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   Chapter One: Bequests
 
    
 
    
 
   In the shade of a graceful elm not far from the town fountain sat a woman, coaxing faint melodies from a musical instrument in the crook of her arm.
 
   That’s actually more of a lyre than a harp, Weston thought as he walked across the cobbled plaza in the midmorning sun. But the woman’s eyes had a vacancy that could not be mistaken, so this must be the fabled “Old Blind Harpist of Willowsdale.” Surely the town is not some lodestone for sightless magicians.
 
   Without any strong musical inclination, Weston couldn’t judge the technical merits of the woman’s playing. It seemed perhaps a bit aimless and undirected. Yet ... the closer he got, the more purposeful the tune turned in his head, as though the harpist awaited something, expressing her patience with a melodic wander.
 
   He stopped a few feet off and paused for her to finish, gauging it bad form to interrupt.
 
   But as he stood, she said, “Would you care to hear anything in particular?”
 
   Don't just stand there like a stump, he thought. “I ...” 
 
   “Ah. You are here for something besides music.”
 
   Weston blinked. “Well, yes. How—”
 
   Her fingers walked softly across the strings of her instrument.
 
   “A man approaches, alone, moving directly toward me. He must come with some intention. He stops too close to simply be admiring the fountain, and he shifts foot-to-foot as he stands waiting. When I ask what song he desires, he pauses and can find no request. Music, then, is not his wish.”
 
   She finished this explanation with a slight flourish on the lyre and then shifted to a new melody, no more familiar or focused to Weston’s ear than the first one.
 
   “Well,” he said, trying to regain his footing, “I’ve been told you’re the most widely traveled person in the area — and that you might be able to help me in identifying a map.”
 
   “They’re usually paper, sometimes hide. A lot of squiggly lines, often with a key to tell you what they stand for.”
 
   “No, I mean —”
 
   “Bring it out, let me examine it.”
 
   His face flushed. Weston doffed his pack and rummaged in it for his most precious possession — a copy of Coeldoetta’s Sonnets bound in worn and cracked leather. While he retrieved it, the harpist muted the strings of her instrument and set the harp — or lyre — aside.
 
   “The map is inside the front cover,” he said, easing the book into her waiting hands.
 
   “Old,” she noted as she opened it. This time, Weston did not marvel at her perception — the book creaked whenever its pages were spread, and the paper smelled of time. The harpist’s fingers glided across the hand-drawn frontispiece, gentle as a water-strider on the surface of a still pond. “What does it show? Come here and trace my fingers along the lines while you describe them.”
 
   Weston moved closer and took her hand as she asked.
 
   “The main feature is a confluence of four rivers,” he said, guiding her pointer finger to that spot on the map. Then he moved it further on, following each of four lines in turn. “They flow across a high plateau, join together and reach the edge at a great series of falls. There are no cities or towns marked, only this one star near the juncture of the rivers.”
 
   He found his heart pounding as he spoke. Would this woman be able to tell him where that star could be found?
 
   “The book,” she asked, “is it an imaginary tale? About some land of the author’s fancy?”
 
   “No,” he said. “It’s a book of poems.”
 
   Her face turned up toward his, though her eyes found no focus there. 
 
   “What poems?”
 
   He hesitated, then told her. “Coeldoetta’s Sonnets.”
 
   She closed the book and held it out to him. “You seek The Last Tragedy.”
 
   Weston stepped back without even taking the book. He tried to say something, but only stammered.
 
   “The map,” she said, gesturing with the book, “shows no location in the empire — nor any rivers in Coeldoetta’s homeland of Jueln, for that matter. It points to a spot in some unknown wilderness. What else could you expect it to show but the playwright’s final home, where legend says she wrote her most powerful work?”
 
   “And does it?” he asked, breathless. “Can you tell me where it leads?”
 
   “It leads to suffering,” she said. “To a lifetime of disappointment, if you fail to find this spot — or to a play so woeful that the gods themselves bore its author skyward, lest she share such misery with the world.”
 
   Weston frowned and took up the book. “I’ve always heard that it was the Tragedy’s sheer perfection that earned Coeldoetta her ascent.”
 
   “And what would you expect of perfection in a tragedy?” She shook her head. “No matter. Your accent says you’ve already traveled from at least as far as Cluiremelath. I doubt I can say anything to dissuade you. But the map shows no land I am familiar with. If you want to find where it leads, you’ll have to take it to the Hall of Maps in Gleit, or the Imperial Library at Delvos, and compare it to their charts of the farther realms.”
 
   “Gleit?” he asked, thinking of the thin state of his pocketbook, and how much it had cost him just to come this far.
 
   The harpist laughed and picked her instrument back up. “Surely, you didn’t expect to find The Last Tragedy in some nearby copse of Warkslinshire elms, did you? This journey was always going to carry you much farther than Gleit.”
 
   “Yes, of course,” he said. “Only I’d hoped at least to learn my destination without traveling quite such a distance.”
 
   “Hope is a wonderful thing,” the woman said as she began to play again.
 
   Unsure how to interpret that, Weston thanked her and carefully returned the book to his pack.
 
   “Good fortune to you,” she said as he turned.
 
   “And you,” he replied, although what need she had of fortune, here in a comfortable village at the end of her life, he could not say.
 
   Gleit ... a distant city that Weston knew almost nothing of. But it did lie closer at hand than Delvos, and the harpist had spoken true — no quest for The Last Tragedy could be expected to end close to home.
 
   Slipping on his pack and straightening his shoulders, Weston moved off toward his future, leaving the harpist, her lyre, and her faintly mysterious music behind.
 
   * * *
 
   “I’d like you all to know, right at the start, that I’m opposed to the reading of this will,” Jake announced in a strong voice, bringing impatient sighs and at least one angry glare from his assembled relatives.
 
   The glare came from Jake’s cousin Yolo, who paced upon a throw-rug near the door. The sighs came from all about the chamber, a small room that condensed the family’s impatience with its closeness and its intimidating walls, hung with Aunt Avelia’s trophies and treasures.
 
   Jake continued. “Avelia has gone missing before, and she always turns up. How have we suddenly decided that today is the day to lose hope, to carve a marker with her name and consign her memory to the family plot on Gilgrove Down?”
 
   He looked about at each of them in turn — aunts, uncles, cousins, his parents. The keen grey Warbler eyes looked back at him from many of the faces, pouched in some cases and bright with youth in others. These were good folk for the most part, and he felt sure he could keep them from making this mistake. Only Yolo, still pacing, and Yolo’s mother Guorta, fanning herself and staring absently into the distance, gave him pause.
 
   “Can anyone tell me,” he asked, “what’s so different this time?”
 
   “Well,” said Avelia’s brother Gambor, with a shrug, “she’s never had a will before.”
 
   This brought out nods and murmurs of agreement all around, including one from Jake’s father, Huyn. Stroking his fine, white-shot beard, Huyn said, “Son, I know you and Vee had a special bond, but it’s only doing what she wants. Anything she cedes me, I’ll gladly give back if she shows up again.”
 
   “And the same for me,” said Gambor.
 
   “And me,” agreed Pelsimuth, which earned him an elbow in the ribs from his wife, Guorta. Behind the couch on which they sat, Yolo paused to shoot his father a look, then appeared relieved to see the older man rubbing his side, gaze floorward. When his mother waved her fan at him, he fell back into stride.
 
   Jake raised a hand. “Hear me out, please. If I’d known about the will ahead of time, I would have gone out to find her. We all know what she’s like, how she wanders, and I didn’t think anything of it when a year or two went by and I hadn’t heard from her.”
 
   Here, Jake’s gaze deliberately trailed across the walls of the study. Most of the assembled family reflexively followed his look. Decked with the mounted heads of horrific beasts, as well as swords and other armaments on gleaming display, those walls brought the essence of their owner into the room, until Jake almost felt her presence hanging over his shoulder. All of these prizes had stories attached, told by Avelia after her long, mysterious absences. Who could easily credit that the woman who’d slain these monsters and won such wonders might actually have fallen? And yet he had less confidence in his aunt’s safety than his speech implied. Something had made this unstoppable woman doubt whether she would return from her latest quest, or she wouldn’t have left the will.
 
   “At any rate, if I’d known two years would trigger this will and split up all her holdings,” Jake continued, “well, I would have made the effort to go look for her. And that’s what I propose to do now — go out and find her. All I ask is six months. You all love her as much as I do. Surely, you can give me six months to find her and keep this home and all the fruits of her life intact?”
 
   The elder generation of Warblers — Gambor, Huyn, Pelsimuth — looked around at each other in that way brothers sometimes do, when things need to be said, but not with words. None of them wanted their older sister to be dead, and Jake’s proposal offered a reed for them to hold onto.
 
   But before any of the three could speak, Yolo stepped from behind the couch to make his own announcement.
 
   “I refuse.”
 
   “Now, Yolo,” began Pelsimuth, only to be rapped on the head with Guorta’s fan.
 
   “Let your son speak, Pelsi.” Pelsimuth hunched his shoulders obediently. Looking back to Yolo, Guorta said, “Please continue, boy.”
 
   “Well,” said Yolo, “a will is a will. It is binding. If we disobey it now, what will we do in six months, if Jake should fail to reappear? Send someone else to look for him? Because I tell you, it won’t be me that goes looking. Perhaps the rest of you want to daisy-chain yourselves out across the land searching for Avelia, but as far as I’m concerned, what she wants to tell us is right there in that paper. If your notion is to wander the empire after her, all the better — it will leave a larger cut for those who stay sensibly behind.”
 
   Uncle Gambor sighed eloquently. Jake clenched his teeth, thinking back across a lifetime of knowing Yolo and Guorta. His proposition required unanimous consent. He’d hoped to gain most of it quickly, pressuring his cousin and aunt into resignation. But with Yolo speaking out from the start, and Guorta there to steady his spine, the idea had already met its death. There would be no dissuading them.
 
   Not that the rest of the family understands any better, he thought, glancing about at his relatives. Of all of them, only Jake had really been out and seen the world — even a fraction of what Avelia had seen, done, been. Uncle Pelsi had traveled the local circuit of towns with traders’ caravans. The rest possessed only a general idea that she’d lived a life of adventure and risk in far-off places, places so removed as to put them not just beyond reach, but beyond conception. If Avelia really thought she might not come back this time, why wouldn't they trust her judgment on that?
 
   Before the silence grew too prolonged, another elbow to Pelsimuth’s ribs caused him to say, “Well — well, we’d best have it read, then.”
 
   Oltud, who tended the house for Avelia and had the keeping of the will, pulled the rolled document slowly from its case and after a solemn pause broke its wax seal. In a faint, toneless voice, he began to read.
 
   “‘Will, by Avelia Larkly Warbler. 
 
   “‘How to start? I’m not much for writing, not much for goodbyes. Unless I died of a sickness, there’s no need for any of you to be sad. I expect I was out and about doing what I wanted, which is how we should all go.’”
 
   A few sniffs and murmurs sounded at this.
 
   Oltud continued, “‘What to do with all these things? Of course, Oltud gets the house. When he’s done with it, it can go on to the first of my nephews and nieces to start a family. You’re all past due for children, and maybe this will be the spur you need.’”
 
   Jake glanced across the room, where he saw Lilna and her new husband looking at one another with raised eyebrows. They snuck a quick kiss, which earned them a stare of seething envy from Yolo. Oltud droned on, eyes slightly moist and a momentary quaver in his voice.
 
   Objects of value and sentiment went to each of Avelia’s brothers; baubles and finery to each of their wives. Her horses were listed as Cousin Uyne’s — but Avelia had ridden off with both of them two years ago. Uyne had to be satisfied with the ten-year lease on pasture and stabling rights that Avelia maintained for the mounts.
 
   Item by item, bed and kettle and claymore by boar’s head, Oltud called out and assigned each treasure its new owner. As the list shortened, Jake found himself in growing discomfort. Nothing had been titled to him, and everyone knew that Avelia had gold by the vault-full banked away somewhere. Except for her continued life and presence, he already had all that he wanted from his aunt — her mentorship and her stories, from which he’d crafted many of his best songs. The notion of being left with her money dismayed him.
 
   In contrast, Yolo fairly glowed with the light of anticipation as Oltud’s eyes drifted ever lower upon the will’s last sheet. Early on, he had appeared more irritated by each item called out, since the name that followed was never his. But with the disposition of Avelia’s raw wealth surely drawing nearer, a greedy hope dawned upon his face, and his pacing changed to a nervous shifting from foot to foot.
 
   Oltud looked over at Jake and took a breath. “‘To my nephew Jake, I leave the end of a story. You know of my first traveling company, the Red Scarfers, and the sad fate most of them met. And you know of Fingold, the last survivor but me. Well, Fingold has vanished, and I set out now to look for him. All our lives, the two of us meant to go back to the ruins of Thollol and find what we left there. Now I bequeath to you half of the map that leads to the spot. The map is in box 48 in the Old Gleit Bank. Fingold’s heir has the key to the box, but does not know the number. The two of you are to meet at the Brooding Barnacle on the third Yornday in Koult; Fingold’s will requires his heir to go there each year on that date. Wear a red scarf, so that you’ll recognize each other, and so you’ll both think of us.’”
 
   Jake felt flush with both gratitude and amusement. Leave it to Avelia to surprise him with something beyond value, and leave it to Fingold, whom he’d heard much about, to work a bar into his will. Jake closed his eyes and sketched a map in his head. Gleit lay just a couple of weeks away — he could probably make it by the date Avelia had specified.
 
   In the meantime, something of precise and significant value remained, and when Jake opened his eyes, it was to see Oltud rubbing his chin with pursed lips, eyes on the last line of the will.
 
   Yolo could contain himself no longer. Wide-eyed and shaking, he half-stammered, “Read on! Read on! What does it say?”
 
   Oltud cleared his throat and looked calmly at Yolo. “It says:
 
   “‘To Yolo, I leave this advice. Worry less about what you can get out of the world, and more about what you can give it.
 
   “‘My money goes to the Puley Street Children’s Home, where Mama and Papa found me such a short time ago.’”
 
   Yolo went the color of a cloud, though he looked more likely to collapse than to float away. Guorta surged up from the couch and stormed across to Oltud, demanding to read the will for herself. Jake slipped quietly from the room, to take a last look around the house while it was still as Avelia had left it.
 
   * * *
 
   On the third Yornday in Koult, Noxie woke to the same debate that had carried her off to sleep the night before: should the day be spent Lurking, or going to Grandpapa’s favorite bar and repeating her annual wait for his bequest?
 
   The question chafed at her — mostly because the answer was so obvious, and so opposite to what she desired. Lurking, while a meaningless, likely fruitless activity, provided the constant thrill of possibility. If today should be Key Day, all manner of gambles and exploits would ensue for the Lurkers.
 
   On the other hand, at the Brooding Barnacle her day would be spent lapsing from morose to somber to bored. The old men about her would drink and eat and talk their talk of the Inland Sea. Some might remind her of Grandpapa. But most — the ones that still had their full sight, anyway — would cast those odd glances her way, the half-guilty ogling that Big Men reserved for attractive women of the wee races. They meant no harm, but it made her feel dirty nonetheless, even ugly, and spoiled any cheer she might have gotten from seeing and eavesdropping on Grandpapa’s kindred souls.
 
   What a misery, to have to choose that over Lurking!
 
   She sighed and threw the sheets from the bed to sit up. A clean lance of sunlight angled across her legs, let in by a gap in the drapes, making her wish that she’d closed them better the night before. The sun never failed to bring her fully and widely awake, and she simply could not laze beneath the covers once her mind got going. 
 
   A long stretch required itself of her — that, at least, she could enjoy, standing with feet set wide on the mattress, raising both arms, arching her back, letting the sunbeam play across her taut muscles. Slowly, she brought her arms down, fists clenched tight, shoulders squeezed in, tensing and doubly tensing every fiber of her body to force out the night’s leadenness. 
 
   It worked so effectively that one of her wings popped out into the sunlight, casting a spray of colors upon the far wall.
 
   “Nf. Good thing I didn’t let that drunken hillkinder stay the night,” she muttered. Twitching the wing back and forth, she watched its cascade of rainbow hues wash across the wall and floor. The beauty of the colors vaguely depressed her, as did the passed-up opportunity of the hillkinder’s proposition. Even furled tightly against her back, the wings tended to get noticed, and the hillkind had an ingrained suspicion of anything that smacked of sprites. Still, he had been very drunk, so it might have worked out ...
 
   “Well, just say yes next time, Noxie,” she told herself, looking over her shoulder as she willed the gossamer wing to roll itself back into place. But she knew she wasn’t likely to take her own advice. Just as she wasn’t likely to do the thing she wanted today, instead of the thing she felt she ought to.
 
   Hopping from the bed, she lifted various items of clothing from the floor with one toe, until she found a tunic that seemed more or less clean and a pair of knee-trousers on the wearable side of threadbare. She’d need to earn some money soon, if the state of her laundry were any indication.
 
   Noxie dressed, then went to the mirror in one corner of her small room to brush her hair. The face that stared back at her looked a mess — creased along one cheek from a wrinkle in her pillow, surrounded by stray auburn locks and tangles. More depressing, though, it was still her face. She recognized that, by hillkinder or big-folk standards, it had its allure. But to her eyes it looked dowdy and plain, utterly bare of the ethereal grace that had dwelt in her father’s features, or in the features of any of her various childhood nemeses, for that matter.
 
   Raking the brush through her hair with one hand, she prodded and poked her cheeks with the other, squeezed her nose between fingers and thumb. Despite this abuse, the doughy drabness remained. Hair finished, Noxie tossed the brush back in its drawer and decided to try scolding herself out of depression. She took an angry stance before the mirror, and in her best Grandpapa voice, said, “Girl, what’s wrong with you isn’t your looks nor your size, it’s your attitude.”
 
   But that only made her think of Grandpapa again, which in turn reminded her of the dreary day that awaited her at the Brooding Barnacle. Shoulders slumping, she turned and looked to see how well the tunic covered up her wings. 
 
   Though coarse and loose, it still showed twin ridges running downward from mid-shoulder. So she waved her hand and willed a minor glamer into place, to make it look as though the cloth hung smooth across her back. Satisfied that it looked convincing, she took a full ten seconds to concentrate on the illusion, cementing it in place so she wouldn't have to renew it for an hour or so.
 
   Then she stepped into her slippers, took her red scarf from its hook upon the wall, and went to the door to leave.
 
   * * *
 
   The Abscissa rinsed her ceremonial blades in a copper bowl made for that purpose. The bowl rested in the hollowed-out body cavity of Cimone’s Taking, where so recently the blades had been at work. Acolytes stood nearby, their figures wound with bands of dark leather. As she satisfied herself that the tools were clean, she set each in turn upon soft cloths held by the acolytes, who proceeded to dry the instruments and replace them in their case.
 
   Though her gaze remained on her task, the Abscissa’s ears waited for any sound or word from the corner of the room directly behind her, where the Ordinate had lounged in silence throughout the rites. Dim candles flickered behind their red shades. The only noises in the room were those of the acolytes’ movements and a slow drip from the altar’s blood channel.
 
   When the last blade went into the case, she called the acolytes forward, gave each a cupful of carmine water from the bowl, and dismissed them. They drained the cups greedily, made their obeisances to her and to the altar, backed slowly through the curtain that concealed the narrow stone stair leading up.
 
   The Abscissa bent and lifted the case of knives with the care their sacred nature required. She stepped around the altar to her robe, cast off at the beginning of the night’s ceremony, and stooped to retrieve the garment. It was pale, like her skin, and like her skin had grown steadily more spattered with dark streaks as the evening had progressed.
 
   Now came the time for her to leave and let the Ordinate perform his part of the rites upon Cimone’s Taking. She bowed deeply to the altar of her goddess, yet her ears still strained for any hint that the Ordinate might be about to speak — a shifting of his weight where he rested, or the intake of a breath as he prepared to break his silence. Nothing came.
 
   Like the acolytes before her, she backed toward the curtain, eyes upon the altar.
 
   When she reached the exit, his voice came at last: “Wait, Celas.”
 
   Her eyes closed, and a thrill ran through her viscera, a flush of heat greater than any she had felt in all the night’s glorious work. He had seen something.
 
   “Look upon me,” he ordered, and she did.
 
   Huge and moon-colored, he lay upon his divan with hands folded across the great naked bulge of his belly. The blackness of his eyes could only be described as preternatural.
 
   “When the Taking first cried out tonight,” he said, “I heard a voice within its voice. Over and over again, it said one thing.”
 
   The Abscissa waited, not taking her eyes from the Ordinate’s dark orbs. The smile upon his lips made her flesh tingle with energy.
 
   “It said, ‘Thollol.’”
 
   Her eyes widened, for the verses about Cimone and the fallen city of Thollol had long been gouged into her imagination. She momentarily forgot her place, and breathed, “Thollol?”
 
   His hand rose like a whip-strike. A lash of pain crossed her, from her throat down and across one breast. She felt the warm flow of blood trickle from the wound, and, as dogma required, she made the proper gestures of subservience and apology. But her eyes never left his, nor his, hers, and both of them knew that the pain had only made her tremble with joy.
 
   “Thollol,” he repeated. “And better, still — as the Taking drew nearer and nearer to Cimone’s grasp, in its whispers and whimpers, I heard a sound. The sound of a babe, shrieking upon its borning day.”
 
   Celas, the Abscissa, charged with making the cuts that had Taken so many to Cimone, nearly swooned. 
 
   “You will go to Thollol,” said the Ordinate. “Take Kulika and Maurd — their strength and devotion will serve you well. You know what you will be looking for, and you may share that knowledge with them if you choose. Let no one and nothing divert you. And now —”
 
   He slid one massive leg from the divan and lowered it to the stone floor. This brought a gasp from Celas, who instantly looked away. “Master, I have not left the room!”
 
   “I know,” came his voice, followed by the sound of his great form heaving itself upright. “This mission is no matter for the mere knives of an Abscissa Unaltered. To find what we seek, you must have the Breath of Cimone within you. When I begin my consumption, you will partake, and you will leave here a greater servant than you entered.”
 
   The Abscissa had difficulty finding her breath.
 
   “Come,” said the Ordinate, with just the hint of a smack of his lips. “Watch, and share.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two: Willful Mischief
 
    
 
   From the outside, the Brooding Barnacle could have been any of a hundred taverns in which Jake had performed, dined, or simply had a drink. In fact, the longer he stood considering it, the more he thought he had played there. The mostly aged men passing through its doors brought to mind a long evening of ceaseless requests for sea chanties, at the end of which his upturned hat had held precious few coins.
 
   The bar slouched at the terminus of a nameless street on Bigfolk Rise, the second-tallest of Gleit’s major hills. From Jake’s vantage point, business looked rather slow — but then, it was Yornday, and before noon.
 
   “Well,” he said to himself, “no sense waiting about it.”
 
   He strode up to the door and opened it, at the same time reaching into his jacket for the red scarf he’d tucked away there. His hand closed about the rolled-up cloth — but as he saw into the bar, he made no attempt to pull the scarf out.
 
   Half the seats inside were filled by men wearing red scarves about their necks.
 
   Jake shut the door immediately — he hoped he’d done so before anyone had gotten a look at his face. A bar full of red scarves? What did it mean?
 
   Knavery, of course, he thought. The basest kind of fraud. Someone heard that the scarves would be a signal, and has paid to fill the bar with fakes. Either they’re hoping to cheat Fingold’s heir out of the key, or they’re hoping to wring the box number out of me.
 
   He quickly reached a conclusion about who might have concocted such a scheme, and even more quickly reached a decision on what to do about it.
 
   Pulling out his scarf, he wound it about his neck and strode into the bar.
 
   Once inside, he stood blinking owlishly about. The serving counter ran almost the whole length of the modest establishment, ending at a floor space that held a few tables and a wooden dais on which a performer might play. Several of the fakes in their scarves peered at him and muttered to one another, and almost before he could take a step, one of them walked over and thrust out a hand. An unseemly character with oily dark hair, the fellow had that beaming brightness Jake had long ago learned to mistrust in ill-dressed strangers.
 
   He took the proffered hand as though uncertain, but shook it in a friendly enough fashion.
 
   “Is there any chance,” asked the man, pointing to his own neck and nodding toward the rest of the room, “that you’re wearing that scarf for a reason, like I am, and not just following idle fashion the way the rest of these fellows seem to be?”
 
   Jake spotted some jealous looks from the other frauds. Clearly they wished they had thought of this stratagem.
 
   “Why, yes,” he said, feigning enthusiasm. “Would you be Avelia’s heir, then?”
 
   “That’s it, that’s it,” said the fellow, grin broadening and one hand going around Jake’s shoulder. “Jake’s my name. Come and have a drink, shall we?”
 
   Jake allowed himself to be led to a table, where he asked the serving maid (or, truthfully, serving crone) for a glass of milk. The con man looked at him curiously, and he wondered if perhaps milk had been overdoing it. But he held an open, eager look on his face and said, “I can’t believe you’ve finally shown up! I’ve been coming here every year since Fingold died, and every year, nothing.”
 
   The glass of milk arrived, along with a tankard that Jake’s companion had ordered. Though the fraud had issued the invitation to drink, he made no move to pay, and so Jake tossed a few coins on the old waitress’s tray.
 
   “A toast, then,” he said, raising his glass of milk. “To Avelia and Fingold.”
 
   “And to our good fortune,” insisted the false Jake, clinking his tankard against the glass.
 
   “Yes, right,” exclaimed Jake, fishing in a pocket. He brought out a key and raised it up. “Three years of hauling around this key with nothing to put it in — I’m about ready to trade it for something a bit heavier and more jingly, if you know what I mean.”
 
   The oily fraud grinned and drained his mug at a gulp. “Well, the bank awaits, then, doesn’t it?”
 
   Jake nodded and made a show of clumsily attempting to duplicate his new friend’s guzzle. He wiped the excess milk from his face with one sleeve and rose to his feet, putting away the key and patting the pocket into which he slipped it.
 
   As they walked down the length of the room, the false Jake made a point of keeping his body between Jake and the bar, where most of the other mountebanks sat with the good grace to simply stare into their beers, though a few watched with open envy. At the door, Jake’s “friend” held back a moment as though to let him go through first. Then, at the last instant, he stepped forward too, resulting in a brief collision as they both passed through the door frame. Aware and awaiting it, Jake felt nimble fingers dart in and out of the pocket in which he’d placed the key.
 
   Outside, Jake walked a few steps and then snapped his fingers as though in sudden remembrance. “A tip!”
 
   The false Jake looked at him, baffled.
 
   “We didn’t leave a tip,” he explained, turning back toward the bar. “If we’re about to be rich men, we can certainly afford to be generous with the serving wenches, can’t we?”
 
   “Right, right,” said the other, enthusiastically. “I’ll just wait here for you, then.”
 
   It took all of Jake’s will to keep from smirking at the transparency of the lie, but he managed it, and walked back inside. His sharp ears picked up the sound of running feet the moment the door pulled to. Though he wanted to smile, he feigned panic instead, feverishly patting all of his pockets and sweeping his gaze across the floor as he strode urgently back toward the table at which they’d been sitting. Already, he could hear some of the fakes near the door slipping quietly out, and as he searched frantically under the table, many of the others got up and headed for the exit.
 
   “Did you find a key, cleaning this table up?” he asked the old waitress in a frenzied tone. At the shake of her head, he dropped back to his hands and knees, and stayed under the table, peering and moaning, until the last of the red scarves had left.
 
   A half-dozen old men and two or three younger patrons remained in the bar, some looking curiously at him, others intent on their drinks or food. Jake dusted his hands and sat back down, his air of desperation gone. Ordering another drink — this time an ale — he unwound the scarf from his neck and looped and tied it about his arm instead.
 
   Almost immediately, a young hillkinder woman nearby drew out her own scarf, tied it about her arm with a wry smile, and stepped over to his table. The bar’s other patrons returned to their business.
 
   “I’m Noxie,” she said, reaching out with a hand half the size of his own. Jake stood to shake it, then gestured for her to sit.
 
   “Jake Warbler,” he replied as she hitched herself up into the chair. The fact that she was hillkind, and very attractive at that, surprised him — Avelia’s tales always had Fingold painted as a broad-beamed, homely man, who might even have had a morg for a father. Noxie was as far the opposite of large and homely as Jake could imagine. She looked a few years shy of his own age, though, so there’d been at least one generation between her and Fingold to add almost any kind of blood to her mix. He went on, “Avelia was my aunt.”
 
   “I’m glad to meet you, Jake,” she said, eyes bright and face open. “I started off this morning thinking I was in for a dreary day. How more wrong could I have been? Very well played indeed!”
 
   She clapped lightly at the last, making him smile. “Thanks. But whoever set those poor fools up here did a terrible job of it. I knew as soon as I saw the scarves around their necks that they’d been underinformed, and that duping them wouldn’t take much.”
 
   Noxie gave a nod, then rubbed her armband and got a bit of a look in her eye.
 
   Jake plucked at his own scarf, thinking of Avelia. “Hmh. The fun’s a bit tainted, isn’t it?”
 
   A vexed expression crossed her face. She smoothed a lock of coppery hair from where it had fallen across her forehead. “I don’t concede that he’s dead, you know. It’s three years and more now, and he was old and weak when he disappeared. But I still ... Well, what of your aunt?”
 
   Jake laughed. “Old, but hardly weak. She went out looking for him, she said in her will. Maybe the two of them are sitting at drinks in a bar just like this one, on some far continent, laughing about what a long journey they have in front of them to get home.”
 
   “It’s good to hope,” she agreed.
 
   He took a drink of his ale. “Avelia had a saying about that. ‘Hope with your heart, think with your brain, and act with a strong hand. Do any less, and you’ve only yourself to blame for your woes.’”
 
   Noxie sipped her own drink — some fruity concoction that smelled potent even from across the table — and said, “Does that mean you have thoughts or a plan of action for finding her?”
 
   The approval in her voice and clear violet eyes made Jake decide that he actively liked Noxie. He chided himself for not reserving his judgment — after all, she could merely be a better-prepared plant than the barful of false Red Scarfers had been. But perhaps a fake of this quality deserved to be rewarded almost as much as a person of genuine warmth did. Whichever, it did him no harm to smile back.
 
   “I’m a lot longer on the determination to act than I am on thoughts or plans,” he admitted. “Even if I knew where to start, her trail is two years cold. My first move was actually going to be to come and talk to you — or whoever Fingold’s kin or friends turned out to be.”
 
   Noxie shook her head. “Not a very fruitful avenue, I’m afraid,” she said. “I’m his only kin, and he’d outlived most of his friends. But ...”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   She leaned forward conspiratorially, glancing about the bar. “There’s an odd chance I know how to find them.”
 
   This gave Jake a shock of excitement like nothing he’d felt in months. It must have shown in his face, since Noxie raised a cautioning hand and continued, “It’s only a chance — something Grandpapa wrote in one of his journals. When the Red Scarfers left the ruins of Thollol, one of the things that was too big to carry was a mirror. An enchanted one.”
 
   Jake tried to dig through his memories, but Avelia had been rather general and vague about the nature of the Scarfers’ Thollolian cache. He remembered nothing about a mirror.
 
   Noxie went on, “They played with it a bit, and found that it could fix an image in its surface, so they left it there with a portrait of the whole group on its face. Grandpapa discovered in his researches later that certain of these enchanted mirrors can be used to spy on those whose likenesses they hold.”
 
   This really did raise Jake’s eyebrows. “So if the stash is still there, and the mirror still holds that image, we might be able to use it to see where they are now.”
 
   She nodded excitedly. “That’s what Grandpapa wrote. Of course, he came across that knowledge years after the Scarfers had met their end, and he couldn’t remember precisely what the mirror had looked like. But he thought it likely enough that he wrote of sometimes looking over his shoulder, wondering who might be spying through the glass at him.”
 
   Jake peered into his mug, thinking. “Thollol’s a long way away, you know.”
 
   “And the road is hard, and it will take more money to get there than I have on hand.  But I’m up for it if you are.”
 
   He downed the last of his ale, stood up from his chair. 
 
   “I’d say it’s time we head for the bank, then,” he said.
 
   Noxie hopped down from her own seat, eyes alight. “Lead on.”
 
   * * *
 
   As the two of them walked down the street, Noxie found herself more energized than she had felt in — well, she could not even think of how long. In the bar, she had watched spellbound as this dashing, dark-haired fellow had played a roomful of con-artists for fools, all the while hoping against hope that he would turn out to be the real thing, and not just a more sophisticated trickster. When he’d tied the scarf around his arm, her emotion had been true glee. 
 
   Now she strode along at Jake’s side, her mind bubbling over with possibilities. It was as though the red band about her arm tied her straight back to all the adventures of the last two Red Scarfers, linking her, and Jake, to a birthright of limitless escapades.
 
   “I’m thinking that we might try to raise some traveling money by Lurking,” she said, and she actually thought the prospect a good one. With a partner at hand, and the long, wild road to Thollol beckoning before them, the notion of successfully beating the odds on Key Day seemed entirely plausible.
 
   Jake stopped in his tracks, though, and cast her a concerned look. “Lurking — I don’t know. I can’t say it’s my style to lounge about hoping to deprive someone else of their good fortune.”
 
   Alarmed that he’d misunderstood, Noxie waved her hands. “No, no, no — not Lurking to get the Key, Lurking to help the Bearer keep it.”
 
   Jake remained wary. “What do you mean? Where’s the profit in that?”
 
   “You must never have been in town around Key Day,” she scoffed. He shrugged, so she went on, “The whole city comes alive with bookmakers and oddsmen. Whoever gets the Key, well, it’s likely to be an ordinary person, isn’t it? Just some regular sort who happens to pass through the city gate at just the right time. So the chance of them being able to keep it until nightfall is next to none. There’re too many Lurkers who are sorcerers or diviners or master pickpockets. A few dozen coins laid on the Key Bearer can turn into hundreds, even thousands, if the Bearer holds onto the Key all day.”
 
   He appeared to relax somewhat, and they continued their walk. Traffic along the street had picked up as it approached the noontime meal, and folk of every sort and shape went about their business. Jake looked about at this great array of disparate types as though contemplating them. “So we run interference against the other Lurkers — but is that feasible? There must be a reason for the odds to fall so heavily against the Bearer.”
 
   “Of course!” Noxie pirouetted, arms spread to indicate the thronging masses of the whole city. “Everyone in town will be after the Key. But listen,” she said, waving for him to stoop closer so that she could confess, in a whisper, “I’m a figmentist, and a good one. If we can get near the Bearer, and stay near him, I’ll bespell every eye that glances his way. The other Lurkers will see what I want them to see, which won’t be the Key.”
 
   “You’ve made good money this way before then?” Jake asked. 
 
   Noxie twisted her mouth a bit before answering. “Well, no. But I’ve only been in Gleit three years now. Twice I missed the start of Key Day by oversleeping, and then last year, Jamble Nabmaster snatched the Key off the Bearer seconds before I got in range to transvisualize him. I just about wet myself with frustration.”
 
   Jake put his hands in his pockets as he walked and looked up at the sky. He had a smile on his face that Noxie found difficult to interpret. She began to fret that she hadn’t made Lurking sound like the worthwhile occupation she’d meant to. But after a step or two, Jake looked back down at her and took his hands out in a gesture of agreement.
 
   “Why not?” he asked. “I’ve wanted to see Key Day for myself ever since my first visit to Gleit as a child. But I always seem to arrive too late in the year. If you really think it’s coming up soon, I’m willing to wait a few days and see. On top of that, I know a few Songs of Power myself — so perhaps the two of us really do have a chance at affecting the outcome.”
 
   “Tremendous!” she said, skipping ahead to turn and clap her hands at him. “What a start to our adventure this will be.”
 
   Jake smiled again — then raised his eyebrows as his gaze went over her head and up the street. Noxie turned to see what he might be looking at, but from her vantage big-folk pedestrians blocked all view.
 
   “It’s the bank up ahead,” he explained, still focused intently on something she could not see. “And I believe we’ve arrived at just the right moment.”
 
   Jake lengthened his stride, which forced Noxie into a jog to keep up. Not that she minded — her sprite half was light of foot enough. As they wove quickly through the crowd, the bank’s sign came into view.
 
   More importantly, she could now see two men standing on the walk in front of the bank, apparently in mid-argument. One was the man Jake had fooled into stealing the false key.
 
   Their quick approach caught the fraud’s attention, caused him to pale, and sent him fleeing all in the blink of an eye. His companion started to object, then spotted Jake and clamped his lips shut. With the con-man already vanishing down a nearby alley, this well-dressed fellow stood his ground, irritably smoothing his moustache as Jake strode up to him.
 
   “Yolo — fancy meeting you here in Gleit, of all places,” Jake said with a smile. He did not proffer his hand, but made a pointed glance in the direction Yolo’s agent had disappeared. “You might be careful in any dealings you have with that fellow, cousin. I met him in a bar earlier, and got the impression he isn’t entirely to be trusted.”
 
   Yolo’s reply took a less amicable form. Even at a glance, Noxie could see he despised Jake. With his lip in a snarl, he said, “To the Black Pit Below with you, Jake Warbler. I don’t need your condescending smirks.”
 
   He looked from Jake to Noxie, eyes lingering on the red cloths tied about their sleeves.
 
   Jake tugged at his scarf innocently. “Oh, it’s a signal. We were both to wear these red scarves, in the same fashion Avelia and Fingold did, memorializing their fallen comrades. She mentioned the style almost every time she spoke of the Red Scarfers, don’t you recall? Ah, how I used to hang on every word of her tales at family dinners ...”
 
   Yolo sneered at Jake’s remark. Then he waggled a finger downward at Noxie. “I’m sure he’s made me out to be the black mark on the family, but you’re a fool if you trust his good looks and charm. Whatever the two of you find, by rights a share of it should be mine. As you’re leading him on toward riches, just remember how he cut his own cousin out. My advice is that you have nothing to do with him.”
 
   With that, he turned and stormed off.
 
   Jake put one hand to his mouth and called after his cousin, “Yolo! Next time you see Uncle Gambor, be sure to give him the spare key to his barn. He’ll be cross with me if it gets lost.”
 
   Yolo did not respond, but the words put a visible hunch of fury in his shoulders as he continued on his way.
 
   “I have cousins like that,” Noxie said as she watched him go.
 
   “More than one? I can’t say I envy you there, then. Mine are all pretty decent, except for Yolo.” Jake reached for the bank door, although he kept his gaze on his cousin until the distance and crowd obscured the man.
 
   Noxie nodded her thanks and walked through the door as Jake held it. Inside, the Old Gleit Bank gave every evidence of being just that — a bank, and old. The air had a stale quality and showed copious whorls of dust wherever sunlight managed to soak through the frosted windows. Aged-wood paneling lined the lobby under layers of dark shellac. The bronze of the fixtures gave signs of recent polishing, but also held patches of tarnish too deeply taken to be scoured away. Even the tellers, on stools behind their bars, showed to a man the heavy hand of Time. Jake stepped toward the counter, but Noxie tapped his arm.
 
   “The box master’s in this side office here,” she said, pointing at the door. Jake followed her lead, and they passed through into a smaller chamber containing a single desk and a wizened hillkinder so old and gnarled as to be of indeterminate sex.
 
   “Hello, Hello,” said the box master, whose nameplate read ‘Ivikin.’
 
   “And a pleasant day to you, M-my good friend Ivikin,” Jake said, shaking the banker’s hand. “We’re here to have a look in one of your boxes.”
 
   “Actually,” Noxie said, “two of your boxes. First, we’ll be needing box 414.”
 
   Jake looked at her curiously. In response, she pulled out a key from her pocket and said, “You’re not the only one who knows how to deal with tricksters. Even if your cousin Yolo had gotten this key off of me, it wouldn’t open any box he or you have the number to.”
 
   Ivikin gave a smile no less knowing than Jake’s, and came around from the desk to lead them down a short hall. “Ah, the tales that must lie in these boxes!” said the banker.
 
   Several doors faced the hallway, and Ivikin let them through one to a small cubby. A slot in the wall, just above a brief shelf, allowed passage of strongboxes.
 
   “I’ll slide the box through in a moment. You may ring the bell when you’re done with it. And the box you’ll be needing after 414 is ...?”
 
   “Box 48,” Jake replied.
 
   Ivikin nodded. “I thought as much. An overeager gentleman requested that box just a few minutes ago, and complained irately when his key did not work it.”
 
   The little hillkinder left, closing the door behind.
 
   Noxie rubbed her hands together. “What an exciting morning!”
 
   “Perhaps the first of many,” Jake suggested.
 
   “Let’s hope so,” she said. At that, the slot’s cover flipped open and a box slid through, wide and flat, with a keyhole in its top. Its aft end remained in the slot, as the back edge was specifically made too large to pull through.
 
   Noxie inserted her key and tipped up the lid, revealing an interior with just a few coins, along with another key almost identical to the first. She scooped the whole set of contents out, pocketed the money, closed the box once more, and rang the bell that sat beside the slot.
 
   The box withdrew, to be replaced almost immediately with another.
 
   Noxie held her key out to Jake. “Would you care to do the honors?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   The key fit snugly in place and turned with what seemed a momentous click. Jake and Noxie looked at one another. Then he opened the lid.
 
   Within lay two items of paper — an envelope on top, and a heavy, folded piece of parchment beneath. A single line written on the envelope read, “Open when you have found the Red Scarfers’ stash in Thollol.”
 
   The parchment, once Jake had slipped it carefully out and unfolded it, proved to be a map — hand-drawn, and showing a network of city streets. Copious directions filled the margins all about the map itself, in a cramped scrawl that made Jake squint, but that Noxie recognized immediately as Fingold’s writing.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said. “I can read it — it’s Grandpapa’s hand.”
 
   “And the script on the envelope looks to be Avelia’s,” Jake replied. “So, then — shall I keep the envelope and you the map?”
 
   “Good enough.”
 
   They each pocketed their respective treasures with care. As Noxie shut the strongbox, Jake picked up the bell.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then we’re off,” Jake said, and rang the bell.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three: A Key Point of Contention
 
    
 
   Weston Hart approached the gates of Gleit with no knowledge of Key Day or the Fount Beneficent that slept at the city’s heart. His mind, instead, dwelt upon The Last Tragedy of Coeldoetta of Jueln. The cool quiet of dawn and the misty fog of his breath made the subject fitting — and since the line to pay the gate tax was long, Weston found solace in the depths of his musings. The wall of white marble to his left made a canvas of itself, where his imagination painted an epic mural of discovery with Weston as the hero. 
 
   The Last Tragedy! Paragon of dramas, the greatest work of the greatest writer ever to have lived — a masterpiece lost to the world in a mystery fifteen centuries old. 
 
   As the line moved up step by step, the young scholar’s fancy laid out upon that high, pristine wall the tale of his journey across Warkslinshire, from the Thespic Conservatory to Broulle Byriver to Willowsdale and now here. Upon this stretch of stone would be his confession of love to Amblisse. She would have one hand up and the other pointing away, her eyes refusing to meet his. The artist would never, of course, be able to capture her sheer radiance. But since Weston was certain to have the real Amblisse at the end of the tale, this shortcoming of artistry would hardly matter.
 
   Next, a scene of his departure from the Conservatory — fellow pupils and all the faculty beseeching him not to go, his own face bold and purposeful, never looking back. A momentous image of destiny that —
 
   “You a mason, then?” asked the man ahead of him, jarring loose his thoughts. When Weston looked down from the wall, any remnants of his daydream tumbled away at the impact of the man’s coarse features upon his sight. Rubbing a bulbous nose, the bumpkin apparently mistook Weston’s look of dismay for confusion, since he pointed up to the wall and asked more slowly, “Are you a mason? I never seen anybody take such a long, joyful look at a wall before.”
 
   With a sigh, Weston replied, “You might say I was looking beyond the wall.”
 
   “Beyond? You mean, with some kind of wizardry?” the man took an alarmed step back, jostling the woman ahead of him and earning an irritated glance from her.
 
   “Only the wizardry of the imagination,” Weston said, tapping his temple with one finger. When the man continued to stare in suspicion, Weston clarified, “No. No, I wasn’t using wizardry.”
 
   This set the fellow’s mind enough at ease to end the conversation, which was all Weston desired. Still, the mere presence of intellectual dwarfism and superstition had clouded the moment, and he found himself unable to return to his mind’s mural. Rather, he recalled all too clearly the multitude of similar instances along his way from the Conservatory. Oafs in Broulle Bywater. Clowns in Wimberdell. It had been a belt-cinching journey, since few of these were towns where an upturned hat and some well recited soliloquies from the classics would finance dinner and lodging. Yet the road dust and long days with a hollow belly had earned him tidbits of knowledge for which he would have paid any price. 
 
   Now, here was Gleit, the City on Several Hills, and though its long, slow entrance line might take him half the day to wait out, and countless more unwanted conversations with his illiterate line-mates, this too would be more than worth it. The old blind harpist in Willowsdale had spoken convincingly of the Hall of Maps in Gleit’s city library. Surely one of them would be a match for the mysterious cartography sketched inside the cover of his Coeldoetta’s Sonnets.
 
   Clue-by-clue, mile-by-mile, whether anyone ever painted a mural of his deeds or not, he would search out The Last Tragedy, he would carry it back to the Thespic Conservatory, and he would use the power of the greatest work of literature ever written to win Amblisse’s heart.
 
   As the line moved forward again, Weston’s gaze grew steadily more distant, and the smile slowly returned to his face.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake paid a few coins over to the pastry vendor, then collected up his breakfast and Noxie’s and turned to look for her in the thickening crowd that toed Lurkers’ Line. He spotted her standing just behind two enormous fellows in peasant garb — big, slow-looking men. The position seemed ill-chosen to Jake, but Noxie beckoned him excitedly, and so he walked over to meet her.
 
   “One has sausage and one has fruit,” he said, waggling the two stuffed pastries in turn. “Which suits you better?”
 
   “Ugh, sausage sounds heavy.” Noxie made a face, so he bent slightly to hand the fruit tart down to her. She took it in small hands, nipped off a bite, and waved toward the hefty men in front of her. “Look what a great spot I’ve gotten us!”
 
