fly with blood-magicked swallows, whose appearance in certain mansions or houses of government would summon the three highest-ranking Cimonites below the Identity. Pyete had skillfully brought us out of strangetime near dawn, an hour of day when all three should be within minutes of the puppet-master’s location. Unless the men’s routines had changed, they would answer the signal very quickly. 
 
    For the duration of the wait, Nene ordered Dower’s controller to meditate, pretending to do so herself. Incomprehensible syllables whispered from the chancellor’s mouth for several minutes, interrupted once to announce the arrival of Davarius, then halting entirely to say that Edor and Haviz had joined him. 
 
    “Relay these exact words to them, then,” Nene commanded. Shifting into High Amnestolian, she launched into the most crucial part of her performance. 
 
    “The limit of Cimone’s eight-hundred-and-seventy-third Identity approaches, and the goddess demands a Convergence – a Convergence of her entire following. Let all functions derive their next actions from this Utmost Imperative: four months hence, in the desert north of Lenk ...” 
 
    I’d sweated over the instructions that followed – for preparations, for communications, and for an unholy pilgrimage to mass the entire cult. And more than sweated; learning the necessary protocols had taken over a week in Andeterus’s workshop, delving through the grisly, ghastly images of Nene’s former life. If the Cimonites obeyed the orders strictly enough, and if the Emperor could be persuaded to set his troops in wait appropriately, the gathering would be the end of them. But if some subtlety of wording had eluded me, they might see through the ruse from the start.  
 
    Nene held it all in her head, though, and delivered it without any stumbles or flaws that I could hear. 
 
    And when she finished, I tapped the amber end of Siege to the chancellor’s skull. 
 
    Then Pyete circled us around the way we’d come. 
 
      
 
    III 
 
      
 
    Some while later, I lay in the most wondrous bed of my life. Shoje lay there with me, his skin golden against mine, his eyes full of light and laughter and the absolute promise of permanence. 
 
    It did not matter how we had gotten there: 
 
    Not my return by wyrm wing to the Quickness of Inquiry. 
 
    Not the fastidious arrangements to reach the Imperial Citadel in secret, leaving the ship and most of its crew snail-crawling their way out of strangetime to minimize the number of individuals who knew the Empress had returned. 
 
    Not the reunion between Nene and her husband – awkward and unfamiliar on her part, passionate and even weeping on his. She did not know him, but he clearly loved her so much that he did not care, not even when we told him what she’d been, what had happened to her, how she had forgotten his very name. 
 
    Not the hours of debriefing by Boucolm Tain, not the doubts about whether all or even most of the Cimonites would answer our summons, not the agreement that, doubts or no, the empire must follow through on the trap we had laid. 
 
    Not the assignment of this room, not the exploration of its chambers and bath, not the dinner at our imperial host’s table. 
 
    And not the knock on our door in early evening and the need to reassure Nene that, yes, I was still here and that at some point she would get used to the ‘strange and uncomfortable’ feeling of not having me in her direct presence. 
 
    No, it only mattered that – finally – my love and I held each other and had no fear that anything would draw us apart again. 
 
    It mattered only that we could touch and talk and whisper in that normal way that men and women do – close, warm, at utter peace. 
 
    Even what we said made relatively little difference – the saying of it swept through my soul regardless. Although one portion of it rises to memory now as especially beautiful: 
 
    I lay on my back, and he lay on his side, one hand propping up his head as he gazed down at me. He traced a circle around the heart-shape of my locket where it rested upon my breastbone. 
 
    “We’re lucky – so lucky,” he said. “To have each other, most of all, but also to have seen inside.” 
 
    “Mm,” I agreed. “Although I think I get the better of that deal than you do. What’s inside me is old and callous, and what’s inside you is shiny and young.” 
 
    He smiled – chidingly. “Now let’s not descend into falsehoods for the sake of modesty. In and out alike, you are a creature of life. Don’t pretend any different.” 
 
    I touched his cheek. “All right. Then I got the better of the deal because it let me see not just what is within you, but what made you you.” 
 
    He gave a slight lift of his eyebrow that suggested I was wandering into dark territory – though he didn’t look worried. I saw trust in his eyes. 
 
    “I always wondered why you wouldn’t talk about your parents, what could be so terrible that you’d shut their memory away. And when you showed me at last, I understood something that you didn’t – something beautiful.” 
 
    “About my parents?” Both eyebrows went up now. “I’ll be interested to hear this.” 
 
    “About your parent,” I said. “Because you had a mother, Shoje. A mother who loved and taught and coddled you. A mother who would give anything for you – and did give everything for you. She just wasn’t the woman who bore you. And I think it hurt you so much to lose her that you haven’t ever really understood how lucky you were to have her in the first place.” 
 
    His eyes shone at that, and he stayed quiet – I think because his voice might have failed him had he tried to speak. But while his smile shivered, it did not break. 
 
    “And wherever she is,” I said, “whatever gods have lifted her up to their bosoms, she is still here, in the world, working to make it more beautiful through you. She did a good job – a perfect job, because you are perfect, and you shape the world toward perfection just by being as you are.” 
 
    He sighed, closed his eyes a moment, and then opened them again. 
 
    “The only flaw in that statement,” he said, “is that any world where you and I are together is already perfect.” 
 
    I laughed and shifted on the bed to pull him closer. 
 
    “Then let’s make it more perfect.” 
 
    And for a long time that evening and an even longer time thereafter, we did. 
 
      
 
      
 
    [End of Book Three] 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A Note from the Author 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please feel free to drop by my blog at herbmallette.blogspot.com and let me know. (I also won’t complain if you recommend it to your friends or even go so far as to write a review on the site from which you purchased it.) You can also find me on Twitter as @HerbMallette. 
 
      
 
    Thank you very much for reading! 
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