   The expression on Jake’s face must have betrayed what he was thinking — that he couldn’t even see the city gates, so broad were the two backs and so tightly did the men stand shoulder-to-shoulder. Noxie winked at him mischievously.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she said. “I think they’re just leaving.”
 
   She took another bite of her pastry, and then Jake noticed her free hand, down by her waist, twist slightly as she performed a subtle gesture. Wordlessly — in fact, soundlessly — the two mammoth fellows stepped forward across Lurkers’ Line and walked out upon the flagstones of the Safe Circle. They continued onward until they merged with the traffic flowing out the city gates. Thereafter, even Jake’s keen eyes could not follow them — for they seemed to simply disappear. A good figmentist indeed, he thought, and turned to give his partner a slight bow of appreciation. Noxie smiled in return.
 
   “So this is Lurkers’ Line,” she said, pointing down at the broad strip of red paving stones they’d moved up to. Jake followed the sweep of her arm as she traced the Line’s path out and across Gleit’s main plaza. She explained how the lay of the land fit in with what they’d discussed the night before: “Inside the Line is the Safe Circle. If you’re on the wrong side when they pick the Bearer, then even touching the Key will get you a nasty burn.”
 
   Jake nodded and tried to fend off pessimism at the mounting crowds all around the Safe Circle. Noxie had told him that a great many common folk took to Lurking in the plaza when Key Day approached. These locals hoped to be there when the Key was awarded at the gate, ready to rush pell-mell across Lurkers’ Line and the Safe Circle in an attempt to get their hands on the coveted prize. But Noxie had played up the fact that relatively few of these were serious, professional Lurkers — men and women who regularly made money off of the various gambling pools that wagered on Key Day’s outcome. As a result, Jake had envisioned a crowd of dozens scattered about the red stripe of Lurkers’ Line, with a few notable personages obvious among them, given space and deference because of their status.
 
   Instead, it looked clear that the entire semicircle of the Line would soon be thronged with people. The morning haze had barely burnt off, yet Jake guessed that the crowd must already number in the hundreds.
 
   “You see how we’ve a clear shot to the gate,” Noxie was saying. She pointed at a low decorative wall topped with statues that cut across one section of the plaza. “Further along the Line to our left, and we’d be blocked by the Monument to the Aldermen. And in the other direction, we’d start to run into traffic from the Gate Road.”
 
   Again, Jake followed her gesture, taking in the road that ran inward from the gate. It bisected the curve of Lurkers’ Line, like an arrow drawn from the archer’s grasp to his bow. All manner of carts and pedestrians and beasts of burden flowed along its cobbled surface, some heading across the plaza toward the gate, some entering town from the countryside beyond. Noxie’s point rang true — the two of them wouldn't need to battle the road traffic nor clamber over the sculpted Aldermen to reach the great portal that opened in Gleit’s massive outer wall. But ...
 
   “We’re going to have to outpace a lot more people than I’d expected,” he said. “Is it always this crowded?”
 
   Noxie pointed at her cheeks, which bulged with the last of her pastry. Jake waited for her to finish and swallow.
 
   “Only when the counting houses are all in agreement,” she said, wiping the corners of her mouth. “I checked with the bookmaker when I laid our bet. He said Telzer’s Talliers and the Enumerators both expect 10,000 by midmorning, and the Ledger has laid ten-to-one odds against noon passing without the Bearer being chosen.”
 
   Taking a bite from his own pastry, Jake chewed ruminatively and absorbed the scene. From overhead, Gleit's Grand Plaza took the shape of an elongated hexagon, five sides fronted with businesses or open-air markets, the sixth bordering the city wall. An astonishing number of people went about their affairs upon and across the face of the plaza, and presumably these folk too would be clamoring after the Key once the cry went up. In terms of getting to the Key Bearer, he and Noxie certainly had as good a chance as anyone; the rules of Key Day forced Lurkers to remain outside of the Safe Circle until the Key was awarded. No one would be a single step closer than they would when the rush began. But even if they made it to their quarry first, hundreds of other Lurkers would be close on their heels, followed by thousands of commonfolk from the plaza. Could they really shepherd the Bearer out through such a mob?
 
   “You’re doubting already,” Noxie said with a sigh.
 
   He looked down at his attractive, diminutive partner, not wanting to reassess her, but wondering if perhaps he ought to. She returned his gaze evenly, rocking back and forth on her heels, hands on hips, her face holding a look of wry challenge. 
 
   Jake decided to be open, but kept an upbeat tone as he said, “Actually, yes, now that I see the size of the crowds and the space involved. But don’t make too much of that. As long as we’re here, we’d be fools not to give this a shot, and it promises to be exciting regardless of the outcome.”
 
   Her gaze went back across the plaza to the gate, and Jake immediately felt bad. He knew where a great chunk of his doubts came from — whatever Noxie’s powers of illusion, she was barely half his size. Regardless of determination, enthusiasm, or strength of will, stride-for-stride she simply could not match him in a footrace. Had she really gotten near the Bearer last year, as she’d claimed? It seemed hard to credit, looking out across the hundreds of yards of pavement between Lurkers’ Line and the gates.
 
   Still, Jake had seen far stranger things with his own eyes, and to dismiss Noxie’s story simply because of her size — well, it would be outright bigotry.
 
   “Look,” he said, wanting to make amends, “tell me a little more about last year’s Key Day. You made it sound like you nearly pulled the thing off — maybe the story will boost my confidence.”
 
   She turned to look up at him. The morning light caught in her auburn hair and glinted from her wide, dark eyes, and for a moment, he found himself startled that he could ever have doubted a word that came from her mouth. Perhaps this showed on his face, or perhaps she simply appreciated being asked for the story. Whatever the reason, she smiled, and began to speak earnestly:
 
   “It was at the end of a long day — and the third day I’d been Lurking, since the counting houses were spread like rose-petals at a wedding. Telzer’s said that barely ninety-five hundred had come through the gates for the year, and the Ledger had it closer to ninety-eight. We were all lazing about the edge of the Safe Circle, expecting the day to be a bust,” and here her eyes brightened further, “when what should appear but the lead horse of the House Chamblaigne Caravan!”
 
   Jake nodded at that — he knew a thing or two about the great trading houses, and common knowledge had it that Duke Chamblaigne never put a foot in the stirrup without a company of two hundred or more in his train.
 
   Noxie held both hands up toward the gate, as though drawing rank after rank of wagons and travelers through it. “You haven’t seen the like of it, until you’ve seen Chamblaigne and his troupe rolling along that road from the gates. And rolling — and rolling — it was endless. I may not work for Telzer’s, but I was counting them myself, and I swear I got to three hundred and eighty, and would have counted even higher, except that the call went up. Key Day! Key Day! I think half the Lurkers on Line that day had to shake themselves into motion, the caravan was so grand.”
 
   “Well that sounds like an ideal situation,” Jake said. “Gave you a bit of a jump on them, I take it?”
 
   She rolled her eyes, embarrassed. “Actually, I had to shake myself into motion too. I was gawking like a yokel. Made myself awfully mad — you can see my disadvantage in leg length, and there I’d let half the folk around me get a three-step lead.”
 
   She held out one finely formed leg as though to make clear its inadequacy. Then she hesitated momentarily.
 
   “Go on,” Jake said. “How’d you catch up?”
 
   Noxie gave a look of consternation and wriggled her shoulders slightly, as if uncomfortable. “Well, I had a — gimmick, let’s say. Nothing as good as your song, but it let me get ahead of the crowd.”
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow. “Now, wait a moment. We’re partners, and we shouldn’t be underplaying our strengths to each other. I like the strategy we came up with last night, but if there are other options, I’d just as soon know about them.”
 
   That put the hint of a slump in her shoulders, and once again he felt bad about having said anything. Their plan was a good one — relying on Jake’s Song of Bounding to speed them ahead of the crowds, and on Noxie’s illusions to fend off their competitors. And the crowded flagstones along Lurkers’ Line would hardly be the best place to discuss plans and tactics aloud.
 
   “Look,” Noxie began, fidgeting. Jake wondered at this apparent self-consciousness, especially considering the revealingly short pants and backless top she’d chosen to wear for the day. The woman was a peculiar mix of brazenness and uncertainty. After a pause, she met his gaze and went on, “I’ve got a lot of strengths that I’m willing to share, and just a few that I’m not. This one — well, there’s a personal side to it, a secret I’d have to trust you with. You seem to be a trustworthy person, but ...”
 
   He held up one hand reassuringly. “Say no more. I was a lout to try to press you on it. I’m sure if the need arises, you’ll pull out every trick that you have in your bag to help us win the day.”
 
   “Thanks,” she said, smiling again.
 
   “Not at all. Now, where were you in your story?”
 
   The little woman opened her mouth to speak — but just then, a sound rang out from near the gate.
 
   * * *
 
   In the dim tunnel that led through the city wall, Weston Hart shifted impatiently from foot to foot. He found the delay both intolerable and inexplicable. The guards at the outer gate had already taken his entry fee, and he’d expected to walk quickly through the gate passage and into the sunny plaza beyond. Instead, if anything, the line had slowed down. The Hall of Maps — his long awaited clue to the location of The Last Tragedy — could not be more than a twenty minute walk from the gate, and yet Fate insisted upon delaying him.
 
   To his left passed a steady stream of foot traffic and carts, people headed out of the city. All of them seemed annoyingly curious — staring at those in the entry line as though looking for someone. Weston put his hands in his pockets and craned his neck, trying to ignore the peering plebes and see what the hold-up might be ahead.
 
   A murmur from one of the outbound travelers gave him a hint: “ ... ks like the Count must be getting near ...”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. A whim of the nobility, what else? It chafed him mightily to be so near the next step in his dream, and have to make way or even feign deference to some useless aristocrat. Still, he took a deep breath and told himself that if this Count came along, he would smile pleasantly and bow just as everyone else did. The last thing he wanted was to run afoul of Gleit’s social niceties before he’d even made it in the gate. For all he knew, incivility to a Count might be a jailable offense here.
 
   The bumpkin in front of him turned and gave him an enthusiastic raising of the eyebrows. “You hear that? The Count’s getting near, they say!”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Weston replied, irritated at the specter of another conversation with the fellow. “I’m sure it’s very exciting for those interested in such things.”
 
   This earned him another look of incomprehension from the man, who shook his head and faced frontward again.
 
   Slowly, the line made its way through the twenty-yard length of the gate tunnel. The oncoming traffic had assumed a plodding pace as well, strangely enough — with its inhabitants speaking excitedly in hushed tones and pointing at various people in Weston’s queue as though speculating on something. Not caring to be the object of strangers’ hypotheses, he turned his gaze toward the impressive stonework of the passage, and recalled a number of epic poems relating ill-fated besiegements of this mighty city.
 
   At a slug’s pace, the line crawled forward. Finally, Weston could squint against the bright light from beyond the inner gate and make out several guards and a uniformed official halting each entrant in turn. Ten people stood in line between Weston and this detachment — then nine, then eight.
 
   The exiting traffic had all but halted. Looks of curiosity, wonder, anticipation, and apparent jealousy hung on their faces as they murmured feverishly to one another. The folk in Weston’s line had fallen weirdly silent. Six now stood between him and the welcoming official.
 
   Puzzlingly, there was no sign of a nobleman. The man who greeted each entrant and bade them pass wore a fanciful uniform, clearly indicative of a civil position. He was a hillkinder, one of the diminutive races common to Warkslinshire, and he stood on a pedestal holding a ledger of some sort and marking in it as each entrant passed. His heavy, sweaty face had an obvious tan, suggesting that he’d spent many a long day there in the sun, just inside the inner gate, performing this same duty. 
 
   Five, and then four and three people remained before it would be Weston’s turn. Those whom the official passed through made their way along the street across the plaza, but with many a backward glance. As Weston’s eyes adjusted to the sunlight, he could now see what looked like a great crowd waiting, farther out across the square.
 
   When is this Count going to show up? he wondered, And what exactly is he going to do that merits such attention?
 
   The man ahead of Weston stepped up to the official, who scrutinized him closely. 
 
   Is he actually trembling? Weston thought. Is there something going on here that I should be worried about?
 
   The official made another mark in his book, and gestured for the oaf to continue onward, putting a slump in the fellow’s shoulders.
 
   Not without apprehension, Weston stepped forward, fully into the sunlight, to await the functionary’s appraisal. The sweaty man looked him up, looked him down, then scribbled something in the book. But instead of raising his arm to gesture Weston through, he shut the ledger and spoke.
 
   “Ten thousand.”
 
   Pandemonium broke loose.
 
   “Key Day! Key Day!” the shout went up from everyone nearby, causing Weston to look about himself in alarm.
 
   KEY DAY! KEY DAY!
 
   In a wave of sound the words spread outward from the gate, as the travelers along the road and then the waiting crowd in the distance took up the cry. Like a ripple in a pond, the shout radiated, taken on by more and more voices as it propagated deeper into the city.
 
   Within the plaza, all had fallen quiet.
 
   The official spoke quickly to Weston, who found it hard to follow his words under the stare of hundreds of people.
 
   “Good traveler,” the man said, “you have the honor and good fortune of being the ten-thousandth entrant into our grand city of Gleit in this, the eight hundred and ninety-second year since our founding.”
 
   Reaching ceremoniously into his coat pocket, the official withdrew a massive golden key. It appeared gargantuan in his little hillkinder’s hands. Through the ornately wrought end of its handle ran a loop of embroidered lilac ribbon.
 
   “Each year, one newly arrived wayfarer receives the Key of Gleit.” The speech had a memorized cadence to it, and seemed to speed up as the hillkinder continued. “On that day, Key Day, the Fount Beneficent awakes at the city’s heart, and waits for the Key Bearer’s arrival. Retain the Key until nightfall. Wear it always about your neck. Make your way to the center of our great city. Cast the Key into the Fount’s shimmering waters. Then shall the city’s spirit grant you a boon — a key of a different sort, to speed you upon your way to whatever ambition you most dearly desire.”
 
   Stunned, Weston reached out to take the offered key. Could this really be possible? Had fortune just handed him a literal key to finding The Last Tragedy?
 
   He took hold of the ribbon and raised it to slip it over his head.
 
   “And, well,” he asked, half-stammering, “could you give me directions to this Fount?”
 
   The hillkinder looked at him with a pitying expression. “You poor fool,” he said. “You won’t make it halfway across the plaza with the thing.”
 
   Before Weston could respond to this daunting remark, the official turned, raised both hands high in the air, and proclaimed, “The Key is Awarded!”
 
   With a rumble like the peal of some distant storm, the crowd surged forward.
 
   * * *
 
   Celas the Abscissa had awoken from portentous dreams, and now struggled to make sense of them. She lay utterly still, beneath a cured haengur hide that had been placed upon her, quills down, the night before. To move in the least would drive a thousand needle-like spines into her skin — something that ordinarily would give her no pause, but that she hesitated against in light of her dream.
 
   A hand, limp and unmoving. That had been the image filling her mind just as she came out of slumber. Down the hand’s palm had flowed an ever-so-slow runnel of blood, thick and dark, glistening, making its way to the fingers and then down them as well. From the ring-finger’s tip depended a swelling drop, fed by the flow, growing, separating itself from the flesh, falling free. The drop disappeared out of the frame of her vision. Then, beyond her sight, it met some hard surface with a distinctive sound — the sound of a lock’s mechanism clicking into place.
 
   Somehow, just from that sound, she had known while dreaming that the lock was opening, that something was being released. 
 
   Had the dream ended there, it would have struck her as merely a sensual confirmation of her faith. In the service of Cimone, the Abscissa had shed a great deal of blood, and always, always, it had opened something up for her and her fellow worshippers — whether the blood was her own or someone else’s.
 
    The vision, though, had gone on. Another drop, bulging downward, shaping itself, breaking loose. Another turning click as the drop fell below the range of her sight. Gradually, this cycle repeated itself, again and again, until a change occurred, and Celas found herself unable to tell whether each click of the lock-sound followed a falling drop — or preceded one.
 
   At that point, she had awoken, not knowing what to make of her dream. Is Cimone showing me an opportunity? Will I make some fateful kill, soon, that unleashes dark possibilities? Certainly, the impending trip to Thollol made this interpretation attractive. If Celas could find the Night Child, and fulfill the prophecy, then she and her kind truly would be unlocked — free to act without restriction, free to enact their will openly upon the sheep all around them. But — the hand in her vision had looked vaguely familiar. Could it, in fact, have been her own? What if the dream is a warning, an omen of some door or box that is being opened even now, that somehow places me and my task in mortal jeopardy?
 
    At the foot of her bed, Kulika and Maurd still slept, stretched upon the cold stone of the floor. That they were able to sleep thus, without coverings or cushions, comforted their new mistress — these two had advanced far in the service of Cimone, and their bodies were steeled against all manner of abuse and deprivation. If the dream were a warning, then at least she had two strong tools with which to defend herself.
 
   Regardless, she thought, it is time we continue our preparations.
 
   “Kulika! Maurd!”
 
   At the sound of their names, each of the two Points came awake, stood quickly, and performed a long bow to their mistress. Maurd returned upright first, his face intense and his eyes piercing.
 
   “Command us, Abscissa,” he said. His large, sinewy form looked poised for instant motion at whatever word she might give.
 
   “Command us, Abscissa,” Kulika echoed. Like her fellow Point, she had a ropy physique and a fanatic’s penetrating gaze.
 
   Celas looked at them both, shorn of all hair, dressed only in their thin night-smocks. Two pieces of iron might have seemed less utilitarian. These two would stand well against anything that two human beings might confront. She decided to equip them, and said, “I have had a dream, possibly a premonition. Be alert to locks — to things with locks, and especially to things in the process of unlocking. Look for significance in blood; bend your senses toward any hand you might see wounded and leaking its life-fluid earthward.”
 
   Again they bowed, and said in unison, “Yes, Abscissa.”
 
   “Now,” she continued, “I wish to rise. Uncover me.”
 
   “Yes, Abscissa.”
 
   Each to one side of her, the pair moved, then bent to grasp the haengur hide by its unquilled fringe. Carefully and steadily, they lifted upward, so that the ten-thousand narrow spines left contact with her flesh as evenly as possible. Instantly, her skin flushed against the sudden breath of cool air upon it.
 
   Celas rose and held her arms out before her, looked down at the faint sheen of blood that glossed her front where the quill-blanket had rested. A rush of fervor swept through her — she let her head tilt back and her eyes close. Then, just as she opened her mouth to invoke Cimone’s name, a distant sound wedged itself into the moment.
 
   Kulika and Maurd turned their heads, listening at the rumble as it grew nearer. Celas’ gaze went to the heavily draped windows, though nothing of the outside world could be seen through them.
 
   Louder, the sound came, slowly turning itself from low, senseless noise into a tide of voices, all raised together, rhythmic, intensifying.
 
   The far-off roar took shape with each repetition of its cadence:
 
   Key Day! Key Day!
 
   The cry swept past and receded again into the distance. Key Day! Key Day! In its wake, it left a buzzing commotion — crowds swarming through the streets outside, headed for the grand plaza at the gates.
 
   Key Day.
 
   Celas looked back from the window to her two awaiting subordinates. Her face had plunged from fervid to grim. “Get a basin,” she told them, “and cloths. Wipe me down. Dress me. We will delay our departure for Thollol until at least tomorrow morning.”
 
   * * *
 
   In the few moments between the shutting of the ledger and the awarding of the Key, Jake boosted Noxie quickly onto his back. Fast as she could, she slipped her legs into the harness they’d arranged for her. The cry of Key Day! could still be heard sweeping its way down the streets, deeper and deeper into the city. But as Noxie settled into place, she could tell that the whole plaza had gone silent in anticipation.
 
   Over Jake’s shoulder, she saw the tiny figure of the Official Counter turn and raise his hands. 
 
   “The Key is Awarded!” came the distant shout.
 
   The crowd moved like a pot boiling over its brim. Jake ran too, his back lurching away from Noxie as she grabbed for the upper support of the harness. With her left hand wrapped tightly in the strap, she shouted, “I’m steady, Jake — let’s go!” 
 
   Whether from imbalance, or the extra weight of her forty pounds on his back, Jake had already fallen behind the lead runners. Noxie scanned the crowd about them as she tried to center herself with his stride. A colt-legged young woman had pulled up to their left flank, and brazenly grabbed at Jake’s arm, intending to yank him off-kilter and get around them.
 
   But just as the woman reached out, Jake began his Song of Power — and his next stride turned into a leap that took them five yards ahead of the stampede.
 
   “Ha-hah!” she laughed exuberantly, sticking her tongue out at the startled young woman suddenly so far behind her.
 
   Jake landed on one foot and bounded again, the impact pressing Noxie more tightly against his back for an instant before the ten-yard soar left her weightless in a rush of wind. She tried not to be dazzled at the sensation — like flying, but with no worry that someone might see her, and no need to concentrate on the workings of her wings. Noxie felt and heard the splendid magic of the song as well — sensed its tones through her belly, resting flush with Jake’s back, and her legs, hooked about his waist by the heels. Everything about the moment made her giddy.
 
   But as they raced along the paving stones leap-by-leap, she forced herself to resume her scanning — and without a moment to spare.
 
   From far back across the plaza, a speck hove into view in the sky. It appeared, swelled larger in just seconds, and blew past them overhead at a height of fifty feet or more. Noxie recognized the figure at once, despite its fantastic means of travel: The Lurker King.
 
   Jamble Nabmaster stood in an oversized bucket, one hand pulling up on its handle, his cloak spread like the sail of a ship and bulging forward in a mystic wind. The howl of a gale swirled about the man, though the air at ground level barely moved with a breeze. A grin spread across his goateed face, and then Noxie saw only his back as he pulled ahead of them.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t, Jamble,” she muttered, contorting her free hand through a series of quick gestures. “Not two years in a row!”
 
   At her command, the phantasm of a solid stone wall filled the air just ahead of the flying figure. For good measure, she studded its surface with wicked iron spikes. A cry of alarm sounded above the shrieking wind, which instantly fell quiet and left the red cape slack.
 
   Noxie had to flick her eyes back and forth from her illusion above to the Key Bearer far ahead. If Jamble coasted too far, and brushed against her illusion, he would know it for a fake. But she could no more ignore the happenings at the gate than she could stop her own heart.
 
   Six giant, arcing strides, Jake had made across the plaza. For the first four, the little figure at the gate stood as though petrified. Then the man broke left — then stopped — then made as though to dodge rightward —
 
   Above, Jamble had turned in his bucket, commanded his cape to spread itself once more, and summoned another wind, this one blowing parallel to the wall. Noxie smiled. A mere turn of her wrist shifted the wall, and she kept it pacing the Lurker King so that he could sail no closer to his goal. In another jump or two, she and Jake would pass beneath him and regain the lead.
 
   But at the top of their next leap, Jake broke his song for just long enough to say, “Noxie, look!”
 
   A door had opened at the foot of the barbican that defended the gate — some curious guard poking his head out to see the spectacle. The Key Bearer, only yards away, made an instant run for it. 
 
   They had crossed half the Safe Circle now, and were close enough to see the Bearer struggle momentarily with the guard, then wave the Key in his face, and dart past into the gate tower.
 
   Noxie felt panic ricochet through her chest. Already, the door had closed, and there would be no forcing its massive weight open with the bar in place. She looked up and saw Jamble Nabmaster trying to gust himself up and over her barrier. Jake came down from his latest bound, jarring her slightly as she gestured the wall upward to block the Lurker King. Sooner or later, he would get around or simply fly right through the figment. If the Bearer had reached the top of the town wall by then ...
 
   “Jake!” she cried as they swept up through the crisp morning air, “Jake, how high can you jump with this song?”
 
   Again, at the peak of the jump, he stopped singing to say, “Not high enough to gain the top of that wall!”
 
   Jamble was behind them now. To keep him blocked, Noxie had to twist her head and one shoulder backward. Jake’s song resumed, they hit the ground again, rose again skyward. 
 
   “But how high?” she insisted, waving her phantasm higher.
 
   “Twelve yards? Fifteen? Maybe two-thirds of the way up.”
 
   Noxie spared a glance away from Jamble Nabmaster, gauged the wall.
 
   “Try the jump,” she said. “I’ll get us to the top.”
 
   “How?” Jake cried. “If we fall short ...”
 
   He sang again, touched down, bounded, and continued, “We’ll be pasted into the wall!”
 
   “We won’t fall short,” she said, blocking Jamble as he tried to feint around the barrier. “Just jump like you’re going to make the top, and I’ll do the rest. Trust me!”
 
   Fast now, the wall rose ahead of them. Only a few great strides remained before they would be at its base. The crowds at the gate gawked and pointed and shouted in delight.
 
   “All right ...” Jake said uncertainly as they topped their second-to-last leap. “Here it is!”
 
   Until the last second, Noxie held her figment in front of Jamble Nabmaster. Then, as the flagstones of the plaza drew close beneath her and Jake, she grabbed tight to the leather harness with both hands and looked forward.
 
   The wall spread vast above them, and endlessly away to either side.
 
   Jake slammed to the ground with both feet — the chorus of his song burst titanically from his throat.
 
   Up, they rocketed, the wall looming. With the sun at their backs, their shadow leapt up to meet them.
 
   Noxie squeezed her shoulder muscles tight, and popped her wings out through the open back of her outfit. On the wall’s face, a coruscant halo burst out from their speeding shadow.
 
   Up, they rose, already slowing with every foot they gained.
 
   She willed her wings into a buzzing blur — up, up — the top still seemed impossibly far above them —
 
   Over the wall’s lip, she could see the startled faces of guards. The harness began to cut into her legs. Her hands strained to keep hold of its straps.
 
   So close now — but the momentum of their leap was almost gone ...
 
   Noxie squeezed her eyes shut, gritted her teeth, and put all her being into her wing muscles, burning with the effort.
 
   They hit with a force that wrenched a gasp out of Jake.
 
   She opened her eyes, blinked away blurring tears — above them, the wall’s edge —
 
   Inches above Jake’s outstretched hands!
 
   With a scream, Noxie twisted the last ounce of her strength into her beating wings. Nothing. 
 
   Nothing — then a budge upward — then Jake’s left hand gained purchase, and his right. 
 
   Somehow, Noxie kept her wings going until he’d levered them up and onto the wall. 
 
   * * *
 
   Weston dashed up the stairs in a frenzy, ignoring the shouts of the guard behind him. 
 
   What kind of city puts its key in your hands and then turns right around and tries to steal it from you? he wondered angrily. He half disbelieved that the thing would earn him any magical boon at all — the whole affair seemed like an elaborately cruel joke. But no, the looks on the townfolks’ faces and the clear intent of that stampeding crowd left no doubt: the Key held an immense value for them, and he had to presume he’d been told the truth.
 
   Behind him, he could hear the guard charging up the steps in a jangle of chainmail and a stream of curses. Weston, though, had only a light pack upon his back, and made his way up with far greater speed.
 
   Two flights aboveground, he realized that he had no idea what he might do once he gained the wall’s top. He ran onward; some chance to hold onto the Key was better than no chance, and no chance was what he faced against that mob.
 
   Four flights up, he slowed a bit. Surely, the top must be near. With the guard audibly far behind, caution and exhaustion both suggested he let off his pace.
 
   Can the guards try to take the Key from me? he wondered, rounding his fifth landing and seeing yet another run of stairs above him. The fellow at the door had not even tried — perhaps the rules of this game disqualified the city’s servants.
 
   Breathing hard, he came around the last bend and saw an archway full of open sky at the head of the stairs. Distant echoes of the Key Day! cry whispered down from outside. He marched up cautiously, keeping to the inner wall of the stairwell. His head drew level with the parapet ...
 
   The feet of another guard stood just beyond the archway’s threshold.
 
   Weston froze — but the guard faced away from him, and in fact walked briskly away from him and toward a most startling sight.
 
   Upon the surface of the wall lay a dark-haired man, well-dressed and with a foil buckled at his side. Crawling loose from a harness on the man’s back, like a butterfly from its chrysalis, was a sheer vision — a woman no larger than a child, but wonderfully formed, and bearing a pair of scintillating wasp’s wings upon her shoulders. She tumbled loose from the straps and stirred weakly upon the stone beneath her. The man rose to a crouch and looked hastily about.
 
   “Off the wall with you both,” commanded the guard, advancing on the pair.
 
   Weston eased himself upward, staying pressed against the wall of the stairwell. Talk, talk, talk, all of you, he thought. Just keep yourselves occupied, please ...
 
   The man, though, spotted Weston, and gestured his way. 
 
   “We’re here to help the Bearer,” the fellow said to the guard, and put a hand to the hilt of his weapon. “If you try to throw us off, I’m afraid I will have to defend myself.”
 
   The guard pivoted, clapped eyes with Weston, and then immediately glanced downward to the Key hanging about his neck. Weston grabbed its metal shape tightly. Now at the top of the stairs, he searched quickly about for a route of escape.
 
   “This is irregular,” the sentry growled, trying to split his attention between Weston and the two interlopers upon the wall. “Key Day’s off limits to us guardsmen — but I’ve never heard we have to allow the Bearer up onto the wall neither.”
 
   Just to Weston’s right stood another door, leading back into the gate tower. But a glance upward showed other troops beginning to stare down at the situation. The rules might forbid the guards from interfering, but did he really want to run into a whole nest of them? Ahead and to his left stood the one guard, and farther ahead and leftward, the dapper fellow who claimed he wanted to help Weston. I’m sure I know the kind of help he means, Weston thought.
 
   This left a fairly broad, open space ahead and to the right, for the top of the wall spread twenty feet from side to side. The guard was distracted, the man was not yet fully to his feet, and the winged woman — well, her attention seemed to have shifted to something inward of the wall. She wasn’t looking at Weston at all.
 
   From the stairwell he’d just quit rose the laboring sounds of the other guard, coming up behind him. That made up his mind.
 
   Still clutching the Key, he broke into a run, angled toward the wall’s outer balustrade.
 
   “Hey!” shouted the guard.
 
   “Noxie, let’s go,” said the man urgently.
 
   Weston ignored them both, and ignored the immediate sounds of their footfalls behind him as they sprinted to try to intercept him. He felt dizzy from the great height of the wall, though yards from its inward drop-off and protected on the other side by its defensive crenellations. His pounding heartbeat all but drowned out the yells from behind him — “Stop!” and “Please, we’re not after the Key!”
 
   He fancied that he could hear their footsteps falling behind — and then, oddly, he thought he heard singing.
 
   A figure swept through the sky, just over his head.
 
   Weston skidded to a halt, terrified. The man with the foil had leapt clear over him, and now turned to block his path. His hands were spread placatingly, but there was that dueling blade at his belt ...
 
   “Look,” the fellow said, “we’ve placed a heavy wager in your favor. If you’ll let us help you, we’ll get you safely to the Fount tonight.”
 
   Trapped, Weston twisted about. The guard was drawing up fast behind him. The “helpful” man stepped slowly closer from ahead. And beyond the wall’s edge, the sky held not one, but several airborne shapes. 
 
   Is this whole town full of magic? he thought in awe.
 
   First and closest: an unsupported masonry barrier dodging about in midair perhaps a dozen yards away. Iron spikes bristled upon its sides.
 
   Next: a man in a hovering bucket, catching a prehensile wind in his cloak, cursing furiously as the floating, barbed wall stymied his every attempt to get past.
 
   Last, and most fearsome: a great, winged machine lurching through the air straight toward Weston himself. Upon its back sat a fiery-eyed morg woman in streaming scarlet robes.
 
   The man confronting Weston saw the bird-machine too, and drew his blade in an instant.
 
   “Jake!” came a cry from the wasp-winged girl. Weston saw her gesturing fluidly toward the airborne wall, though her eyes were on him and her partner. “That’s Shim-Shim Elsepharra — she’s a bad one!”
 
   Down and forward swept the giant bird, gold-foil wings ratcheting and a mass of clockwork gears spinning within its wooden frame. Its mistress guided it with a set of buttoned levers, her tusked mouth clenched shut as she eyed the Key Bearer. From her greyish scalp sprang a wild mane of morg bristles, and Weston immediately thought, This Jake must be a slow one, if he needs to be warned off of a terror like this!
 
   “Don’t look her in the eyes!” shouted the winged woman.
 
   Weston, of course, wondered why not — and in that moment of wondering, was lost.
 
   The eyes of Shim-Shim Elsepharra, he found, spiraled deep and blue and full of stars. A well of sympathy opened in his heart — what a noble soul she must have, to bear a visage so frightful, and yet remain so serene and worthy of trust.
 
   “Come, my friend,” she said in a voice both smooth and warm. Her ingenious flying device wafted downward and held its welcoming talons out toward him. “Come, and be safe.”
 
   Weston stepped forward, relieved at last to have an ally ...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four: A Bucket of Luck
 
    
 
   Jake understood Noxie’s warning the instant that he saw the Key Bearer meet Shim-Shim Elsepharra’s gaze. The lanky, blond-haired young man went suddenly rigid, and his darting blue eyes took on a leaden glaze.
 
   Just at the wall’s edge hovered the clockwork bird, as its hideous mistress croaked, “Come, and be safe.”
 
   With limp-willed steps, the Bearer walked toward the machine’s outstretched, steel-tipped claws.
 
   Jake had only a moment to think — he dared not move within the sweep of those great wings, nor within reach of that razor-honed beak. But if he did not act, the Key would be lost.
 
   His eyes fell upon the spinning gears within the bird’s chest.
 
   Tossing his blade to his left hand, Jake thrust his right deep into his pants pocket for a handful of coins. With two quick steps, he flung them through the air.
 
   Several bounced off the bird’s wooden ribs. One hit the thing’s metal innards and shot violently back out, forcing Jake to duck. But at least one wedged between some vital cog and sprocket.
 
   With a clattering squawk, the beating wings froze, and the machine tumbled from the sky, bearing its screaming owner with it. The beak hit the wall, but did not catch, and just a moment later the whole affair crashed to flinders on the stones of the plaza.
 
   The Key Bearer stood blinking, disturbingly near the wall’s inner edge. Jake rushed to him, grabbed one silken sleeve, and pulled the dazed fellow back away from the drop.
 
   “You’ve still got to get down from this wall,” commanded the guard, who had drawn his short-sword and now advanced on them warily. Behind him, another soldier had come out of the stairwell, wheezing from effort.
 
   “We’ll get down soon enough,” Jake said. “But we’ll get down some other way, not straight into the hands of that mob. Noxie! Come on!”
 
   “A little busy here, Jake,” Noxie called back to him. “I’ve got Jamble to hold o— oops.”
 
   Jake glanced from the advancing guardsman over to Noxie, whose shimmering wings still came as a shock to his eyes. Her pretty face had squeezed itself into a grimace, and when he followed her gaze outward, he saw why: Jamble Nabmaster had brushed against the illusory barrier, and now, spewing curses, blew himself straight through it on a surging wind.
 
   “Look,” Jake said over his shoulder to the Key Bearer, “we’ve —”
 
   But the young man with the Key about his neck had sat down upon the wall, rubbing his face as though waking from a long sleep.
 
   Wind caught suddenly at Jake’s clothes. Gritting his teeth, he turned to interpose himself between the onrushing Jamble Nabmaster and the Key Bearer.
 
   Down came the Lurker King, red cape swirling, one hand on the handle of his bucket and the other reaching for a blade at his belt. Just as he grasped its hilt, the breeze went dead, and he sprang from the bucket to the wall’s top at a full run, charging straight for Jake.
 
   “Watch out for him, Jake!” warned Noxie. “He’s a vicious swordsman, and every Key Day there’s a different trick in his pocket!”
 
   The Lurker King had a lean, suave face and wild dark hair, but it was his eyes that Jake focused on as their blades met and rang against one another.
 
   “If you need to be warned about me,” the man said through a flurry of sword blows, “then you’d probably do well to just step aside. I give no quarter to the inexperienced.”
 
   Jake met the onslaught calmly with a quick series of deflections. Noxie was right — Jamble’s skill made him a daunting opponent. But Jake’s sparring partner from the time he was ten had been his Aunt Avelia, so he knew a thing or two about swordplay himself. For instance: Between artists in sword-work, a duel is a game of the mind.
 
   Faltering deliberately, Jake let the next thrust come within inches before he parried it. An alarmed look crossed his face, and he jumped to the right, leaving Jamble’s way clear to the dazed Key Bearer. “All right,” he said, worriedly, “I know when I’ve met my better.”
 
   Jamble took a greedy step toward the Bearer — an involuntary move that was only half-done when his suspicious instincts kicked in. But it was enough to give Jake the angle he wanted, and he pressed the Lurker King backwards with a stream of feints and attacks. The red-caped man had to give ground — right in the direction of the two guardsmen.
 
   “Here’s another interloper on the wall for you, gentlemen,” Jake called to them. 
 
   Unfortunately, they both looked aghast at that suggestion. The nearer of the two said, “You’re mad! I’m not taking on the Nabmaster!”
 
   Jamble grinned through his beard at this, knocked aside Jake’s latest strike, and launched a dazzling offensive of his own. This time Jake had little choice about falling back: Jamble’s weapon seemed to have become a whole swarm of swords. Above the clattering of their blades could be heard the gasps and mutters of the crowd below them. Something about the general tone made Jake think they were used to seeing his foe on the winning side of such exchanges.
 
   Pushed even with the Key Bearer, he knew that if he gave any more ground, Jamble would need only an instant to swipe the ribbon from the dazed man’s neck. But as it turned out, the Lurker King was not to have the chance.
 
   Just as Jake avoided a devious feint-and-thrust combination, the air beside the Key Bearer filled with a swirling ectoplasm, and from this stuff coalesced a bizarre imp-creature. Its pulsing viscera could be seen through half-translucent skin. A stupid grin hung upon its face, and its eyes moved in different directions. One of them winked at Jake, and then both swiveled to fixate upon the Key.
 
   “Not likely!” said Jamble Nabmaster, aiming a deft cut at the thing as it reached pudgy hands for the prize. But his blade passed through it without resistance, leaving a cut that bled only mist and seemed to cause the imp zero concern.
 
   Jake, seeing something that his opponent did not, made a heavy cut for the Lurker King’s sword-arm. Forced to defend, the man beat the blow aside, screeching, “You idiot — now it’s got the Key!”
 
   Sure enough, the ghostly hands had closed about the ribbon. With two flicks of its transparent, batlike wings, the imp cast itself through the air toward the wall’s inner edge. Jamble Nabmaster raced after it.
 
   A yard shy of the drop, with one hand just inches from grabbing the dangling Key, the Lurker King fell through the stone surface underfoot.
 
   As his startled cry echoed across the plaza, both the imp and the last yard of the wall’s surface simply blinked out of sight.
 
   The thrum of Noxie’s wings brought her over to Jake, who had already bent to try to help the Key Bearer up. Around the fellow’s neck, the Key had reappeared. The little hillkinder woman — or whatever she was — beamed gleefully as she arrived. “Fell for it completely, the buffoon! And after he already knew he was up against a figmentist!”
 
   “Excellent work,” said Jake. He tugged at the sitting man’s arm and then slapped him lightly on one cheek when that failed to rouse him. “Come on, friend. We’re sure to have some other company any moment now.”
 
   “Ah ... hmm,” said the man with the Key, blinking at Jake with bright blue eyes that only slowly began to focus. “Where ...?”
 
   Dismayed at the young man’s sedate condition, Jake looked quickly around for any new threats. For the moment, none materialized — even the two guardsmen had gone warily to the wall’s side, to see what had become of Jamble Nabmaster rather than face the people who had beaten the Lurker King.
 
   “Any ideas on waking him up?” he asked Noxie.
 
   “Well,” she said, scratching the back of her head, “he’s a man ...”
 
   Without warning, she bent slightly and locked her lips upon the Key Bearer’s, threading her fingers through his golden hair. It was not a tactic Jake expected, but before he could decide whether to disapprove, she pulled back, and it became clear that the move had had some effect.
 
   The young man’s eyes had closed midway through the kiss, and now he dreamily muttered, “Amblisse ...” before opening both eyes wide and jerking his head back in bewilderment.
 
   “I beg your pardon!” he said indignantly, crawling backward from Noxie as though she had bitten rather than kissed him. 
 
   Noxie laughed and said, “Don’t worry. I promise I’ll never tell her.”
 
   The Bearer’s hands went quickly to his neck, where they felt the ribbon and the weight of the Key. This relaxed him slightly, so that he went from frantic to merely wary. “What’s going on?” he asked suspiciously. “Why didn’t you just take the Key while I was ... well, what was I, anyway?”
 
   Jake offered a hand to the fellow, saying, “You were ensorcelled, mesmerized. We didn’t take the Key because we’ve placed a large bet on you, and we stand to gain a great deal of money if you can get to the Fount Beneficent with it tonight.”
 
   “Which,” said Noxie, glancing around alertly, “is not going to happen if we stand here talking.”
 
   The young man reached up to take Jake’s hand, and let himself be helped to his feet. Once the Key Bearer was up, Jake gripped his hand more tightly for a moment, turning the assist into a handshake. 
 
   “Jake,” he said, then gestured over his shoulder and added, “My partner here is Noxie.”
 
   “Ye-es,” said the Bearer slowly, extricating his hand from Jake’s. “And I’m Weston Hart, lately of the Thespic Conservatory in Cluiremelath. We’re more prone to bowing there, than making displays of our grip-strength.”
 
   As if to demonstrate, he performed an elaborate kowtow, with a flourish that rolled from his shoulder all the way down his arm to the fingers.
 
   “My apologies,” Jake replied, tilting his own body slightly and managing to completely suppress his facial response. “Now if we’ll hurry along the wall that way, I’ve an idea about how to get down without the crowds mobbing us.”
 
   “Excellent,” said Noxie, jogging quickly away from the gate tower in the direction Jake had indicated. From Jake’s viewpoint, it looked as though she’d turned away when she did in order to hide her expression — the muscles about the corner of her mouth had been twitching since the moment of Weston’s fanciful bow.
 
   He took a step or two after her, then saw that the Key Bearer was simply staring at him with a baffled look.
 
   “Are you coming?” Jake asked. “Surely you’re not still worried about trusting us.”
 
   “No ... ish,” said Weston, pointing. “But we’re not just going to leave that magic bucket behind, are we?”
 
   Jake raised his eyebrows and scratched his chin, surprised that he’d already forgotten Jamble Nabmaster’s floating pail. Perhaps this fellow isn’t the complete fool he seems, he thought. To Weston, he said, “Absolutely not. Fetch it, and let’s get going.”
 
   As the young man turned to do so, Jake looked forward to Noxie. She wrinkled her nose at Weston’s back, and made a exaggerated, spinning curtsey in midair. Jake transformed a laugh into a cough, just as the Key Bearer turned back around with the bucket. 
 
   “Superb thinking, Sir Hart,” she told him with a smile, and the three of them moved speedily off along the wall, paced by the crowd far below.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake’s idea turned out to be a good one, at least in Noxie’s view. They ran along the wall until they reached its nearest point to Wayfarer’s Mound — the lowest of Gleit’s fabled Several Hills, and closest to the city gates. A few guards accosted them along the way, but Noxie scared the men off with a menagerie of illusory beasts. 
 
   Tiers of inns and hostels and taverns marched their way up the flanks of Wayfarer’s Mound, following the road that spiraled to its peak. From their place upon the wall, the three of them could look down over the roofs of the closest buildings, only a dozen or so yards away. But Jake appeared more interested in the second tier of structures.
 
   “Look there,” he said, pointing. “We’re just level with that looming hotel’s roof, and it can’t be more than sixty or seventy yards across to it.”
 
   Weston’s gaze went downward, instead of following Jake’s arm. “Yes,” he said, “but aside from it being a bit far to jump, I notice a fairly massive swell of folk down there.”
 
   “Right,” said Jake. “As it happens, though, one of my Songs of Power is a bridging song. I’ve sung it to span as much as eighty yards before, so I’m confident we can run across it to that rooftop. The intervening buildings will block the crowds, and once we’re on solid footing, Noxie’s figments can give us the cover we need to lose ourselves from the mob’s sight.”
 
   “A bridging song?” asked Weston dubiously. “What exactly does that mean?”
 
   Noxie took his hand and patted it. “No worries! Jake’s song of bounding got us across the plaza and up the wall to you — if he thinks he can get us to that building, then he can.”
 
   Weston pulled loose from her grip, then pointed at her wings. “You’ve got at least one advantage over me in the ‘no worries’ category. I want to know what exactly we’re talking about before I try to get from point A to point B across an unsupported gulf of space.”
 
   “That’s fair enough,” Jake said. “To be quick about it, I’ve picked up a number of magical songs in my travels. This one will create an invisible bridge, able to support any weight for as long as I continue to sing. It will be perfectly safe for us to walk across to the roof. And I’ll go first to allay any fears you might have.”
 
   Weston looked to the indicated rooftop, then back down to the streets far below. As they’d talked, the crowd below had packed itself into every inch of space between the wall and the first buildings of Wayfarers’ Mound.
 
   “If it’s so safe,” Weston suggested, “they why don’t we build it all the way to wherever this fountain is, and stay above the mob the whole way?”
 
   “Well, for one thing, Songs of Power are hard on the throat,” said Jake. “And for another, I can only alter the shape of the bridge — its surface area must always be the same.”
 
   Weston looked at Jake sharply. “And just how much surface area does it have?”
 
   “Forty square yards.”
 
   The Key Bearer immediately backed away from the wall’s edge. “Forty square yards! That’s — well, it’s only going to be a foot wide! And invisible, you said! That’s madness!”
 
   Jake tried to placate him, explaining that Weston could close his eyes and keep his hands upon Jake’s shoulders, so there would be no fear of him falling. But Noxie could tell that reason had no chance of persuading the younger man. She glanced about quickly, looking for alternatives, or a way to convince him. Some distance back along the wall’s base, she saw a Lurker drawing a seemingly endless ladder from an open bag. A speck of a figure farther on climbed spiderlike up the sheer precipice. She and her two companions would have company very soon.
 
   “The bucket,” she said suddenly, pointing to the great pail that Weston still held in one hand. “You can get in it, and Jake and I will push you across.”
 
   Weston looked skeptically at the device. Then he brushed a lock of blond hair out of his eyes and said, “All right, let’s give it a try.”
 
   “Great,” Noxie said, relieved. “Now, I was watching Jamble pretty closely, and it looked like he actually pulled up on the handle to rise, and pushed down to lower himself. Do you want to step into it and see if you can work it?”
 
   “No,” he said flatly. “But I will.”
 
   Jake pointed back along the wall, toward the Lurkers she had already noticed. “We’ll need to hurry up,” he said. “They’re mobbing the fellow with the ladder; it’ll never hold steady with that crowd at the bottom. But the other chap is nearly up.”
 
   Noxie looked and saw that it was true: the climbing Lurker had only yards to go to the wall’s lip.
 
   The Key Bearer put one foot and then the next into Jamble Nabmaster’s bucket. Its tin rim came to just below his knees, so that he had to stoop to reach its handle. He raised it slowly, applying no real force, until the bar was up and almost touching his thighs. With a wincing expression, he tightened his shoulder muscles, and Noxie saw the metal of the handle flex slightly upward at his pull.
 
   Instantly, the bucket came up off the wall.
 
   Weston gave a cry of alarm and dropped the handle, even though he’d been lifted only a handspan into the air. With a clang, the whole affair slammed back to the stone surface — at just enough of an angle to tip the young man off-balance, toppling him backwards. He tried to step back, but the bucket trapped his feet. Only a quick grab by Jake kept him from breaking his tailbone on the wall.
 
   Noxie looked back the way they’d come, and saw the climbing Lurker make the top, get to his feet, and begin running their way.
 
   “No, no, quite all right,” Weston was saying to Jake as she turned toward him again. Ignoring Jake’s offered hand, he rose and dusted off his posterior, then eyed the bucket for a moment. Noxie felt sure that he was about to kick the thing off the wall’s edge, and that they were going to lose their wager money because the Key had gone to a vain and craven fop. But instead, he took the bucket in both hands, set it upon its base, stepped into it again, and said, red-faced, “Well. Now we know it works. I guess you’d better get singing, Jake.”
 
   Jake looked at her, and she nodded that she was ready.
 
   “Lift up, then,” he told Weston, “and we’ll get going.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston Hart kept his eyes closed for the entire trip across Jake’s bridge of song. He heard Jake’s singing — rich and melodious, and either wordless or in some language whose words were notes. He heard the crowd whoop and shout just after Jake began pushing him forward. 
 
   I’m twenty yards in the air with only a bucket holding me up, he thought. He tried to cast through his memory for a verse or ode to take his mind off that notion, but the noise of the people below and the pressure of Jake’s hands against his waist kept him trapped in the appalling moment. 
 
   “Jake!” Noxie said, in a tone that all but made Weston drop the bucket handle. “Down there — it’s Jamble again!”
 
    He heard, and felt, a whipping updraft clutching at his garments. He heard Jake’s footsteps falter, though not his singing — heard the buzz of Noxie’s wings and a string of curses from her lips.
 
   “All right,” Noxie said combatively, “if Jamble wants the Key, let’s give it to him — a thousand times!”
 
   Almost immediately, Weston’s ears filled with the clamor of the mob, somehow surging even louder than it had before.
 
   “What’s going on?” he cried desperately, still unable to force his eyes open.
 
   With a laugh, Noxie said, “I just made it look as though about a houseful of Keys spilled from your bucket right onto Jamble Nabmaster’s head. Now he’s buried under a pile of townsfolk, trying to see if any of them is the real thing.”
 
   The nexus of shouting fell behind them as Jake pushed onward. Then, the voice of the multitudes took on a shrill edge of outrage — apparently as they discovered Noxie’s trickery. 
 
   “We’re over the first row of buildings,” Noxie said. “About halfway to our destination. I think we’re actually going to make it!”
 
   The row of intervening structures had muted the growl of the crowd, and Weston could hear isolated voices from ahead and below shouting, “Look! Look!” But still he groaned. 
 
   “Only halfway?” he asked. “Can’t we just get off here and use your figments to hide us?”
 
   “We can, if you care to drop thirty feet to a steeply pitched roof,” Noxie replied. “No, wait, now we’re over street again, and it’s hard stone beneath us.”
 
   Ask no more questions, Weston, he told himself. The answers are not worth it.
 
   Forward and forward, they went, with Weston feeling like an angler’s bob upon the surface of a pond. At any moment, some unseen fish might grab at the bait and yank him downward.
 
   But at last, he heard Jake’s footfalls strike a different sound from whatever lay beneath them, and Noxie’s voice urged him, “Weston, let the bucket down — we’re at the roof!”
 
   Only then did the scholar unsqueeze his eyes, and only when he saw the broad, flat roof spread all about him, and only when he’d pushed down on the bucket’s handle and dropped to a solid surface, did he unclench his teeth.
 
   Standing firmly upon the rooftop terrace, Weston relaxed and breathed in. Then he realized that Jake had not yet stopped the bridging song, and so he turned to look behind him. His dark-haired minstrel ally stood at the terrace’s rail, singing and gesturing urgently to a tiny figure that walked through the air toward them. Noxie stood beside her partner, shouting at the distant man in the air.
 
   “Go back!” she yelled. “Go back, we’re not going to keep the bridge up for you!”
 
   Weston recognized the figure as the same one that had been climbing the city wall when he’d started to experiment with the bucket. The man’s footing was clearly uncertain, since he could not see the bridge upon which he walked. But he stepped doggedly onward, arms outstretched to either side for balance.
 
   “Go back!” Noxie shouted again. Whether the man could hear her across the distance, or over the clamoring throng of people below him, was doubtful.
 
   Of more concern to Weston was that throng itself. The mob now lay on the far side of a string of buildings, most of them sharing common walls and thus providing no space for the crowd to squeeze through. But a couple of narrow alleyways could be seen, and the mass of people would undoubtedly find them quickly. Furthermore, the street upon which their own building sat was far from deserted, and already a dozen or more folk rushed toward their position along the cobblestones four stories below.
 
   “Look,” said Weston, “I’m no more heartless than the next fellow, but shouldn’t we just let the chap drop and start looking for a hidey-hole? I mean, it was his choice to follow us out onto the bridge ...”
 
   Noxie shrugged. “I’m inclined to agree,” she said. “But Jake’s the one who’s singing.”
 
   Jake raised a hand to show that he had heard them both. But he kept up his song nonetheless, even though the strain showed clearly in the tendons of his neck and at the corners of his eyes. The figure on the bridge tottered painstakingly forward.
 
   Weston leaned over the railing to look down and saw a number of people reach and rush into the door of the building on which they stood. Others from the street were pointing up at them, and the mob had begun to bleed through the alleys a block or two distant in either direction.
 
   “I’m beginning to feel we just risked our necks for no reason,” Weston said. “We’re about to be in the exact situation we were in before.”
 
   Jake only rubbed at his larynx and continued his melody, squinting.
 
   And then the man on the bridge stepped directly over the first building of Wayfarers’ Mound, and the singing stopped immediately. With a cry, the fellow plunged a good three stories to a thatched rooftop, which burst inward beneath his weight.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Jake said to Weston and Noxie, his voice somewhat hoarse. “I’m not entirely against dropping a man sixty feet, when he walks out over the sixty feet of his own will. But I didn’t want to drop him sixty feet onto a bunch of people who had no room to get out of his way.”
 
   “Ooh, I hadn’t thought of that,” said Noxie.
 
   Weston, fingering the Key about his neck, remained unsympathetic. “Maybe they would have found it instructive on the subject of coveting what’s not their own. Now can we get out of here?”
 
   A quick look around showed the only exit from the rooftop: a shed-like structure that Weston presumed must hold a stairwell. The three of them hurried toward it, Jake reaching the door first. He opened it without pause, and gestured for Weston and Noxie to go through. Within, a carpeted stair did indeed wind downward into the building.
 
   But a rumble of footfalls could be heard coming up it toward them, as well as voices — one plaintive and one nagging. 
 
   “Don’t push!” the first voice objected.
 
   “Then get going, you oaf!” said the second.
 
   Noxie slipped past the hesitant Weston, and whispered insistently at him, “Come on — they’re still a flight or two down. Move quietly!”
 
   He opened his mouth to debate the suggestion, but Jake, passing him by, put finger to lip and then motioned for him to follow. With his arms around the bucket to keep it from dangling and clanging, Weston followed after the two, a grimace on his face. It’s fine enough for them to be reckless, with just a wager riding on the outcome. I’m the one who stands to lose the Key!
 
   But without Jake and Noxie to help him, the roof would be a dead end, and so he crept down the stairs in their wake.
 
   At the first landing they reached, the steps and voices from below sounded perilously close. Noxie, in the lead, gestured for Weston and Jake to flatten themselves against the wall. Jake did so without hesitation — Weston, with a panicked sense of entrapment.
 
   Then the little winged woman gestured with her hands, and Weston found himself in pitch dark. He bit his lip to keep from crying out.
 
   A pair of footfalls made their way up and straight toward his position — one set ponderous, the other spry.
 
   “Almost ... to the top,” huffed one of the voices.
 
   When the other replied, it came from a distance of no more than a yard: “I have eyes — why don’t you climb instead of talking!”
 
   Up, and away, the footsteps tromped. Weston realized, suddenly, that the darkness about him was not complete. His eyes had taken a moment to adjust to the tiny bit of illumination that filtered into the space around him. He seemed to be in a doorless closet, just wide enough front to back to contain him and the bucket he held. To his right stood Jake, and beyond that, Noxie — peering through a tiny crack in the front wall, and still gesturing with her left hand.
 
   The sound of a door banging open above made Weston look up involuntarily.
 
   The false wall disappeared. With his gaze aimed up the flight of stairs, he caught sight of a massive fellow bare to the waist and a chicken-necked woman in an ill-fitting jumpsuit, just as they vanished out the door to the roof.
 
   He turned back to find Jake boosting Noxie up to a harness upon his back. Then, to his surprise, she made another gesture and disappeared into the flesh of Jake’s back — which had just as suddenly become the shirtless back of the bulky man who’d thundered up the stairs above them.
 
   Weston had to swallow his alarm and remind himself that Noxie’s illusions had been in their plan from the start. He simply hadn’t expected them to remain so uncannily effective now that he knew them to be unreal.
 
   They came down the stairwell to the building’s top floor, clearly a lodging hall. Weston started at sight of himself in a mirror upon the corridor wall. Thanks to Noxie’s figmentation, he had assumed the gaunt visage and gangly frame of the shirtless man’s partner.
 
   “Why do I have to be the awkward-looking hag?” whispered Weston.
 
   Noxie’s reply issued ethereally from the broad, hairy back in front of him. “Because Jake and I together are much too bulky for that illusion to work on us. Now be quiet so that you don’t spoil the façade.”
 
   He took to the warning; more people could be heard dashing up the stairwell from below. But instead of avoiding the newcomers, Jake — in his illusory disguise — turned toward them head-on.
 
   “Back down! Back down,” Jake cried, waving his fists at three adolescents on the stairs below. His voice was a good imitation of the burly man whose form he currently assumed. “They’ve flown across to the next roof — we’re losing our chance!”
 
   The youths fell for the ploy completely and reversed themselves to flee downward. This put a vanguard between Weston’s group and the next set of Key-chasers upon the stairs, and by the time they’d wound downward to the inn’s second story they found themselves at the back of a burbling crowd that couldn’t make up its mind whether to head up or down. Below, Weston could see the inn’s common room, full of milling folk who demanded to be let upward, even as the pack ahead of them yelled out to be let down.
 
   If we’re stuck here long, he thought, those two from above will tire of an empty rooftop and head back down. Once they show up looking like us, the game’s done.
 
   He reached out and tugged at Jake’s shoulder, startled to feel cloth under his fingers instead of bare skin. Without speaking, he hooked one thumb toward the hallway that ran along the second story of the lodging house. The beefy face that looked up at him nodded.
 
   A window stood open at the end of the hall, letting in a glimpse of morning sunlight and the murmuring sounds of the crowd outside. Weston hurried toward it and stuck his head out. Below, he saw a narrow, empty alleyway. Without pause, he thrust the bucket through the open window, straddled the sill, and then swung his second foot over and into the magic pail. It wavered a moment as he stood up from his seat in the window, but he tugged up on the handle just enough to keep it level.
 
   With his weight entirely in the bucket, he shifted awkwardly around to face Jake, who was already climbing out after him.
 
   He offered the barrel-chested illusion a hand. Jake took it, eased off of the windowsill —
 
   And pulled them both precipitously downward.
 
   Noxie’s buzzing wings sounded instantly, and just in time to keep Jake’s weight from spilling Weston out of the bucket. They came to earth heavily, and looked about with haste as they rose to see if anyone had heard the clatter of the bucket. But the alley remained empty. A refuse heap blocked their view of its busier end. The crowd sounds from that direction urged them to head the opposite way.
 
   By the time they’d slunk the alley’s full length, Weston found the bucket he clutched to his chest looking like a slumbering child, in arms much more matronly than his own. Jake and Noxie had assumed the appearance of a rough-clothed wanderer with an oversized backpack.
 
   A cherubic lad spotted them and rushed forward eagerly. “Hey there! Any sign of the Bearer?”
 
   “The who?” asked Weston in a creaky falsetto. He meant to say more, but the disguised Jake put a protective arm across his shoulder and interrupted him.
 
   “Please, we’re strangers here, and we’ve almost been trampled by that mob. Our son’s hurt — is there a healer near?”
 
   “Three blocks up, right next to the Pickled Boar,” said the boy, looking instantly disinterested in them. He dashed into the alley without a glance back.
 
   Their story now established, the three made their way up and across Wayfarers’ Mound.
 
   * * *
 
   As soon as Jake got the door shut behind them, he saw Noxie begin a dance of triumph round and round her little room. Though the celebration might be a bit premature, Jake found her laughter infectious, and broke into a grin himself. The illusions had disappeared, along with the manic furor that had chased itself about all of the streets outside. They could finally relax from the anxiety of slinking about town, shifting from one guise to the next, feeling at every turn that they’d barely avoided notice. Jake felt relieved, too, that Noxie left her wings unhidden now. Her cozy, messy little room seemed to banish all need for secrets and worry.
 
   When Jake looked to the Key Bearer, though, he found Weston turning his gaze about the sloppily kept quarters in either suspicion or distaste.
 
   Shaking his head, Jake clapped the young man on the back. “Relax a little, would you? Here we’ve pulled off the hardest part, and yet it looks like Noxie and I are more excited than you are.”
 
   “I notice that,” Weston said, squirming a bit under Jake’s hand. “Just how much did you bet on me, anyway?” 
 
   Noxie, who’d been standing atop a chair on just the toes of one foot, hopped down, crossed her arms, and stuck out her tongue playfully. “What a spoiler you are, Weston. If I were the type to get this thrilled over mere money, well, I’d already’ve conked you on the head and taken that Key for myself!”
 
   “Not that we’ve any intention of doing that,” Jake reassured him immediately. But it appeared Weston had fully accepted their sincerity — his hand did not even stray upward toward the Key at Noxie’s reference to pilfering it.
 
   “Well, my apologies if I am insufficiently jubilant,” the young man said, looking around as though for someplace to sit. Noxie hurriedly brushed some stray clothing from the room’s only sizeable piece of furniture — the bed — and smoothed the coverlet down.
 
   “Please,” she said, gesturing to the bed’s corner, “give your feet a rest. You too, Jake. We’ve come a long way.”
 
   “Thank you,” Weston said, depositing Jamble Nabmaster’s oversized bucket next to the bed. He shrugged his pack from his back, dropped it into the metal pail, and then sat gingerly upon the mattress. “At any rate, I don’t mean to be dour or ungrateful, but you must understand that this opportunity means a great deal more to me than it would to you.”
 
   Jake could not restrain a smirk, but luckily, the callow young man was looking at Noxie as he spoke, and did not notice.
 
   “Really!” was Noxie’s reply. She pulled up the chair she’d balanced on earlier, and sat on its edge, leaning forward as though breathless. “You must aspire to something really grand, if that’s the case. Is it a secret? Can you tell us?”
 
   Weston rose slowly back to his feet and walked to the side of the room that held its single window. To Jake’s eyes, he looked suddenly tired, as though the energy had left his step. Linen drapes blocked all view of the street below and outside. Weston raised a hand and moved the curtains aside just enough to peer through — which was also just enough to let a slant of sunlight play across his blonde ringlets and road-worn silk shirt. For a moment, he appeared almost noble — dramatic — instead of foppish and vain.
 
   Without looking back toward them, he said, “I can tell when I’m being mocked, you know. I get a fair amount of it — enough that I ought to be used to it, I suppose.”
 
   “Oh,” Noxie said, jumping up from her seat red-faced, “no, I didn’t mean to —”
 
   Weston let the curtain drop and turned back with hands raised. “Yes, you did — of course you did.”
 
   She looked down at her feet and stubbed the floorboards with one toe. “Well, I’m sorry. When I was young ...”
 
   “Oh, I have no use for your apologies,” he interrupted without malice. “The woman I love has told me things a thousand times more cruel. But I know what she doesn’t know — and what you, for the moment, don’t know. I know what it is that I’m seeking, and how it will change my life so that I shall never hear a mocking tongue again. Now, if you want to hear what it is, I am actually quite anxious to tell someone. And I don’t mind if you mock my chances of attaining it, or if you mock my audacity for aspiring to it. But listen carefully — if you mock the thing itself, the goal that I think this Key will point me toward, then I will instantly march out your door and take my chances against the mob.”
 
   Jake sat up at this, wondering suddenly if perhaps Weston possessed a bit more substance than first impressions had suggested. “You’ve piqued my curiosity,” he said, “and I don’t think Noxie really meant to ridicule you before —”
 
   Weston held up a hand again, before the little woman could add another apology. “I just felt I needed to warn you, to let you know how important this is to me. Now, are you really interested in knowing the dream I’m chasing after?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” said Noxie. She pantomimed the plucking of something from her mouth, and said, “Look, I’ve struck the barbs from my tongue. I’ll put them in my pocket — there — and if they come out again, you may hit me with a fish. Honestly.”
 
   “No fish — just the door,” he said seriously. Next he took a deep breath, as though he needed to prepare himself for the weight of what was about to come out. “Here it is, then: I have set as my mission the finding of The Last Tragedy.”
 
   He looked from one of them to the other, awaiting their reactions. Jake recognized in his pose the bearing of a man ready to be scorned — a man braving derision with an absolute lack of fear. It notched Weston up in his estimation, although he also thought it a bit overblown. Then again, what else could be expected from a man who had as his goal The Last Tragedy itself?
 
   “The what?” asked Noxie. Weston rolled his eyes, and she hurriedly added, “No, really — I suppose I should know what that is, but I don’t.”
Jake took it upon himself to explain, keeping his eyes upon Weston as he did so. “It’s fabled to be the greatest work of literature ever written,” he said, noticing the Key Bearer’s eyebrow rise at the word ‘fabled.’ He continued, “The Last Tragedy of Coeldoetta of Jueln — a play that has never been performed, and of which only a single manuscript ever existed: the one Coeldoetta herself penned. No one is even certain what the actual title was.”
 
   “What?” Noxie looked at him flatly. “Then how does anyone know it was any good?”
 
   Weston gave an offended cough. “Your question is ridiculous. Have you never even heard of Coeldoetta of Jueln?”
 
   She bristled a bit. “Well, of course. There’s always some placard down in the theatrical quarter with that name on it. You could hardly have gone to a show in your life without knowing that she was a playwright.”
 
   Weston shook his head pedantically. “My dear, if Coeldoetta was a playwright, then there has never been another playwright since. We live fifteen-hundred years since it was Coeldoetta’s age, six hundred and more since the fall of Jueln. All of her plays are still performed, except the one. Juelnu is a dead tongue — only the savages who still haunt that realm’s ivied ruins speak even a corrupted form of it in daily life. And yet thousands continue to study its intricate vocabulary and strange declensions, for the sole purpose of being able to read or hear Coeldoetta in the original language. In her own day, Coeldoetta attained such popularity that she finally had to flee Jueln and build a hidden manse far beyond the borders of civilization, just to avoid the suffocating press of her devotees.”
 
   Now it was Noxie’s turn to roll her eyes. “Had to flee? Doesn't that have the ring of at least a bit of legendry? I’m sure she was good, I mean the woman no disrespect, but there has to be some exaggeration to a tale like that.”
 
   “No,” Jake said. “I’ll stand with Weston here. I saw an untranslated version of Aothelus when I was twelve, before I learned my first word of Juelnu. By the end of it, I was weeping, and I didn’t really even know why.”
 
   “And I’ll point out that Aothelus is broadly considered one of her less effective plays.”
 
   Noxie held her hands out searchingly. “But then why did they never perform this Last Tragedy? Why don’t they even know the name of it?”
 
   “Because,” said Jake, “if the story is to be believed, the gods themselves raised Coeldoetta up from the mortal realm the moment she penned its final line.”
 
   Noxie only compressed her lips at this, apparently restraining another utterance of disbelief.
 
   “This part is somewhat conjectural,” Weston admitted. “But the gist of it is that the gods had observed Coeldoetta’s early work from afar, and been so impressed that by the end of her career they’d taken to hovering at her shoulder, invisibly, while she wrote. As she reached the final words of The Last Tragedy, her genius so overcame their divine souls that they judged her wasted on mere mortals, and swept her up.”
 
   “And how exactly do we know they did this?” Noxie asked archly.
 
   “Well, you’ll find this part even less believable,” said Jake, “but the ascension story comes from a play by Coeldoetta’s maid.”
 
   “Her maid?”
 
   “Yes,” Weston said. “A woman with, apparently, no previous literary ability whatever. But she wrote a play shortly after Coeldoetta’s final disappearance. The culminative action of that play has the maid and her fellow servants clustered outside the door to Coeldoetta’s study, listening rapt at the strange voices issuing from within. Lights and thunderclaps spring forth from the door, and when the servants rush in, they find Coeldoetta gone, and her quill resting upon the final page of a manuscript. The cook makes the error of reading that final page, and is so consumed by its unutterable pathos that he flees to the kitchen and slits his own throat. The maid takes great care to blot the writing without letting her eyes focus upon it. Then she arranges the manuscript upon the desk, and momentarily rests her gaze on the play’s first line. She immediately sits down as though to read the entire thing, and the other surviving servants must wrestle her from the study, and out of the manse, to keep her from perusing further and meeting the cook’s fate. The Maid’s Play, as it is known, is still performed occasionally today, though mostly as a curiosity. But in its time, it achieved phenomenal success, because at the end of each performance, the author would come out on stage and repeat a few lines from the conversation she had overheard between the gods and Coeldoetta. Fortunately or unfortunately, though, no one could ever hear what she said — with every word she spoke, sparks flew from her tongue and smote the ears of each person in the audience.”
 
   Despite having heard this legend before, Jake felt a tremor at its retelling. Lines from various of Coeldoetta’s plays rolled through his head in both Juelnu and the modern vernacular. He felt a sudden wistfulness at the fact that he’d once passed by a performance of The Maid’s Play.
 
   Noxie, though, remained skeptical. “I suppose we know about the sparks because one of the members of the audience wrote a play about being in the theatre and getting an earful of cinders?”
 
   Weston sighed in impatience. “It’s not the truth or falsity of these legends that’s important. We know from Coeldoetta’s letters that she was close to finishing a major work just prior to her disappearance. At some point, The Last Tragedy did exist. From the body of Coeldoetta’s work, it is unthinkable that the play could fail to be a masterpiece. So — what the tales that have grown up around it tell us is the impact that it would surely have if found. And the fame that its discoverer would have throughout the literary world.”
 
   “Aha,” said Noxie, rubbing her hands together. “So now the truth appears.”
 
   Weston went a little red. “It’s not for its own sake that I covet fame. I alluded to my love before — Amblisse ...” His eyes became dreamy, and Jake felt a real sense of compassion for the young man. “When I discover The Last Tragedy, and that fact becomes widely known, Amblisse will come to me. She will come thinking she comes for the Tragedy itself, thinking my doting heart a convenience, a guarantee that she will be given access to those precious pages. But when she comes, I will be ready, having practiced every word of wooing that Coeldoetta has written into the play.”
 
   To her credit, Noxie appeared to be struggling to keep a smile off her face. After a deep breath, she said, “Well, then, I certainly hope that does the trick for you.”
 
   A whim struck Jake, and he decided to set his partner straight. Weston might have grandiose expectations, but knowing the works of Coeldoetta as he did, Jake understood that the young man’s notion wasn’t that grandiose. He rose from his seat on the bed, walked over to Noxie, and went down on one knee before her. Looking into her lively eyes, it was simplicity itself to don the right persona, and say, “Callelus clothambe, cid quin csthielle sioardu / Boullair loque bascianthe, cid hoaph os quin arneu / Priquegus, pridiea — priquegus ensu. Csthielle, cid ae. Endeu.”
 
   A very odd look came over Noxie’s features, a moment of warm wonder, of hope. But it quickly transformed itself into fear, and then into a kind of outrage. “That was mean, Jake Warbler,” she said, clearly feeling herself the butt of a joke. “I hope you don’t plan to teach any Songs of Power like that to Weston, so he can use them on his Amblisse. A woman’s heart isn’t something to toy with, to twist about with magic.”
 
   Still on his knee, Jake smiled at her. “And what if I tell you that it wasn’t a Song of Power — just three lines from Coeldoetta, in the original Juelnu?”
 
   She looked from him to Weston, who nodded and said, “Callelus qo Pridiea, or Callelus the King — act two, scene seven, lines forty-three through forty-five.”
 
   “But it was — it was —” She rubbed at her throat and stood up from her chair. A forlorn look came into her eyes.
 
   Jake suddenly remembered himself crying at Aothellus when he was twelve. “You were right the first time,” he said. “It was mean, and I apologize. I had no intention of —”
 
   She held up a hand, marshaling herself. “No, no, I’m all right,” she said. “I think I’m just going to — step into the closet and, ah, change my outfit. Feeling kind of grimy and sweaty, you know — after all the running around.”
 
   He watched her move across toward the free-standing armoire, her wings lowered slightly, and realized he’d made a serious mistake. Well, he thought, I’m sure it’s correctable. I’ll invite her to the theatrical quarter after Key Day is done, and seeing a whole Coeldoetta play will wipe my prank right from her mind.
 
   Noxie opened the closet door and paused there, then turned back to look at him earnestly. “It really was so beautiful. What do the words mean?”
 
   Jake tried to think how he should explain the lines, wishing intently that he’d chosen a different quotation. Unfortunately for him, Weston had no reason or inclination to hesitate. As Jake cringed inside, the young man said blithely:
 
   “It’s one of her most famous scenes — the clown Oagu beseeching the king for the return of his donkey.”
 
   “His donkey!” Noxie’s glare was immediate and irate. “You — you’re as mean as a sprite!”
 
   She stormed into the closet and slammed the door behind her.
 
   “Hmm,” said Weston, rubbing his stubbled chin in thought. “I guess, out of context, it’s hard to understand how deeply Oagu cared for that donkey.”
 
   * * * 
 
   Huddled in the bottom of her closet, Noxie tried to figure out why she felt so much like weeping. It wasn’t just Coeldoetta’s words, transcendent and melancholy as they had been. No, she had to admit that it was something more than that.
 
   From beyond the closet door, she heard Weston say, “You know, it’s possible Noxie was not so far off. I’ve heard a theory, and in fact I subscribe to it, that the Songs of Power originated from Coeldoetta’s work — that her plays’ transportive intensity showed the way to the early song mages who first discovered how to weave sound into spellcraft.”
 
   Jake’s footfalls sounded as he paced idly about the room. After a few steps, he said, “It’s an interesting notion ... I’m not sure, though, how plausible it is. The Songs of Power consist of very specific tones, at a precise tempo and modulated by timbre. You cannot master them unless you have perfect pitch. But anyone can speak a line of Callelus and evoke real emotion — fast or slow, in a high voice or a raspy one. Coeldoetta is lyrical beyond belief, but not especially musical.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” said Weston impatiently. “I’m sure there are many technical differences. But the inspiration certainly could have been Coeldoetta, even if the evolution was not direct.”
 
   “The inspiration — well, quite possibly, I suppose. The time frame is ... conceivable.”
 
   Noxie realized what had upset her so. It wasn’t that Jake had revealed a wicked side after she’d come to admire him so greatly. The quotation had been a joke, and the geniality with which he now entertained Weston’s far-fetched hypothesis showed clearly what kind of person he was. What had panged her was that instant of startled joy when he had looked at her with such intensity, and spoken those incomprehensibly devoted words.
 
   She liked Jake, and she had nurtured a deep hope that they might become the best of friends on their adventure together — but until he’d bent his knee before her, she had disregarded even the possibility that they might be more than friends.
 
   And now she knew that a tiny dream of exactly that had lurked in her heart all along.
 
   And the thing that had brought it out was mere mischief — a whimsical trick.
 
   Well, of course it was a trick, Noxie, she thought, wiping angry tears from the corners of her eyes. The size difference alone makes it ridiculous ... Are you going to wallow in it here in the dark, until it’s clear to even Weston what a fool you are?
 
   She picked herself up and made a tiny hovering spark to light the space around her. Outside, Jake and Weston seemed to be winding down their conjecture.
 
   “At any rate,” Weston was saying, “it would at least be worth researching, don’t you think?”
 
   “Well,” responded Jake, “I’ve never been the pure research type. But I imagine you’ll have legions of would-be pupils eager to take on any assignment you fancy giving out, once you’ve acquired The Last Tragedy.”
 
   “Say ... that’s exactly right!”
 
   Noxie smiled a little, and rummaged for something to change into. A great adventure still awaited her, in the most amiable of company. What was there to be upset about? And more to the point, they still had the business of Key Day to finish.
 
   She stripped quickly and wedged herself into an outfit little different from the first one. Then she willed her wings to roll themselves tight against her back, dropped a concealing enchantment across them, and opened the door to the room.
 
   “All right, gentlemen,” she said. “If you’ll listen, I think I have an idea about how to get from here to the Fount Beneficent once night approaches ...”
 
   * * * 
 
   Celas had positioned herself atop the city’s Offices of Finance. The building overlooked Fountain Yard, and because of its sensitive function was kept free of the crowds that thronged most other structures along Gleit’s central plaza. From time to time, someone in the pressing mob would glance up, notice her alone upon the rooftop, and give her a stare mixing puzzlement and envy in some degree. When this happened, she savored the irony; they must be assuming her connected, and powerful, but they had no idea just what her connections and her power intended. How would they react if they knew that she served the Blade of the Dark Below, Cimone? Or that the Minister of Finance had been inducted into Cimone’s service years ago, which was how she had gained access to the strategic location?
 
   Their pathetic lives would certainly be thrown into an altogether different sort of turmoil than Key Day provided.
 
   Celas ran her gaze meticulously back and forth across the plaza. Two hundred yards to a side, it looked as though it held a good tenth or more of the city’s population. Vendors hawked food and charms and brightly dyed animal bladders filled with levitant vapor. Folk danced and laughed and capered in glee. The great majority knew they had no real chance to get hold of the Key, and yet they packed the plaza anyway, for the celebratory mood and the giddy fantasies of what the Fount might give them, if they somehow defied the odds and wound up with Key Day’s golden prize in hand. Such notions struck Celas as puerile; she preferred the exultant work of Taking that which Cimone demanded, of doing her part to move herself and the world inch-by-inch into the deeper dark. And in fact, the silvery waters of the Fount Beneficent revolted her — not just in the way they threw back reflections of the revelers cavorting about the fountain’s rim, but in the very essence of what they represented: a senseless and random generosity that brought false hope and futile exuberance to the chattel of the city. The banality of their excitement made her long to issue an order to Kulika and Maurd, and Take one of these buoyant fools back to the Order’s chapel where she could show him the final reality that underlay his mistakenly happy world.
 
   But she was here, at the Key’s destination, for a reason. Her dream had juxtaposed blood from a woman’s hand and the sound of unlocking. That such a dream should come to her on Key Day might be simple coincidence — but she risked her goddess’ displeasure to assume that it was so. Therefore, while the city had spent its day madly combing itself for the Key Bearer, she had been arranging her current position. 
 
   She cupped her left hand before her mouth, and whispered into a small cut she had made just below the index finger. “Kulika,” she breathed, “the sun falls below the edge. Be ready.”
 
   Down and across the dusk-gloomed plaza, she could see the robed figure of her Point at the rim of the Fount’s pool. Celas moved her hand to her ear, and heard Kulika’s reply whisper from the cut, “Yes, Lady.” Then she repeated the procedure with a cut on the back of her hand, receiving the same reply from Maurd — who, like Kulika, had matching cuts within the folds of one ear, and just inside his bottom lip.
 
   Her instructions to them had been simple: they were to position themselves at opposite ends of the fountain pool, and await the Key Bearer’s approach. Celas would direct them from above. If the Bearer proved to be a woman, they would attempt her death as quickly as possible. This would “spoil” the Key, for any physical violence against the Bearer voided its magical connection to the Fount. Hopefully, the woman would fall and drip blood from her hand just as in Celas’ dream, and this would represent the unlocking of their journey to Thollol. On the other hand, if the Bearer were male, the Points would await Celas’ orders, and she would have to decide upon the intuition of the moment whether they should act against him or not.
 
   With nightfall, the gaslamps all about the plaza sprung to light one by one, as the lampmen fed each an alchemist’s tablet. The crowd thickened even further, if that were possible, and paper lanterns lit by candles began to bob here and there through the heaving mass of people.
 
   Celas turned her eye toward the south entrance of Fountain Yard, just in time to see some sort of commotion spring up about a balloon vendor there.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake Warbler stood at the south end of Fountain Yard, grimly surveying the ninety-yard distance to its central pool. Gaslamps and painted lanterns threw all colors of light across the twilit dimness of the plaza — and nowhere did the light fall upon bare paving stones, so thickly had the city’s inhabitants congregated here at its center. This, he thought, was where Noxie’s plan might well have led them astray.
 
   In his right hand, Jake held the tether for what appeared to be a vast cluster of balloons. Just a few of the balloons were real — the rest existed only as figments conjured up by Noxie herself, who rode in the magical bucket with Weston, at the center of the cluster. Jake wore a more mundane disguise: a brightly colored outfit and jester’s makeup.
 
   They’d come all the way from Noxie’s apartment in this fashion, moving slowly along various streets and attracting no suspicions. They’d had to move slowly for several reasons. First, most of the city’s balloon sellers tended to pick a corner, sell through their wares, and then return to a supplier for more. To move quickly past crowds of potential customers would have been inherently peculiar, and on Key Day, people watched for the peculiar.
 
   Second, and more importantly, the bucket and its two passengers did not move as a cluster of balloons would have. They took a good bit more pull to get moving, and once moving they had a great deal more inertia keeping them in motion. If Jake had gotten them up to even a brisk walk, the process of stopping would have caused a stir among any viewers with half a brain between them. And as a balloon vendor, he had to stop quite regularly.
 
   Both of these factors would now work against him as he attempted to navigate the throng of folk about the fountain. Rather than maintaining an easy pace as he had through most of the trip, he would be constantly stopping, starting, and changing directions with the crowd about him. Already, he could see eyes shifting his way, people pushing toward him with the clear intent of buying one of his gas-filled bubbles.
 
   Nothing for it but to face them, Jake, he told himself, and began to edge his way into the press. One thing did favor him — here in the center of the city, it was far more clear that Gleit’s population consisted mostly of Hillkinders, who came no higher than Jake’s waist. They had a natural tendency to step out of the way of Big Folk, since they regarded people of his size as perilously massive and clumsy. Of course, this perception alone would not stop a hillkinder interested in buying a balloon.
 
   “How much for a floatie?” asked the first potential customer to approach him, a beaming, heavy woman about Noxie’s height. 
 
   Jake answered without hesitation, giving a price that had warded off all buyers so far: “Two Imperials.”
 
   “Two Imperials!” she exclaimed, looking positively wounded. “I could feed my whole clan for that.”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t,” he replied in a surly tone. “Mine eat a lot more than I imagine yours do, and I have to charge accordingly.”
 
   She turned away in a huff, and several other faces that had been eyeing his wares looked elsewhere as well. Jake tugged at the heavy cord that trailed up and behind him, and slowly got it underway through the crowd.
 
   Having been to Gleit several times before, he recognized the Fount Beneficent at the center of the hullabaloo. But it looked quite different now than it had before. The same plain marble pillar rose from the middle of its circular pool, a pure white cylinder twice a man’s height and two yards in diameter. The same ring of gaslamps surrounded it, striking warm blue-green reflections from its waters. But with festive Key Day celebrants gamboling all about, the Fount’s stately grace seemed alive somehow, and waiting. And with the Key Bearer floating along behind and above him, protected only by a few balloons and intangible figments, it seemed to lie at a much greater distance than he had ever seen it before.
 
   “Floaties,” he grumbled loudly as he moved along, “two Imperials each. Two Imperials for these big, gassy floaties.”
 
   Hillkinders stepped aside at his approach, some giving him castigating looks. He’d picked his price well — more expensive than anyone with sense would pay, but just shy of being truly unbelievable. So long as there were other vendors nearby, he would sell no balloons, and his sullen demeanor made him the perfect picture of a talentless huckster cheated out of sales by his own greed.
 
   Step by nerve-wracking step, he crossed the flagstones of Fountain Yard, intimately aware of the flow of people all about him, painfully clear on how far he had left to go. Don’t maunder too much about how nerve-wracking it is, he told himself, glancing up at the bright, membranous globes clustered atop his tether. Noxie and Weston have been stuck in that bucket an hour or more, not even able to see through the balloons, I expect.
 
   When Jake looked back down, he saw a knot of drunken men staggering arm-in-arm across the plaza. They looked like a moving island, with currents of wary hillkinders breaking about them as they stumbled and sang. Though weaving individually, as a unit they held a more-or-less steady course that he could tell would cut across his own path. He took the precaution of slowly abating his pace. It wouldn’t do to get too close, where a sudden shift in their direction might force him to a complete halt. If that happened, his cluster of balloons would continue forward unnaturally, because of Weston and Noxie’s momentum, and careful observers would become suspicious.
 
   But while Jake wanted to keep his full attention on the unruly bunch, a distraction intervened.
 
   “Hey,” came a voice from behind him, “stop a second, mister! I want a floatie.”
 
   He glanced around to find a hillkinder boy weaving through the crowd at his flank. The child’s hand was a tight-squeezed fist, suggesting that he held a coin in the way that youngsters often do — full of both urgency to spend and determination that this rare and precious thing not loose itself from his grasp.
 
   “How much?” asked the boy eagerly.
 
   “Two Imperials,” Jake replied, still moving forward at his slow pace.
 
   The lad appeared crestfallen, and opened his hand to look at the button-sized piece of silver there. “Two Imperials ... all I have is a half-warkie.”
 
   Jake could barely restrain himself handing a balloon over at this pitiable display. The look on the boy’s face was heartbreaking, and even a more reasonable vendor wouldn’t likely part with one of his wares for half a warkie. But to make a single exception to his price would force him to make dozens, and his supply of balloons would not bear a sudden rush of buyers.
 
   “Two Imperials is my price,” he forced himself to say. “If you don’t like it, find another vendor.”
 
   The boy closed his fist again and turned away with drooping shoulders. Jake sighed and prepared to move on — but before he could return to his course, another request sounded. It had that unique familiarity of a voice heard just once before, but under emblazoning circumstances.
 
   “For two Imperials each, I’ll buy the whole bundle.”
 
   Jake turned to find the knot of drunkards entirely past. Revealed in their wake was a figure they had apparently been blocking before: Jamble Nabmaster, the Lurker King.
 
   The hubbub of the immediate crowd muffled itself — they knew Jamble by sight, obviously, and to hear him addressing someone in a challenging tone, on Key Day, gave them reason enough to stop and pay attention. Dozens or hundreds of eyes shifted suddenly to Jake, looking for any sign of the Key about his neck. As for the Lurker King himself, he lowered from his face a device that looked much like a sextant, through which he had been sighting upon the balloons as Jake turned around.
 
   Gazes darted uncertainly from the Nabmaster to the balloon vendor he confronted. Hesitation drew itself across almost every face — was this the Key Bearer? Should they rush him? And, Key Bearer or no, did they dare interfere with the Lurker King?
 
   Jamble clipped the sextant to his belt. Then, he drew his sword.
 
   This decided the crowd instantly, and they pulled back to clear an aisle between Jake and the sword-wielding Lurker. Since physical violence against the Key Bearer was not allowed, they apparently concluded that this quarrel must be unrelated to the disposition of the day’s prize.
 
   “I’ll take my property back now,” said Jamble, “along with the contents you’ve so generously added. And don’t think that I’ll hesitate because you’re unarmed.”
 
   Most of Fountain Yard had now fallen silent, as thousands craned their necks to catch a glimpse of the red-caped Lurker King brandishing his weapon at a balloon merchant in jester’s makeup. This was just the sort of spectacle that everyone hoped for on Key Day — and if the Key happened to get knocked loose and go flying, of course all would be ready to pounce for it.
 
   Jamble clearly enjoyed the attention, and milked the moment for its drama, taking slow, measured steps to close the dozen-yard gap between himself and Jake.
 
   And there’s your mistake, Jake thought. Because you’re not the only showman here tonight.
 
   Gripping the balloon tether tightly, he gathered his breath and shouted, “Weston! Pull up! Up!”
 
   Anger flashed across Jamble’s face, and he broke into a run without a moment’s hesitation. But Jake had already begun his Song of Bounding, and with a flex and snap of his legs, he sprung skyward just as the Nabmaster bore down upon him.
 
   Jamble’s sword pierced nothing but air — and pandemonium broke from the crowd’s lungs in a thousand gasps and cheers.
 
   Pulled up and up in his leap by the tether, Jake switched songs fluidly, just in time to keep his weight from dragging the bucket down. Now his throat shaped the Diminishing Tune, which shrank him quickly to half his normal height and an eighth of his mass. The crowd milled and leapt about just yards below his feet. Most seemed to do so playfully — but a few clutched at the air beneath him with a zeal that showed they thought he must have the Key.
 
   Then, without warning, the playful expressions vanished. Hundreds of eyes widened — and people began to climb each other in an effort to get at him.
 
   Still singing, Jake spared a glance upward — just as the buzz of Noxie’s wings sounded overhead.
 
   The illusory balloons had vanished once Noxie bent her efforts toward propelling them forward. Jake winced that she had not waited a bit longer — Weston’s pulling on the bucket handle drew them slowly upward, and Jake really would have preferred gaining even more height before dropping their disguise.
 
   But what was done was done, and the thronging masses throughout Fountain Yard could now see the Key glinting about Weston’s neck in the lamplight.
 
   Turning slowly at the end of his rope, Jake tried to get a sense of how far off the fountain lay, and how long it would take Noxie to maneuver their combined weight across the intervening space. At best, she seemed to be managing them at a saunter. He wondered if he should drop loose and lighten her burden.
 
   Jamble Nabmaster answered that question for him.
 
   Over the incoherent voice of the crowd, Jake recognized one shout as Jamble’s — and though the din swallowed up the words themselves, there could be no doubt about the anger or insistence in the tone.
 
   Immediately, a wind sprung up. Noxie cried out as it caught in her wings and flung her loose from the bucket. She looped around and grabbed hold again, but could make no headway against the zephyr’s breath that the Lurker King had summoned. Inexorably, it drove them back, away from the Fount Beneficent, at an ever-increasing speed.
 
   With his sword out and scarlet cape flapping, Jamble pursued them below. The crowds parted quickly to let him through, fearing his blade or his magic, or both.
 
   Jake looked desperately about. Weston had tugged them up three stories or more above the crowd’s heads, but the buildings rimming Fountain Yard loomed to five and six stories apiece. With the wind gusting faster, it looked as though they would be driven against one of the facades rather than clear the rooftops. He had run through the most useful of his Songs of Power already today, and as he gauged the breadth of the plaza, he could see only one possible strategy.
 
   Steeling himself for the strain he was about to place on his vocal cords, Jake switched to the bridging song. 
 
   * * *
 
   The thrum of Noxie’s wings and the galloping roll of her pulse both sounded so loud in her ears that she barely heard the change in Jake’s song. But she felt the rim of the bucket yank her hands downward easily enough, pulling her and Weston along with it.
 
   Has somebody grabbed his feet? But we’re — 
 
   Then their sudden plummet ended as quickly as it had begun, and she saw Jake hit and grab hold of something in the air below.
 
   Now back to his full size, he’d locked his arms and legs about an invisible pane. The heavy cord that linked the bucket to his wrist bent across his shoulder, and took on a sharp angle as the wind pushed Weston and Noxie farther behind him.
 
   Noxie could see his plan — but she couldn’t see how it was going to work. With her flying against the bucket, and his invisible bridge to cling to, it did look like Jake was actually inching them forward against the headwind. But was a literal inching: progress that a tortoise or slug could have matched. The Fount Beneficent lay dozens of yards away, the crowd would begin throwing things at them any moment now, and Jamble Nabmaster certainly would not watch idly from below as they took half an hour to traverse the gap — and that was assuming Jake’s voice held out the whole way.
 
   She looked from Jake — sliding one hand along the bridge, then the other, then pulling himself forward — to Weston, whose back was to her as he held with both hands to the handle of the bucket. Together, the three of them made a large, ungainly, slow-moving target. Into her mind popped a quick notion of how to change that.
 
   I’ll never convince Weston to do it, she thought. And then, just as quickly: But I don’t really need to, do I?
 
   She let go the rim of the bucket, and shot straight up along Weston’s back. As she reached his neck, her hands darted out to pluck the Key’s ribbon from its place.
 
   Weston screamed wildly and grabbed for her — fortunately, retaining the presence of mind to keep one hand on the magical bucket’s handle. Noxie, though, flitted easily beyond his reach.
 
   Fighting the wind, she dropped the Key about her own neck. The crowd roared and yelled below, drowning out whatever imprecations of betrayal Weston hurled at her. With both hands free, she made a series of gestures, knitting together magical light in front of first Weston’s and then Jake’s eyes. In letters half an inch high, she spelled out, Keep going. I’ll meet you at the Fount with the Key.
 
   Then she whirled up a vast cloud of illusory insects to conceal herself, and buzzed quickly away, drawing Jamble’s attention and his wind with her.
 
   * * *
 
   From atop the Ministry of Finance, Celas the Abscissa completed a fresh cut upon the tip of one finger and lashed the hand forward in a fury. What left her fingertip was only blood in part — a black, black measure of Cimone’s power leapt forth along with it, and sped the droplet across space faster than any bolt or quarrel.
 
   But her target disappeared in a hazy cloud that morphed and twisted and circled its way across the plaza. Celas’ magical vitriol whisked harmlessly through, most likely to fall upon some hapless reveler beyond.
 
   Fool! Fool! she thought, blistering herself with an internal venom only a shade less deadly than what she had flung toward the sprite woman. I should have struck the instant I saw a woman with the Key Bearer! 
 
   The Abscissa had seen clouds like this one before — insect plagues too thick for sight to penetrate. But insects could not fly into the face of a gale, as this one slowly did, while a red-caped figure below gestured angrily to pummel it with wind. And insects did not tend to pack themselves into formations just a few dozen feet across. You could see she had the gift of illusions, Celas lectured herself. It was obvious from the way the balloons disappeared. Why didn’t you act?
 
   But she knew why — the Key Bearer had been male. Though a woman accompanied him, he himself was a man. And so she had stood in agony over whether this had any bearing upon her dream or not. What if she had killed the sprite-woman, with the result that the corpse’s weight unbalanced the bucket and dumped the Key Bearer into the crowd? Fully half those packing Fountain Yard were female — any one of them might have been the hand from her dream, instead of the winged creature pushing the bucket. Still, the solution should have been simple: kill the Key Bearer on sight, male or female. That would have guaranteed that Key Day would unlock nothing, and therefore create no obstacles for her mission. With fists clenched, Celas bitterly watched the insect cloud battling its way through the wind toward the Fount Beneficent. The Breath of Cimone had altered her, yet it had not perfected her. 
 
   She raised her hand to her mouth, spoke into the cut there. “Kulika. Have your throwing knives ready. If the cloud drops, kill the sprite wench without hesitation. If she keeps the illusion up, then throw blind as she nears the Fount, and may Cimone guide your hand.”
 
   Turning her hand over, she repeated the same instructions to Maurd. Then she leaned upon the balustrade to watch the tableau before her.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston Hart could not still his breathing as he floated in the bucket behind Jake. Had Noxie played them both for fools? Had her parting message been a final ruse, to keep either of them from finding some way to intervene as she approached the Fount?
 
   If so, then Weston had surely lost his greatest chance to leap ahead in his quest for The Last Tragedy. He found himself unwilling to admit such a loss, and so kept his eyes on the mottled haze of insects that had swept out and away from him just moments ago.
 
   With the wind gone, Jake crawled at good speed along his unseen bridge built of song. Weston wanted to call down to him, get some reassurances that Noxie could be trusted to rejoin them. Unfortunately, Jake would have to stop singing to answer, and that would drop them into the crowd below. True, the crowd no longer paid much attention to them, having seen the Key depart their possession. But Weston had no desire to elbow his way through them and find them pawing at his person in order to verify that he really had lost the Key.
 
   Now a hundred feet or more away, Jamble Nabmaster had taken to lobbing a series of silver globes up into the cloud. Each of these detonated with a flare and a loud crack! but Noxie did not come tumbling from the sky with any of the explosions. Though Jamble seemed to have some means of sighting through the illusory bugs, it was apparently beyond him to maintain the wind, focus his sextant-like device, and also throw with the necessary accuracy. Or perhaps he missed deliberately — Weston recalled now that the rules forbade physical violence against the Key Bearer. The Lurker King might simply be trying to frighten Noxie, not bring her down.
 
   In front of Weston swelled the fountain’s pool. Jake had brought them tantalizingly close — perhaps a dozen yards now separated them from the pool’s perimeter. If Noxie truly meant to rejoin them, the cloud would have to shift its path soon.
 
   And suddenly, it did.
 
   With surprising speed, the amorphous swarm jetted toward him — Noxie was now cutting crosswise to Jamble’s wind, which had been angled to keep her from the pool. Weston heard a shout from the Lurker King, despite the distance and the oohs and ahhs of the crowd, and without warning, the gusting air battered at him again, just as the forward edge of the cloud enveloped him.
 
   Wind shrieked in his ears. His vision went black with the images of darting insects.
 
   And then a small hand was pressing a hard, cold piece of metal into his own.
 
   “You’re almost to the pool!” came Noxie’s shouting voice from right next to his ear. “When I fly off, and the cloud clears, throw! Just get the Key in the water and you’ve won!”
 
   A physical thrill of disbelief passed through his body — so intense that he forgot to even respond.
 
   His vision cleared abruptly. The mirrored waters of the pool lay ahead and below, shooting back a thousand reflections of lamps and lanterns and people. Screams and cries went up at sight of the Key in his hand.
 
   He cocked his arm back and threw.
 
   Through the air sailed the Key, trailing its ribbon. For an instant, it hung suspended in space — and the noise of the crowd, too, had suspended itself.
 
   Then the gold of the Key hit the water with a splash, and all was again in uproar.
 
   From the Fount’s central pillar sprang an immense jet of water, towering up into the night higher than any of the buildings that surrounded the plaza. And as this water fell back to earth, it did not fall straight, but in an arc — an arc that pointed directly at Weston. And where the arc rejoined the pool, it did not subside, but bounced, back and forth and back and forth until it had formed a series of flowing liquid arches leading all the way from the pool’s retaining wall to the central pillar. Beneath those arches ran a dry path across the pool’s bottom.
 
   The crowd below had begun chanting, “Key Day! Key Day!” again, just as they had that morning. Under Jake’s bridge, the multitudes drew back, opening a circle of pavement just in front of the watery arches.
 
   Jake’s song stopped, and his weight began to pull the bucket downward. Weston suddenly realized that his arm had been aching for some time, from straining at the pail’s handle. He relaxed it a bit, which let them descend quickly into the space that the mob had cleared.
 
   As he alit from the bucket, he found Jake grinning at him. The man’s face appeared a bit drawn — clearly, the prolonged magical songs had taken a lot out of him. But he’d lost nothing in enthusiasm, and moved forward as though to embrace Weston.
 
   In the warm glow of the moment, Weston made no attempt to stop him — and then laughed as Jake turned the movement into a deep bow.
 
   A buzzing sound descended upon them from above. It was Noxie, grinning widely. She said something, but the chant of the crowd obliterated it.
 
   Weston pointed to the archway and cupped a hand to his mouth to yell, “I’m going in now!”
 
   Jake stepped close, shouting back, “Meet us at Noxie’s tomorrow, if you’ve a mind! I want to know how it goes!”
 
   He nodded, though the invitation had just barely registered in his brain. 
 
   Then, to the crowd’s roared approval, he stepped across the pool’s retaining wall and under the first of the arches.
 
   * * *
 
   Celas watched the Key Bearer pass beneath the watery archway toward the fountain’s center, wondering how, if at all, the night’s events bore upon her future. She had no sense of premonition one way or another — no mystical intuition at any rate, like that she had felt after the morning’s dream.
 
   But she did have a perfectly mundane sense of foreboding.
 
   The Key Bearer had been a man. No blood had been spilled. And truthfully, the Key had not actually turned in any lock. Yet she could not fight off the notion that he should not have been allowed to succeed. This idea had been so powerful that she had almost considered striking him down after he had flung the Key. But that would have been the most truly foolish thing she might have done. Even with the Breath of Cimone coursing through her veins, she dared not go against the magic of the fountain herself, not once the Key was redeemed.
 
   The wound on the back of her hand fluttered, and she raised it to her mouth. “Speak, Maurd.”
 
   With the hand to her ear, she heard his reply: “I am near the Bearer’s accomplices, Lady. Do you wish either of them?”
 
   “No,” she said into the cut, after only a moment’s contemplation. “I am weary, and we move out upon a dangerous road tomorrow. Collect your partner. Return to our quarters.”
 
   She would seek no release in ceremonial butchery this night. It would be for her own needs alone, and therefore irresponsible, in light of her impending journey. 
 
   But she did still have the Wicked Incision upon her forefinger. She squeezed it, let the blood well up, and flung three drops randomly out upon the crowd below. One. Two. Three agonizing deaths for you, my happy, capering cattle. You came hoping for the Key, and now I give you funerals.
 
   She did not bother to listen for the screams she had just caused, since they would only be three voices in the thousands below. Turning her mind to plans of tomorrow, she moved across the rooftop to the stair.
 
   * * *
 
   The mob had closed in about Jake and Noxie the moment Weston reached the Fount’s central pillar and disappeared within. As the arches collapsed into the pool, all manner of congratulatory hands fell upon them — people grinning at them, shouting.
 
   Jake was just as glad for the noise. It meant all he could do was grin at Noxie himself, which saved him from trying to talk. His throat felt truly awful — almost as though something had torn loose inside it. Well, he told himself, I’ll know not to sing the bridging song to two hundred yards again, if I can help it.
 
   Then he noticed something, in the press of the crowd. A bald man stood nearby, with a hood pulled up as if to hide his baldness. His eyes were on Noxie, and his lips moved, but not as though he were shouting, and with no one standing near enough that he might be talking to them. Then, just as quickly, the man was gone.
 
   Jake shrugged it off. A jealous Lurker perhaps? He certainly had no desire to chase through the crowd after the man to find out. But he did find himself suddenly less comfortable about the swirling mass of folk all around. He bent down toward Noxie and cupped a hand between his mouth and her ear.
 
   “Shall we get out of here?” he shouted hoarsely. “I’m for collecting our winnings and having a drink.”
 
   “Or several!” she replied.
 
   He grinned and stood back up — only to find Jamble Nabmaster positioned squarely in front of him.
 
   Noxie gave an exaggerated salute and yelled, “Hello, Jamble! I hope you covered your bets by putting some money on the Key Bearer!”
 
   The Lurker King scowled at her, and then at Jake. Then he thrust a hand out insistently. “My bucket, if you please.”
 
   Jake laughed and handed it over. Together, they watched him stalk off, and then found their own way through the crowd and out of Fountain Yard.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Five: Wonderments and Awakenings
 
    
 
   Like gold, the chamber’s watery walls threw back at Weston’s eyes a sheen so warm and brilliant that he could hardly believe it was night outside. The door through which he’d entered now lay behind softly falling curtains of liquid that ringed the whole room — a room that clearly should not have been able to fit within the central column of the Fount Beneficent, and yet somehow did. The golden light sprang from a small pool at the chamber’s heart, some twenty feet from where Weston stood.
 
   Seeing nothing else in the room, the young man moved, hesitantly, toward the pool. His pulse still thrummed in his ears from the excitement and anxiety of the struggle outside, the nearness of catastrophe and the awe and disbelief he felt at his triumph. What would happen here, within the Fount? How would it propel him forward, along his way to The Last Tragedy?
 
   These and a hundred like questions rushed through his head as he neared the small oval of water, which lapped gently at its rim — seemingly in time with the water-curtain’s murmurs at the edge of the room.
 
   Up close, the pool remained impenetrable to his sight. Its glowing waters rippled and reflected, but revealed nothing.
 
   What was he to do? Address the pool? Drink from it? Step into it? The first notion seemed foolish, and the last two dangerous, since he had no certainty that it actually held water, or that it had any bottom in its depths. Peer as he might, the yard-wide span of fluid gave up no hint as to how he should proceed.
 
   Weston’s heartbeat had slowed, and now he found his awe giving way to irritation. Shouldn’t there be some inscription, to let the Key Bearer know how to gain his prize? Was this chamber some kind of test? A puzzle or riddle that had to be solved before the Fount would bestow its grace upon him?
 
   He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it again for lack of any idea of what to say — then grew angry at himself and at the situation, and opened it once more —
 
   And a figure hopped up out of the pool.
 
   For an instant, the instant of its leap, the being was made of the same glowing fluid from which it had sprung. But as its feet touched earth, solidity flowed through them, raced up the legs, passed hips and trunk, and whipped out to the fingertips, up to the crown of the head. Weston stepped back reflexively, though the newly formed person before him could not have been any less threatening in appearance. It was a hillkinder youth, broad-cheeked and with an amiable smile on his lips. Rusty brown hair fell in waves to his shoulders; plain city clothes and buckled shoes made up his outfit.
 
   “Hello, Weston,” he said in a friendly tone. “The city of Gleit bids you welcome.”
 
   Weston bowed slightly, feeling wary but anxious not to offend. “I, ah, thank you. Are you ...?”
 
   The hillkinder smiled at his inability to complete the question. “I am the Avatar of the Fount. The soul of the city, in a loose sense. Every consciousness that has ever dwelt in Gleit contributes to my reality. I manifest when the Key is delivered, and bestow the good will of the city upon the Bearer.”
 
   “Well,” said Weston, little reassured by this revelation, “I hope that I’ve followed all of the proper procedures ...”
 
   The Avatar gave a casual wave. “There are no procedures, so long as you harmed no one in gaining the Key.”
 
   Weston feared this might be an accusation, and remembered the clockwork bird crashing to destruction, and the Lurker who fell through the thatched roof when Jake dissolved his bridge. But those had not been his actions, had they? He decided to assert his innocence. “I’ve done no harm to anyone at all. I was given it at the gate —”
 
   The small man’s genial nod stopped him. Of course this being already knew the circumstances in which he’d acquired the Key, and those by which he had kept it.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Weston said, rubbing one cheek and feeling foolish. “I’m really not sure what I’m supposed to do here.”
 
   “Well, in that, you’re lucky,” said the youth. “The hard part is all mine. You simply have to let me know your grandest or most dear hope. I will then act upon it.”
 
   Weston felt a flush of enthusiasm. His mind had conjured up tests and judgments, riddles and reckonings that he would have to face to gain his prize. But it really did appear that he’d truly won the boon already, simply by delivering the Key. Now he had only to claim it. 
 
   Boldly, he said, “Very well. My hope is both grand and dear — I seek The Last Tragedy of Coeldoetta of Jueln.”
 
   Here, the Avatar strolled in a circle about Weston and the pool, head bent as though in thought. When he reached the far side, he looked up again, met Weston’s eager gaze, and said, “You can think about it a bit more, you know. I’ve done this for eight hundred-some years, and I’ve often found that the most fruitful requests are made after sincere consideration.”
 
   Weston’s instinct was to scowl at this — how could a creature of magic, a wish-bringer, fail to grasp immediately the worthiness of The Last Tragedy? Doesn’t the choice of the Tragedy, in and of itself, demonstrate my thoughtfulness? Hasn’t this being ever encountered a Key Bearer who was actually prepared to win, who came with a long-held aspiration already in mind?
 
   But he kept these thoughts within, not knowing whether the Fount held the capacity for taking offense. Instead, he said, in a carefully level tone, “The Last Tragedy has been my goal for some while. I will be sincerely grateful for whatever help you can render in finding it.”
 
   The Avatar shrugged, then reached into its vest pocket. Its hand returned with a small medallion on a chain.
 
   “I have here a curator’s badge from the Museum of Antiquities in fabled Thollol. There are two things on display there that will help guide you to Coeldoetta’s final work. The badge will allow you to retrieve what you need without interference from the Museum’s protections and wards.”
 
   Weston waited attentively, but the Avatar only held out the necklace and its medallion. He moved forward to take it with a furrowed brow. “These two things —”
 
   “You’ll know them when you see them,” said the hillkinder with a smile.
 
   “But —”
 
   “Yes, the way is long and difficult. But I guarantee that without what I have given you just now, you would never have the remotest chance of securing the Tragedy.”
 
   This pronouncement had such a ring of absolute truth that Weston found it difficult to doubt — much as he believed in his own perspicacity. “You know the future, then?” he asked, slipping the medallion into his own pocket. “You can tell what will happen — that the Tragedy will be mine?”
 
   The Avatar tapped its head with a finger. “I know only what has been known by one or another of the folk of Gleit, through the ages. I can give only what has been within their grasp, at one time or another. But a great many scholars and sorcerers and wayfarers have passed through our gates in these eight hundred years, and that gives me a degree of latitude in my capabilities.”
 
   Weston noticed that a glowing runnel of water had begun to leak from the hillkinder’s shoes and snake its way across the floor to the oval pool. Alarmed, he grasped desperately for questions to ask. “But how will I get there, to Thollol? How will I find the museum? How — how do I get back out of the fountain?”
 
   The youth smiled and laughed, lightly. “The answers to those questions,” he said, “are easy, my friend Weston. You’ll have little difficulty solving them. But now, I leave you with a question of my own.”
 
   “Yes?” Weston asked, perplexed that there might be anything he could know which the fountain would not.
 
   The color ran out of the Avatar, down the rivulet and into the pool, leaving only a luminous, liquid hillkinder form to ask, “Why is it that you named the Tragedy as your goal, and not the heart of Amblisse?”
 
   With that, it splashed to earth and drained off into the pool.
 
   Weston opened his mouth to answer the question, then realized that not only had he no one to deliver an answer to, but no answer to give. Eventually, he looked up from the oval, found that the curtain of water no longer fell about the room’s circumference, and discovered a stairwell leading up.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake sat with Noxie at a corner table, in the common room of the inn where he’d taken lodging. Chaos and noise swirled about the place — the festivities of Key Day lingering on well into the night, encouraged by discounted drinks and an enthusiastic three-piece band on a minute stage. All the sound made talk somewhat difficult, but Jake found that Noxie’s unguarded laugh penetrated any interference, and more than made up for the need to shout in order to make himself heard. Between the two of them lay the remnants of an indulgent dinner, guarded over by one empty wine bottle and another one half-drained.
 
   “And the look on Jamble’s face as he demanded his bucket back,” Noxie said ebulliently, “I would have paid all our winnings and more, just to see that!”
 
   Jake smiled. He would have liked to ask for a tale or two of Jamble Nabmaster, since Noxie clearly had a long-standing antipathy for the fellow. But the condition of his throat after so many songs of power left him very conservative with his words. Fortunately, his companion neither noticed nor seemed at any loss for words of her own.
 
   “It’s a good thing we’re leaving town straight off,” she continued. “Jamble’s known as the vengeful sort, and he’ll not soon forget the way you outfenced him, outmaneuvered his magic — and just plain upstaged him, come to think of it!”
 
   Jake raised his eyebrows questioningly, and gestured across the table toward Noxie.
 
   She dropped her gaze shyly for a moment, red-cheeked, and said, “Well, all right, I helped a bit.” Then she gave him a bright look. “But Jamble knows full well that he beat me last year, and that he could beat me again next. You — you’re the mysterious unknown, who swept in from out of town and outdid the Lurker King at every level. Did you see the board at the bookmaker’s place? They already had you at even odds for temporary possession of the Key next year. ‘Winged girl’ was only down for one in ten.”
 
   He wanted to note that Weston had not even appeared on the advance betting charts, and that Shim-shim Elsepharra — the woman on the clockwork bird — had been rated at one in fifty. But he took a moment for a sip of wine, and to prepare himself for the effort of forcing words from his abused throat. By the time he opened his mouth, Noxie had already moved excitedly on.
 
   “The jester’s outfit and the balloons made it all the more perfect. For Jamble to be showed a fool, by someone in a fool’s garb — they’ll be retelling this one for years to come.” She looked around the room as she said this. And sure enough, when Jake followed her gaze, one of the first things he saw was a man engaged in a delighted recounting of the night’s events — holding one hand up as though grasping a balloon tether, then pantomiming the use of a spyglass, then swinging both arms forward and up, hands spread, in a gesture of sudden wind. The man’s listeners clearly hung on his every word. Noxie looked back to Jake, and said, “You’re a legend already, and they don’t even know your name!”
 
   Noxie continued on as Jake watched the storyteller a moment longer. He had to admit, the word of their exploits had spread quickly. Even on the walk back from Fountain Yard, he’d had to discard his jester’s cap and wash the painted designs from his face, to avoid being accosted by passersby who’d wanted to know if he was the balloon-seller who’d trounced Jamble Nabmaster. Noxie had it easier, of course, since she could simply roll her wings down and conceal them with a figment.
 
   “Look,” said Noxie as the storyteller made a high gesture, “he’s painting you at seven feet tall.”
 
   Jake chuckled, and saw the talespinner reach some comic moment in his narration that took his audience into a knee-slapping fit. One of the listeners caught Jake’s notice — an older woman, head thrown back in a laugh, waves of silver hair swaying with the movement of her shoulders. For an instant, and only an instant, the angle and the expression made her a perfect likeness of his Aunt Avelia, who of course had loved a good story more than anyone. He watched as her attention returned to the story. Inside him swirled a mixture of warm and icy emotions: happiness at the brief, illusory connection to Avelia’s memory, worry over where she might be now, affection toward the unknown woman, for reminding him so surely of his aunt — guilt at sitting around in celebration while Avelia might be suffering.
 
   When he shook the cloud of feelings off, he found Noxie staring into the swirl at the bottom of her wineglass, and realized that he’d abandoned his companion in mid-conversation in order to worry about abandoning his aunt in her hour of need.
 
   Jake, he told himself, you’ve either had too much to drink or not enough.
 
   Scooting back his chair, he rose from his place opposite Noxie and moved the seat adjacent to hers, so that only the corner of the table lay between them. She brightened considerably at this and leaned forward as he sat down. Jake bent toward her so that he wouldn’t have to yell in the din. 
 
   “Look,” he said, in a voice that was barely a croak, “I’m for ordering another bottle of wine and enjoying the revelry until things die down. You?”
 
   She nodded, opened her mouth as if to say something, then closed it again and looked about the room. The place remained packed, and every bit as boisterous as when they’d been seated for dinner two hours before. With a raised eyebrow, she turned back to Jake and said, “Waiting for things to die down might make for a long evening, but I’m game if you are.”
 
   He smiled and took another drink. She poured the last glass out of their remaining bottle and waved frantically for a passing barmaid. When the girl signaled that she’d be right back, Noxie raised her wine for a great swig, as though trying to finish it before the next bottle could arrive.
 
   “So I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Jake said, “but the conversation has kept shifting ...”
 
   She swallowed heavily and flushed, waving her hand at her throat. “Yes?” 
 
   “What should we —” and here he had to wince a moment at the rawness of his throat. She leaned forward helpfully, and he cupped a hand between his mouth and her ear, continuing in a low voice, “What should we do about getting to Thollol? Do you have any ideas?”
 
   “Oh,” Noxie replied, blinking. “Well, yes. I did some looking into it. You know, right after Grandpapa’s will.”
 
   She looked off, perhaps as though imagining the great distance that lay before them. She raised her goblet again, found that it held only enough to coat the inside of the glass when tilted, and gave an embarrassed sigh as she set it back down. Jake felt even more the heel than he had before. Now you’ve gone and reminded her of her grandfather, instead of getting your own thoughts off Avelia. Splendid job, Jake — always good to bring up a morose subject when someone’s been drinking.
 
   He put a hand on her shoulder, which was small and smooth and cool to the touch. Her face turned back to his — the eyes wistful and the mouth trying a brave smile. No comforting words came to his mind, but after a moment, none seemed to be needed. The realization brought an immense sense of good fortune to him, a feeling of connectedness and great relief that Fingold’s heir had turned out to be such a genuine person, and not someone like his cousin Yolo or Aunt Guorta. All about the room, celebrants talked and laughed and danced and ate — some of them coarse, some of them preening and affected. Jake liked people, and was as much intrigued by their flaws as by their better points. But it was rare that he found someone he could like without reserve — without keeping his observer’s practiced eye upon them, alert to catch and work around their failings. Noxie seemed to be such a person, which made him want to trust his instincts and stop overthinking his conversation.
 
   At that point, the barmaid returned, and he took his hand from Noxie’s shoulder to accept the wine bottle from the girl.
 
   “The airway goes west,” he said hoarsely, pouring wine for them both. “But I suppose we can worry tomorrow about whether that’s the best route to take.”
 
   “Oh, no, by far the best,” Noxie said. “And we’re at peak season for westbound ships. One leaves most every morning in Koult. It’s a bad month for getting cheap passage on the airway, but we’ve got the money for staterooms, so we ought to be able to find a spot.”
 
   “And the line — do you know how far it runs now? Last I heard, they’d taken it out to Eaveshadow, and were planning to put up more towers past that.”
 
   “Well, Dimsleydale was on the schedule last month, so I’d say you’re about three towns behind.”
 
   Jake nodded, impressed with the empire’s efficiency. It had been less than a year since his last pass through the area, and apparently they’d extended the airway a good thirty leagues in that time. If he and Noxie could book passage to Dimsleydale, they’d have only a week’s ride to Snowelton, deep under the Eaves of Jueln. With any luck, they could find a guide fairly quickly, and be to Thollol by early next month.
 
   “—t’s good news,” he said, with his voice failing him. Noxie leaned forward again to catch his words. Knowing that he’d just about reached his throat’s limits, he cupped a hand to her ear again and said, “Voice is done for. Tell me about some other Key Days, I’ll listen a bit.”
 
   Noxie was happy enough to comply, and launched at once into what was clearly a favorite subject. The evening, and the wine, drained amiably away for some hours.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie awoke in a strange bed, in a strange room. She wondered for a moment if the peculiarities sprang from the throbbing pain in her head, but no, the place was truly unfamiliar. As she thought it over, a thrill battered its way through the muzzying headache, making her blink: Jake’s room! I’ve ended up — but —
 
   Her brain coughed out nothing of the night before except a long parade of barroom songs and dreamy images of Jake laughing at her stories and jests. Obviously, she thought, pushing herself up in the overlarge bed, I had way too much to drink last night.
 
   Then she looked about the room, putting a hand to her miserable head as she did so, and decided that perhaps she’d not had enough after all. The bed, of course, was Jake’s size. But the disarray of the bedclothes went no further down than her own feet. The foot of the bed and fully half its length remained primly made, which meant she’d slept by herself. Somewhat tardily, she realized that her clothes also pointed to an uneventful night, since she still wore them. A distinct memory from the night before surfaced within the mire of her head — a thought she’d had, that just one more drink would let her work up the courage to throw herself at him. Of course, the reason she remembered this thought was that she’d had it several times, and apparently none of those drinks had roused her bravery to the point she’d hoped.
 
   Or maybe one did, and you made an ass of yourself, and Jake was nice enough to carry you up to sleep it off regardless.
 
   Noxie truly hoped that wasn’t the case, but she had to be concerned, as Jake was nowhere to be seen in the modest room. Some bags rested packed and neatly stacked by the door, so she knew he hadn’t simply abandoned her. Yet a growing anxiety said that perhaps she’d made her drunken pass the night before, and driven Jake off to sleep in the common room.
 
   Scowling, Noxie wobbled her way out of bed and went across to the room’s one small window, where she threw open the curtain. Her aching head made her wince at the sunlight, but it banished some of her gloom as well. She summoned up her best Grandpapa voice and said, “Girl, you beat out Jamble Nabmaster on Key Day — could have tossed the Key in the fountain yourself if you’d wanted — and here you are worrying about what some boy thinks of you?”
 
   But of course, Jake wasn’t just some boy. He was magical, literally — not just captivating and enchanting, but in possession of a song that could shrink him right down to her size. It might be a silly thing to push her over the edge, but the moment she’d seen Jake miniaturized and hanging from the end of that tether, a wave of possibility had rushed through her, crown to toe. Magic raised no suspicions in him — he hadn’t so much as asked about her sprite’s wings. He was urbane and clever, resourceful — principled — romantic —
 
   “Well if he’s as perfect as that,” she Grandpapa-grumbled to herself, “he won’t pay too much attention to some fool thing you said on a bender, will he?”
 
   The words rang true, as true as if old Fingold had really said them himself. But she couldn’t shake the worry that they amounted to wishful thinking and nothing more. Fortunately, a knock at the door interrupted any further debate.
 
   The knob turned and Jake eased the door open. He carried a steaming mug in his hand, with a small basket of rolls in the crook of his arm.
 
   “Good morning,” he said cheerfully, dispelling most of Noxie’s worries with a simple smile. He raised the basket in one hand and the mug in the other, swinging the door closed behind him with a heel. “I thought you could use some breakfast and something for your head.”
 
   She hurried over and took the proffered cup, hoping that it was balmroot tea. The first whiff of steam told her it was, and she sipped as much of the acrid drink as its scalding temperature would allow. Then she inhaled deeply with her nose right over the brim while she swallowed. Almost instantly, the pain in her skull began to fade.
 
   “Oh, thank you, thank you,” she said, then sipped again and closed her eyes. “The last time my head hurt that bad was when my cousin Cialleianus dropped a stump on it.”
 
   “A tree stump?” Jake asked. “That sounds like a rather improbable accident.”
 
   “Well, it would have been,” she replied frankly, “if he hadn’t been trying to kill me. I told you I had some unpleasant cousins.”
 
   Jake looked impressed. “I suppose I thought you meant ‘rude’ as opposed to ‘murderous.’ How exactly did you make him so mad that he wanted to drop a stump on you?”
 
   “Oh, it wasn’t that he was mad,” Noxie said, setting her mug down on the nightstand and picking through the rolls for a brindleseed one. “He just hadn’t anything better to do that day, and he’d always found me embarrassingly ugly.”
 
   “Now you’re joking at me,” Jake said, in an amiably accusing tone. “How could he see to aim the stump, if his eyes were that bad?”
 
   Noxie felt herself flush, and was glad that her mouthful of bread kept her from having to answer right away. Fielding compliments had never been her best game, and she didn’t particularly feel like explaining the truth to Jake — that among the sprites, she’d been considered not just homely, but offensive to the sight.  So she washed the roll down with more tea and thought of something else to say.
 
   “I see from your bags that you’ve been up a while,” she finally said, gesturing to them with her cup. “Did I really drink that much more than you did?”
 
   “I wasn’t counting,” he said with a shrug. “We were both enjoying ourselves, which was all I thought really mattered.”
 
   She drained the rest of her mug and shook her head. “You’re a very polite liar, Jake Warbler.”
 
   “And you’re a very accomplished drinker,” he laughed. “If it’s honesty you want, the truth was, I could hardly believe so much fluid would fit in you. I’d’ve passed out hours before you did, if I’d been trying to keep pace.”
 
   “Hold up on that — who said I wanted honesty?”  She crammed the last of her roll in her mouth and gave him a scowl.
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “Sometimes I’m compulsive with it. Are you ready to head back to your place?”
 
   She nodded, and at that he began hefting his things — a pair of saddlebags that he threw over one shoulder, a duffle bag that went over the other, and a good sized instrument case that he carried in one hand.
 
   “That’s a load,” she said, swallowing. “Can I get something for you?”
 
   “Just the door,” he replied. “I can manage these downstairs, and the innkeeper has a lad I can hire to lug it all across town.”
 
   “What about your horse?” she asked, pointing to the saddlebags.
 
   “I’m stabling him here. It seems a bit foolish to pay to have him shipped to Dimsleydale, then ride him to Snowelton, and then pay to stable him there while we trek up into the mountains. Cheaper and simpler to rent ourselves a couple of nags in Dimsleydale instead, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   Noxie put her hands up. “I don’t know. I’ve never actually ridden a horse — they’re a bit on the large side for me, and no one’s ever shown me how.”
 
   “Shameful,” Jake said, shaking his head with raised eyebrows. “Well, let’s go downstairs and take a canter around the block on Helsidor before we leave. He’s as well behaved a beast as you’ll find, and it will give you a taste of the ride we’re in for, once the airway lets off.”
 
   Noxie agreed in an instant, keen for the experience — and eager to be on a horse with Jake, close and moving into the future.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston Hart paced impatiently in front of the boarding house where Noxie kept her room. The proprietor had initially allowed him into the sitting room to wait, but after half an hour, he had inexplicably been told to return to the street.  He wondered if perhaps the man had tired of watching him stride back and forth across the room. But if so, there was no helping it; he simply could not sit still under such important circumstances.  And in a way, the banishment was a relief. In the quiet, close quarters of the sitting room, he’d felt obliged to make conversation with the man, who had shown a dreary inability to answer any of his variously phrased questions about Noxie’s typical pattern of return after a night out, or in particular, a night out following Key Day, or even more in particular, a night out following a Key Day in which she had been very successfully involved. As a matter of fact, the fellow seemed to know next to nothing about his tenant, greeting most questions with a response along the lines of, “Hm, hadn’t really considered it my business,” or, “My philosophy, generally, is to let a boarder have his privacy,” or, “Can’t say I know her well enough to ask such a thing.”
 
   The night had been quite a long one for Weston. First he’d climbed the staircase from the avatar’s chamber to find himself in an entirely different sector of the city from the Fount Beneficent. This left him effectively lost, since his only knowledge of Gleit consisted of the path they’d taken from the city gate to Noxie’s quarters that morning. The revelers passing along the streets had not been unfriendly, but neither had many been sober enough to provide clear directions. So it had taken Weston half the night to find his way back to Noxie’s — a feat that was only possible because he recalled the name of the hostelry and knew that it stood upon the hill known as Wayfarer’s Mound. By the time he’d arrived, the house had shut its doors for the evening, forcing him to wait out the rest of the night upon the stoop.
 
   Though the hours turned long and cool, Weston found fortune in having time to think. He knew Thollol was his eventual goal, but he also knew that getting there would be costly — a major reason he’d decided to seek Jake and Noxie out again. As Weston saw it, the two owed their winnings to his willingness to accompany them through Key Day, so it only made sense that they might feel an obligation to help him out in return. He didn’t really know how much a passage to Thollol might amount to, but if Jake and Noxie could front him the money to get even halfway there, it would be a huge improvement over his current finances — which were essentially nonexistent.
 
   These thoughts and other plans stirred his mind so intensely that they still echoed through his dreams just before dawn, when the boarding-house owner nudged him with a toe and politely requested that he vacate the stoop.
 
   Now, pacing back and forth across Gleit’s cobblestones, Weston found himself chafing from the wait. Just how late had Jake and Noxie stayed out celebrating, anyway? Midmorning approached — had they debauched themselves so completely that they were still sleeping it off? And if so, wasn’t it rather rude of them to be doing so at Jake’s place — which Weston did not know how to find — rather than Noxie’s?
 
   He paused for a moment to feel in his pocket for coins. Two Warkslinshire pence clinked together there, and nothing more. That would get him a decent meal, or a bath if he could find a reasonably priced bathing establishment. But it wouldn’t get him both, and the notion that he would have to make do with one or the other, when his golden future had just been handed to him the night before, felt particularly galling.
 
   Up the street and down the street he looked, his stomach grumbling, his hair hanging lank in his eyes from days without washing. Should he get the bath, to make his case more presentably to Jake and Noxie? Should he buy a meal, to quiet his belly and bolster his flagging reserves? As Weston vacillated, he saw, rounding a corner up the block, two figures who made the question moot — or at least, he hoped they would make it moot.
 
   Relieved but still exhausted, the young scholar waited as Jake and Noxie made their way toward him, recognizing him from half a block away and giving him a cheerful wave each. He felt obliged to wave in return, knowing that he should be polite, and therefore suppressing his annoyance at their dreadful pace. I know her legs are short, he thought, but by Coeldoetta’s quill, she has wings, doesn’t she? 
 
   Winged or not, the small woman certainly could not be described as flying down the road toward him. Instead, she and Jake ambled lazily, chatting between themselves as they came. It seemed to Weston that they couldn’t have moved any slower if they’d been purposely delaying themselves.
 
   But Jake nodded at him congenially as they arrived and said in a hoarse but sincere voice, “A fine morning to you, Weston! It’s good to see you again.”
 
   Weston nodded back. “Well, yes. Good to see you again also. And you too, Noxie.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” she said with a curtsey.
 
   At this point, Weston finally realized that the hillkinder lad twenty paces behind the two was carrying bags for them, for he staggered up and said puffingly, “Is this ... where we’re headed with the bags ... sir?”
 
   “Oh, for pity’s sake,” Jake replied earnestly. “I’ve asked you three times to let me carry something. Now set those down and rest a moment, would you?”
 
   “No, sir,” said the boy, shaking his head. “You hired me to carry bags ... and carry them I shall. Is it inside? Up the stairs?”
 
   “It’s right here,” Jake said, pointing to the curb nearby. “They’re Weston’s bags — we’re bringing them to him. Now set them down and let me pay you.”
 
   The boy eyed him doubtfully a moment, then gave a look of defeat and let the bags slide to the ground. Exhaustedly, he said, “Thank you kindly, sir.”
 
   Jake counted over a number of coins, and kept counting until the boy’s eyes widened noticeably and some of the vigor returned to his face.
 
   “Sir, thank you indeed, sir!” he said, and skipped back off down the street.
 
   The sight of Jake being so free with his money encouraged Weston almost as much as it had the boy. He’d heard before of uncontrolled generosity in those who gain a sudden windfall. “These bags, then,” he said uncertainly, “are they actually for me?”
 
   Jake laughed and slapped him lightly on the shoulder. “They’re mostly my clothes, and I think they’d be off by a size or two on you. I just had to get rid of the boy before he hurt himself.”
 
   Weston nodded, his head putting clues together and reaching the conclusion that Jake and Noxie must have had a merry night indeed, for Jake to be moving into such a tiny room with the little woman. Still, it was none of his business, and he had much rather engage the two in his affairs than poke his nose into theirs.
 
   “Well,” he said, absently rubbing his empty belly with one hand, “I’ll be happy to help you lug the bags upstairs, if you don’t mind entertaining a notion I wanted to put before you.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll gladly take a hand with them. But there’s no sense carrying them all the way up. They can wait in the sitting room while Noxie gets hers packed.”
 
   “Ah,” Weston said, “So it’s off to a larger place? I’d say that’s much more sensible for the two of you. And I’ll gladly help porter Noxie’s belongings there as well, since I’m actually here to ask something of a favor of you.”
 
   The quizzical look that Jake gave him in response threw Weston off a bit, and he wondered if he’d misspoken. He opened his mouth to try to clarify, but Noxie chimed in before he could speak.
 
   “Oh, no, no, Weston,” she said quickly. “Jake and I aren’t taking quarters together — we’re about to set off on the road. We’re just packing to travel. That’s all.”
 
   The hint of red in her cheeks and the fervor with which she spoke made Weston think that he’d actually hit it exactly right. He prepared a polite apology to allow her to save face, but it vanished from his head at Jake’s next words.
 
   “Yes, we’re off to Thollol, if you can believe that.”
 
   Weston turned to stare at Jake, then at Noxie, who nodded twice, and then back at Jake again.
 
   “Thollol?”
 
   “Right,” said the larger man, “it’s the reason we went Lurking in the first place, to fund the trip.”
 
   “Then it’s all clear,” Weston said, wide-eyed. “You’re meant to take me with you. Thollol is where the fountain has sent me. It’s the next step in my search for The Last Tragedy.”
 
   “What?” Noxie blurted.
 
   “It’s true, it’s true,” he said, and pulled out the medallion to show them. “The fountain’s avatar gave me this, and said it would get me two important clues in the Museum of Antiquities in Thollol. It can be nothing less than fate itself that you’re headed there as well!”
 
   Noxie opened her mouth as though to object. But Jake hefted one of the bags, handed it to him, and said, “I’m thinking it’s possible you’re right, Weston. Here, help us in with my things, and then perhaps you can have some breakfast inside while Noxie and I get her traveling gear packed up.”
 
   Basking in the glow of his fortune, Weston shouldered the bag and said, “Capital!”
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie looked about her room in thought, trying to contemplate what to pack but distracted by the specter of Weston Hart as a traveling companion. She deeply wanted to ask Jake just what he’d been thinking — yet she also felt a bit heartless for wanting to shun the young scholar without even hearing out his proposal.
 
   As she moved toward her closet to pull out her traveling kit, Jake shut the door behind them.
 
   “If you hate the idea,” he said, “please feel free to say so, and we can work up some polite way to break the news to poor Weston.”
 
   Noxie turned around, relieved. “I am so glad to hear you say that,” she said. “And it’s not that I hate the idea, I just — well, I can’t really even grasp it, to be honest.”
 
   He gave a slight, sheepish roll of the eyes. “I know, I know. Little as we’ve known him, the fellow’s personality defects aren’t lost on me. But ... he’s a good lad. I just have that feeling. And I’m frankly awestruck at the idea of helping to find The Last Tragedy.”
 
   Her nose twitched at that. More of this Last Tragedy! It made her feel left out of something, and if there was one thing that she had hated from childhood onward, it was feeling left out. But while Noxie didn’t care a whit that the play was so crucial to Weston, she couldn’t easily discard its importance to Jake. She turned again and opened her closet, rummaging for the bag she wanted.
 
   “I suppose it just seems ignorant of me to be so blank on The Last Tragedy,” she said, finding the bag and stirring through a clothes-heap in the bottom of the closet. “I mean, if two such different people as you and Weston agree on its being worth the effort, then only a complete plebe would fail to have an opinion, right?”
 
   “Not at all,” he said, strongly. “To be honest, before Weston said that the Fount had given him a clue in his search, I would have called the Tragedy’s very existence a blip of esoterica, fit for debate by scholars and playwrights and no one else. But the Fount did give him a clue, and that means that the legends are very likely true. If Weston succeeds, it will be a find of historic significance. Now, our business is of far greater importance to me — I’d throw The Last Tragedy on a pyre, if that would get me to my aunt. But when history asks to ride along with you in a direction you were going anyway, well that’s just hard for me to turn down.”
 
   Noxie found a few good traveling outfits that she would have preferred were cleaner. I’ll have to make some excuse to stop at an alchemist’s, she thought, and pick up a flask of desoiling concoction. She stuffed the clothes into her bag and then hauled it over to her dresser. What she really wanted was an excuse to say no to the idea of bringing Weston along. Since their horse ride this morning, she’d been daydreaming of traveling a long road with Jake, learning more about him, finding their common ground, looking for even hints of possibilities ... The inclusion of Weston in those dreamt conversations did not exactly revise them favorably.
 
   But on the other hand, if Jake wanted to carry Weston along, then he probably hadn’t been sharing her daydreams, and if he didn’t share them, then she might do well to rein them in.
 
   She shook a dark bottle that was either perfume or hard spirits, decided that she could probably use it either way, and tossed it in with the clothes. “All right,” she said, “if Weston wants to ride along with us, I suppose it won’t really cost us anything to help him.”
 
   Jake cleared his throat a little awkwardly. “Mmn, actually, I suspect it will cost us the price of another fare on the airway.”
 
   “What?” she said, dropping the bag.
 
   “Well, he said he’d come to ask a favor of us,” Jake replied, ticking points off on his fingers, “and he didn’t know at the time that we were headed for Thollol. He knew where he was going, and he knew we’d just come into some money. And from the way he held his belly, I suspect he hasn’t even enough cash of his own to buy himself breakfast. I’m not sure what else the favor would have been, except to borrow his fare westward.”
 
   “Why, of all the —”
 
   Jake held his hands up in a calming gesture. “Noxie, he doesn’t mean any harm by it — he’s too caught up in himself to recognize the imposition. In fact, if you think about it, it’s a compliment, in a way. He’s oblivious to so much of the world, but somehow, he has recognized us as compassionate people, who might help out a fellow in need.”
 
   “Or he’s certain we’re fools,” she said. “Or, more likely, it didn’t occur to him that anyone who’d heard of The Last Tragedy could possibly hold back a penny from bankrolling his journey to recover it.”
 
   Jake smirked. “Okay, you’re probably right about that. But it’s not like we haven’t the money to spare — you said yourself that we won enough to fund the trip twice over. I’ll pay for his ticket out of my share, if you like.”
 
   “No,” she said, sighing. “No, if having Weston along is tolerable, then what does a little bit of money matter? I’ve never been the tightpursed kind, so I don’t know why I should start now.”
 
   Noxie turned back to her dresser, and began to wrap her hand-mirror in a cloth for safe travel. She thought about the giddy rhythm of the horse’s canter, jolting through her body as they had ridden around the block that morning, half-frightening and half-exciting, new to her and promising all manner of new things to come. Well, you can’t expect good without bad, can you, Noxie? For every horse-ride in life, there’s a Weston Hart waiting to attach himself to you. She tried to keep her shoulders from falling as she said, “Why don’t you go on down and tell Weston he can come along with us. I’ll finish packing and be down in a little.”
 
   There was silence for a moment, and then Jake walked over, knelt, and put a hand on her back. She looked over her shoulder to find a somber expression on his face.
 
   “Noxie, you’re a rare person.”
 
   She half-smiled at the compliment, puzzled that his look wasn’t a happier one. She waited for him to go on.
 
   “I’m not going to repay that quality by dragging some heel along on our adventure.” Now his expression lightened a little bit, and he put a finger to his forehead. “Some kind of madness touched me when he said the Fount had sent him to Thollol — do you know that sense that destiny is standing beside you? That sense of an immediate and amazing connection between things? Have you ever had that? Well, it’s almost always wrong. I don’t know what I was thinking, to try to convince you that it was a good idea.”
 
   She wanted to open her mouth and say, I’m having that sense right now. The warmth of his hand on her shoulder, the sincerity of his smile — everything about the moment seemed charged with meaning. But what if her idea of this moment turned out to be as ludicrous to him as his idea of bringing Weston along had been to her? Better to count your blessings, Noxie, she thought, and just accept your good fortune with good graces.
 
   “Thank you, Jake,” she said. “That really means a lot to me.”
 
   He nodded and stood back up, put his hands in his pockets. “Well. I’d best go down and break the bad news to Weston, then.”
 
   The twinge of guilt that Noxie felt at that did not entirely surprise her. As earnest as his change of heart had seemed, she’d recognized a hint of wist in his eyes as well. He did a good job hiding it, but he really, really did wish to see Weston succeed, and the two of them clearly had an opportunity to help make that happen.
 
   “Here,” she said, before he could head to the door, “there’s no sense ruining his breakfast just yet, and if someone’s going to let him down, it’s not very fair of me to make you bear the bad news, is it? Keep me company while I finish packing, and then I’ll do the dirty work when we get downstairs.”
 
   * * *
 
   As Jake followed Noxie down to the first floor, he found that he felt, on balance, good. True, the allure of The Last Tragedy teased at him from the back of his mind, and a sympathy for Weston conjured images of the poor fellow begging around Gleit for months, trying to scrounge the money for a journey to Thollol. But he wasn’t discarding Weston or the Tragedy out of selfishness or heartlessness. Bringing the scholar along would have been an indulgence, and more importantly, a wedge set in place at the very beginning of his partnership with Noxie. He would much rather provoke a smile and high spirits from her than take a gamble on the uneven personality of Weston Hart.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, they turned down the corridor toward the dining hall. There they found Weston finishing a plate of griddle-cakes — with two empty plates stacked nearby, and the mistress of the boarding house eyeing him grudgingly from her place before the stove.
 
   The head of lank blond curls tilted up from the plate as they entered. Noises of greeting came out from his stuffed cheeks — and a truer gratitude than Jake expected shone in his blue eyes. He quickly grabbed a flagon of milk to wash down the oversized mouthful of food.
 
   “Weston, please,” Noxie laughed. “You’ll choke yourself. Take your time.”
 
   “’E’s already choked himself twice,” grumbled the housemistress. “Where’d you get a friend like this, Noxie? From the gutter, or from debtor’s prison? I’ve seen better manners in a feral pig at famine time.”
 
   “Ma’am, there’s no need to be unkind,” said Jake gently. “I’ve said I’ll pay for whatever he eats.”
 
   A vehement shake of the head came from Weston as he got the last of his mouthful cleared. “Jake, don’t dare call this woman unkind. She makes a griddle-cake that deserves its own ode. When I am famous, her praises shall be known through all of Warkslinshire.”
 
   This softened the woman’s expression ever-so-slightly, and ever-so-briefly. Then she chuffed a bit and turned back to her cooking.
 
   Weston swigged some more milk, swallowed heavily, and said, “So! Have you two come to an agreement?”
 
   Noxie stepped forward. She gave Jake a glance and then turned to their would-be traveling companion.
 
   “Weston, Jake and I talked it over, and we, ah, decided —” Here Noxie paused. She looked at Jake once more, with an expression that was hard to read — lips slightly parted, just ready to speak, muscles about her eyes playing at motion as though trying at once to widen and narrow her gaze. She breathed in, eyebrows tilting down but the corners of her mouth tilting up, and continued: “— well, that we couldn’t possibly leave you and The Last Tragedy behind.”
 
   The surprise must have been evident on his face, because Noxie smiled mischievously at him before turning once again to Weston.
 
   “Jake wasn’t entirely sure if we had the money to help you out,” she said easily, speaking without hesitation now. Weston drank in her words eagerly. “Much as we both wanted to, he suggested that we needed to think carefully, and be practical. But I said, ‘Practical? What good will practical do us when we get back from Thollol? You’re supposed to take me to one of Coeldoetta’s plays when we’re back, don’t you remember?’ and he didn’t quite grasp what I was getting at, and so I said, ‘How can we play it cheap now, and run the risk that when all is done, and we go to the theatre, I find out that the two of you were right all along about how marvelous Coeldoetta is? I’d walk out of the play at the end and spend the rest of my life thinking, “I had my chance to help find The Last Tragedy, and I was too selfish to spend a few coins and do it.”’ Well, he didn’t have the first counterargument for that — did you, Jake?”
 
   “No,” he said, smiling, “no, indeed I did not.”
 
   “Excellent!” said Weston. “I will owe you both an immense debt for all of this — or rather, the world will owe you, since The Last Tragedy will surely benefit all when it is revealed.”
 
   The young man rose, dabbing at his mouth with a napkin, and cast about at once for his knapsack. As he found it and lifted it to his shoulder, he appeared to have a thought. Looking from Jake to Noxie, he said, “I don’t suppose I have time for a bath before we head off, do I?”
 
   Though eager to get to the airway terminal, Jake replied without hesitation. “Weston, when traveling in style, that’s the sort of thing one makes time for.”
 
   “Good, good,” Weston said, nodding. He turned to the housemistress, and asked, “Ma’am? Could you direct me to —”
 
   “You paying for that, too?” the woman asked Jake. This made Weston look back to his benefactor with expectant eyes. When Jake nodded, Weston rubbed his hands together enthusiastically, and the housemistress bade the young man to follow her with a curt gesture. Down the hall the two of them went, leaving Jake and Noxie alone.
 
   “Thank you,” Jake told her, as soon as Weston was out of earshot. The smile that he added had more than a touch of irony. “Although now that we’re committed, I’m already beginning to suspect that I’ll end up regretting it.”
 
   “And it will serve you right if you do,” she said. “But at least we’ll both be able to take comfort in what big-hearted folk we are.”
 
   He nodded at that. “And that’s a comfort that only a very hard road can wear away. You impress me more and more, Noxie.”
 
   “Good!” she said, laughing. “Then my plan is working!”
 
   * * *
 
   Again, Celas had awoken before Kulika and Maurd, though this time not from any dream. Her morning rites had gone smoothly, the preparations for their trip, quickly. The bulk of the morning she spent composing a carefully coded message for her superiors about her dreams and the outcome of Key Day. Now, the Abscissa of Cimone stood alongside her baggage, waiting in silence as Kulika negotiated their passage on the next skyship departing westward.
 
   She felt as though she stood upon a line.
 
   To one side lay Gleit: familiar, known, a meal laid before her to sate her appetites. To the other lay the Western Plains, mile upon mile of airway towers and rails — and, far off beyond sight, Thollol. If the prophecies spoke true, and if the Ordinate’s vision had been correct, a precious evil rested there, awaiting the arrival of someone like her, who served its master. Could that promise of pure depravity prove true? The moment felt like none since her blood baptismal, years before. She was about to set foot upon a transformative road, just as she had at the age of fourteen. A life of easy wickedness would be set aside. Before, it had been the simple cruelties of a young girl with anger in her heart — petty, mean acts eclipsed forever by the moment she’d laid that knife upon the flesh of her first sacrifice. Now, it was the comfortable routine of depredation she had come to know within the chattel-packed hunting grounds of Gleit. But in each case, she had been granted opportunity to expand her corruption by an order of magnitude, and she had no more hesitation now than on that night long ago, when a human creature had looked pleadingly up at her from the altar, whimpered around its gag, and then given its blood for the enlargement of her life.
 
   Unfortunately, what she did have, besides her certainty of purpose, was a nagging fear. It held nothing in common with the fear she had felt at her first sacrifice — that had been a delicious fear, a fear full of thrill, an acknowledgement of vast risk in choosing a path that would set all of society against her, if she ever revealed the goddess she worshipped. This fear, in contrast, held no charge of energy. Instead, it itched; it irritated; it conjured images of the wasp-winged girl from Key Day, flitting away with the prize that Celas desired in her hands. It was the fear of failure.
 
   Next time, there could be no hesitation. The moment a chance arose to destroy anyone, anyone who might oppose her, she would strike.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Six: Caution to the Wind
 
    
 
   Weston’s pack had not felt so light nor his shoes so springish in the five months since he’d left the Thespic Conservatory. With his belly full and his hair drying in the cool midmorning breeze, with the museum passkey around his neck and a promise from Jake to loan him his fare upon the airway — well, how could he help but be invigorated? The sky itself seemed to shine with possibility, and he said as much to Jake and Noxie as they walked along. In fact, he said a great deal more, since it was no short trip across town to the western gate and the docking tower where the skyships made port.
 
   “What feats men are capable of!” he remarked as the tower hove into view between two of Gleit’s hills. No ships could be seen in motion along the elevated rails that led in from the north and the west. But two sleek, masted shapes floated alongside the spire — toylike at this distance, and yet majestic nonetheless. “I remember reading tales of the airway when I was a lad, and wondering how I might ever venture as far as the Home Provinces to see it — and here, in less than my lifetime, it’s marched its way to me.”
 
   Jake cleared his throat intrusively, perhaps because all of yesterday’s singing had worn heavily on it, Weston supposed. “There are those,” Jake said, eyes wandering the street as he walked, “who haven’t greeted the airway as appreciatively as you.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sure,” Weston said, nodding. “Simple folk are often slow to see the advantages of progress and innovation. Quite frankly, I don’t think most of them are equipped to look past today’s high fares and limited schedules, to that convenient future when the rail towers have spread everywhere, and quick and cheap transportation is available even to those of modest means.”
 
   In a lowered voice, Jake said, “I’m referring more to the political side of things. Gleit is a hillkinder city, you know, and all of Warkslinshire was theirs before we bigger folk began to arrive from the North and the East.”
 
   Weston snorted. “Oh, come now,” he said. “It’s been generations since we mingled our way in across the borderlands, and not once has it come to real fighting. Hillkinders are an easygoing folk; they don’t care if you’re six feet or three, so long as you don’t tread on them. Am I right, Noxie?”
 
   The little woman shrugged lightly. “I can’t say that I’d know. I’ve never been one for politics.”
 
   “And that’s exactly what I mean about the hillkinders. Your very lack of opinion makes my point for me.”
 
   “Well, it might — if I were a hillkinder,” she said. With a wave of her hand, a ghostly image of herself in miniature flitted before Weston’s nose, wasp wings ablur. Then the image winked out of sight.
 
   Undaunted, Weston pressed his case on, and the blocks meandered by, drawing them ever nearer the airway tower. Jake persisted in his notion that the masses of Warkslinshire might have a less than keen attitude toward the expansion of the imperial transportation system. The back and forth of this debate proved stimulating, and helped to keep Weston’s mind, at least, off the physical burden of the packs and luggage that they all bore.
 
   Soon enough, they found themselves at the base of the great airway terminal.
 
   Up and up, it rose, a massive, octagonal structure of stone and steel fully twice the height of the city’s outer wall. Spiraling gently about the tower’s flanks, like the threads of some titanic screw, a broad ramp let passengers and cargo travel access the high docks. Toward this ramp’s base, the three of them walked, treading slowly to soak in the true vastness of the structure. Another ship had just come in, and now three of the great shapes moved ever-so-slightly back and forth against their moorings at the touch of the wind.
 
   “That’s a sight, isn’t it?” said Jake, his eyes shielded from the sun by one hand as he looked upward.
 
   “Mm-hmm,” said Noxie. “But my feet are killing me, so could we get up and find one that’s headed west?”
 
   Weston opened his mouth to protest, somewhat offended that a moment like this one might be casually tossed aside for the sake of mere comfort. But then he realized that his own shoulders ached from the heavy bag he’d agreed to carry for Jake, and he decided not to make an issue of it. After all, he thought, how much better to drop this weight and look out and down from on high, than to gawk upward as a groundling? The sooner we’ve climbed up, the better.
 
   But as they approached the bottom of the ramp, a man sprang to his feet from a nearby bench and came striding purposefully toward them.
 
   “Oh, splendid,” muttered Jake at sight of the fellow. Recognition had clearly passed between Jake and this newcomer, and apparently not a fond familiarity.
 
   Up close, the man proved less impressive than his fanciful garb had seemed from afar. Though moderately tall, he had a reedy build, and his narrow face and narrow moustache somehow called to mind a weasel, or rodent.
 
   His voice, when he spoke, had an intensity that bordered on shrill. “Jake, I am going to make this brief.”
 
   “Why, Yolo,” Jake replied, “that may be the most generous thing you’ve ever said to me.”
 
   “Mock me all you like,” Yolo said. “But I am coming with you to Thollol.”
 
   At this, Jake merely crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows.
 
   Yolo went on insistently. “I may not have listened much when Avelia blathered on about her adventures, but I listened to the parts about riches and treasure, and I know that there’s going to be more than you two can carry once you find it. Why shouldn’t some part of it be mine? Why must I settle for disinheritance, just because a scrap of paper favors you over me? I shall follow you wherever you go and however long it takes, and you will have to take up arms against me, your own flesh and blood, to keep me from my goal.”
 
   A number of biting remarks occurred to Weston at this point, and clearly, this person deserved a sharp tongue. Still, to showcase his wit at the expense of Jake’s relative might not be wise, no matter how unpleasant the relative’s disposition.
 
   Noxie, apparently, felt no such hesitation. “You know, Yolo, having met you only twice, I find it hard to believe that you are Jake’s flesh and blood. He seems made of entirely different stuff from you.”
 
   Yolo did not even turn to look at her, and his indifference brought rather a rude face from Noxie in response.
 
   “Well, Jake?” asked Yolo.
 
   Jake sighed, lifting his face to look skyward at the floating ships overhead. When his gaze returned to his kinsman, it was with a firm expression.
 
   “Yolo, you’re right that I won’t raise a weapon against you,” he said. “And I won’t let my companions do so either. If you follow after us in silence, you’re probably correct about there being enough treasure to go around. I’ll even go so far as to say that you’ll be free to lug away whatever you can carry, once we’ve had our pick of it. But I promise you — if you dog our heels noisily, nagging, and nagging, and nagging, then sooner or later I will be forced to hit you in the mouth. A man has only so much patience.”
 
   At this, Noxie gave a noise of disbelief. “Jake, you’re not seriously going to let him come along, are you? He’s already tried to steal your inheritance once.”
 
   Jake leaned down and whispered something in her ear — something fairly involved, which, eventually, seemed to mollify the little woman. Then he stood straight again and said to Yolo, “The other thing I’ll warn you about, cousin, is that the road we’re on is a hard one, through dangerous territories — especially Thollol itself. Don’t expect any help from us in keeping up, and don’t expect us to protect you from the journey’s perils. The three of us will be busy supporting one another — we won’t have a hand to spare for you.”
 
   Yolo gave an obstinate tilt of his chin. “Let it be on your own head if you push me away, and I fall helpless and friendless in the ruins.”
 
   “Yolo,” said Jake, “I’m afraid you’re going to be friendless there no matter what happens.”
 
   With that, Jake hefted his bags again, skirted his way around the diffident figure of his cousin, and headed up the ramp. Noxie followed close behind, pausing only to stick her tongue out at Yolo. Again the man ignored her, his eyes fixed seethingly upon the receding back of his kinsman. At length, he noticed Weston still standing nearby, and turned to him with a glare.
 
   “Well, what are you looking at?” the man asked.
 
   “I just thought I’d introduce myself,” Weston replied with a slight bow. “My name is Weston Hart, and I’m traveling with Jake and Noxie.”
 
   “Very nice for you,” Yolo said. It was unclear whether he made his tone snide deliberately, or just out of habit. “Is there some reason that I should care?”
 
   “Well,” said Weston, “you’ve made it clear that you intend on joining us. So I thought you might like to know the name of the fellow who’s gotten in better with Jake than you have yourself.  You know, he’s paying my fare on the airway, and I’ve known him for only a day.”
 
   This caused a mixture of perplexity and envy to clash upon Yolo’s face. The conflict resolved quickly into a look of contempt. “Then it sounds like Jake is being a fool, as usual.”
 
   “Aha!” Weston said, feigning sudden excitement. “If you’re right about that, then at last I’ve spotted the family resemblance. See you on board the skyship!”
 
   He turned and left before Yolo could come up with more than a sputtering sound in reply.
 
   * * *
 
   By the time they reached the tower’s crown, Noxie had her plan complete. She’d resigned herself to Weston’s presence on the trip, despite his inane blathering during the walk here. But Weston was as far as she would go in humoring Jake’s generous nature. A snake like Yolo could not be tolerated, not even briefly. So as soon as Jake had calmed her down, by whispering that they’d find some way to ditch his cousin, Noxie had been scheming of how to do just that. The winding climb upon the ramp allowed her plenty of planning time, although until she saw the lay of the land, her idea had to be left sketched instead of fully drawn.
 
   As they drew level with the wind-beaten platform where the skyships docked, the last of her tactics cemented themselves. 
 
   Forested with derricks and winches, and busy with people of all sorts, the platform offered passengers access to their ships, gave traders the means to transfer their cargo, and housed an office of the imperial tax brigade in a kiosk at its centerpoint. It spread as broad as the gamefield for a bounderball match and carried twice as much activity.
 
   In short, it was perfect.
 
   Hiking up the bag on her shoulder, she gave Jake a nod and said, “Let’s try that one over there.”
 
   The ship she’d indicated rested in a berth close by the ramp’s end. Of the three ships docked, it was the middle in size, and the least in ornamentation. But the larger ship ran the flag of the imperial navy and thronged with soldiers, while the smaller gave the appearance of a private yacht. Festooned with gold trim and a marble figurehead, it seemed unlikely to provide reasonable passage anywhere, if it were for hire at all.
 
   “Looks solid enough,” Jake commented of the ship she’d picked.
 
   “Hmm,” said Weston, and Noxie saw that his eyes had drifted to the far side of the platform and the yacht. She smirked, moving toward the vessel closer at hand.
 
   A broad gangplank let upon the deck, and at its near end stood an officer with ledger and stylus. He appeared to be ticking off cargo as his men portered it onto the ship from a small lot of casks and chests that sat dockside. Occasionally, he paused to direct the crewmen toward some particular item in the stack.
 
   “Jake,” said Noxie as they neared the gangway, “you and Weston hang back a few paces and let me dicker with the man. And if Yolo catches up before I’m done, keep between the two of us and harass him a bit — I don’t want him listening in on our dealings.”
 
   Jake narrowed his eyes conspiratorially. “Are you up to something?”
 
   She pointed her own gaze back to the ramp, shirking her luggage to the platform as she did so. “Here comes Yolo. Just get me time to set things up.”
 
   While Jake casually set his bags down and turned toward his oncoming cousin, Noxie skipped up to the cargo-master and tried to give him her most winning smile. “Sir,” she said, “I am in dizzy need of your help, and more than happy to pay for it.”
 
   The man put a hand up to some approaching cargo loaders, who halted at the gesture, and then he said to her, “Miss, I’m rather busy now, if you’re here for any reason but to book cabins. The last of this load has to be counted and stowed; the captain is keen to get underway.”
 
   Earnestly, she said, “I’m so sorry to interrupt, and I wouldn’t dare if the situation were any less dire. What I’d like is to pay a quarter of cabin fare, for the appearance that we’re booking passage. I and my two friends would come aboard and pretend to take staterooms. Then, once that reedy fellow you see there buys his own passage and goes belowdecks, the three of us would quit the ship in time for you to fly off on schedule.”
 
   The fellow’s bushy grey eyebrows furrowed at this, and his mouth tightened disapprovingly. “The skyways are serious business, young lady. Captain Lirat would have my commission if he found me helping three scamps with some trickery. I think you’d best —”
 
   Noxie looked both ways, secretively, and then went up on tiptoes to speak in her lowest voice. “You know that Key Day was yesterday, don’t you? Have you ever seen a Key Bearer, up close?”
 
   Taken off-guard, the man blinked several times before answering. His eyes went from Noxie over to Jake and Weston, and then to Yolo, who stood beyond the two with his arms crossed and his back turned to all.
 
   “The fellow with the blond curls,” she whispered, “made it all the way to the Fount with the Key last night. My friend and I helped him, and now we have a scoundrel dogging our heels to get his hands on part of our boon. You’ll be getting his fare all the way to Dimsleydale, plus the quarter-fare I’m offering for no effort on your part at all. Surely the captain won’t object to good money gained in service of a good cause?”
 
   The fellow’s eyes now centered on Weston, and he said, “All right, lass. You’ve hit my weak spot with Key Day. But let’s be quick about it, before your scoundrel turns about and sees you counting a quarter-fare’s gold over to me instead of three fares’ worth.”
 
   She winked at him. “He can watch all he likes. And if he does, you’ll get to see how we held onto the Key all of yesterday. Now, tell me loudly how much a full fare is, and then chastise me when I try to haggle.”
 
   “A full fare to Dimsleydale?” he asked loudly, his eyes showing that he was intrigued. “That’s fifteen Imperials each for a stateroom at two to a room — or twenty-five if you want the cabin to yourself instead of sharing.”
 
   “But we have three in our party,” she said. “Does that mean we have to put up fifty-five Imperials? Couldn’t you squeeze us all three into a room, or else let us have the second at a discount?”
 
   “Lass, it’s Koult. There’s no better time to visit the lands beneath the Eaves — the winds are favorable, but not too chill, and what with shearing season, the tapping of the cold wines, and a clear pass from Snowelton to Thollol, there’s a hundred reasons to fly west. If I fill a stateroom here for less than the going rate, I’m cheating myself of filling it at the next stop down the line.”
 
   “All right, then,” Noxie said, pulling her coin-purse from her bag. She brought out a fistful of the bookmaker’s gold that she and Jake had divided up the night before, and began to count coins into the officer’s hands. “That’s one, two, three, four, five Imperials. And ten, twenty, thirty, forty, fifty.”
 
   The bushy eyebrows went up in surprise as she casually counted the fat, ten-Imperial coins into his palm. A casual observer — and, hopefully, Yolo — would assume that he was reacting to her cavalier dispensation of these rare, high-denomination coins.  But in fact, it was the lack of weight that went along with the coins which caught him off-guard. Noxie was careful to strike the actual coins with her fingers each time she laid an illusory one down, to bring an appropriate “clink” from the stack. And she kept her spare hand low and blocked by her body, so that Yolo would not see the gestures she used to summon her phantasms. 
 
   The smile he gave her as he said, “Very well, then. You can board,” was both subtle and complimentary. He pointed toward a deckhouse amidships, and went on, “Take cabins three and four, one deck below and to your right.”
 
   Thanking the cargo master, Noxie returned to Jake and Weston and picked up her bags.
 
   “It’s cost us a pretty penny,” she said, “but I’ve got us passage. Let’s haul ourselves aboard.”
 
   As they strode up the gangplank, the cargo master gestured forward the porters who’d been waiting dockside with burdens shouldered. This raised a bleat of objection from Yolo, but the officer paid it no heed; a backward glance showed Yolo fuming at being forced to wait behind the men while they trudged slowly up the loading ramp and on board. This gave Noxie time to lead Jake and Weston around the deckhouse that the officer had indicated. The very moment that the structure eclipsed them from Yolo’s view, she hurriedly guided them aside, rather than into the stairwell door that led downward.
 
   “Quick!” she hissed. “We’re not really staying on board — get over here and I’ll hide us.”
 
   “We’re not?” asked Weston, perplexed. 
 
   Jake raised a conspiratorial eyebrow as she wove up an illusion, covering them all with the image of stacked crates and barrels. Whispering, she said to Weston, “I paid the cargo master to let us board for just long enough that Yolo gets fooled into taking passage.  Once he goes below, we’ll debark and let the ship fly off, taking him out of our hair with it. Then we can take the next ship and spend our journey relaxing instead of watching over our shoulders for him.”
 
   “But how long’s that going to be?” asked Weston. “And why should we wait for another ship while Yolo goes ahead?”
 
   “If I could convince Yolo to wait behind,” Noxie said, “I certainly would. But somehow, I don’t think he’s going to be amenable to it. Now let’s hush, before he finishes his own bargaining and gets that tingling ear that says his name is being mentioned unkindly.”
 
   The clump of booted feet sounded as the porters passed by under the weight of their various burdens. One set of steps paused, and its owner gave a curious, “Hmh,” suggesting that he’d noticed the new stack of cargo where none had stood before. But he moved onward without investigating, and the sounds of portage continued toward the cargo hold. Shortly thereafter, another set of footfalls approached, these lighter, and their owner muttering beneath his breath.
 
   It was Yolo’s voice, barely audible as he came round the corner of the deckhouse: “That Jake — pheh! Couldn’t even offer to save us all a few coins by letting me share a cabin with his yellow-haired nitwit friend. Not that I would have accepted, but still — what a miser he is behind that façade of uprightness.”
 
   The steps took a turn into the deckhouse, and Yolo gave an annoyed grunt as one of his bags banged the doorframe and held him back. Then came the sounds of him knocking his way down the narrow stairwell, luggage scraping the walls as he went.
 
   Noxie let him have a few moments more. Once the noise of his descent had tapered beyond hearing, she said, “All right. Let’s hurry, before he has any chance to remember something and come back abovedecks.”
 
   She dropped her illusion, much to the surprise of an oncoming sailor who leapt back in shock. The man made a sign of warding against evil spirits, and hurried away.
 
   “Sorry!” she called lightly to him. But the fellow had already disappeared down into the hold.
 
   “Come on,” said Jake. “Hopefully, he won’t raise a fuss and tip Yolo off to our trick.”
 
   * * *
 
   By the time they reached the gangway once again, Noxie had wrapped the three of them up in another disguise. Jake couldn’t tell what she’d made him into, but Weston now wore the face of a homely peasant woman, and Noxie herself looked like a girl of nine or ten. The officer in charge of lading blinked askance at them as they walked down off of his skyship — but he was in the midst of another transaction, and when realization dawned on him, he simply nodded their way and returned to his next three fares.
 
   “All right,” Noxie said. “Now let’s get down from the platform where I won’t have to keep up these figments in case Yolo comes back on deck. We can return once the ship’s gone, and ask if anything else westbound is due in soon.”
 
   “Or,” said Weston hopefully, “we could inquire at that yacht. Maybe they’re headed west as well.”
 
   Ordinarily, Jake would have laughed and given Weston a bit of sport for his boundless optimism. But at the moment, he found himself distracted by the three figures they’d just passed. Two of the three wore robes, robes that had a familiar look to them, though he couldn’t quite say why. He gave a backwards glance as he walked on after Weston and Noxie.
 
   Just as he did so, the taller of the robed figures turned his way, and he knew where the familiarity came from.
 
   It was the same bald man who’d looked at him so peculiarly, right after they’d gotten Weston to the Fount.
 
   The man’s eyes did not settle on him, and rather than risk gaining attention, Jake turned his own gaze forward and closed the gap between himself and his companions. The coincidence seemed more than a little odd, and as before, the bald man’s face had been utterly stony, his eyes alert and searching. Who was he? What quirk of fate had set him on the same path as Jake and his friends?
 
   At the top of the platform’s great ramp, they had to turn to head down, and Jake took the opportunity to have one last look at the ship they’d just departed. The three figures had moved up onto its decks together. He could not make out anything about the second person in robes — not even the sex. But the third figure was a woman in a rich white dress, with dark, dark hair and skin so pale it was almost hard to see where the dress ended.
 
   A noblewoman and her two servants? Jake hadn’t a clue. But his curiosity would have to go unsated — he wasn’t about to spoil Noxie’s handily executed plan just for the sake of pestering some complete strangers about a chance crossing of paths.
 
   They moved farther down the ramp, until it obscured them completely from the ship above. Strangely, Jake found that the more distance he put between himself and the bald man in robes, the better he felt about it. Something about the man disquieted him.
 
   Well, if he’s up to no good, he thought, let’s hope he and Yolo don’t bump into one another and swap advice on how to make trouble.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston watched glumly as his ship was moved out from the platform by crane. From its undercarriage, the sleek and scintillant yacht lowered a keelcar that would hold it to the tracks, and when that had been made fast by ground crews, it let out yet more chain, bobbed higher and higher, and then raised sail and began to ease gracefully away. The fluttering of the golden sails, the rhythmic clacking of the keelcar, and the bellowed orders of the ship’s officers faded rapidly as the vessel shrank into the distance, whisked off by the wind.
 
   “Well that’s two ships we’ve let go west without us,” he said to Jake and Noxie. He knew this wasn’t the wisest tone to take with people who were, essentially, his benefactors. But his impatience got the better of him. “What if another doesn’t come in today? Are we going to be as choosy tomorrow?”
 
   Noxie shook her head with what Weston took to be a mocking smile, and said, “I’d hardly call it choosy that we gave up on one ship because it was carrying Jake’s obnoxious cousin, and another because the steward laughed and called us peasants when we asked how much passage would cost.”
 
   Weston stood his ground. “He might have been more amenable if you’d allowed me to handle the negotiations. I don’t come from high society myself, but I do have some insight into people of culture.”
 
   Noxie smirked, apparently unconcerned about irritating him further. “Call me wildly irrational, but I like to be in on the negotiations when I’m also going to be in on paying the money.”
 
   He crimped his mouth shut, resentful that she would use brute economic advantage against his attempts at reason. Since Jake had remained quiet through this exchange, Weston glanced over to see whether he might prove a source of support. But the man’s jovial expression doused that hope. 
 
   Weston crossed his arms and simply paced back and forth for a bit, stewing. Slowly, his thoughts turned from the intractable Noxie to the intoxicating Amblisse, and he was able to put things in perspective. What difference will Noxie’s japes make, once I have The Last Tragedy in hand? What matter will Jake’s lackadaisical manner be, when I quote the Tragedy’s lyrical potency to Amblisse? Will I even recall what sort of vessel bore me westward to Thollol, when her wide, blue eyes drink deeply of mine and she trembles at the power of Coeldoetta’s final masterpiece? Is not my destination far more golden than any sky-yacht and its gilded sails?
 
   These notions steadied Weston’s spirits somewhat, and he was about to pursue them further when a cry went up from the watch-spire atop the platform’s central kiosk.
 
   “Ship on the north line! Two leagues out!”
 
   Weston peered northward. He and his companions had found a bench along the north edge of the platform — mostly at Jake’s suggestion, the better to watch for incoming ships. But despite the unobstructed view, he could see nothing along the elevated line of track in that direction.
 
   “Two leagues?” said Noxie. “Seems like they should have spotted the sail a lot farther out than that, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Well, stand up and look for yourself,” Weston replied, gesturing northward. “I can’t see anything at all yet.”
 
   “Yes, but the watchmen have spyglasses, and a lot of elevation on us.” She pointed up toward the top of the watch-spire, then suddenly lowered her arm toward a target on their own level. “Look, there’s one of the platform crew having a look now. I’m going to see what news I can get.”
 
   With that, the little woman hopped up and marched toward the man she’d pointed out, a fellow in a low-ranking imperial uniform wielding a small telescope. Weston sat down on the empty half of the bench and crossed his arms impatiently. “I don’t know what her hurry is,” he muttered. “If it’s two leagues out, it won’t be here anytime soon anyway.”
 
   Jake reclined easily, arms draped over the bench-back. “Oh, it just can’t get here soon enough for you, can it, Weston? What’s wrong with relaxing a bit, taking in the ebb and flow of the terminal’s routines? Surely, the airway isn’t old hat to you already, is it?”
 
   “It’s no sort of hat whatever to me, nor am I currently in the mood for haberdashery. How much looking around does it take to assess the whole story of this platform? Every individual in sight is going someplace more interesting, coming from someplace more interesting, or involved in the dreary labor required to let other people travel to and from interesting places.”
 
   By this point, Weston could see Noxie engaging the man with the spyglass in conversation. Still looking through the eyepiece, the fellow put a hand out to indicate that she should wait. He maneuvered the lenses of his device intently.
 
   “I have to confess that I’m a bit surprised,” Jake said. “I would expect a lover of literature such as yourself to take a broad interest in all sorts of people, and the stories that they might represent.”
 
   Weston looked at him and sighed. Jake meant well enough, it was clear. But he just did not grasp the situation. Though loathe to be overly familiar, Weston attempted to explain. Even as he began to summon the words, Amblisse’s flaxen-haired beauty leapt unbidden from his memory.
 
   “Jake,” he said, “it’s not that people hold no interest for me. It’s that one person holds a consuming power over my heart. Now, I mean no insult to your relationship with Noxie, but it’s obvious that you can’t have a fraction of the passion for her that I have for Amblisse — if you did, my single-mindedness would be no puzzle at all to you.”
 
   This brought a laugh from Jake. “I really don’t know where you’ve gotten this idea that Noxie and I are a couple, Weston. We just met each other two days ago.  We’ve hit it off well, and formed a practical partnership, but that’s all there is to it so far.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. “And this is precisely my point. If the two of you were right for one another, truly right, you would have been struck by the realization in an instant. You wouldn’t still be guessing about two days later. You wouldn’t be mildly building a fledgling friendship. You would be in love, and you would be certain.”
 
   A crafty look came across Jake’s face. “You mean, the way Amblisse is certain about you?”
 
   “That’s different,” he replied, irritated that Jake would make presumptions on the basis of insufficient information. “Amblisse is — she’s been raised to believe certain things. To expect a certain kind of person as her destined love. I have no doubt in my mind that she felt the same passion I did, when we first met. But she’s had to deny it to herself, because I earned my way into the Thespic Conservatory from the ranks of the common, instead of inheriting a place as she did.”
 
   This argument sounded unconvincing to Weston even as he said it. Why in the world would you expect Jake to understand the workings of an aristocratic mind like Amblisse’s? Now he’s just going to pick you apart as a lovestruck fool.
 
   But instead of pursuing that apparent vulnerability, Jake gestured amiably toward Noxie, who had now managed to get the platform crewman talking, and seemed to be exchanging lively conversation with him. “Let’s give you the benefit of the doubt and say that you’re right about yourself and Amblisse. If that’s so, then who’s to say Noxie and I aren’t stifling our emotions just as Amblisse is? Perhaps we’re madly shot through with desire even now, and just haven’t recognized it.”
 
   Weston shook his head sadly. “You’re in that club that thinks love at first sight a naïve cliché. Well, from my view, you’re a bunch of closed and proud hearts, congratulating yourselves on the methodical search for stolid, dependable affection. I prefer to keep an open soul, ready to receive at a moment’s notice some true and uncontrollable passion, whatever the cost of that passion might be.”
 
   “I have been here and there in my day, Weston,” Jake said in an avuncular tone. “And I’ve had my share of passion. I’ll grant you, it can certainly be immediate. But in my experience, the quicker it hits you, the less it has to do with love.” Jake delivered this last with a frank look that grated on Weston more than all the rest.
 
   As if I’m ignorant that there’s a difference between the eternal bonding of two hearts and a brutish urging of the groin! 
 
   “So,” he said, half disbelieving that an intelligent person even needed to be told this, “you’ve never met someone, and from the moment you first saw or heard them, felt a rush of warmth? A pure and graceful connection? A sense of immediate knowing?”
 
   Jake opened his mouth as though to simply say, “no,” but the word did not emerge. His eye had been caught by something beyond Weston, and the younger man turned to see what distracted him. Across the way, Noxie had convinced the platform officer to loan her his spyglass. She now stood up on the toes of one foot, her other leg bent in the air behind her as she tried to stretch all the height she could out of her tiny frame, earnestly sighting northward through the eyepiece of the telescope. When Weston looked back to Jake, he saw a curious narrowing of the man’s eyes. Then Jake crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at his feet, which were stretched casually before him and crossed at the ankles.
 
   After a moment’s silence, Jake shook his head lightly, and then, surprisingly, opened one hand in a gesture of concession. “Weston, I have to say I’ve been arguing just to be difficult. The fact is, love has been different every time I’ve thought I felt it. The only sensible thing I can say is that it’s a total mystery to me. I envy you your certainty.”
 
   Taken aback, Weston looked for any indication that Jake might be mocking him yet again. But no such sign appeared, and evidently that was all the usually garrulous Jake Warbler had to say on the matter. Nor did he seem inclined to open up another subject, but sat relaxing instead, scratching his chin and watching Noxie with her borrowed telescope.
 
   Well, thought Weston, I’ve scored one success ... perhaps I’ll have better luck convincing them of the next ship that catches my fancy. He spent a few moments conjuring up visions of sky yachts even more elaborate than the one that had just departed. Then he grew fidgety, and stood again to resume his pacing.
 
   * * *
 
    As Noxie thanked the crewman for the use of his spyglass and came hurrying back toward them, Jake felt peculiarly drunk on fancy — as though Weston’s callow notions of romance had sent him into a dream. Did he see the brightness of Noxie’s eyes in a light slightly different than before? Why did the open enthusiasm on her face glow with familiarity, as though he’d known her for weeks and months, and not just days? He tried to track his memories back to the bar where they’d first met, tried to recall what his very most instant reaction to her had been — but the moment seemed elusively longago. Had he really first seen that face and thought no more than, Ah, here’s an amiable companion for my travels? Did the bursting excitement of Key Day really spring from the contest, and only the contest? 
 
   He found himself unable to tell whether it was more foolish to argue with Weston about the nature of romance, or to agree with him.
 
   Now a few feet away, Noxie slowed and narrowed her eyes cagily. “What’s that smile for, Jake Warbler? Are you laughing at me for being too excited?”
 
   Jake did laugh, at himself as much as anything else. “Noxie, I don’t even know for myself why I’m smiling. It must have been the pleasure of Weston’s conversation.”
 
   She snickered, caught herself, and glanced Weston’s direction as though worried he might have noticed her laughter. But the young man had paced far enough away to be out of earshot, and at any rate had a distant, moonish look on his face that suggested his ears were currently unattuned to eavesdropping.
 
   “All right,” she said, “well, let me shut you up before he catches us having fun at his expense. The ship that’s coming in is far and away more interesting anyhow.”
 
   With rollicking, wavelike motions of her hands, she described a small, windbeaten skyship making its way down the rails in seeming leaps and stumbles. “First it bobs up like a wood-chip that’s been ducked below the surface of a stream — it gets to the top of its tether, the booms swing, the sails catch hold, and it blows along for a bit.” A wide-eyed look of danger dawned as her hands reached a peak and began to waver back downward. “But then, just as it seems to be getting up speed, the whole ship drifts downward a bit, then a bit more, and then —” her wrists bent and her fingers plunged “— down it goes, lines falling slack, sails fluttering, dropping faster and faster until —” she squeezed one eye shut as if in anticipation of catastrophe, but leveled her fingers out, palms parallel to the ground “— just in time it slows. Sometimes, it’s barely above the rails when it reaches bottom, and sometimes, it’s actually below them, off to one side. Once it starts lifting up again, the whole thing repeats itself.”
 
   “That sounds terrifying!” said Weston, catching Jake off-guard. Apparently, Jake’s attention had been so thoroughly on Noxie that he hadn’t noticed the young man’s approach. “Will they get here at all? Is there going to be a crash?”
 
   “The dock sergeant couldn’t say,” Noxie answered, switching her attention back and forth between Weston and Jake as she went on excitedly. “Apparently, it’s a sign they’re running short of floatstone, which is what keeps the ships up. He was explaining how they gain lift by breaking open these stones, then chipping off the used-up part, once the magic has gone from it. But frankly, I was too busy watching the ship dive and lurch to catch more than part of it. The sergeant says they’ll send out a towboat, if this schooner gets close enough. But it looks like a near thing as to whether it’s going to ground out first.”
 
   Jake absorbed this while being pelted by whimsical emotions. For once, he was the one annoyed by Weston’s intrusion, and Noxie the one perfectly willing to tolerate it. To make matters yet more ridiculous, he’d felt a momentary tang of jealousy when Noxie first turned her gaze from him to the hapless young scholar. These reactions were so childish as to be amusing, but the truth of them was undeniable. What a seed Weston had managed to plant, by dithering on about love at first sight!
 
   Jake took a deep breath and stood up, saying, “Now you’ve got me so interested I need to see for myself. Do you think you could convince your sergeant friend to loan us his spyglass again?”
 
   Weston chimed in immediately. “Yes, could you? At this point I’m for anything that might make the wait somewhat less dreadful.”
 
   “I’ll try,” said Noxie, turning about and looking for the platform crewman.
 
   Jake clapped Weston on the shoulder, which caused the younger man to flinch. “Try to be a little more patient, Weston. You know, things very often arrive more suddenly than you expect them to.”
 
   * * *
 
   A substantial crowd gathered about the dock where the new ship came to rest. Townsfolk had seen the erratic motion of the schooner as it drew closer to Gleit, and had climbed the tower ramp in numbers to watch the towboat go out, tacking back and forth against the wind. By virtue of having chosen a good spot, Noxie, Jake and Weston were able to see the whole rescue — the tricky maneuvering of the towboat as its captain judged the wind and the oncoming skyship’s speed, as well as its seesawing elevation. The larger vessel had begun to drop like a stone just as the little boat reached it and shot forth grapples. Then both craft took a precipitous plunge before the towboat’s crew engaged their reserves of floatstone. This left the schooner dangling crookedly below its rescuers for several perilous minutes in which the crowd held its collective breath. At last, the crew of the towboat managed to transfer enough levitating rock to the larger ship that it could right itself and limp its way to port.
 
   While Noxie waited impatiently for the skyship to cover that last mile, the locals nearby indulged in wild speculation on what freak accident or sabotage might have depleted the vessel’s floatstone supply. Weston asked whether there might have been piracy involved, which brought a laugh from those who heard him.
 
   “There’s no such thing as sky pirates,” a rough-featured hillkinder said. “The tracks only go in two directions, with an imperial garrison at every stop! Where’s a pirate to flee to with his booty?”
 
   Weston reddened at the ensuing laughter, and Noxie actually felt a bit sorry for him. But her attention lay much more with the oncoming ship and, once it arrived, with the official detachment that marched through the crowd to greet the schooner’s crew.
 
   Two figures distinguished themselves as the encounter approached: the master of the ship, who moved commandingly about the deck of his vessel, directing his crewmen — and the master of the tower, who barked at the crowd to allow him and his retinue passage. Noxie had a better view of the former than the latter; her spot along the tower rail gave her a good angle on the skyship, but to her left, the thronging masses of spectators blocked her vision. She could make out the ship’s captain easily, a broad-shouldered fellow with wild black hair and an emerald shortcape that flapped in the wind. He seemed intent on the damage to his ship, ordering his crew to extract the grappling hooks from its rails and replace a torn sail. The portmaster, meantime, could be seen only as a sporadically glimpsed bald pate, preceded through the crowd by his calls of, “One side! One side!”
 
   Frustrated, Noxie asked Jake for a boost up to the guardrail, which he obliged her in. His strong hands lifted her easily by the waist, and once her feet gained the rail, he left one hand at her belt, as though worried someone might blunder into her and knock her over the edge. So she watched with a smile as the portmaster trundled free of the crowd and stood dockside, flanked by three uniformed lieutenants, awaiting the notice of those on board the skyship.
 
   Curiosity gave way to impatience upon the portmaster’s broad, bare face. He elbowed one of his lieutenants, who put hands to mouth and gave a loud, “Halloo!”
 
   It took a second “Halloo!” to bring any reaction — but when it came, the response drew gasps from the crowd. With a word to his nearest crewman, the green-caped shipmaster grabbed a loose rigging line, leapt the ship’s gunwale, and twirled down to the dockside in an instant. 
 
   Three quick strides took him up to the portmaster, whom he greeted with a curt bow.
 
   “This should be good!” Weston said with enthusiasm. “Clearly, we have here a man of action.”
 
   Leaning over, Noxie murmured to Jake, “Or a complete fool.”
 
   The tale told itself with the man’s next words: “I presume you’ve come to discuss recompense for the damages inflicted on my ship?”
 
   This left the portmaster blinking. Ripples of appreciation spread through the crowd at the newcomer’s courageous gall.
 
   “Speak up,” he went on, insistently. “I’m on a quest of vast importance, and now my progress forward may be hindered by the need to effect repairs.”
 
   At last, the portmaster found his tongue — and when he spoke, his voice matched his barrel-chested form in solidity. 
 
   “Sir,” he said coldly, “do you know whom you’re addressing?”
 
   The shipmaster countered without hesitation. “Do you?”
 
   “Evidently, an imbecile who would rather his ship burst to flinders on the ground than take a few scratches being saved. I can’t say I care to know your name, but consider your ship impounded until you pay for the floatstone that we used to rescue you!”
 
   “Impounded!” The man in the emerald cape bristled. “You can’t impound Dahnur Boldmansson — it would be like impounding the wind.”
 
   “You and the wind have something in common,” growled the portmaster, “but it’s not an immunity to impoundment. Two hundred Imperials is our standard fee for averting a crash. From you, I’ll take two-fifty. You can bring it to the kiosk whenever you’re ready — you won’t get the first unounce of floatstone until you’ve paid.”
 
   With that, the portmaster turned and strode back into the crowd. Almost instantly, Dahnur Boldmansson crossed his arms and turned his back as well, as though not to be outdone in the act of dismissing an inferior.
 
   Hushed words stirred the crowd like a stewpot — speculation, admiration, astonishment.
 
   Jake whispered in Noxie’s ear, “If this Boldmansson isn’t in theatre, he should be. You could put this right onstage.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, nodding in Weston’s direction. “It may be too real for theatre — look how our friendly student of drama is buying it.”
 
   As if to prove Noxie’s point, Weston chose that moment to step closer to them and say, “What a captain of courage this fellow is! ‘Bold man’s son’ indeed — even his name is apt. Have you seen his like?”
 
   “Once or twice,” Jake replied mildly and without too much irony.  Then they fell silent again, as Dahnur Boldmansson apparently judged the portmaster to be far enough away, uncrossed his arms, and addressed the crowd.
 
   “Who wants to bet that I’ll stay impounded for even a day?” the man said, challengingly. “I’ll pay ten Imperials to one if I haven’t raised sail by midmorning tomorrow!”
 
   This got the audience’s attention.
 
   “Ten to one!”
 
   “I’ll take that bet!”
 
   “Not me.”
 
   “I’ll put down two!”
 
   People surged forward, clamoring. Boldmansson had to call to his bosun to bring down a ledger and start making book on the flurry of wagers.
 
   “That’s a losing bet if I’ve ever seen one,” Noxie said. “In ten minutes, they’ll have anted up his whole impoundment fee.”
 
   Weston looked at her chidingly. “Noxie, it’s not merely a bet. They’re taking the opportunity to be a part of something larger. You heard him — he’s on a fateful mission. Don’t you wonder what it might be? Aren’t you curious what drives a man like that? How, mere minutes after cheating death, he has the fortitude to stand up to one of the most powerful men in the city? I tell you, if I had a coin, even my last one, I’d bet it right now. It would be worth it to know that I’d helped move the gears of some momentous destiny forward.”
 
   Jake dug in his pocket and produced a gold Imperial, which he passed immediately to Weston. “Have at it, then. Let us know if he’s as striking close up as he seems from here.”
 
   Noxie watched as Weston struggled off through the crowd. She had to admit that there was something entertaining about his enthusiasm. Still ...
 
   “You’re not going to keep feeding him gold all the way to Thollol, are you?” she asked.
 
   Jake laughed. “If he keeps feeding my sense of whimsy, I might — at least until I’ve run through my frittering money.”
 
   For no particular reason, she suddenly became aware of how pleased she was to be standing there, at eye-level with Jake thanks to her position on the railing, with his hand still protectively on her waist. Then, just as suddenly, she felt overaware of that hand, and awkward, and silly. Before it could make her blush, she patted his wrist and said, “You know, there’s no danger of my falling — even if my excellent balance somehow fails.”
 
   “Sorry,” he said, holding the hand up. “I wasn’t even thinking about it. And speaking of thinking, have you done any on the subject of what we’ll do once we get to Thollol, and especially once we find the Red Scarfers’ treasure?”
 
   Noxie chewed on her lip for a moment, annoyed with herself. He was certainly quick to take the hand off, and quick to change to completely another subject. Why aren’t you ever satisfied with what you can get, Noxie? 
 
   To Jake, she said, “No ... I really hadn’t given it too much thought. Maybe it seemed a little hasty. I mean, there’s no guarantee we’ll even find the treasure once we get there. The ruins are supposed to be enormous, and it’s been decades since they hid the stash away, so who knows what other gold-seekers might have turned it over since.”
 
   His jaw set itself at that notion. “Hm. You’re right, of course, but I guess I’m really counting on that magical mirror. Let’s say it’s still there, and we can figure out how to use it — or at least that there’s something in the cache that points us in Fingold and Avelia’s direction. Have we committed to trying to find them together, through thick and thin? I think I’ve been operating under that assumption, but I don’t know that either of us has really said as much.”
 
   I’ll trail along with you however long you’ll have me, Jake, she thought to say. But what came out was only, “Well, of course. If they’re out there somewhere, and there’s any chance of us finding them, then I’m all for it. At least until you start to find me insufferable.”
 
   He smiled and patted her on the shoulder. “I don’t think there’s much chance of that happening.”
 
   She smiled back, and then he turned the conversation to Thollol, and what they each knew of the ancient, ruined city, hidden away in perpetual darkness and ice beneath the Eaves of Jueln. She added only a little to his knowledge, just as he said little that was new to her — both of them had as their main source the stories they’d heard, she from her grandpapa and he from his aunt.  So in comparing notes, they tended to get drawn off into comparisons of the people, more than the place. But it did become clear that they both knew some of the challenges that lay ahead — a snowy, dark journey overland to get to Thollol, the need to be outfitted for both the chill terrain about the city and its dank interior. And of course, the fact that the place abounded with desperate people searching for treasure, as well as mystical remnants of the strange fate that befell the city.
 
   The more they spoke, the more anticipation Noxie felt for gaining the gates of Thollol, and the more eager she became to get underway.
 
   Which meant that she felt a greater susceptibility than she otherwise might have when Weston returned and interrupted them to say, “I have the most excellent news! I’ve negotiated passage for us on Dahnur Boldmansson’s ship!”
 
   * * *
 
   As Weston looked from Noxie to Jake and back again, he found their expressions less than enthusiastic. Noxie merely blinked, and Jake appeared downright shocked, as though he wouldn’t even have imagined approaching Dahnur for passage.  
 
   “Don’t tell me we’re going to let another ship depart without us on it,” Weston complained. “I’m losing my capacity for surprise at your pickiness, but I have to say, this is becoming tiresome.”
 
   “Weston, the man’s clearly mad,” Jake responded. “His ship all but crashes, presumably from being understocked on floatstone, and his first reaction is to castigate the very people who rescued him. I wouldn’t trust him with so much as my travel plans — and by getting aboard his ship, we’d be trusting him with our lives.”
 
   Weston crossed his arms. “Did you talk to him, to find out why ship ran out of floatstone? Did you fail to notice that within minutes of arrival, he financed his entire rescue fee without having to reach into his own pocket? Have you asked where he’s headed, or why? Do you not even want to know what he’d charge us for transport to Thollol, or how long it would take?”
 
   “You mean transport to Dimsleydale,” Noxie corrected him. “That’s as far as the line goes.”
 
   “No,” he riposted, “I mean Thollol.”
 
   Again, he looked from one to the other, and saw now that their attentions were more firmly engaged. “Dahnur’s headed to Thollol himself, and at the end of the airway, he means to cast the ship loose from the rails and fly by wind alone.”
 
   Jake rubbed one cheek in thought, and then the other. “You know,” he said, “I thought that I was exaggerating for dramatic effect when I called the man mad a moment ago. But apparently, I hit nearer the mark than I intended.”
 
   “How will he steer, without rails?” Noxie asked. “The ship will just be blown whichever way the wind chooses.”
 
   “And that way is always west, this time of year. Thollol lies due west of Dimsleydale. By cutting free there, Dahnur intends to get a full day’s sailing straight toward Thollol before he has to ground his schooner. Even if the wind veers five or ten degrees, that will put him a hundred miles farther west than if he went by ground. On top of that, our shortened overland journey would be in the company of Dahnur’s highly motivated, well stocked expedition. We could beat your obnoxious cousin to the ruins by a week.”
 
    “Or we could crash and die,” said Noxie. “Because if he’s well stocked on something, it certainly isn’t floatstone.”
 
   “Which is why he’s willing to take us on as passengers,” Weston explained, attempting patience. “Our fares will help him cover his antiballasting costs.”
 
   “Speaking of which,” said Jake, “just what sort of fares did you negotiate for us?”
 
   Weston raised a hand preemptively against complaints and said quickly, “A hundred Imperials for the three of us, which is certainly more than the other ship was charging, but less than we’d pay for horses or an oxcart to carry us that extra hundred miles overland from Dimsleydale to Thollol.”
 
   Noxie folded her arms across her chest and rolled her eyes.
 
   Jake, though, actually seemed to mull the proposition for a moment before saying, “Well, I’m against it. But I’m also getting hungry. Why don’t we find an eatery, and you can keep trying to persuade us over dinner?”
 
   “Excellent!” said Weston, knowing that a door left open had at least some hope of being thrown wide.
 
   * * *
 
   Aboard Captain Lirat’s ship, leagues away on the westward line, the Abscissa of Cimone sat down to her own dinner. The company was not as she would have desired, for the captain had invited all the full-fare passengers to dine with him. Still, to decline would be rude — and more importantly, might arouse idle curiosity in the captain or his crew. So she invested in sociability now, in hopes of earning greater privacy for the rest of the week.
 
   Four guests had accepted Captain Lirat’s invitation: Celas herself, a gentrified couple by the name of Lord and Lady Palacthure, and a commoner called Yolo, who seemed intent on ruining the evening for all with his complaints.
 
   It had begun when he introduced himself, the last of them to do so, at the captain’s direction. Sullenly, he had glanced around the table and said, “My name is Yolo Warbler, and unlike the rest of you, I am not so much a passenger as a prisoner.”
 
   This had caused Lirat to huff and blow out his thick mustachios. “Young man, I thought we’d settled that.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” Yolo had grudged, waving a hand in concession. “I came aboard of my own will, paid of my own will, and made no condition that I was to be alerted if my cousin left the ship. I am not going to plead my case against your lawyerly arguments again. And yet, I do not remain aboard of my own will now, but only because the ground is so far below and you refuse to return me to Gleit.”
 
   “You really are quite intractable,” said the captain. “I invite you to dinner, and you take the opportunity to continue castigating me.”
 
   “Indeed, young fellow!” said Lord Palacthure. “Have you no sense of decorum nor respect for authority?”
 
   “How much decorum would you retain, if you’d just been cheated out of your fortune? Because that is what has happened to me, and with the complicity of our good captain’s crew.”
 
   Celas watched and listened to Yolo not with interest, but with consideration. She considered whether his abrasiveness and idiocy might render him unlikely to be missed, if he should disappear from his cabin in the night. Passengers did occasionally fall overboard from skyships. Would anyone suspect foul play if Yolo did not show up for breakfast one morning? A week was a long time to go without a Taking, and something about Yolo made Celas wish to have him under her knives.
 
   The captain responded to Yolo’s complaint with dwindling patience. “As I told you, I’ve already chastised Panweld for his part in the prank. But surely you can appreciate the importance of Key Day in this territory. A native Gleitman like Panweld can hardly be blamed for wanting to help out a Key Bearer.”
 
   Celas’ idle musings vanished.
 
   “Your cousin was the Key Bearer?” she blurted out, unable to help herself. Then she gritted her teeth at the loss of control, a novice’s mistake. Fortunately, no one appeared to think the question out of line. 
 
   “No,” said Yolo, with the thin moustache twitching beneath his thin nose. “The Key Bearer is only a vapid hanger-on who’s attached himself to my cousin and some miniature slattern. They’re all off to Thollol without me now — most likely on the next ship behind us — to plunder a treasure that should rightfully be mine.”
 
   “What need would the Key Bearer have with treasure?” asked Lady Palacthure.
 
   “Perhaps you should ask him,” Yolo retorted. “I’m sure his story is very interesting. Say, we could all go and find out, if Captain Lirat here will only turn the ship around.”
 
   At this, the captain put his foot down, and began a blunt warning that Yolo was to drop the subject or be banished to his cabin. Celas, though, kept only half an ear on the conversation that resulted.
 
   The Key Bearer and his companions, heading for Thollol! And they had all apparently been on this very ship! Suddenly, she possessed a source of information about those three figures whose paths had crossed hers with such portents. Better still, she had a blood link to one of them — a greedy, needy fool who could doubtless be convinced with very little effort that he should let her prick his finger, say her incantations, and taste the swelling red drop that would spin her senses like a compass in the direction of his cousin.
 
   A bell rang, and the steward came in with the first course. Celas smiled.
 
   Her appetite had been whetted.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Act II
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seven: Wings of Blood
 
    
 
   Noxie felt buoyant as they returned to Gleit’s skyport and made their way upward to look again upon Dahnur Boldmansson’s schooner. Her dinner had been a fine one, in a pricier restaurant than she would usually have chosen. Jake insisted that they have one more free evening with their money before the rigors of the road called upon them to hoard it. So the food had been a delight, and the company even better. Weston’s infatuation with the courage and mystery of Dahnur Boldmansson had driven him to wild flights of eloquence in his attempts at persuasion, Jake had riposted most of the younger man’s arguments with wit and style — and some very excellent wine had been drunk, although not to excess as had happened the night before.
 
   Slowly, over the course of two hours or more, Weston had somehow managed to wear down all the arguments against him. Was Dahnur a risky captain to fly with? Certainly, but they were headed to Thollol — if risk did not suit them, then surely a less dangerous destination was in order. Was it prudent to add danger to an already perilous mission?  No, but how much sense had it really made to delay their journey simply because Yolo might have proved an irritant — and wouldn’t speed be “prudent” if they really intended to dislodge Jake’s cousin from their heels?
 
   Ultimately, Weston’s indefatigable enthusiasm for the project had overwhelmed Jake’s natural caution. And Noxie’s willingness to follow Jake anywhere, along with the warmth of two glasses of wine, had sedated her own misgivings. They had finally risen from the table in agreement — they would at least meet with Dahnur, inspect his ship, and give him a chance to raise their confidence.
 
   So back through the streets of Gleit they made their way, with night creeping across the sky above and the last lavender clouds of sunset rimmed in fire upon the western distance. Somewhere within that mass of clouds hung the continent of Jueln, a dozen miles above their own. Nestled deep beneath Jueln’s overhang — the icy dark city of Thollol.
 
   We’re actually within a hair of going, she thought, and found her mind brimming again with images from Fingold’s tales of the dank and ruined metropolis. She had undertaken only one real journey before in her life, when her father had told her she had kin among the bigfolk, and suggested that she might live more happily — and longer — with her mundane kin than with the sprites. That journey had ended at Fingold’s door, with a warm embrace from a grandfather she had never before met. Would this journey, too, take her to Grandpapa? Would she and Jake discover the clues that they hoped for? She found the optimism of her two companions infectious — naïve as one of them might be.
 
   At last, they stood again before Boldmansson’s ship, whose good qualities Weston pointed to with all the rhetorical flourish he could muster: the sturdy frame, the sleek lines suggesting swiftness, the industrious crew — and the loyalty of those crewmen, none of whom appeared to have quit in the aftermath of their near-catastrophe.
 
   “Weston,” said Jake, “you’ve no better notion of how to judge a skyship’s frame than I do. And the loyalty of the crew may say nothing more than they’re as big a set of fools as Dahnur himself is.”
 
   “Ah, but you have no counter for how hardworking they are,” Weston replied. “Look at them polishing and patching and loading. These are motivated fellows!”
 
   Jake laughed. “And I’m sure they’ll be putting their backs into whatever tasks Dahnur assigns them, as we whistle downward through the air toward our final crash. Will that be much consolation as the rocky earth deals us our final blow?”
 
   “You said that we would give Dahnur the opportunity to convince us,” Weston reminded him.
 
   “I did,” Jake responded, “and we shall. Which is why I find it amusing that you continue trying to persuade me and Noxie. You’ve already won, to the extent that you can win, and yet you refuse to quit the contest.”
 
   “A characteristic I believe I share with Dahnur — perseverance. Yet another point in favor of sailing with him!”
 
   “Enough, enough,” Jake said with hands raised. “Let’s go and find the man before you so raise my expectations that even a god could not meet them.”
 
   As Weston moved off to call across the gangplank to the ship, Noxie tugged at Jake’s sleeve and beckoned him to lean close.
 
   “I’ve been thinking, Jake,” she whispered. “And I’m of a mind to leave on the first ship that raises sail tomorrow. If it’s this one, so be it, but let’s get our adventure started.”
 
   “Really?” Jake seemed momentarily taken aback, then contemplated, and shrugged. With the slightest shake of his head, he said, “I suppose I can agree to that — but let’s keep it between ourselves, shall we? Weston is sure to go straight to Dahnur, if he knows.”
 
   “It would get us underway, at least,” she said with a smile.
 
   “That it would,” Jake agreed. “That it would.”
 
   * * *
 
   More times than she could count, Celas had enticed some choice individual away from a social gathering. She prized her own beauty mostly for the usefulness it could play in such circumstances; along with a cultivated air of sophistication and a hint of coy interest, her looks could tease most men out of the inconvenient shelter of their companions. Usually when they followed her out, alone, into darkness, they discovered the strong hands of Kulika and Maurd upon them. Struggles would ensue, and cries, muffled by a damp, sedating cloth. When awareness came again, awareness of cold stone beneath them and chains binding them upon an altar, they would see Celas in her full naked beauty, and whimper at the sight of the naked steel in her hands.
 
   Yolo proved no more difficult than most to seduce away from the dinner table. But the use to which she meant to put him was subtler, and so her approach had to be as well.
 
   “What bores, that Lord Palacthure and his wife,” she said, as they came out onto the deck from the sterncastle. Amidships, Kulika lounged at the railing, pretending to be absorbed in the dusk-shrouded scenery. Celas made a casual signal with one hand, to keep the Point at bay, for now. To Yolo, she continued, “Thank you so much for escaping up here with me.”
 
   “I despise their sort as well,” the spindly young man peeved, “with their interest in chamber music and topiaries — what fool can stare at a topiary all day? It was as though the captain meant to shut me out, the way he kept asking about the pruning of the damnable things, and what sort of shears serve best.”
 
   “And when you had such more notable topics to discuss,” she said, withholding any sarcasm from her tone. 
 
   “Exactly. I am the inheritor of a treasure that may well dwarf that of the Palacthures, yet they and Captain Lirat seemed to hold me beneath notice. What happened to my every attempt to guide the conversation to less tedious fare? Slapped down, by our estimable captain. My complaints about his refusal to return me to Gleit? Dismissed. My interrogatives about the land route to Thollol? ‘Not my area of expertise,’ he says, and moves on. And did you hear his response when I inquired about Thollol itself? ‘Go if you like, but you’ll likely be killed.’”
 
   It was not in Celas’ interests to point out that all of Yolo’s attempts to change the subject had come as blunt interruptions — nor to inform him that Lirat was surely right about a fool like Yolo going to the ruins of Thollol alone. Instead, she shook her head and feigned sympathy.
 
   “My interest was piqued the moment you mentioned Key Day,” she said. “I can’t understand why theirs did not follow as well. I can only assume that the captain intended to divert attention from his error in allowing you to be tricked by your — cousin, was it?”
 
   “Jake, feh! His very name makes my nerves incandesce. The less said about him, the better. But I think you’re exactly right. Lirat’s whole cavalier attitude about my misfortune must derive from knowing what a bad captain the affair shows him to be.”
 
   The man is impossible to converse with, Celas thought. Her tolerance for Yolo’s inanity had just about expired. Though his eyes had roamed across her form repeatedly since their arrival on deck, he remained unresponsive to the simplest of leading questions. Yolo was a boor, apparently without the capacity to consider anything but his own desires. Her every attempt to manipulate their discussion ran aground on his ability to mold all topics into excuses for complaint. It’s time I ensnare him and escape from this conversation.
 
   “What am I, if not the captain’s customer?” Yolo’s tirade continued. “And how can he hope to succeed in business if he leaves the customer’s needs untended?”
 
   “Obviously, he cannot,” she said, taking his words as an opening. “And as to what you are — well, you are a bold man.” She turned her face down slightly, lowering her eyelashes at him. “You must have a bold man’s needs — perhaps some that the captain is not well suited to tending?”
 
   Yolo blinked. Celas wet her lips with her tongue, leaving them parted slightly. Comprehension dawned on her companion, and he began stammering.
 
   “Hush,” she said, putting a finger to his lips, and then slipping away lithely as he reached for her. She laughed her most seductive laugh. “Good sir Yolo, restrain yourself — a woman of my station does not rush into these matters.”
 
   Confusion and resentment dueled upon his features. “But you just —”
 
   “I expressed an interest, and you read it correctly. Yet there are protocols to be followed. You have heard, I am sure, of the Emperor’s food-taster, and how nothing passes the Emperor’s lips unless it has first been tried by this trusted servant?”
 
   The touch of her finger had clearly put Yolo on fire for her — he actually ground his teeth at this question. “What does that have to do with —”
 
   She gestured toward Kulika. “My maidservant performs a similar function for me. It is her job to make certain that nothing disagreeable enters my ... system. Spend the night with her. Do with her what you wish to do with me. If she reports satisfaction, then you and I may have a more intimate conversation tomorrow.”
 
   Yolo peered in Kulika’s direction. Little could be seen of the Point’s form or face from here, since her robes fit loosely and she stood well away from the nearest deck lantern.
 
   “I have to confess that I would prefer the mistress to the maid,” he said. “Furthermore, the idea of being tested like a plate of food does not please me.”
 
   She moved forward and put a hand upon his chest, smiling. “Like a plate of food fit for the Emperor,” she said. “Like a delicacy unsavored by the rabble, or even the lesser nobility. You will find that Kulika has been very well trained in the arts we are discussing, just as the Emperor’s food-taster is a gourmand himself.”
 
   He looked again toward Kulika. To prod him, Celas leaned forward and whispered, “I have a sensitive palate, but considerable appetite.”
 
   Yolo stared at her hungrily, and nodded. 
 
   “Let me tell Kulika, then,” she said, and stepped lightly away.
 
   As she drew close to the robed figure of her Point, Celas made another subtle gesture that brought the woman to attention.
 
   “What is your wish, Abscissa?” Kulika asked.
 
   “Please him, several times,” she said with a nod toward Yolo. Covertly, she pressed a small silver phial into her Point’s hand. “Fill this with his seed. Then render him insensate and draw a half-pint of blood. Do him no other harm. Return to me with both samples by midnight.”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” Kulika said with a quick bow.
 
   The Point strode briskly to Yolo’s side and accompanied him below.
 
   How easy it is, thought Celas, to get what I want from a man.
 
   * * *
 
    Just past sunrise, Jake stood with Weston and Noxie in the bow of Dahnur Boldmansson’s schooner. Behind them the city of Gleit receded with ever-increasing speed, as the wind urged them on and the clack of the tether-car far below quickened to match. Despite his misgivings about shipping with Dahnur, Jake had to admit that moving ahead felt better than playing things safe.
 
   “Isn’t this astounding?” asked Weston, sweeping his arms about to indicate the dawnlit countryside rolling by all around them — farms upon hillsides, some in shadow, some in light, all quilted together in a thousand tones of green and wheat and apple-red. “We’re flying. The whole of Warkslinshire is laid out for us to see. How could anyone chafe at the skyway, as you were insisting yesterday, Jake? We’re taking part in the very conquest of air!”
 
   “I think it’s precisely the conquest bit that they’re worried about,” Jake said, amused. “Weston, we’re on a private ship, but this is an imperial line — you have to understand that different people see that in different ways.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. “Politics — urgh. What a miserable reason to close oneself off from a wonder such as this. Do you know what I think? I think people cling to the mundanity in their lives. There is so much magic in the world, so many miracles and enchantments, and yet most people never make that first move toward wielding the sorcery that we all have at our disposal.”
 
   “Are you hiding a secret talent?” Jake asked with a raised eyebrow. “I haven’t seen any more magic flowing from your fingertips than from the next man’s.”
 
   This earned him a nonplussed stare. Weston opened his mouth twice before finally managing to say, “Are you being deliberately obtuse? Jake, it’s a metaphor. If you can’t see the magic outside of literal wizardry, then there’s no more hope for you than — than for the earthbound clods we’ve left in Gleit, shaking their fists at the oppressive Imperial Skyway.”
 
   “Ah. Sorry about that; I’ve always been keener on irony than on metaphor. What about you, Noxie?”
 
   “Me?” she asked, giving the impression that she’d only been half-listening. “I’m not big on anything with iron in it. Sprites have an aversion to the stuff.”
 
   “Oh, you two are hopeless,” Weston said, throwing his arms up in the air. “I’m going aft to talk to the captain. Enjoy each other’s smug company.”
 
   Jake watched him go for a moment, to make sure he wasn't genuinely upset, then turned back to Noxie, who remained at the railing.
 
   “I'm going to have to watch myself on this trip,” he said. “Weston's notions are such delightful targets — it would be all too easy to cross a line at some point and really hurt his feelings.”
 
   “Hmm,” Noxie replied, nodding.
 
   Well, that's uncharacteristic, he thought, wondering at her distant bearing. Perhaps I've already crossed the line and made an ass of myself.
 
   He watched her a little longer, her violet eyes gazing off into the far reaches ahead of the ship, wind and morning light making radiant auburn waves of her hair. This was the most contemplative he had seen her, in the three days since they’d met. But then, what were three days? Did he really know her well enough to guess at where her moods came from?
 
   He decided to put trust in his instincts, and said, “Are you all right? You’ve seemed a bit far off since — well, I suppose since breakfast this morning.”
 
   “Have I? I haven’t meant to.” She did not look his way, but gestured toward the dark western skyline ahead of them. “It’s Thollol, you know? Last night, I was practically bursting with excitement to head out. But now that we’re committed, really underway, the place has become suddenly real to me. It’s not just a wondrous locale in one of Grandpapa’s stories, or a setting for idle daydreams. We’re actually going there. It’s actually going to be dangerous. And we might, might actually find a hint of what happened to them, Fingold and your aunt. There’s something ... weighty about that, isn’t there? I keep veering between thrilled and daunted.”
 
   Jake nodded, knowing just what she meant. “Perhaps in that regard it’s luckier to have Weston’s approach. He’s so sure of his outcome that he can live every moment in the here and now.”
 
   “Well, that’s my usual wont too,” she replied. Her eyebrows furrowed briefly, and then she looked at him at last. “It’s just that — usually, I’m alone. I can worry about tomorrow when tomorrow comes, because I’m a solitaire. I don’t mean friendless, but ...”
 
   “Self-sufficient,” he suggested.
 
   A pleased look came over her face. “Exactly. My cares are my own, and most of them aren’t especially important to begin with. But this —” She spread her arms toward the west. “— this is big. And while it’s so busy showing me how big it is, there’s also an us wrapped up in it. I mean, more than just me to think about. I mean — well, my actions affect you as well now. And Weston, of course.”
 
   She seemed in a hurry to add that last on, as though she didn’t want her “us” to be misinterpreted. It gave Jake a sudden memory, of Aunt Avelia discussing matters of the heart: When a woman tries to make it clear that she’s not especially interested in you, Jake, it means one of two things — either she’s definitely interested, or definitely not. At the time she’d related this, he’d been in his early twenties, and hadn’t found the words particularly enlightening. But through a number of subsequent experiences he’d learned just what Avelia had meant, and he had a real suspicion that Noxie had just now eliminated a vast range of in-betweens. 
 
   Her gaze went uncomfortably out to the clouds, and she said, “So, what do you think we’ll find there?”
 
   "There's no telling," he admitted. "But I'm willing to be that the finding itself will be worthwhile."
 
   She glanced at him, took a moment to return his smile, and then looked ahead westward.
 
   * * *
 
   The Abscissa of Cimone lay still upon her bunk, inside her cabin aboard Captain Lirat’s ship. But her closed eyes saw elsewhere.
 
   The tracks of the imperial skyway sped along at the lower edge of her vision, distorted and discolored as if seen through a bead of red glass. Off in the distance, she could just make out a triangular sail floating above the elevated rails.
 
   Kulika had brought Yolo’s fluids to her around midnight, and she had spent much of the dark hours crafting a homunculus from them. The work had been heady and painful, requiring her to engage in precise rituals while wrestling with the unruly Breath of Cimone that coursed through her veins. That black power was not hers; it sought constantly to get out and have its way with the world. But her years of training and her iron will let her bend and shape it, and with its help she formed a perfect miniature of Yolo Warbler in his own blood — perfect except for the addition of a batlike pair of wings. At the end, she dripped two of her own tears into the homunculus, to link her sight to its, and then completed the creature with the life-essence from Kulika’s phial.
 
   Now the tiny mannikin flapped its way along the rails at her command, drawn by blood-bond to Yolo’s cousin Jake. She had given it a heart of poison, and as she watched the sail swell nearer — felt the blood-bond pulse stronger — she imagined she was winged death itself.
 
   Closer drew the ship. Celas contemplated how to approach it, and settled upon angling up from below. She would ease her fight against the wind as the schooner came to her, then match its speed and clamber up the tether that linked it to the rail-car. Her hand-sized mannikin could easily avoid detection that way, since the crew’s eyes would mostly be on their rigging and their destination.
 
   The triangular sail fluttered and loomed. Celas imagined that she could hear the clack of the ship’s rail-car approaching, getting louder, though of course her ears remained deaf to the homunculus’ surroundings, and the noise from her own vessel’s tether car stayed constant. How easy it was for the mind to play tricks, after so many hours of focusing through her creation’s sorcerous eyes. She cautioned herself to have a care.
 
   The dark belly of the ship came gradually overhead, then passed, trailing a sturdy cable back and down to the rail-car. The homunculus turned in flight at her command, riding with the wind now, its wings beating slower. Carefully, she maneuvered to the thrumming tether and latched ahold. This was the most dangerous moment, for a landing of any impact might destroy her creature, made as it was of fluids within a clotted skin. But the cable rode a steady path, and she caught onto it without mishap.
 
   Up and up, the tiny, dexterous limbs carried her, up toward the bottom of her enemies’ ship. The pulsing link of the blood-bond pounded strong, seeming to lead toward the schooner’s bow. Near the ship bottom, she paused. Her angle of ascent put her closer to the aft end of the vessel, as she had planned. Should she change tactics, climb along the underside, and make directly for the signal at the ship’s fore? No, she thought, the eyes are all likely to be pointed that way. And there’s no certainty of the Key Bearer or that winged cow being with Yolo’s cousin. Best to start at the stern and move forward.
 
   As she neared the skyship’s dark hull, Celas sent the homunculus airborne again, flitting it up to the bottom-most timbers of the stern.  From there, she climbed her creature upward, skirting around the rear-facing windows of the sterncastle until she reached the base of the taffrail. The first sight that greeted her distorted vision, as she peeked up over the edge of the deck, was none other than the Key Bearer himself.
 
   * * *
 
   When Weston Hart reached the aft deck, he found Dahnur Boldmansson and a lieutenant engaged in the close examination of some object. The men stood shoulder-to-shoulder facing east, to gain the best advantage of the morning light, and so Weston was unable to make out exactly what the object might be. Curious, he attempted to angle around them — but as he did so, they immediately ceased their hushed conversation, Dahnur stepping in front of the other fellow and giving Weston a glare.
 
   “It’s not considered good shipboard custom to come sneaking up on people,” Dahnur said, snapping his green cape dramatically and in a way that just happened to block Weston’s view of the lieutenant, a man named Algur. By the time the cape dropped again, Algur had moved off, the object of curiosity shielded from Weston by his broad frame.
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t call it sneaking,” Weston said. “I walked up in full view, and with my normal tread. It’s not as though I meant any harm.”
 
   “A ship is a small place,” Dahnur replied, his hands at his waist. “Privacy is difficult to come by, and therefore, important to respect.”
 
   Weston appreciated the captain’s attempt to school his passengers, but remained intrigued as to what might have so absorbed the attention of this adventurous figure and his subordinate. 
 
   “Next time,” he said in concession, “I will be sure to clear my throat, or otherwise announce my approach. So — what were you and Algur so intent on, that my arrival surprised you?”
 
   For whatever reason, Dahnur stared at him several moments before responding. When he spoke, his tone seemed forcedly low. “A ship,” he repeated, “is a small place. Privacy is difficult to come by — and, therefore, important to respect.”
 
   Weston wondered if perhaps the man’s ears were failing him, and that this was why he’d been taken off-guard by Weston’s initial approach. “Yes,” he said, somewhat louder but with determined patience. “Next time, I will be sure to clear my throat. Now, I wonder if I might ask what you and Algur were —”
 
   “No, you may not!” Dahnur said, and walked off in a huff in the same direction Algur had gone.
 
   Weston watched him until he reached the aft deckhouse, then shrugged. A man of Dahnur’s intrepid quality, he supposed, must be allowed a certain degree of caprice.
 
   * * *
 
   Celas worked her mannikin forward along the outside of the ship’s hull, just below the gunwale. She stopped occasionally to peer up through the lower edge of the railing, ever watchful for the little winged woman who had helped the Key Bearer win through to the Fount Beneficent. The Key Bearer himself, she now felt satisfied, could be considered a fool and no threat to her plans whatever. She had observed him interrupt the two other men upon the stern deck, as they discussed a small musical instrument of some kind — possibly a mandolin. Her angle of view had let her read only the Key Bearer’s lips, but even his half of the conversation showed him a dolt. Although the other two men took the most obvious of pains to hide the mandolin, still the young fop in blond curls persisted in a series of futile questions about it.
 
   To make his inanity even more clear, after the men departed he had come to the back rail very near her position, and started reciting some cloying ode to the sun’s morning beauty. It had taken little of that to drive her forward, seeking the blood-bond’s source. 
 
   While not a large ship, the vessel dwarfed her puppet-creature’s form. So her clambering progress along its hull took time. Glimpses of crewmen striding along chafed at her as she picked her way slowly forward and impatience drove her pulse faster and faster, despite the relaxed pose of her actual body in its bunk aboard Captain Lirat’s ship. 
 
   At length, she found herself nearing the bow. Would the tiny woman be there, at that locus from which the blood-bond sang? Celas remembered her dream, the female hand dripping ichor, the final sound of a lock, unlatching. Would this moment be her chance to resolve that image? Might the dripping blood be the blood of her homunculus, its poison charge exploded into the winged woman’s veins?
 
   Ahead of the forward deckhouse stood two figures. One tugged at her mannikin of Yolo Warbler like a magnet — the other, half the size of the first, made Celas’ fingers clutch tight at the sheets of her bunk. Yolo’s cousin Jake and his female companion were both within yards of her vantage point.
 
   Quickly, she peered about the deck for a spot from which she might spy — or strike.
 
   The pair leaned back against the forward rail. To read their lips, she would have to position herself somewhere on deck, between them and the deckhouse. Her best chance looked to be a cluster of barrels just ahead of the forward mast. From the center of the cluster, she would be able to peer between the casks at her prey, while having some cover from any crewman who might approach from the rear.
 
   She looked intently about in all directions. No one seemed near. Like an arrow, she flitted across to the deckhouse, caught hold beneath its eaves, and scuttled forward to its front bulkhead. From there she made a quick gliding leap to the mast, climbed around it, and went low across the deck to the barrels.
 
   Once in their midst, she squeezed forward until her view through two of the casks was perfect.
 
   This gave Celas her first good look at her enemies.
 
   Jake Warbler leaned casually against the forward railing, looking relaxed and charming and in almost every way the opposite of his sniveling cousin. Only the potent magic of the blood-bond made their familial relationship obvious, drawing her notice to similarities in the nose and brow — both of which seemed to fit better on Jake’s well-cut face than on Yolo’s weak-chinned one. From his dark hair and sincere eyes and strong bearing, Celas knew in an instant what the little woman saw in her companion — Jake Warbler was one of those few who had both strength and character, who had the confidence to let these qualities show and the greater confidence not to flaunt them. In other circumstances, the Abscissa of Cimone might have looked upon him as a challenge; his type could, on rare occasions, be subverted, and would always provide a sense of accomplishment in defeat, even if that defeat took the form of simple murder.
 
   But her ominous dream would not allow her to trifle with anyone who might be connected to it.
 
   The woman conversing with Jake raised Celas’ hackles. She had an animated quality that Celas thoroughly hated — a liveliness of the hands and eyes and mouth that said, These hands delight in moving, these eyes in seeing, this mouth in shaping ideas and notions and especially laughter. She did not resent the miniature woman’s beauty — all beauty lay over blood and meat, and thus was but a cut or two away from being made hideous. But that loveliness of spirit, she could not stand — and this woman had so much of it that it shone through even when a grim topic subdued her, as apparently was now the case. Her shoulders moved with an eloquent sigh, a sigh that revealed its owner a believer in true happiness — someone forever being surprised at disappointments.
 
   Though she itched to send the homunculus speeding forward in a death-strike, Celas forced herself to wait instead. She focused her attention on their lips, on the substance of their talk. She must know what they planned, what they strove for, what possible connection to her own destiny they might have.
 
   “— just wish it weren’t a week and more off,” the little woman was saying. She spoke rapidly, which forced Celas to intense concentration, to catch all the words that her mouth shaped. “What I really want is to be there now, to see if that mirror has anything to show us. It’s so dreadful that it might be no lead at all, or that it might show us the worst of all news, and that we can’t hurry any faster to get there.”
 
   Yolo’s cousin nodded. “I know how you feel. But what if —”
 
   “Yes?” she looked at him curiously as he paused.
 
   A smile came slowly to his face, and he made a wide-fingered gesture common to storytellers. “What if we get there, and the mirror works as your grandfather’s journal suggested — and what we see is the two of them in fine shape, laughing together at a table in some foreign café? Suddenly, we’ll have all of Thollol around us as a playground, to venture through and explore and delight in — keeping in mind, of course, that it would be an extremely dangerous playground.”
 
   “Have you been sneaking through some of my old daydreams?” the little woman asked, brightening somewhat from her earlier gloom. “I’ve had that thought so many times, waiting at the Brooding Barnacle for someone to show up. Wouldn’t it be something to see the Carnival Aquatica? Or the Grand Plaza? Fingold always made those out to be astonishing.”
 
   “And of course there will be the matter of the Red Scarfers’ treasure for us to deal with,” Jake continued. “The map will show us how to get there, but it’s not going to show us how to get the loot home.”
 
   Celas’ eyes snapped open from shock, so that her homunculus-sight overlaid the real view of the bunk above her in her cabin. Three years had passed since word went round to every Abscissa, every acolyte, every Point in service to Cimone that they must watch for word or sign of a “Red Scarfer.” As with most such orders, there had been no explanation attached. But the urgency had been Utmost. Even the Ordinates had been instructed to go as far as self-sacrifice, if this person could be obtained by such measures. 
 
   Now, here were two people —
 
   Celas closed her eyes again and focused through the blood-creature’s vision, seeing immediately what she had not recognized before. Both Jake Warbler and his companion wore scarves tied about their left arms. The red color had escaped her, because of course the homunculus’s eyes saw everything in red.
 
   These two are connected to the highest desires of the faith, she thought. She replayed their words in her head. They are looking for someone — someone who is missing. The command to capture the Red Scarfer had lapsed after two months. Usually, the lapse of an Utmost Imperative meant that it had been accomplished. They are looking for a Red Scarfer, or two of them, and we have those two in our hands. Celas’ pulse and mind raced. Yolo had said that his cousin sought treasure in Thollol. They are going to Thollol for the Red Scarfers’ treasure. We had an Utmost Imperative to find a Red Scarfer. The prophecy says that the Child will be Born when we regain its avatar from Thollol. What if the avatar is hidden in this treasure?
 
   They have a map.
 
   Without hesitation, Celas began slinking her creature forward through the barrels, moving it up toward the tops, where it would be able to spread its wings and dart forward. It would be on them before they could react, bursting itself open in a puff of toxic gas. They would fall to the decks, dead in an instant. Then she could worry about how to best await the schooner, how to use her connection with Yolo to gain custody of their bags and that map. But for now, they had to die, before they could take even one step closer to the precious thing that she sought. The homunculus gained the lip of one barrel, brought its wings out, unfurled them —
 
   And Celas’ eyes went black in an explosion of pain.
 
   * * *
 
   The conversation about Thollol had raised Noxie’s spirits considerably — especially the notion that the magical mirror in the Red Scarfers’ stash might show them Grandpapa and Jake’s aunt Avelia in happy circumstances. And she couldn’t help but presume that Jake’s buoying effect on her was deliberate.
 
   Why in the world did I go and say, “And Weston, of course,” when I’d all but stumbled into an opportunity to ask how Jake feels about the idea of an “us?”
 
   His clear solicitude showed that at worst, she would be let down easily, while at best, he might well have feelings for her of his own.
 
   She had just about made up her mind to steer their talk back in that direction, when a sudden shriek and crash jerked her eyes from Jake’s face and stopped him in mid-sentence.
 
   Weston Hart stood not far aft of their position, apparently recovering his balance. Several barrels rolled about on the deck, as though he had just stumbled into them, or kicked them over.
 
   “Did the two of you see that?” he squawked, wide eyed and pointing at the barrels. “Did you see it?”
 
   “See what?” Noxie asked, fumingly. “We were trying to have a private conversation, until you blundered up and startled the wits out of us.”
 
   Weston took a wary step back from the rolling barrels, looking as though he thought they might bite him. “Well, that’s exactly what I was trying to avoid doing, when I walked up and saw the two of you mooning over each other.”
 
   Jake chuckled. “Weston, we were not ‘mooning’ over each other. What’s gotten into you?”
 
   The young man’s eyes did not leave the barrels. “Call it what you will. I’d just been lectured on shipboard privacy by Captain Boldmansson, so I decided to stand well back as I approached, and cleared my throat several times, although apparently not staunchly enough to break your concentration upon one another. And that’s when I saw it.”
 
   “Saw what?” Noxie asked again, a bit angrily. The ease at which Jake had laughed at Weston’s “mooning” comment had soured her disposition once more. “If you’re going to barge in on us, at least make some sense, would you?”
 
   If Weston heard her, he gave little indication. Suddenly, he pointed at the deck, at one of the casks that lay rocking back and forth on its side. “There!” he exclaimed. “There, you can see the blood!”
 
   Noxie blinked. That one word got her attention, and Jake’s as well. They both came away from the rail where they’d been lounging, and stepped cautiously to get a better look.
 
   “I was clearing my throat, and there it was,” Weston said. Sure enough, the spot he indicated had a spreading red stain upon it — a distinctive red, in fact. “I could barely believe it — a man, a perfectly formed little man, no bigger than my hand, with bat wings stretching out from his shoulders. The thing was climbing up from between two barrels, staring right at the two of you.”
 
   Jake had reached the scarlet puddle, and stood a yard or two away from it, peering down. “Weston, are you sure —”
 
   “Sure enough that I kicked a barrel into it the instant I saw it!” Weston retorted. “It meant the two of you no good, I could tell in a second.”
 
   The image of a malicious, winged little man could not help but conjure memories of Noxie’s cousins among the sprites. “Are you sure they were bat wings, Weston?” she asked. “And that he was really that small? A sprite might be as little as a foot and a half, you know.”
 
   Weston glanced up at her, peevishly. “Do you see a foot-and-a-half-long body lying crumpled under those barrels? This thing had a night-creature’s wings, and it was as red as that blood you see there — in fact, it basically came apart in a splash of blood when the barrels caught it between them. It was no natural being.”
 
   “And how do you know that?” Jake asked.
 
   “Because I got lined up with its profile just as I kicked the barrel, and the second before it splattered, I saw its face. And don’t dare say you refuse to believe this, because I saw it as clear as I’m seeing you now — I swear that it had your weaselly cousin’s face.”
 
   “You mean Yolo?” Jake said, with a touch of incredulity. He had been moving as if to stoop down and examine the blood, but this news stopped him flat.
 
   “Have I met another of your cousins?” 
 
   Though the story now sounded less and less like one of her cousins might be involved, Noxie moved forward as well, casting about with her senses for any sign of spritely figments or other magic. What she caught instead was a scent.
 
   “Jake, get back from there!” she gasped.
 
   Without hesitation, he jumped back, and Weston did too.
 
   “What?” asked the young scholar, in renewed alarm. “What is it?”
 
   “A poison smell,” she said, staring at the blood pool. “A plant called widowlace. It grows all over Warkslinshire — in most places, they put on thick gloves and uproot it wherever they find the stuff. But the fey folk of the woods use it on arrows and needles, to keep you bigfolk afraid of the deep forests.”
 
   “I can’t believe Yolo would try to kill us,” Jake said grimly. “I just refuse to.”
 
   Noxie shook her head. “I’ll let you be the judge of that. But having met him, what I can’t believe is that he’d be competent enough to nearly get the job done.”
 
   “Well, if this is anything to do with Yolo,” Jake said, gesturing at the red stain upon the deck, “then he’s obviously fallen in with a sympathetic wizard of significant power. I don’t know, I just can’t see it. He doesn’t have the charm to beguile someone into helping him, and I wouldn’t expect him to have the money to hire that kind of sorcery.”
 
   “But it was his face,” Weston insisted. 
 
   “And remember that we are on a treasure hunt,” Noxie said. “Yolo could have come across a particularly mercenary magician and offered to share the Red Scarfers’ cache with him.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “You really don’t know Yolo, if you use his name and the word ‘share’ in the same sentence. Well — I can’t fathom it, but perhaps something along those lines has happened. Whatever the explanation, we’re going to have to be very careful from here on out.”
 
   Weston nodded. “It makes me all the more in favor of Dahnur taking the ship off the rails at the end of the line. We definitely want to be ahead of whoever sent that thing, not behind them.”
 
   “Speaking of Dahnur, do we risk telling him?” Noxie asked. “He has this mission that he’s obsessed about — do you think he might put us off the ship, if he knows we’ve been targeted by magic?”
 
   “I have a hard time keeping this kind of danger a secret,” Jake said. “If there’s poison and magic afoot, it’s only fair to those around us that we let them know. Beyond that, I’ll feel safer with more eyes watching out for any further ‘winged Yolos’ that might come after us.”
 
   Noxie went a little red at having suggested secrecy — it hadn’t occurred to her that others might be endangered because of their presence. But Jake didn’t sound judgmental in his response, so perhaps no harm was done.
 
   “And on the subject of ‘watching out,’” Jake continued, “I suppose we’d best thank you for doing so, Weston. You may very well have saved our lives.”
 
   “Trust me, it was sheer instinct and horror,” Weston said. “Don’t give me too much credit.”
 
   For some reason, this moment of honest modesty made Noxie warm a bit toward Weston. She smiled at him and said, “Well, you deserve credit enough for me to thank you too, and I do.”
 
   “I’ll go a step further, Weston,” said Jake, “and suggest that you pay attention to what this incident says about you. It may all have been instinct and horror — but in my book, heroism is all about having the right instincts, when the horrific comes at you. You’re made of good stuff, my friend.”
 
   For once Weston merely blinked, apparently at a loss for what to say.
 
   * * *
 
   The throbbing agony behind Celas’ eyes had subsided by the time Kulika returned to the small cabin. An ache remained — a fierce one — but not the debilitating pain that had struck in that instant when the homunculus had been crushed.
 
   “Well?” she asked, as soon as she heard the door click shut behind her Point. “Did you speak to him?”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” came Kulika’s voice. “How is your sight? Is it returning?”
 
   Blindness kept Celas from lashing out in fury at this question, but she had more tools than her own hands. “Maurd,” she said through clenched teeth, “strike her.”
 
   The sound of a blow followed, and a pained intake of breath from Kulika.
 
   “I will tolerate bad news,” Celas continued without pause, “but I will not tolerate your hesitation in delivering it, nor the pathetic lack of faith implied by your worries about my sight. The goddess will grant it back to me, and if she does not, then I will take yours, or Maurd’s. When you deflect my questions, you delay Cimone’s will. Never forget that.”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” Kulika said, her tone repentant. “I did speak to Yolo Warbler, but he wants nothing to do with us for the moment. He is stricken as you are, though with different injuries. His assumption is that I passed some disease to him in our joining last night. He is bedridden with pain, and vicious in his placement of blame for it.”
 
   Celas had feared as much. When her vision had snapped to black, and she had cried out against the pain despite herself, she had also heard from some other cabin on board a prolonged shrieking. In crafting the homunculus, she had used her own tears to connect it to her sight. But the bulk of the thing had been fashioned from Yolo’s blood and seed. Its destruction had carried through the link to her eyes, and must likewise have set fire to Yolo’s veins — and some of his more tender organs. Although the Abscissa felt certain that these effects would not last, the damage to her relationship with Yolo might well be permanent. 
 
   “Take him some of the opiates from our stock,” Celas commanded her Point. “He must be made comfortable, and won back to our favor. As my vision returns, I may have to seduce him myself — we will have need of his blood to track his cousin, and it must be willingly given for the trace spell to work.”
 
   “I obey, mistress.”
 
   Celas waited in silence until she heard their travel chest open, Kulika’s hands moving through its contents, and then its lid closing once more. As the Point’s footsteps trailed toward the door, she spoke again.
 
   “Kulika, come to my side, and guide my hand to the bruise Maurd just dealt you.”
 
   The Point’s footsteps approached the bunk where she lay. She reached out one hand, which Kulika took obediently by the wrist. When her fingertips touched the other woman’s face, Celas spoke in low and breathy tones. “Strength in pain. Each wound that we suffer brings us closer to the goddess’ will — earns us the right to Take from the cattle around us. You have lowered yourself to the animal yearnings of this feeble man’s loins. And in return, if you serve well, you may make the cut when we remove them from him. Now go, and be the succoring angel to his pain.”
 
   “Thank you, mistress,” said Kulika, drawing back.
 
   Once she had departed, Celas relaxed upon her bunk, and floated in the darkness — imagining it to be a greater darkness yet to come.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight: Eaveshadow
 
    
 
   Weston Hart sat fuming in the cabin with Jake, his admiration for Dahnur Boldmansson thoroughly overthrown.
 
   “What complete and utter gall the man has!” he growled. He tapped the heel of one foot in futile objection to the confinement that had been forced upon him. Jake, in contrast, simply lay relaxed upon the top bunk. This irritated Weston almost as much as being shut in. “Haven’t you even an opinion, Jake? We’re prisoners here, locked up on the flimsiest of justifications. Where is your outrage?”
 
   “It’s waiting for a moment when it might be able to do some good,” Jake replied in an inappropriately humorous tone. “We’re still a day from the next port, which is the earliest chance we might have to change our situation. And furthermore, we knew Dahnur was capricious when we paid over our money and came on board. I’m surprised that something this strange has happened so soon, but if there’s anyone to be outraged at, it’s myself, for agreeing to take ship with a man who is plainly unstable.”
 
   Weston gritted his teeth. “Unstable indeed — how could I have been so taken in? And more to the point, why in the world did you and Noxie allow yourselves to be convinced by me? My vision is off in Thollol, looking for The Last Tragedy, and my heart is back in the Thespic Conservatory with Amblisse. Why couldn’t one or both of you be the voice of moderation?”
 
   Jake chuckled at this, and said, “Blame your own gilded tongue, my friend. We were helpless before your powers of persuasion.”
 
   “Bah,” Weston said. “How much good did those powers do me when I tried to use them on our captain? None.”
 
   His mind went back to the confrontation — to Dahnur’s grim expression and instantly suspicious demeanor, when they had shown him the stain of blood and poison upon his deck. 
 
   “Who’s pursuing you? And why?” he had demanded in a flash, with eyes casting narrowly about amongst the three of them.
 
   Noxie had tried to explain that they didn’t know, and Weston had chimed in — unwisely in retrospect — with the admission that, “It might be Jake’s cousin, a fellow named Yolo.”
 
   This had fired Dahnur’s suspicions to still greater heights. “Well, which is it? A mystery, a baffling cipher? Or this cousin? I don’t care for getting two such distinctly different stories.”
 
   Jake had attempted the role of peacemaker, trying to clarify that only Weston had seen evidence implicating Yolo. But Dahnur would have none of it.
 
   “You offer me a choice between the improbable and the implausible,” he had said. “On the one hand, that there might be a powerful sorcerer on your heels without any explanation whatsoever, and on the other hand, that you might know your pursuer familially, and yet not know him to be capable of powerful sorcery. Which is it? And whichever it is, why should I believe it, and not simply have you put off the ship immediately?”
 
   Here Jake had grown quietly intense. “You’ll not have us put off the ship because you’re a man who values his reputation. We’ve paid you good money, and we’ve revealed a danger to you that we could have kept secret. To throw us off would reveal you as a coward and a cheat.”
 
   “Have a care at the names you throw about,” Dahnur had said, a stern finger angled toward Jake’s face. “There are much larger things at risk here than my reputation, and I won’t let my judgment be swayed by threats of slander.”
 
   Weston had attempted a correction: “Well, technically, it wouldn’t be slander if we simply told the truth about your —”
 
   “I have no interest in technicalities! My only interest is in the successful completion of my mission, which is all-important. Get below to your cabins. I’m placing a guard on each of your doors. I’ll call you back up later, when I’ve had more time to mull this over. Hopefully, by then you’ll have gotten your stories straight.”
 
   Their objections to this had done them no good, and Dahnur’s lieutenants had quickly ushered them belowdecks, splitting the three of them up between the two cabins that their fares had paid for. Of course, “cabin” was perhaps a generous term for the compartment Jake and Weston now shared. It consisted essentially of two stacked bunks along one wall and the minimum amount of space necessary to stand next to them. The men’s bags had to be stowed beneath the lower bunk, and those that would not fit stood against the outer bulkhead, under a porthole less than a foot wide. Weston itched to stand up and pace, but if he had done so, he wouldn’t have been able to complete more than a full stride before either the cabin door or the stack of luggage would force him to turn around.
 
   “Do you think he’ll come to his senses?” Weston asked. “Or do you think we might actually be thrown off at the next port?”
 
   “Well, I doubt he’ll throw us off, one way or another. He’d be obligated to return our fares, and we could get the backing of the port authority on that. Since I’m of the impression he desperately needs the funds, I doubt he’ll risk it. What I’m becoming more interested in is the exact nature of this mission Dahnur is on. What business could he possibly have in Thollol that’s of such urgency — that could make him take such risks with his ship, and react with such paranoia to an incident of wizardry?”
 
   At this point, Weston did stand, so that he could look Jake in the eye. “Really?” he asked. “Are you really more interested in what Dahnur’s up to than in whether he’ll jettison us from the ship?”
 
   Jake shrugged mildly. “Actually, yes. Because I strongly suspect that he’ll choose the easiest route to self-protection and to retaining our money — which would be to keep us locked here belowdecks for the remainder of the trip.”
 
   Weston groaned and sat back down.
 
   * * *
 
    By evening, the pain in Celas’ eyes had mostly gone, so long as she kept her gaze away from anything bright. A lamp or candle-flame would leave a pulsing streak across her vision and stab agony deep into both eye-sockets. The sun, while it had remained out, would have been intolerable. But with night having fallen and the better part of her sight returned, the Abscissa could not remain static in her quarters any longer. She had Maurd bring her a gauzy veil and a deep-hooded cloak, and with both on, she made her way through the twists of the ship’s hallways to Yolo Warbler’s cabin.
 
   Her knock at the door brought only a quiet moan from the other side.
 
   She knocked again, and said quietly, “Yolo, are you there?”
 
   Again, the response was low and incoherent. Looking each way along the passage, she took hold of the door handle and let herself in.
 
   The small but well-appointed cabin held a single bunk, a narrow wardrobe, and a tiny desk. On the latter burned an oil lamp, its flame set low and its shade down. Celas closed and latched the door and moved quickly to the bunk, angling herself so that her hood blocked all view of the lamp. Yolo Warbler lay comatose on the narrow bed, his mouth gaping open and occasionally emitting meaningless sounds. These symptoms and the clamminess of his skin suggested that he remained under the effects of the narcotic Kulika had brought him earlier.
 
   Celas now took out an antidote to the drug and spilt a few grains of it into one palm. She gauged this to be enough to bring Yolo around, without fully clearing his mind or returning him to a complete awareness of his pain. Tilting his head, she trickled the powder into his mouth, then lifted his jaw up to close it. Within a few moments, a shudder ran through him, and he began to blink. His eyes cast about the room as though following a meandering insect, until they alighted on her face.
 
   “Celas?” he asked blearily. “How did you get in?” 
 
   “You must have left the latch undone in your suffering,” she said, though she knew this to be false; she had ordered Kulika to make certain that the lock was picked well in advance of leaving her own cabin. “Or perhaps the steward heard you groaning, and used his master key to come in and check on you.”
 
   Yolo rubbed his eyes with both hands, mumbling something resentful that included the words “privacy” and “bugger.”
 
   “Are you feeling any better?” she asked him. “I was very concerned when Kulika told me you had fallen ill.”
 
   At this, he winced, and his hands moved reflexively toward his groin. “Please,” he said, “I don’t care to hear your maid’s name. I don’t know what blight she passed on to me, but it’s turned the mere thought of her into misery.”
 
   She touched him gently on the shoulder. “It grieves me to see you in such pain. But I assure you, Kulika harbors no pestilence. When she serves me in the — protective role that she took on last night, she always employs various purifying agents and cantrips just after. Her system remains as clean, as healthy as it was in her virginity.”
 
   He rolled from his side to his back and clumsily draped an arm across his brow. “That’s not the story that my most precious appendage tells me.”
 
   Celas worked to swallow her frustration. Ordinarily, nothing would please her more than seeing an ass like Yolo squirming in pain. But in this case his misery threatened her mission. She leaned down close, her lips near to his ear.
 
   “Poor, suffering Yolo,” she whispered, making certain that her breath caressed his cheek.
 
   “Please,” he complained, “your nearness only reminds me of my intimate night with Kulika — which only reminds me of how I have been stricken.”
 
   Sitting back up, she said, “If I believed you correct, my concern would be less. Yolo, the diseases you fancy having caught take time to develop. Their symptoms appear over days or weeks, not mere hours. In my experience, only a curse of some kind seizes its victim so quickly.”
 
   “A curse?” he asked, voice rising in worry. “What do you mean, a curse?”
 
   “Dark magic,” she replied. His sudden fear tasted promising to her. “Dark and crippling magic, intended to leave you physically infirm and too worried about your — affliction — to pursue any course but rest and recovery.”
 
   Yolo sat up and cringed back upon his bunk in horror. “What kind of fiend do you have for a maid?”
 
   “What kind —” Celas stopped herself and took a deep breath. You cannot react with anger. If he sees nothing beyond the end of his nose, then you must bring the appropriate conclusions to the end of his nose. “Yolo, I have to ask you, what possible reason would Kulika have for doing you harm?”
 
   “How should I know?” he asked. “You’re her mistress — ask her!”
 
   “I would rather ask you — and have you ask yourself. Can’t you think of anyone else who might wish you ill? Want to see your journey to Thollol fail?”
 
   At last, his mind seemed to recall that there was a world beyond the ship, and events that had preceded his tryst with Celas’ servant. His eyes traced back and forth, as though reviewing a lengthy list of enemies. Suddenly, his brow furrowed. “Surely, you can’t be thinking of Jake? I hate him, and he loathes me, but he’s too swollen with his proud ‘principles’ to —”
 
   “But Yolo, you said that he has companions on his quest — and that one of them was the Key Bearer. Don’t you realize what power there is in winning the Key? Even if your cousin lacks the stomach for dark deeds, how can you be sure that his new friends do not? All of them know that you have a right to the treasure they’re pursuing. All of them know that you’re actually ahead of them in the race to Thollol. Please, hold your cousin blameless if you must, but don’t leave yourself vulnerable to these strangers he’s taken up with.”
 
   He rubbed his eyes with the heel of each palm, as though trying to press the haziness from his brain and think. “It’s all so confusing,” he said. “What am I to do? Will I ever recover?”
 
   She took hold of his wrists softly, and eased his hands away from his eyes. “Do you not feel better already? Hasn’t the medicine I sent with Kulika soothed your tortured body?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, his gaunt and sickly face relaxing as he met her gaze. “Yes, it’s been a nightmare — torment — I can barely remember. But I remember I was much, much worse ... I don’t even know how long it has lasted. Is it day? Is it night?”
 
   “Night,” she replied. “A night for you to sleep, and mend. I have brought a little more of our balm, and when you next awake from its healing embrace, the greatest part of your pain should be gone. Then we can talk and think about how to protect you — how to deal with those who would strike at you again.”
 
    “You are so beautiful,” he said dreamily. “So much more beautiful than Kulika. I can’t wait to be better.”
 
   Celas smiled and touched his cheek. “Don’t fear, Yolo. When I am done with you, you will barely recall this time as suffering at all.”
 
   * * *
 
   In a way, Jake was glad for Weston’s endless nattering about the injustice of their confinement. It kept him occupied, and forced him to think of the positive. After all, the only thing more intolerable than a long conversation disputing Weston’s negativity would have been a long conversation agreeing with it.
 
   Even so, however, his mind occasionally went to Noxie, shut off in a room by herself, and how he would not be there to help her if another creation of sinister magic came to attack them.
 
   Precisely as he contemplated this, a tapping at the porthole startled him half out of bed.
 
   “What’s that?” gasped Weston, spilling from his own bunk and scrabbling backward toward the door — the farthest point one could get from the porthole.
 
   Jake slid quickly to the floor and peered at the glass, which showed mostly glare from the single candle in the cabin’s wall sconce. Something moved in the night air beyond, but he could not tell what. Warily, he leaned toward the porthole — and a miniature image of Noxie sprang up before his eyes. With an impatient look on its face, the image pantomimed the opening of the window.
 
   “It’s Noxie,” Jake said, relieved. As he reached for the catch on the porthole, his body blocked the candlelight, and he could see, barely, Noxie’s hand pressed against the glass and her face just beyond.
 
   “Wait!” Weston objected. “What if it’s a trick?”
 
   But Jake had already released the catch , and Noxie’s arm came through the open casing along with a gust of wind.
 
   “Give me a hand,” she urged, keeping her voice low. “It’s a little breezy out here.”
 
   Jake grabbed her hand immediately, eyeing her spread wings with concern. “Can you fit?”
 
   “Well this part’s easy enough,” Noxie said, slipping both arms easily through, then wedging her head and shoulders in. She squinted in concentration and furled her wings tight against the shoulder blades. Then she gave a dubious look backwards. “But we’ll have to see about my bottom — erf!”
 
   After a moment’s wiggling, she popped through into the cabin. Then, perched on the stack of luggage, she swung the porthole closed behind her.
 
   “That’s better,” she said, raking stray locks of her brassy hair back away from her face. “Whew!”
 
   A pounding came from the door. With a twist of her hand, Noxie instantly became just another bag atop the luggage pile.
 
   “Open up!” demanded a voice from outside the cabin. “Open up, I heard—”
 
   Weston got the door open quickly, and the guard beyond peered in at them with suspicion.
 
   “I thought I heard a girl in here,” the man said. But the cramped scene within the cabin had already thrown a tone of doubt into his voice. Even as small as Noxie was, the room simply had no space for a third person to hide, and there had been no time for her to conceal herself regardless. His eyes flitted about the fixtures and furniture of the cabin, a confused look settling over his face.
 
   Weston held up one hand to explain. “I was reciting some lines from a play for my friend here,” he said, gesturing toward Jake. “One of the parts is female, and so naturally, I spoke it ‘in voice.’”
 
   Grimacing uncertainly, the fellow grunted, and after another scan of the room retreated to his position in the corridor beyond. Weston closed the door once more.
 
   “What say we change to music?” Jake asked in a confident volume. “That way we won’t alarm anyone again.”
 
   “A capital idea,” Weston replied.
 
   Stooping at the bedside, Jake dragged his lute-case from beneath the lower bunk, and in short order was strumming out a lively tune to cover the noise of their conversation. He picked a cheerful one, for his mood had warmed considerably with Noxie’s presence in the room.
 
   “You scared the wits out of us, tapping at the window like that,” Weston chided her as soon as she reappeared from behind her illusion. “Couldn’t you have sent a figment in first, to give us some warning?”
 
   Noxie raised an eyebrow and wiggled her fingers, conjuring a stream of bright words in the air between them: And here I expected you’d thank me for breaking your boredom. I’ve just about gone out of my skull, staring at the walls of my cabin all day.
 
   “Well, next time kindly try to see things from another perspective,” Weston replied. “Jake and I have had each other for company the whole afternoon, so our tedium wasn’t nearly at a level that we’d need to be terrified out of it.”
 
   Jake smiled. In a sing-song voice that fell in with his playing, he said, “Not to disagree with Weston, but to me it’s well worth the price of a momentary surprise to have you here.”
 
   She looked genuinely pleased at this, and conjured, Thank you.
 
   “Unfortunately,” he continued, shifting to a series of more melancholy chords, “I don’t think it’s wise for you to stay long. If they catch you in here, they’ll split us up again and seal the windows to keep us separated.”
 
   Noxie pooched her lower lip out at this, then sighed. She wrote in the air, I suppose you’re right. We don’t want to ruin the chances of me coming back later.
 
   “Not to mention how stifling it will get in here by day, if they won’t let us open the porthole,” said Weston.
 
   Jake inserted a few bars of the folk song The Muggy Month of Morque into his playing, then went back to strumming. “The main thing is to agree on what our overall plan is. I suggest that we just stick with the truth if Dahnur comes to question us again. That way at least our stories will be consistent, and he won’t become paranoid.”
 
   MORE paranoid, Noxie wrote. She had settled her chin on the heel of one hand to watch him play, and now used lazy gestures of the other hand to create her figmentary letters. You know, you really are quite a good player.
 
   Weston cleared his throat impatiently. “All well and good,” he said, “but what is our plan in regards to our situation? We can tell Dahnur the truth all day and night long, but what are we going to do?”
 
   “I’m afraid we don’t really have much leverage to do anything right now, Weston.”
 
   This did not appear to sit well with Weston, but before he could say anything, Noxie took her chin off her hand and brought forth a flurry of words in the air. Leverage — that’s exactly what we need to get, then. We’ve no clue why our captain behaves so peculiarly, or what it is he’s after. If we could find that out, we might have something to hold over him.
 
   “A nice thought,” Weston said. Then he gestured about the cabin. “But we don’t exactly have a lot of latitude for spying on the captain from in here.”
 
   Noxie stepped off of the luggage heap — but onto air, instead of the floor. Her iridescent wings shot forth from her shoulder blades and hummed quietly to keep her aloft. She performed a slow aerial turn, then landed once again.
 
   We haven’t, you say? she asked.
 
   The notion of Noxie sneaking around to spy on the possibly unhinged Dahnur Boldmansson made Jake uneasy. He tunefully said, “I don’t know how keen I am on that idea ...”
 
   Noxie gave a mischievous lift of one eyebrow and replied in a low voice, “Then I suppose you’d better keep a close watch on me and make sure I don’t do it.”
 
   * * *
 
   After lunch the next day, Celas ordered Maurd to go and extend an invitation to Yolo Warbler, for him to meet her on deck and share a healthy walk in the sun. Maurd’s partner, Kulika, remained behind to help their mistress prepare herself.
 
   As she braided Celas’ hair, Kulika broached a question, her tone cautious. “Abscissa, please know that I ask this only that I may learn. With your eyes still paining you, would it not be simpler to bring the man here, or meet him at his own cabin?”
 
   “Simpler, yes,” said Celas. “But I do not need simplicity. I need the complex. I need for Yolo to identify me with brightness, with beauty — with clean blue skies and gossamer clouds. I need for him to be aware of his pain as something that is receding, and to link me to that recession. In this way, I become health to him, and life. When I bring up the subject of his cousin, and the supposed curse that has been placed upon him, I do not want the dim confines of his cabin to close in and choke at him — I do not want him to look upon me in darkness while I make him fear dark things. His fear must contrast entirely with my image, which will be lovely and vital in the sunlight.”
 
   “I see,” said Kulika, continuing efficiently at her work. Celas appreciated the strong, quick fingers moving through her hair. “Mistress, I beg your leave for mentioning this, but are you aware — even here in the cabin, you narrow your eyes against the light. I have seen men fall before those eyes before, but will you be able to use them upon him, if the sun drives you to squint?”
 
   It amused Celas to see the wheels turning within her Point’s mind. She is so earnest, and yet always so many steps behind. 
 
   “Are you afraid that I will go to work our plans upon him, only to end up blinking like a mole, or wriggling like some pale creature of the soil unearthed by the gardener’s spade?”
 
   Kulika’s fingers hesitated. She remained quiet for a moment, then resumed her braiding. “I’m sorry, mistress. You are already prepared, of course.”
 
   “No, Kulika,” Celas replied, lifting a hand-mirror to observe the progress of her coiffure. In its glass, she saw that the Point was right — her expression had a pinched look, from the tightness of her eyes. “But I have a plan for how to prepare. And as usual, you shall be indispensable in the execution of that plan.”
 
   * * *
 
   A knock at the door turned out to be Dahnur Boldmansson.
 
   “Captain,” Weston said curtly, with a slight nod.
 
   “I’ve come to let you know my decision,” Dahnur replied. “Step aside, please, so that I can make certain you both hear it.”
 
   “Decision?” Weston asked. He did back up and let the captain enter, but he did so with both hands at his waist to show his disapproval. “Didn’t you say you were going to give us some time to think, and then hear our story out? I’ve plenty ready to say after the whole day you’ve kept us stewing in here — how are you supposed to gain a full understanding without a full discussion?”
 
   He looked to Jake for support, but all Jake did was prop himself up in the bunk to listen.
 
   Boldmansson crossed his arms. “I’ve discussed things enough already — with my second in command, Algur. He is convinced, as I am, that we cannot leave you loose on the decks to draw your enemies’ magic upon us. So the only understanding we need now is how you are to behave yourselves for the rest of this trip.”
 
   “I’ll tell you how I’m going to behave,” Weston said irately.
 
   Jake reached down and put a hand on his shoulder, causing him to jump. “Weston, let’s just hear what —”
 
   “No, Jake, let’s don’t. I’ve waited patiently for the good captain to come in and hear us out, and what has it gotten me? Neglected, that’s what, and now willfully ignored. So the way I’m going to ‘behave’ myself is by raising a ruckus.”
 
   He turned back to Boldmansson, recognizing that he was caught up in the heat of his passions, but heedless of it. “You may be lord and master while we’re in the air, sir. But the ship must resupply sometime, and when it does, I plan on screaming blue murder from the portholes. Then you’ll have the authorities to answer to, and your tyranny over us will be at an end.”
 
   This threat failed to light Dahnur’s face with the look of realization that Weston had hoped to see. Instead, the captain stroked his well-trimmed beard and said thoughtfully, “Hmm. I wonder how the authorities might respond if I told them that you caused a disturbance aboard my ship — which you did — and that I simply confined you to quarters as a result — which is my prerogative. And then I wonder how they might respond if I said that you were free to leave the ship at any time of your own choosing, though of course this would result in the forfeiture of your fares.”
 
   Weston compressed his lips at that, his mind quickly running through the scenario. “Well, they would — they —”
 
   “They would tell you to either accept my rules, or surrender your claim to passage upon my ship. You’ll note that I have not in any way threatened to breach our original contract — you are to be carried aboard this vessel to its final destination, as we discussed, and at the price you already paid. I’m a man of my word, and I don’t intend on breaking it — unless you force my hand.”
 
   “And what of the overland trip?” Jake asked. “Once you ground the ship, are we still going to be allowed to accompany your expedition through the shadow country?”
 
   Weston blinked and felt his mouth gape open. “Jake, surely you can’t —”
 
   Dahnur shook his head. “That offer was never part of your fare. I specifically said that you could join us on the trail as long as you could keep up and not jeopardize the mission. Your mysterious enemies make that second requirement impossible.”
 
   “Do you at least plan to leave us with some supplies once you abandon us?” Jake’s tone remained mild — Weston couldn’t imagine how he managed it.
 
   “If you’ve money left to buy them,” said Dahnur, “I’ll gladly let you have our spare stores.”
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Weston exclaimed. “I will not be treated this way, and I can’t imagine that the local authorities charged with maintaining the imperial airways will be as sympathetic to you as the picture you paint. Perhaps it’s doomed to fail, but be warned that I intend to try my original plan, captain. We’ll see which of us persuades the next portmaster more completely.”
 
   “Try it if you must,” Dahnur replied. He moved back to the door, and paused in its open frame. “But be aware of where we are. We’ll be passing below the Eaves tomorrow, into lands where people never see the sun, and live hard, harsh lives. The farther into the shadowy country we get, the more inclined folk will be to let a captain do as he will in controlling unruly passengers. So if you intend mischief, I recommend doing it at the very next port, which is Lossley. The towns that are fully in the shadow might deal with troublemakers frontier-style.”
 
   With that, he stepped out and shut the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Once again, Noxie stood on her cabin’s single chair, opened the porthole above it, and proceeded to wedge herself through. Her heart pounded — both at the swirling wind and darkness around her, and at the frightful image of someone coming through the cabin door while she remained in her current undignified position, with most of her body out of the window and just her hindquarters wiggling their way through.
 
   As before, though, she squeezed her hips past the metal rim and escaped into the open air — where she had only her normal terror of flying by night to deal with. 
 
   Trying to breathe calm, measured breaths, Noxie struggled upwind toward the rear of the ship. Thanks to the tether-car on the rails far below, the ship kept well below the speed of the night wind, forcing her to labor hard against the gusting air. She found herself wishing once again for the grace and strength that her cousins had always shown on the wing. How they would have laughed at her, gritting her teeth and straining to make headway, when their own wings would have flitted them to the stern in half the time. The image aggravated Noxie still further, and she thrummed her wings all the harder as she neared her goal.
 
   A double goad had sent her out into the dark: boredom even worse than the previous day’s, along with Dahnur Boldmansson’s infuriating decision to keep his passengers imprisoned in their cabins. 
 
   I’m sure Jake will be cross with me for giving in, she thought. He had urged caution the night before, and the combination of his concern and the enthralling beauty of his lute-playing had gotten her to agree. Before leaving her companions’ cabin, she had promised not to try her spying scheme until their situation became more desperate. But it is more desperate now, she told herself. How much more desperate could things be than getting locked in a cabin alone for a week or more?
 
   The excuse sounded a bit frail to her, and she was nearing the stern anyway, so she shrugged her rationales away. 
 
   The flight had taken her halfway along the ship’s length, and kept her below the level of the portholes the whole way. Now she rounded the corner at the aft-end of the vessel and saw a grander set of windows whose size suggested they might be the captain’s. Better still, the shutters and glass stood open, letting out light and sound to the night air with her.
 
   Noxie worked her way over beneath the windows, where she found the hull carved with fanciful ornamentation. The high relief of the woodwork provided several perfect foot- and handholds. She took advantage of them to support herself and rest her wings.
 
   “ ... line to ... lk,” a voice was saying. Its coherence fell prey to the sound of the wind gliding all about her and working through the shutters and the window-casing. “ ... be trouble, if he ... s good on that threat ... cause a stir.”
 
   Noxie reset her grip a bit higher and freed up her right hand to work a glamer upon herself. She hid all of her natural colors beneath an illusion of pure black. With that done, she levered herself higher still and peeked over the windowsill.
 
   Inside the room, Dahnur Boldmansson responded to his lieutenant. “Let them cause a stir, then. I must confess I’m confused by your sudden doubts, Algur. We went over all of this this morning.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” said Algur. “But this morning I thought you would be able to cow them into submission. Instead, the curly-headed fellow has continued to harangue the crewmen with every meal they take to him. He threatened to inform the next portmaster of the staleness of the bread, for pity’s sake. What if he won’t hold his tongue? What if he really does adopt the tactic of screeching from the porthole each time we dock? Most importantly, what if it occurs to him to screech out things that might compromise our mission, and draw our enemies upon us?”
 
   Algur paced restlessly about the cabin as he posed these questions. He had an awkward, stiff posture that went with his long and stolid face. Dahnur, in contrast, lounged in an upholstered chair, his feet stretched out onto a desk.
 
   “What does he know that might compromise us? He’s heard nothing of our plans, and despite his block-headed intrusiveness, I don’t think he managed to catch a glimpse of the mandolin yesterday when we had it out. He can yell our names out the porthole all he likes, and holler to all in earshot that we’re bound for Thollol. What would it give away?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Algur, dubiously. “I don’t know, but I do know that they have blood magic on their trail, and they either can’t or won’t admit who their pursuers are. What if, by sheer chance, they’ve made enemies of the cult we oppose? Up until now, we’ve done nothing to attract the attention of the dark goddess or her followers. Can we afford to carry passengers who might draw that attention to us?”
 
   Dahnur slowly tapped the toes of his boots together as he mulled this over. Then he fished a key from his jacket pocket, got to his feet, and moved across the room to a chest. Noxie’s view was momentarily blocked by Algur, and she fought the impulse to lean into the room for a better angle. She heard the sound of a padlock being opened and removed, and then saw Dahnur stand again, now holding the case of a modestly sized musical instrument. He carried this back to the desk, laid it down and opened it.
 
   “Look at it again, Algur,” said Dahnur, trailing a finger across the soundboard of a mandolin nestled within the case. Boldmansson’s lieutenant moved to obey, and Noxie gritted her teeth at her inability to do likewise. “Have we teased any truths from it yet? Is its meaning plain and clear to us?”
 
   Algur crossed his arms and stared down at the mandolin as ordered. Noxie could see that a section of the wood had been engraved with something, a diagram of some kind, but she could make out no details. Both men had their eyes upon the engravings, their heads turned downward. Surely they can’t see me from this angle, she thought, trying to decide whether to pursue an idea she’d just hatched. Not without turning their heads ...
 
   She made up her mind to risk it. With her free hand, she altered her gestures of illusion, letting the guise of darkness fall. A whole-body figment like this one would fade quickly if not maintained — from black to deep shadow to no cover at all in a minute or less. If they glanced her way now, or even turned and caught sight of her peripherally, her game might be up. But her curiosity could not withstand the men’s bizarre shift from talk of cults and blood magic to staring at this dainty instrument. So she drew up a new illusion just before her own eyes — a pair of lenses in sequence, like those in the spyglass she’d borrowed to look at Dahnur’s ship as it had first approached Gleit. Squinting through them and shifting them about, she was just able to get a good view of the engraving before her courage gave out and she felt the need to summon back her disguise.
 
   Even as she put her screen of darkness back in place, Algur straightened his back and looked full at Dahnur. She held her breath — had he gotten a glimpse of her from the corner of his eye?
 
   “I’m at a loss, Captain,” said Algur. Noxie relaxed. He gave no sign of having spotted her. “We know what it leads to, we just don’t know the context. But we’re seeking that in the museum, aren’t we? I can’t follow your point.”
 
   Noxie found herself riveted. The mandolin’s soundboard held an intricately graven map. What did it lead to? What were these men after?
 
   Dahnur closed the instrument case once more and carried it back to the chest.
 
   “My point, good Algur, is that the Map Instrumental is only half of our quest. If we do find its mate in Thollol’s museum, then we will know our final destination. But we will not yet have anything to carry to that destination.  We’ve been traveling so long, and have come so far, and yet we still have only the first piece of the first piece of what we seek. I would not say this to the crew at large, but frankly, I very much doubt we will reach the end of this journey without ever crossing the cult’s path. They know much that we do not, and we will need some of their knowledge if we are to capture and destroy that which our enemies long ago lost.”
 
   Algur narrowed his eyes. “You’re suggesting that ...”
 
   “For the time being,” Dahnur replied, “we are a ship for hire. We carry goods and passengers westward. If our current trio of passengers really are being chased by ... the cult, well, that might actually be to our advantage.  Should their pursuers catch up to them, they will be looking for them, not for us. It might give us the opportunity to seize one of our foes and drag vital information from them, because their attention will be focused in the wrong direction.”
 
   This appeared to give Algur pause. He stroked one side of his long, solemn face in thought. “Sir, I don’t know how I feel about using innocents as bait, so to speak.”
 
   Dahnur shrugged broadly. “How do we know that they’re innocents? More to the point, are we somehow doing them more harm by keeping them aboard, and watching for their pursuers, than we would be in turning them loose and refunding their fares at the next port?”
 
   Algur’s response was a nod of respect. Dahnur waved him toward the door.
 
   “Tell the men to be vigilant,” Boldmansson said.
 
   “Aye, Captain.”
 
   With that, Algur left — and Noxie did, as well.
 
   * * *
 
   The Lossley skyport bore scant resemblance to the grand tower from which Celas and her Points had departed Gleit. Little more than a platform along a stretch of side track, it could not have accommodated two ships at a time. It bore a winch and a crane and a hut for the portmaster and his aides; a narrow stair led down to the town far below.
 
   For Celas, though, lounging at the platform’s rail, Lossley resonated with potential even more than the great, ramped pillar of Gleit’s skyport. Gleit had been a departure, and a monumental one — but Lossley tasted of arrival.
 
   “It must take a particularly cretinous goon to live in these parts,” Yolo said to her, squinting out across the shadowy streets below. “Who could tolerate this dark all the time, day in and day out?”
 
   “Dismal,” Celas murmured, turning her head westward toward the inky black of the shadow country. “And farther in beneath the Eaves, it’s like a true abyss.”
 
   They had crossed the Umbral Border that morning, and reached Lossley by noon — except that here, below the continent of Jueln, there was no noon. As late morning came, the sun rose above the margins of the overhanging continent, creating first an inverted sunset, and then a lingering dusk. Back to the east lay a bright line of mingled green and gold and blue — the lands that stood in sunlight with the open sky above them. But here the sky was rock, and invisible in the darkness that it cast.
 
   “Where have your two servants got off to, anyway?” Yolo asked as he looked toward the ship, where preparations for departure had nearly finished. “They’re not going to hold us up, are they?”
 
   She smiled at him. “They’re just picking up some additional supplies, dear Yolo. Now that you’re joining us on the route to Thollol, our present stocks will not suffice. Don’t fret — they’ll arrive just in time.”
 
   All of this was true — though it also omitted some truths that Celas could hardly share with Jake Warbler’s cousin. She had convinced him, the night before, that she knew a minor spell, a spell of blood ties that would enable them to exploit the familial bond that flowed in Yolo’s veins and in his cousin’s. Her hope had been to get a sample of his blood and use it to impregnate a compass, thereby letting her track her prey. After his affliction, she dared not suggest that he let her drink straight from his veins, which would enable her to sense Jake directly. But even for the compass method, the sample needed to be willingly given, and Yolo had balked at bloodletting in the most squeamish fashion possible. “Why can’t it stay inside me where it belongs?” he’d whimpered at the suggestion.  Not wanting to appear sinister or overly demanding, she had fallen back to her least desirable plan, which was to attune Yolo himself to his cousin’s location. Unfortunately, this required a significantly different set of preparations, and so, upon arrival in Lossley, the Abscissa had sent out her Points to collect the necessary raw materials. 
 
   Something down below caught Yolo’s eye, causing him to twist his head this way and that in an attempt to get a glimpse. Another man might have leaned out across the rail, but Yolo appeared dubious of his safety even with both hands firmly on its top. Instead, he bent down and gingerly eased his head through a gap between the railing and a secondary brace that ran horizontally below it.
 
   “Is that them?” he asked, pointing downward. “At the bottom of the stair?”
 
   Celas leaned forward and saw that, indeed, Kulika and Maurd had appeared at street level, lugging between them a substantial wooden locker. Kulika took the front end and Maurd the rear as they mounted the steep stairway that switched back and forth up to the platform.
 
   “You’ve a couple of gluttons for punishment in those two,” Yolo continued, extricating his head from the rail and shaking it in disbelief. “There’s a crane right over there, and the portmaster’s two aides to work it. Why don’t they just have them winch the stuff up, instead of trundling up the stairs with it?”
 
   “Kulika and Maurd are devotees of physical exertion,” Celas replied mildly. “They believe that the labors of bone and muscle strengthen the soul as well. Besides which, they know that their efforts will save me from paying the gratuity that the portmaster’s aides might hope for, in exchange for running the crane.”
 
   This caused Yolo to snort. “An easier way to avoid paying a gratuity is simply not to pay one. I can’t figure who is the bigger fool — the man who depends upon tips for his living, or the man who throws away his coins paying them.”
 
   “Well,” Celas said, amused, “when one reaches my station in life, it becomes ingracious to rebuff an open palm, if services have been rendered. I hope you don’t think me a fool for wanting to maintain my good reputation by doing as society expects?”
 
   Yolo frowned at this, with his eyes fixed upon her face as though he could not reconcile her beauty with such daftness. His hands made an inarticulate gesture, and then he said, “I simply can’t grasp it. It’s like going to a surgeon who favors leeches for every ill. Leeches may be had for free in the mire. Why would you pay, just for the privilege of being host to a parasite?”
 
   The irony of Yolo deriding leeches tickled Celas greatly. Unable to help herself, she replied, “A point well made — but you know, those who worry themselves too much over parasites may find that a predator has crept up on them.”
 
   “I think my original point is getting lost in all of these figures of speech,” he said, wrinkling his nose unappealingly. “I’m not sure where predators enter into tipping at all. But I do know this — if you’ve too many parasites hanging onto you, you won’t have the strength to outrun the wolves.”
 
   Let’s not take this conversation any further, she told herself, or Yolo may begin to suspect how closely you identify with those wolves. So decided, she smiled at him and then let her gaze wander about the platform and the ship where it lay docked. Yolo continued to lean and peer in hopes of following Kulika and Maurd’s progress up the stairs. Eventually, they gained the top.
 
   Neither Point gave any indication of fatigue as they brought their burden out from the stairwell. Their path to the gangplank carried them past Celas and Yolo, and they each gave their mistress a nod of subservience. In spite of the dimness, Celas saw clearly a wet glimmer at the corners of Kulika’s narrowed eyes.
 
   Evidently, Yolo noticed this also. When the Points had passed across the gangplank, he said, “I still have my doubts about that maidservant of yours, Celas. She’s squinting like a bat, even in this land of shadows.”
 
   “Kulika has been having trouble with her eyes, that’s all. I’ve no doubt it will clear up soon. You might even say that her willingness to continue her labors while so afflicted is a mark of her loyalty to me.” 
 
   Up on the deck of the ship, Maurd waved away a pair of crewmen who approached, apparently offering help. He and Kulika reached the deckhouse and disappeared from view.
 
   Yolo seemed unable to fathom this behavior any better than he could understand tipping. “What are they carrying anyway? They act as though no one else can be trusted to even touch it. Those deckhands can’t be out for gratuities from a couple of servants.”
 
   “Just some necessities for the trip,” Celas said. “I did instruct them to look for a few ingredients that I need for my enchantment, and we certainly wouldn’t want those damaged through the carelessness of a sky-sailor.”
 
   “Ah, I see,” said Yolo, although of course, Celas knew that he could not.
 
   “Come,” she said. “I believe the ship will raise its sails soon, and I am eager to get my teeth into the preparations for our magic.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston found himself tugged from sleep by the low sound of voices. Immediately, he chafed at this intrusion upon his easy dreams, and in that stubborn style of dreamers, was resentful before he was even fully awake. He cracked one eye open, to see a pair of slim legs dangling from the bunk above him. Despite the cabin’s gloom, he immediately recognized them as Noxie’s, and cleared his throat at once to warn her and Jake off from any private intentions they might have formed. 
 
   Their quiet talk ceased, and then Noxie’s whisper came, “Is that you, Weston?”
 
   “No,” he hissed back, still irritably fuzzy from sleep, “it’s some other fellow whose slumber you’re interrupting.”
 
   The legs disappeared, and then Noxie’s face swung down into view, lit by a bare ember’s worth of light that came from under the cabin door. She made a bit of an eerie picture, with her hair cascading toward the floor — Weston had not noticed before quite how sharp her tapered ears were.
 
   “Well it’s just as good that you’re up,” she said hushedly. “Jake and I were debating whether we ought to rouse you — I’ve learned some keen facts.”
 
   “And they couldn’t wait until morning?” he asked, his mind turning over the point only after he’d said it. “No, wait,” he said wearily, “I know, I know, there’d be no way for you to communicate them in the morning.”
 
   “Exactly,” Noxie said. “Now, will you stand up to our level, or should Jake and I ease ourselves down to the floor?”
 
   “To be honest, unless the facts are that the captain has decided to let us out of this breadbox of a room, I’d just as soon stay in bed.”
 
   “Done!” she said, and tumbled lightly from the upper bunk to the pile of luggage at the porthole. Weston winced, and listened for sound that the guard outside the door might have heard — but no such indication came.
 
   Jake slid more carefully down from the top berth, whispering, “Let’s remember to be quiet, eh, Noxie? It’s a bit late for me to haul my lute out for cover.”
 
   “Right,” she said, ducking her head down sheepishly. “Anyway, what I was telling Jake, Weston, was that I snuck out of my room last night and spied on Dahnur. I tried to come by and tell you both all about it afterwards, but apparently, you were having some to-do with your doorman.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes, loath to even think back upon the intransigence of last night’s guard. “Could you believe that fellow? ‘It’s the cabin boy’s job to bus up your dinner dishes, not mine,’ and then when I suggested he call the cabin boy, ‘It’s the mate’s job to schedule the cabin boy.’ Of course I had to give him a piece of my mind, the truculent boor!”
 
   “Yes, well, I’ve only got so much stamina when it comes to hovering, so I had to flit onward when it became clear the discussion wasn’t going to end quickly. Then, this evening, dinner was late, and I couldn’t risk leaving my cabin until after they’d served it and come back for the dishes.”
 
   “Probably, ah, our fault,” Jake whispered. “They brought the stewpot by our room first tonight, because Weston had complained about it being cold the night before. There was some unpleasantness, and Weston ended up grabbing the pot and upending it on the guard.”
 
   “He spat in it! What was I supposed to do, just eat it after that?”
 
   “Neither here nor there,” Jake said casually. “I was only letting Noxie know what happened.”
 
   “Just don’t make me out to be the villain, Jake,” he replied, feeling himself tense up over the injustice of the whole affair.
 
   “At any rate,” Noxie said, sounding somewhat impatient, “it seems there may be some real villains mixed up in whatever Dahnur is after.”
 
   “You mean, other than Boldmansson himself?”
 
   She nodded. “Apparently, much worse than Dahnur. He kept referring to a cult, people who follow a ‘dark goddess.’ That’s why the blood stain sent him into such a tizzy. These enemies of his seem very keen on blood magic, and the way you described the little bat-winged Yolo made him think they might be after us, as well.”
 
   Weston rubbed his eyes before looking at her again. “Perhaps I’m still suffering from the abruptness of my awakening, but I don’t find these concepts nearly as exciting as you seem to. In fact, so far as I can see, they make our picture more bleak.”
 
   “That’s because I haven’t gotten to the good part yet,” she said with a chiding look. “Dahnur and Algur pranced very carefully around the nature of their mission, and what it is that they’re after. But they did mention that it’s in the museum in Thollol.”
 
   She gave a smile that suggested she was very pleased with herself, which left Weston aghast.
 
   “How in the world is that the good part?” he asked, raising his voice enough that Jake put an index finger to his own lips and then pointed to the door, glowering. Weston struggled to control his stupefaction, and went on, “If anything, that makes things ten times worse. Now I have to worry about tripping over Dahnur and his goony crew in the very spot the Fountain sent me to!”
 
   “But we’ve got a bargaining chip now,” Noxie said, clearly flummoxed at his reaction. “You said the Fountain gave you some kind of pass into the museum, right? That medallion?”
 
   “Yes,” Weston replied, “but the operative portion of that narrative was that the Fountain gave it to me. I’m certainly not going to let Dahnur know that, and have him snatch the key to The Last Tragedy right out of my hands — the idea is horrific!”
 
   Still looking concerned, Jake made a lowering gesture with both hands. “Weston, calm down. I don’t think Noxie is really suggesting that we barter away your medallion. All you need do is let drop to Dahnur that the Fountain told you a secret about how to get into the museum in Thollol. You can couch it as a bribe, saying you’d be willing to take him in with you and let him load up on some of the riches inside, in return for us being allowed out of our cabins now. That way he won’t even catch on that we know his destination.”
 
   Weston looked from one of them to the other. How free they meant to be with his knowledge and his reward from Key Day. Their inability to see his point of view bordered on the offensive.
 
   “Oh,” Noxie said with wide eyes, “and that’s the other thing — we even know something of the destination after his destination.”
 
   Gesturing with both hands, the little woman spun up one of her illusions in the space between the three of them. It looked like a flat surface, a portion of something wooden with lines engraved upon it.
 
   Weston could only stare, dumbstruck.
 
   “What is it, a map?” asked Jake. 
 
   “Definitely,” Noxie said. Her continued gestures set the illusion to rotating, so that each of them could see it from all angles. “It was carved into the box of a mandolin. And they spoke of it having another part, as though this was only a piece of the whole.”
 
   Weston bit his lip. I can’t say anything to them about this — there’s no telling how they might try to use it to dicker with Captain Boldmansson. And yet, if I don’t tell them, I’ll be left to my own devices as to how to get hold of that mandolin.
 
   And to get hold of it, he felt impelled — for the map that Noxie floated in the air before him looked in all of its particulars to be the same map that had come scrawled inside the front cover of his Coeldoetta’s Sonnets. It showed the same confluence of four rivers, the same zig-zagging drop from a high plateau. He’d been looking for someone who could identify the location on that map ever since he’d left the Thespic Conservatory. Though he hadn’t known for certain that it showed the way to The Last Tragedy, he had hoped. And now, the Fount Beneficent had sent him to the museum in Thollol for a clue to the Tragedy, and along the way, he ‘happened’ to encounter someone else also seeking something vital in the museum, and also in possession of a copy of the map. Could it be anything less than Fate, or at the very least the magic of the Fountain, joining his path with Dahnur’s?
 
   Whether Boldmansson and his crew sought the Tragedy as he did, or something entirely different, Weston felt certain that they must not be told he was going to the museum. Instead, he must find a way to get his hands on that mandolin and beat them to the place.
 
   “You’ve gotten awfully quiet, Weston,” Jake whispered to him, at a lull in the conversation with Noxie. “Do you have any notions about where this might be?”
 
   “None whatsoever,” he replied. “But I do have a notion about a better way to bargain with our captors — what if we could find a way to steal that mandolin?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nine: Off the Tracks
 
    
 
   To Celas, the oncoming white sails looked like a flag of surrender, waved disconsolately by her conquests as they marched forward to accept the final blow. Out of the darkness they flew toward their inevitable deaths. Of course, her soon-to-be victims had no way of knowing what lay in wait for them, here at the end of the skyway deep beneath the Eaves of Jueln. No doubt they expected to debark without incident, make their way down to the village of Dimsleydale, and hire mounts or a carriage to take them farther west toward Thollol.
 
   That would not happen.
 
   “I really can feel them getting closer,” Yolo said to her, his eyes wide and fixed upon the approaching schooner. “By the very minute — it’s extraordinary.”
 
   Yolo’s sense of wonder amused the Abscissa of Cimone. How elated would he be in his marveling, if he knew just how Celas had granted him the blood link to his cousin? That had been a tricky accomplishment indeed, on the rails leading out from Lossley. Maurd and Kulika had gotten the chest aboard and to her cabin without incident — but keeping the ensuing ritual quiet and timing Yolo’s arrival for the casting of the spell had been no mean feat. If he had come to the cabin too late, the power of the ceremony would have ebbed. But too early, and he might have witnessed Maurd disposing of the last detached bits of the “ingredient” through the open porthole. His willingness to participate would have severely decreased in that case.
 
   “You know,” Yolo continued, “I can’t wait to see what Jake has schemed up for sneaking past me, since he knows I’ll be waiting for him here at the line’s end. And even better, I can’t wait to see his face when he discovers that all his strategies are for nothing!”
 
   “It will be a rewarding moment of surprise,” she said, smiling. And your surprise, too, will be worth seeing, Yolo Warbler.
 
   Kulika and Maurd had stationed themselves along the dark road that led from the skyway terminus to Dimsleydale. Yolo and Celas had stayed with Captain Lirat’s ship, paying extra to remain quartered there while awaiting the arrival of Yolo’s cousin. Though a week of Yolo’s complaints had disinclined the captain to help him in any way, Lirat was first and foremost a businessman, and the extra coinage sufficed to gain another day’s sufferance from him.
 
   Their plan, so far as Yolo understood it, was to wait for the next ship’s arrival, with the blood bond ready to foil any disguises or illusions that Jake and his companions might use. This would assure them a chance to follow their quarry down the road and make certain Kulika and Maurd knew whom to waylay. The two Points had blowguns and toxin-coated darts prepared, to render their prey unconscious. Four darts would be fired, and Celas hoped to have a clear view of Yolo’s face when the last struck home. Then the wasp-winged girl and the Key Bearer would go to the knife, before any had a chance to awaken. That would leave Jake Warbler for an interrogation session, and dear Yolo for a lovely, long and wicked Taking.
 
   “Fly to me, Jake!” Yolo said triumphantly, still looking toward the ever-closer sails of the schooner. “Let’s see what witticisms you have for your cousin, once I’ve got hold of Avelia’s map.”
 
   The sails had grown much larger, near enough at this point that one could see them to be lit from below by deck-lamps, not simply glowing of their own accord. Though Celas had little practice gauging a skyship’s speed in these circumstances, she felt certain it could be no more than minutes away from dropping its canvasses and braking to a halt before them.
 
   “Try not to grow too overconfident, now, Yolo,” Celas warned. She looped her arm through his, drew him close to her. “Remember that you have a part to play, to disarm Jake of his caution and give pause to his companions, if they still mean you harm.”
 
   Now he looked at her, hungrily, his expression wobbling between proudly possessive and impotently frustrated.  His free hand reached hesitantly toward her face. “I know my part — I only wish it had a bit greater component of reality. I still think that we would have an easier time fooling Jake, that I would be more believable as your lovestruck puppet, if we had already consummated our relationship.”
 
   She took his hand in her own before it reached her cheek. “Ah, but that is where I as a woman have an advantage over you, my dear. I know that a man is always more willing to follow a woman to the ends of the earth if he has not yet taken her. If your cousin and his companions have any perception at all, they will sense the anticipation that you have to possess me, and assume that it is more than enough to entice you away from your claim on their treasure.”
 
   “But that enticement is superfluous,” he said impatiently. “Jake would have no difficulty at all believing that I was after your money, once he saw you acting smitten with me. Why would I need to chase him off to Thollol and face countless perils for my aunt’s riches, if I’d won the heart of a wealthy noblewoman with treasures of her own? In my book, a real physical bond would only serve to make that more plausible.”
 
   Celas laughed, and placed his hand over her heart, the palm just above her bare cleavage and the fingers at the base of her throat. She saw him swallow hard at this, saw the blood flush in his face. “The point is moot, my good suitor, since we haven’t time to enact such a bond before the ship arrives. But I tell you, I mean to have my way with you, and I mean to do so when you have had your moment of triumph over your cousin. What passes between us will be all the sweeter then.”
 
   He gazed into her eyes with a ravenous look, and she freely gave him an equally ravenous one back, delighting in his utter ignorance of just what “having her way with him” would mean.
 
   And then a shout went up from the platform, and brought them both out of their rapt exchange.
 
   “The signals! The signals!” called the terminal sentry. “Flash the red — they’re not stopping!”
 
   Celas jerked her eyes from the sentry out onto the tracks, cold with shock. What she saw struck all taste of victory from her mouth. The schooner, no longer distant at all, barreled toward them on the wind, sails fully sheeted and with no sign of sparks nor squeal of brakes from the railcar far below it. 
 
   “What — what are they doing?” asked Yolo, dumbfounded. “Do they mean to smash the whole port down?”
 
   “No,” Celas said, her own face slack with disbelief. Just as the signal light from the terminal’s great mirrored lamp played across the oncoming ship, a slender black thread broke loose and fell from beneath it — the tether that held it to its railcar. Up, the ship went on the wind, looming over them —
 
   And past.
 
   The platform crew broke into a furor of astonished shouting, and the men of Captain Lirat’s ship joined with them in a clamor of bafflement. Beside Celas, Yolo stuttered and groaned, staring westward into the dark.
 
   But another sound brought the Abscissa around to the east — a ticking sound, rhythmic and regular, quiet at first but growing louder, quick at first but slowing steadily. At last her eyes caught sight of its source: the ship’s railcar, coasting along the tracks and being dragged to a halt by the dangling tether. The noise was nothing more than iron wheels crossing the joins in the rails.
 
   And yet, to Celas’ ears, it had the sound of a key — turning over, and over, in its lock.
 
   * * *
 
   For almost a week, Weston had yearned to be let out of his cabin. The utter monotony of the trip had been broken by stops in three ports — all of them towns that happened to lie south side of their respective sky-towers, which meant that Jake and Weston could see nothing of interest through the cabin’s north-facing porthole. Of course, even if he’d had the run of these towns, he apparently would have fared no better; the most exciting news that came from any of them was in Lossley, where (according to the cabin boy, Cloothe) the town drunk had disappeared a night or two before.
 
   “The town drunk!” Weston had complained after the cabin boy left. “How could I have thought this journey might contain the stuff of epics? The best we could write of it so far would be a doggerel called, ‘O, Wayward Vagrant.’”  
 
   To make matters worse, Jake had immediately hauled out his lute and composed a ditty of exactly that name. Then he’d played it repeatedly during Noxie’s nightly visit, spinning more preposterous adventures for his drunkard protagonist with each repetition. The only saving grace for the night had come just as Noxie prepared to leave — when she’d woven a few quick lines of illusion for Weston to read, just outside of Jake’s view. Weston, she’d written, I get madder at our captain every time I have to leave. Let’s not tell Jake, but I think I’m keen to steal that mandolin after all, just to get back at him.
 
   That had been the first decent news of the trip, and a welcome relief after Jake had argued so strenuously against stealing the mandolin the night before. But there had been no subsequent opportunity for Weston to formulate a plan with Noxie, and he couldn’t be sure that she even remained committed to the idea.
 
   All he could do the remainder of the journey was long for Dimsleydale, where the three of them had agreed to debark and let Dahnur go his way. Perhaps, Weston had imagined, the schooner would cast loose from the rails and sail away from them, leaving behind its opportunity to turn back — and then Noxie would produce the mandolin, stolen by way of her wings and illusions.
 
   And now the moment of possibility had come and passed, for the ship had not even slowed down at the end of the line.
 
   So it was with pure fury that Weston marched after the sailor who came to lead them abovedecks at last.
 
   Dahnur Boldmansson stood waiting for them at the stern of the ship, leaning casually upon the rail in wan yellow light from the deck lamps. He waved off the guard who led them and looked from Jake to Weston to Noxie as they approached, seemingly indifferent to their hostile expressions. Far below and behind him in the dark, the lights of Dimsleydale shone, marking the westernmost town on the Imperial Line, where all three of them had expected the skyship to stop.
 
   “Since we’re off the line,” Dahnur said, “I thought it safe to give you the run of the decks again. I hope you’ll be appreciative of that, and not take the opportunity to upbraid me.”
 
   “Well that hope is about as vain as a sprite,” Noxie said, cutting Weston off before he could launch into his own verbal assault. 
 
   “I thought as much.” Dahnur crossed his arms and settled more firmly against the railing. “And how long do you intend to bemoan your imprisonment? It is done. Complete. If I tell you it was all a horrific mistake and plead your forgiveness from my knees, will that change an instant of the time you spent belowdecks?”
 
   To avoid being beaten out by Noxie again, Weston quickly said, “Oh, but we have an entirely new complaint!”
 
   Boldmansson displayed no surprise. “Indeed. Well, let’s hear it.”
 
   “Hear it?” he asked, incredulous. “Can you not guess it? You’ve sailed us right off the end of the line without a stop, without even a warning — it’s like a kidnapping!”
 
   Dahnur blew out his moustache as though this were preposterous. “Do you mean the kind of kidnapping in which the victim knows exactly where he’s being taken, and when, and has paid for the privilege of abduction? If so, then I am guilty as charged. Please explain to me why this caviling is not inane.”
 
    “Because we all expected the ship to put in at the end of the line,” Noxie said. “What if we decided — what if we wanted to get off there after all? What if we’d had enough of your giant ego and your cramped little ship?”
Considering the force with which Noxie said them, Weston suspected these words betrayed the real source of her anger — that she really had decided to go along with Weston’s suggestion and steal the map-engraved mandolin overnight as the ship berthed at Dimsleydale. 
 
   Dahnur waved the complaint away. “The last we spoke of it, you all wanted to continue onward once we left the rails. You’ve had the better part of a week to inform me if you changed your minds about staying aboard.”
 
   “Considering that you’ve had us locked up for that week,” Weston retorted, “does it really surprise you that we’d hesitate to tell you all of our plans?”
 
   Here Jake spoke up at last, denying Weston the opportunity to hear how the captain was going to respond. “I think that what Weston would mean to say, if he were less upset, is that you haven’t given us much chance to either make or change our plans.” Jake said this in a ridiculously smooth and rational tone. As if Dahnur could be swayed by rationality! He went on in the same vein: “Yes, the last we discussed it with you, our intention was to stay aboard. But you haven’t let the three of us get together even once to talk over our alternatives. Dimsleydale seemed the natural place for us to ask for that opportunity, while the ship took on more antiballast — didn’t you imply that we would stock up there, to make the greatest distance while the ship remained aloft?”
 
   Dahnur shrugged. “Our antiballasting budget exhausted itself back in Glowm. I got an unusually good rate on floatstone there, and in Dimsleydale the prices are notoriously steep. I calculate that we loaded a day and a half’s worth of antiballast in Glowm for what a day’s worth would have cost us at the end of the line. Our airborne time should work out about the same.”
 
   Shaking his head, the captain stood free of the rail and walked past them. Then he made a gesture forward with one silk-sleeved arm. “Your concerns are fruitless, and this dithering over ‘options’ and ‘alternatives’ only shows that I’ve done you a favor. Look to the west. Already, you can see the beacon of the next town, Nighchill, I think it is. You’d have been half a day in Dimsleydale hiring your mounts and provisioning, the rest of the day on the road to Nighchill. You’d be stopping there tonight, moving on in the morning. We’ll be past the place in an hour. What more need of discussion is there?”
 
   How different this commanding figure and his bold statements now seemed than they had back at the Gleit skyport, when he had faced down the portmaster and entranced the whole crowd. Every grandiose gesture by the man now caused Weston to hate him more. But as the young scholar opened his mouth to put some of this into words, Noxie once again stepped in. 
 
   “Well for one thing,” she said, “I’m cold. You may have provisioned for the brisk air here beneath the Eaves months ago, but I expected to buy some nice toasty things in Dimsleydale, and I doubt you have anything on board that will fit me.”
 
   “And how exactly am I supposed to know the state of your wardrobe? Once again I’ll reiterate — you’ve had a week to bring these issues up. I suggest you ask Cloothe if he has anything extra. The boy’s a bit on the stunted side, and perhaps some of his things could be taken in to fit you. If not, ask the mate if he can dig up some furs from the cold-weather stores and have them stitched together. Now, if you’ll pardon me, I’m the leader of an important mission — not a clothier. I’ve done you the courtesy of hearing you out, and now I’ve matters to discuss with Algur.”
 
   “Done us a courtesy?” Weston asked, ready to unleash a heated dispute of that notion. But Dahnur was already walking away, and did no more than raise his hand in response.
 
   Weston crossed his arms, stymied. “Not even a glance back,” he said. “As if a few moments of letting our words go in one ear and out the other somehow makes up for a week of imprisonment!”
 
   “In a sense, he’s right,” Jake said, causing Weston to turn and stare. “About what he said earlier, I mean. The week is gone, and we might as well move on. If Dahnur’s calculations are correct, we’ve about a day left in the air — and when that time is up, the three of us had better be ready with a plan for what we’re going to do next.”
 
   Noxie sighed. “I’ve never been much for planning. But I suppose there’s not much choice here — for your two sakes, anyway.”
 
   This furrowed Weston’s brow. He looked at Jake, whose eyes rested on Noxie with a uselessly admiring gaze.  “Our sakes?” Weston asked of her, feeling a bit ignored by the look that passed between the two. “Why do you put it that way?”
 
   “Because,” Jake said, breaking the glance before it became embarrassingly long, “she’s assuming the ship is going to come crashing down before Dahnur expects. And she’s the only one of the three of us with wings.”
 
   Weston refrained from speaking his mind, not wanting to provoke further tedious denials of a romance between the two of them. But what he thought was, I guess it falls to me to do the planning, then, since it looks like the two of you will float away on a cloud at any moment ...
 
   * * *
 
   A great part of Noxie warmed with relief when Weston excused himself and set off to grill some deckhands. Apparently, he hoped to find out what they knew and what the passengers could expect as the ship neared its inevitable descent. So finally, after a week, she had Jake to herself — no constraints on what topics she might broach, no need to fear that whatever topics she did broach would be highjacked by Weston and taken in entirely the wrong direction. The latter had happened a maddening number of times already.
 
   But even as she rejoiced at this long-awaited chance, a week of fury at Dahnur Boldmansson had left her ill-prepared to capitalize upon it. She’d tried very hard the whole time to keep her mind off of Jake, telling herself to avoid high hopes, telling herself not to confuse dreamy fantasy with reality. The best way to do this, she found, had been to focus on how thoroughly she despised their captain. But now, as she tried to frame things to say to Jake, ways to ask if their separation and imprisonment had frustrated him in the way that it had her, every strategy she came up with seemed childish and overt. And as she discarded each one, and felt foolish and cowardly for it, the specter of Dahnur Boldmansson stepped forward as a ready target for her ire.
 
   She wanted to tell Jake how much she’d enjoyed his songs during her brief nightly visits. She wanted to ask him what had made him choose some of those songs — especially the more tender and lyrical ones. But as Jake stood musing on the departing figure of Weston Hart, she found no graceful way to bring any of these thoughts forth from her lips. How different it would have been, if they’d spent much of the week together in the ship’s bow, looking westward to Thollol, planning, and talking, as they had in that brief, promising moment before Weston had kicked the barrels over. Not only had Boldmansson inconvenienced her, inflicted her with boredom and isolation, but he had also robbed her of a precious opportunity.
 
   I certainly hope he survives the wreck that he’s flying us toward, she thought. It will be a damned shame if I don’t have a chance to get back at him.
 
   “He’s an amusing fellow, that’s for sure,” said Jake.
 
   “What?” asked Noxie, momentarily baffled. Then she realized that Jake meant Weston, not Dahnur. 
 
   Jake gave a mock look of hurt. “I didn’t say we were the fastest of friends now. I just said that I find him amusing.”
 
   “No, no,” she said quickly. “I wasn’t trying to disagree — my mind had just wandered off elsewhere. Sure, of course, Weston is a source of humor.”
 
   “Do you mean that, or are you just humoring me?” He laughed, and went on before she could answer, “You know, spending six days bottled up with someone, even someone annoying, you learn a lot about him.”
 
   Noxie couldn’t help but sigh at this. Jake, of course, took it immediately the wrong way.
 
   “I’m serious,” he said. “Yes, I got in an enormous amount of practice on the lute so as not to have to listen to him complain for fourteen hours straight. But in the occasional moments when you can divert him from his frustrations, he lays out these amazing and grand visions of his future, of his place in the world of the mind, of what it means to be a thinker, an artist. He may be one of the most oblivious people I’ve ever met, but I think he’s also one of the most sincere.”
 
   “Well I’m glad you had the chance to be locked in a room with him, then,” she said, attempting a playful tone. But when the words came out, she heard them as sarcastic and jealous. Cringing inwardly, she tried again: “Maybe some tunnel will cave in on us when we get to Thollol, and I’ll have the opportunity to be trapped alone with him for a day or two while you dig us out.”
 
   Jake laughed, which made her feel relieved. Then he said, “Sorry to disappoint you, but it would never take me a day to dig you out.”
 
   That made her feel much better than relieved.
 
   “Now,” Jake continued, “assuming we don’t want to be digging ourselves from the wreckage of this ship, it might be wise to take Weston’s lead and poke around to see what options we have — if any.”
 
   * * *
 
   As they walked down the narrow stair that led belowdecks, Jake had to work to remind himself of the real danger in their situation. His head kept imagining himself and Noxie merely at lazy loose ends, exploring the environs native to their peculiar captain and his eccentric crew. How easy he would find it to indulge in that exploration, and in the exploration of his increasingly delightful companion.
 
   But in some number of hours — and Jake would not bet his neck on more than twenty — the ship’s load of floatstone would fail, and they would crash to earth. Capable sailing and luck on Dahnur’s part might result in a controlled crash, but a crash it would be.
 
   “Is it around this way?” asked Noxie from the bottom of the stair, pointing aft along the corridor there.
 
   “I think so,” Jake said. “It’s got to be central to the ship’s layout, or the whole thing would go out of balance.”
 
   The way she stood in the doorway, looking left, then right, then left again, even after his comment, started Jake smiling in spite of himself. She’s not a person to be led about, he thought. Although perhaps she’s just trying to put off venturing any further into the ship. She didn’t seem all that keen on coming down here, after all.
 
   Whatever the reason for her hesitation, Noxie looked back at him once more, smiled fleetingly, and headed left toward the stern of the ship. This brought them past the cabins where they’d been quartered, and then, relatively quickly, around a bend to the spot they sought: the schooner’s floatstone stores. A hatch led within, and a sign on the hatch read, “Lift Room.” 
 
   “Do we knock?” asked Noxie, her fist raised speculatively in front of the hatch. “Or just go on in?”
 
   Jake raised a finger to his lips and whispered, “No one’s told us it’s off-limits. I say we slip in and see what we can see.”
 
   “Excellent,” she said back, turning the handle on the hatch and easing it outward. Well-oiled, the portal inched open almost without sound.
 
   Noxie stepped lightly through, and Jake followed her.
 
   Within the hatch, the “Lift Room” revealed itself not so much a room as a maze of floatstone columns and metal baffles. If it had been an open space, the whole thing would have run twenty feet in length or more, and twelve in width. But a column and its metal cowling broke the view every three feet or so, rendering the chamber close and dark and confusing. Voices issued from some indiscernible corner, their words muted by intervening steel surfaces and the regular clink of what sounded like hammer against chisel against stone.
 
   Before Jake could take in much more than this, Noxie tugged at his sleeve and pointed him toward a coathook right by the door. There, Dahnur Boldmansson’s jacket and green shortcape hung.
 
   So the captain is in here examining the antiballast as well, he thought. He gave Noxie a nod to indicate that he understood, and saw as he did so that she seemed oddly enthusiastic at the prospect of running into Dahnur again.
 
   After a moment’s listen, he had a guess at the direction from which the voices and the clanking sound were coming. Pointing so that Noxie would understand, he began moving that way. She hesitated, casting another glance at the coathook. Then she raised a hand across her brow to pantomime the role of lookout and gestured for him to move on.
 
   With a nod, Jake slipped between the first row of columns. This blocked Noxie from his view, but opened up for him a clearer sight of the lift room’s workings. Each floatstone column stood surrounded on three sides by metal plating. Within its niche, the nearest column looked to be about a foot in diameter, and quite rough-hewn — far from a perfect cylinder. As Jake looked up and down the embrasure, he saw a hand-crank on the floor to turn the column, and plentiful stone chips upon both the floor and ceiling within the niche. Even while he watched, a few of the chips from the ceiling slipped loose, floated downward slowly through the air, and then suddenly dropped the rest of the way to the floor.
 
   Though he knew a bit about floatstone, actually seeing it in operation this way made him marvel. 
 
   Dahnur’s voice, though, coming from a row or two away, forced him to keep his marveling cursory. He could see that these columns were only about half or two-thirds as thick as those that he had observed being loaded aboard back in Gleit. This meant that a good bit of their magic had been used up, as their outer layers reacted with air and had to be chiseled away to discard the dead weight.
 
   Another voice responded to Dahnur’s — a loud one, as though its owner had the habit of speaking over constant noise. “... t’ve been better ... in Dims...dale ... taken ... even a quarter load ...”
 
   Jake edged around the cowling of another column, moving as quietly as he could. Now he began to make out some of the captain’s words, in between blows of the chisel. He saw shadows moving, too, cast from beyond the next row of columns, where someone must be working close by one of the room’s lanterns.
 
   “... ere exactly ... money for ... rter load? Everyth ... on board is nee ... for the expedition. Why don’t ... let me mind ... ecisions, and you mind ... chiseling. We ... get within ... or four days’ march of Thollol. Will this ... keep us up ... least that long?”
 
   The sound of the hammer striking took a pause.
 
   “I don’t know, Captain. That’s a lot of leagues from here, and we’ve got some mighty thin columns already. If —” A pause followed. Then, “Aye. I think I can shave it to there.”
 
   “Good man.”
 
   The hammer and chisel started up again, and Jake began to slide back toward the door. The chiseler had obvious doubts about getting as far as Dahnur wanted — and Dahnur still intended half a week’s march to Thollol once the ship went down. Would half a week’s worth of supplies survive the crash? Would Dahnur share them if so? How far off from the nearest town would the flight come to an end?
 
   We need to find a way off this ship before it gets much deeper into the cold of the Eaves, he thought. He struggled to make quiet haste. Not only had the conversation behind him stopped, indicating that Dahnur might be heading for the exit at any moment, but he keenly wanted to share with Noxie his certainty that they must abandon the skyship.
 
   When he reached the door, however, he found it just slightly ajar, and Noxie nowhere to be seen.
 
   * * *
 
   Most of the sailors Weston approached seemed disinclined to speak to him. Some responded to his questions with mere grunts; others pointedly ignored him altogether. After several such encounters on deck, he decided to go below, where it would be more difficult for crewmen to simply turn and walk off, or climb up into the rigging.
 
   As luck would have it, this proved exactly the right move. On the stairs, he ran into Cloothe, the cabin boy.
 
   “Hey, young fellow,” Weston said amiably. In response, the lad thumbed his two front teeth at Weston, who then had to work to avoid scowling. “See here, what’s that for?”
 
   “Uvrybody on board knows you’ve been badmouthing the cap’n,” Cloothe replied, shifting the wooden box that he carried beneath one arm. “Now, out’ve my way. There’s scrubbin’ to do up on deck.”
 
   “Scrubbing?” Weston asked. “Surely there can’t be a point in that. The ship’s going to ground in less than a day.”
 
   The boy simply looked at him a moment, then said, “An’ I suppose you’d lay your granny to rest with grime on her cheeks when she died, ey?”
 
   “No, but ... look,” he said, trying to shift the conversation, “what’s that you’re wearing, anyway?”
 
   Cloothe glanced down at his chest where Weston had pointed. Just in front of his sternum hung a waxy red sphere, in a metal fitting that looked like a cross between a vice clamp and a corkscrew. All of this was affixed to a leather harness with straps about his shoulders and down between his legs.
 
   “It’s a fall jacket,” the boy said, looking chagrinned. “Algur made me put it on. I said we should save the floatstone to keep the ship up longer, but he wouldn’ have it.”
 
   “A fall jacket?”
 
   Cloothe’s eyes rolled. “You know — in case you fall?”
 
   “But — I haven’t been given one,” Weston said, stunned with the realization that the ship carried safety equipment that was not being doled out. “Or Jake, or Noxie. And we’re paying passengers.”
 
   “Right, see, but that makes you less likely to be useful after a crash, not more.”
 
   Weston sputtered a moment, and Cloothe sighed. The boy made a placating gesture.
 
   “All right, don’t get the wind up your arse,” he said. “They’ll give you a jacket when the time gets closer. Handing ’em out before only makes passengers anxious, the mate says. I was just larkin’ with you.”
 
   Weston took a deep breath, his mind shifting out of consternation and beginning to focus upon the jacket. “Well,” he said, “yes, quite a jape that was. Listen —”
 
   Cloothe, though, did not seem of a mind to listen. His face set itself in a determinedly impatient expression. “Look, sir, I’ve scrubbin’ to do. Honest, it may mean nothin’ to you, but it does to me. Can I get by, please?”
 
   Odds of the conversation bearing further fruit seemed slim. Nodding, Weston stepped to the side of the stair. Cloothe squeezed past, and Weston watched him climb upward, eyed the strong, secure rig of leather that he’d called a fall jacket.
 
   If it can be used to fall to safety in the event of a crash, he thought, it can be used to fall safely to earth anytime before the crash as well.
 
   He decided he might want to find Jake and Noxie.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie hadn’t liked sneaking out on Jake like that, but she’d had little choice. To come upon Dahnur’s jacket, hanging there unattended — it was as though the captain were begging her to check it for his key. And once she’d slipped a hand into the breast pocket and felt cold metal there, what else could she do but take it and go after his treasured mandolin?
 
   She’d had no difficulty getting back up to the deck, nor finding an unobserved spot to shuck her outer two shirts and free up her wings. But it had been bitter cold flying back to the ship’s stern, against the wind, in just her sleeveless top. If the ship had still been tethered, instead of free on the wind, she might have given up.
 
   Now Noxie found herself at the captain’s shutters once again, but this time with her teeth chattering, and with the veneers closed and apparently latched from inside.
 
   “Bollocks,” she said, tugging at the first pair of shutters again, to no avail. She moved over to the next window, hoping for a different result. If this one were fastened shut as well, she’d have to give up — the cold was wearing her out, and she didn’t think she had the strength to force the mechanism.
 
   The second shutter stuck for a moment, and then creaked open.
 
   Inside, the room lay completely shrouded in blackness. Here under the Eaves there was no sun, star or moon to alleviate the dark. But Noxie dared not make a light yet, for the aftdeck stood just above the captain’s quarters, and anyone looking astern might notice a glow against the night air.
 
   So, unable to see anything, she slipped inside and drew the shutter closed after her, by touch.
 
   She waited in the dark, to see if her eyes would adjust, but they did not. The door out of the chamber fit its frame too well, or the hallway beyond was too poorly lit to allow any light to seep in. With a gentle twist of her fingers, she conjured up a matchstick’s worth of illumination, and then crept quietly across the room to Dahnur’s locked chest.
 
   The key fit easily into the padlock — but then, fearful of making too much noise, she cast about for something to smother the sound with. The cabin’s oversized bunk was too primly made for her to dare touch its pillows or quilt, and either Dahnur picked up after himself well, or else the cabin boy did it for him; no clothes lay loose anywhere in the room. At last she spotted a cushion sitting in the room’s spare chair and pushed it down over the lock before working the mechanism.
 
   Setting the padlock gingerly to one side, Noxie sucked on her lower lip and contemplated the chest and its heavy lid. Had it creaked noticeably when she’d spied on Dahnur opening it before? And how heavy was the thing?  Solid wood with metal fixtures, the lid ran as long as she was tall. It wouldn’t do to throw the thing open or let it bang shut — someone might easily hear the sound.
 
   Carefully, she gave a testing push upward on the lid. It took an effort, to be sure, but not so much that she worried about dropping it. Relieved, but still cautious, she eased it the rest of the way open.
 
   Within sat the mandolin case.
 
   Now that’s more like it, she thought. But as she reached for the case’s handle, a whisper of conscience made her pause. Dahnur had, after all, talked about this instrument as a crucial element in his plan to thwart some evil cult. If she took it, she would no doubt have paid Dahnur back for a week of obnoxious imprisonment. But would she also be putting other people at risk? What if Dahnur really was the only thing between this cult and its goals? Who else might be hurt, if he failed in his quest?
 
   Then she shook her head. If he failed? Why would she expect any likelihood that he might succeed? The man had charisma and drive, but was also clearly irrational. He endangered himself and others at every turn, acted out of paranoia instead of sense, and had already come within a hair’s breadth of crashing at least once that she’d seen. If anything, Noxie would be remiss to leave an object of grave importance in his hands; most likely it would end up crushed in the wreckage of his ship, able to help no one.
 
   She lifted the mandolin case gingerly from its resting place, slowly let the top of the chest back down, and then worked as quietly as she could to replace the padlock and click it shut without too much racket.
 
   Now, she thought, I just have to get this key back into Dahnur’s pocket before he gets to missing it ...
 
   * * *
 
   “Look, Captain,” Jake was saying, “you don’t particularly want us tagging along with you, and we don’t particularly want to remain on board, so what exactly is the matter with Weston’s proposition?”
 
   Dahnur stood with arms crossed, showing no sign of relenting. “Your baggage, that’s what.”
 
   It took real effort for Jake to maintain his composure. Apparently, he had been a fool to think that Dahnur would agree to anything easily. “Our baggage. All right, then, what is it about our baggage that’s a problem in letting us off of the ship?”
 
   Weston piped in with an aggravated tone, “You’re not going to demand some kind of exchange, are you? Our goods for your fall jackets? What on earth good would that do us, to get off the ship and not have any of our things?”
 
   The captain smoothed his moustache. “You might wait until you hear what I’m going to say, before you complain about the substance. Not that I think you’ll be any less likely to complain, but at least then it would only be half as much complaining.”
 
   “Well, perhaps you might want to reach a conclusion that’s of inoffensive substance,” Weston replied. “Or is that simply outside of your nature?”
 
   “Please, Weston,” Jake said, fighting the urge to clap a hand over his companion’s mouth. “Whatever else I might disagree with him about, Captain Boldmansson is right about us hearing him out.” Then he turned to Dahnur, and fought the urge to smash him in the nose. “Sir, would you continue please — about the bags?”
 
   Dahnur looked up from smoothing the lapels of his jacket. “Of course. It’s not the bags themselves, you see, but the fact that you’d have to antiballast them as well as yourselves. Drop them overboard from this height, and you’d never find them in the dark below, even if they happened somehow to survive the fall. So it’s not just the fall jackets for yourselves that you’re asking, it’s spare ones for your luggage as well. And on this ship, there’s no such thing as a spare. We need all the antiballast we have to get us as far as we can get.”
 
   Jake closed his eyes and took a deep breath. We need enough floatstone to slow us down on a five- or ten-minute fall, and he’s going to keep us and our bags weighing down the ship for another twenty hours because he doesn’t want to give it to us. He tried to figure out how he might impress the faultiness of these mathematics upon Dahnur without outright insulting him.
 
   Before he arrived at a strategy, a welcome voice from behind him said, “Am I missing something important?”
 
   Jake turned, happy to see Noxie coming around the corner of the deckhouse toward them. He raised an eyebrow at her and mouthed, Just where have you been? But she merely stepped innocently forward with her arms clutching her ill-fitting fur wrap about her.
 
   Weston spoke into the silence to answer Noxie’s question: “We were just listening to the captain explain why yet another of our perfectly reasonable requests is, in fact, intolerable.”
 
   “Oh?” she asked. “And what request is that?”
 
   Jake would have expected her to scowl at news of more bull-headedness from the captain. But her expression remained broadly open. He immediately wondered, What is she up to?
 
   “Your friends,” Dahnur explained, “want to go overboard the next time we pass near the lights of a town. I might be open to it, but the three of you have at least one extra fall jacket’s worth of bags, if not two. My plan is to land the ship safely just as the floatstone gives out. But I want my crew and our critical equipment in fall jackets at the end of the flight just in case. So I don’t have even one extra to spare for your luggage.”
 
   Noxie shrugged. “Well then, we’ll just leave our luggage behind.”
 
   “What?” gasped Weston. “I don’t have much, but what I have, I’ve lugged across the whole of Warkslinshire. My books alone are worth —”
 
   She raised both hands to try to calm him, then immediately grabbed at her fur wrap again and rearranged it, shivering. “Weston, what you’re looking for, it will buy whole libraries for you, won’t it? Look, the captain has done some things we don’t much care for, but surely, he’s not entirely unreasonable. You know what I think? I think you two have had your shot at haranguing him. Why don’t you go below, and let me try actually talking to him?”
 
   Weston looked to Jake, possibly as if for support against the railings of a madwoman. But Jake kept his eyes on Noxie, on the vibrance in her face as she awaited his answer, her breath fogging in the cold. She had a notion of some kind, that was certain. He decided to let her play it out.
 
   Affecting a frustrated growl, he clapped an arm about Weston’s shoulder and said, “Come on, Weston, let’s leave her to it. I’ve worn myself out anyway.”
 
   The young scholar made as though to object, but Jake kept the arm about him and started walking away — trying to communicate with a powerful squeeze that he meant business. Weston removed the arm with a distasteful expression, but did fall into step alongside Jake — though not without a dubious backward glance.
 
   As they headed around the deckhouse, Jake heard Noxie say to the captain, in a shivery voice, “Is there any chance I might borrow your coat ... just while we’re talking?”
 
   * * *
 
   “Why are we back in this cabin?” Weston asked, pacing once again within the room’s tiny space. “Jake, it’s less than two hours since we were let out, and here we are again, not even having been ordered confined this time. What exactly are we doing here?”
 
   When Jake did not immediately answer, Weston turned to look at him. “Well?”
 
   “Hmm?” Jake responded, his attention focused on digging through his big duffel bag, apparently in hopes of lightening it by culling out the expendables. He was doing this while lying down in Weston’s bunk, where he could leave the bag on the floor as he rifled it. After a moment, he looked up. “Oh. Sorry, Weston. What are we doing here? It seems that you’re pacing, and I’m trying to get our traveling weight down.”
 
   “Very amusing,” Weston said. “Of course, I mean, beyond that, what are we doing?”
 
   “Well,” said Jake, returning his attention to the bag, “in addition to pacing, you are also complaining. And in addition to winnowing, I am letting my mind wander in all sorts of different directions.”
 
   Why do I even bother? wondered Weston. Clearly, neither he nor Noxie cares to ponder my interests in all of this. I should just be thankful the captain turned Jake’s idea down, and that I may be aboard for long enough to try to get my hands on that mandolin. 
 
   It had taken Weston aback, earlier, when his description of Cloothe’s fall jacket spurred Jake to immediately seek out Dahnur Boldmansson with that proposition. Of course, Weston couldn’t argue against the plan, since Jake had already summarily dismissed the idea of stealing the mandolin. And now Noxie was up above, attempting to convince the captain of who knows what.
 
   Jake had unwrapped an ink flask and lay contemplating it.
 
   “Now don’t get rid of that,” Weston said, exasperated that he should have to interrupt his chain of thought to stop Jake from yet another bad decision. “Mine’s nearly dry, and if you don’t want it, I certainly do.”
 
   “All yours,” Jake said, tossing it to him and returning to the duffel bag. Weston bobbled it for an alarming moment before he got a solid grip.
 
   “You could have just set it to one side,” he complained. “If I’d dropped it to the floor — broken it open — the mess would have been frightful.”
 
   Jake chuckled. “It’s about to drop a lot farther than the floor. But if you want it in your bag when we land, be my guest.”
 
   “You mean when the ship goes down?” Weston asked uncertainly. Jake’s refusal to have an eye-to-eye conversation made it annoyingly difficult to grasp his precise intent.
 
   “No,” Jake said, contemplating a small, metal mess-kit. “I mean when Noxie gets us those fall jackets and we go over the side.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. “And what makes you think she’ll actually convince Boldmansson where we failed?”
 
   Jake put the mess-kit back in his bag, and now did look Weston’s way. His expression seemed inappropriately pleased, considering their circumstances. “She had a look,” he said, “a look in her eyes.”
 
   “Oh, please,” Weston sighed. “I think I liked you better as a cynic than as a mooncalf.”
 
   Jake laughed — but this time Weston noticed that he did not deny his entanglement.
 
   Before the discussion went any further, a knock came at the door. When he opened it, he found Noxie, with a bundle of leather harnesses clutched in her arms.
 
   “Ta-da,” she said proudly. Then she paid each fall jacket over into Weston’s hands, counting, “One. Two. Three. Four.”
 
   Weston stared. “How in the world,” he asked, “did you manage that?”
 
   “Let me in out of the hall,” she replied, smiling, “and I’ll tell you.”
 
   He shifted, let her pass, and then shut the door with a foot. In spite of the constricted space, Noxie skipped over to the lower bunk, where Jake sat up and made room for her to sit next to him. That she was inordinately pleased with herself could not be any plainer.
 
   “Dahnur gave in easily enough when I asked for just three fall jackets,” she began. “Especially after I promised to bring up another thirty Imperials as payment.”
 
   “What?” Much as he wanted to hear where the fourth jacket came into the picture, Weston had to interrupt upon hearing that sum.
 
   “Why don’t we let her finish, Weston,” Jake suggested in a friendly tone. “For one thing, it’s not your money that she’s spending, and for another, I’m pretty certain she has no intent of actually paying it out.”
 
   “Right,” she said, nodding back at him. “Dahnur knows we don’t dare leap overboard without ground lights showing us some town is near, and I’m sure he expects to drop by and collect his Imperials well ahead of the next town sighting. But he’ll find our rooms mysteriously empty.”
 
   Weston narrowed his eyes. “Can you do that? Make it look like we’ve disappeared, not just cover us with a figment of something else? And what if they decide to come in and prod around?”
 
   She shook her head craftily. “I can’t disappear us, but I won’t have to. There’s a scaffolding under the ship, for servicing the tether or anchoring to the railcar, if the ship needs to winch itself all the way down for some reason. The hatch to it locks from the inside, so they’ll never bother to open it up and look out there for us. I’ll let the two of you down with our bags, lock up behind you, then fly out of a porthole and join you. Then we’ll just hang about until the next town’s lights swing by underneath.”
 
   “It sounds a bit cold,” Weston said, unhappy that this thoroughly detailed plan left no room for him to try for Dahnur’s mandolin.
 
   “It will be,” Noxie said, smiling sharply. “I, ah, scouted down there just — just when I was out on one of my flying excursions. There’s no shelter from the cold air of the Eaves at all. But we can manage for an hour or two, and then be done with this ship for good.”
 
   Jake began to pack his various articles back into his duffel bag. “I’m sold,” he said, “especially since you somehow got us an extra fall jacket. How did you manage it?”
 
   Noxie laughed. “I got the three from the bosun, with Dahnur’s express permission. Then I dumped them in my cabin and took a couple of leather straps loose from under my bunk. With a bit of glamer thrown on those, I had myself a fall jacket the bosun couldn’t tell from real, and I just went back and claimed that one of our jackets was too small for Weston, and asked for a bigger size.”
 
   “Very clever,” Jake said, with an admiring look. Noxie seemed to blush, though whether at the compliment or the attention, Weston couldn’t say.
 
   Still trying to wrap his mind around how to get that mandolin, he said, “Yes — but it’s only one extra. Is that going to be enough?”
 
   “One extra? Do you count one extra, Jake?” Noxie asked, dropping her fur wrap and letting her wings unfurl. “I count two.”
 
   Weston felt his face color, but didn’t want to admit he’d forgotten about her flying. “But you’ll be bundled up against the cold, won’t you? Surely, you’re not going to hang off of a scaffold for two hours in that flimsy top, and if your wings are covered up, you’ll need a fall jacket anyway.”
 
   “Please, Weston,” she said. “I can let you two hold my coat while I’m flying. It’s spitting distance from my cabin porthole down to the scaffold, and if it’s a ways further to the ground, well, I can certainly grit my teeth.”
 
   Weston surrendered. It looked like his only alternative would be to stay on board with Dahnur and the rest — and he would have to be an idiot to do that. He had a clear memory of the ship careening up and down on its way into Gleit; a similar series of maneuvers in the dark, with no one to send out a rescue boat, would likely be suicide. And if anyone does live through the crash, it means Dahnur may very well make it to Thollol too, which would give me another chance at the instrument anyway.
 
   That was small consolation. But as he thought back on it, the fountain had told him he would find what he needed in Thollol, not on the road that led there. Possibly, quite possibly, Fate would see to it that everything ended up in the right spot.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie spotted the town beacon first, far below and ahead in the dark. She sighed a little at the sight — it meant having to give up this dreamy, timeless place she had found herself in. Yes, the scaffolding was cramped, and cold, and exposed. But shortly after she’d flown down and squeezed into the narrow framework of beams and girders, Jake had noticed her shivering, and wrapped his cloak about them both. Nestled inside her own fur shawl, with the woolen cloak over that and Jake’s arm as well, she had no complaint about the cold. It braced her cheeks and ears and especially her nose, but she still felt warm to the core.
 
   The lights broke through all manner of imaginings, some lovely, some anxious — Noxie couldn’t help dwelling on how much bigger Jake was than she, how insubstantial and child-sized she must seem to him. But he did know that Song of Power for shrinking, she insisted to herself, and in a world full of magic, there must be other ways to overcome their difference in stature — assuming it even made a difference to him. So when the light showed up ahead, on the balance she considered it an interruption, and sighed over having to put away her hedging, hopeful notions.
 
   “Do you see it?” she asked quietly. They had kept their voices to a minimum, and their tones low, ever since a series of footsteps had tromped about inside the hull just above them and someone had noisily tested the lock on the hatch that let out to the scaffolding. The footfalls had tromped back away thereafter, without returning. But caution urged quiet even so.
 
   “What’s that?” Jake asked in return. Then, before she could answer, he said, “Ah, now I have it.”
 
   “Have what?” huffed Weston from behind them, his voice sounding alarmingly loud. “I’m not sure why I had to be behind the both of you and all of these bags — what do you see?”
 
   “Shh!” Noxie hissed, but the sound was lost in wind noise and the creaking of the ship’s timbers. So she sent a stream of dim words floating through the air back to Weston: Hush! It’s the town lights up ahead. We need to start getting ready to jump.
 
   While she spun this message, Jake began to sing his Song of Power. Turning back from her figmentation, she found that he had shrunk right down to her own size. Despite being part of their plan, the sight gave her first a shock and then a tiny thrill. Unfortunately, she hadn’t time to appreciate it fully — the song might bring someone at any moment, and they had an awkward task ahead of them.
 
   First, Jake hastily donned the little fall jacket that had been meant for her. This solved the worry of whether their two spare jackets would be enough to loft all of the luggage. Between the three of them, their things might have weighed more than a man’s weight plus Noxie’s, but certainly not more than the weight of two full-grown men. So two of the full-size jackets had gone about the bags, leaving Jake to wear the small one.
 
   Next, the plan called for Weston and Jake to get a bundle of luggage apiece to one or the other of the scaffold’s ends, where the braces had enough space to drop through. This took some doing, as the scaffolding had scarcely room to crawl, and its floor of wood slats made dragging the bags difficult. Once in place, they used some rope, pilfered for the purpose, to tie their own fall jackets to those protecting the bags.
 
   Together, the three managed all of this in relative quiet, though Jake’s lute case did some thumping and, of course, his low singing could not be helped. But every noise made Noxie wince and fear for the return of the bootsteps overhead.
 
   As Weston fumbled to complete the last of his knots, she heard exactly that.
 
   Jake made an urgent gesture of haste. Noxie scuttled over to see if she could speed Weston up any.
 
   “I’m almost done, I’m almost done,” he said, intent on the knot.
 
   “Let me help,” she offered. “My fingers are smaller.”
 
   The footfalls above clumped hastily toward the hatch. Muffled voices could now be heard, their words trapped by the ship’s beams.
 
   Weston patted Noxie’s hand away, his eyes wide and fixed upon the rebellious knot. “I’ll get it,” he said. “Yours may be smaller, but mine are stronger.”
 
   A rattling sounded at the hatch now, as someone above reached it and began working the lock. Fearfully, Noxie looked back to Jake. As intended, he had lowered himself out of the scaffold, and now held onto its frame with one hand and the bundle of bags with the other. But the heavy canvas duffel bag had caught at the join between two slats.
 
   “There!” cried Weston triumphantly. “It’s tight!”
 
   “Good,” said Noxie. “Over the side with you, then!”
 
   “What?” he asked. “Oh, no, I’m not going first — we agreed, Jake would —”
 
   Noxie growled and scuttled off toward the snagged duffel bag. Over her shoulder, she said, “Just get to lowering yourself and be ready, then!”
 
   The bolt inside the hatch creaked loudly just as she scurried under it, making Noxie’s heart lurch. But it apparently stuck a bit, as the hatch only rattled, instead of clanging open. She got to the bag and gave it a tug and a hard shove, knocking it loose.
 
   “You’re set,” she told Jake. He nodded at this, then nodded again to hurry her back Weston’s way.
 
   Then he let go, and with a heavy dragging sound, disappeared into the darkness along with his bags.
 
   Noxie turned again and made a fast crawl for the back, where Weston had gotten himself half off of the slats.
 
   But the hatch swung up and open just ahead of her, squealing on its hinges and banging to rest inside the hull. A burly sailor’s head and shoulders thrust down to block her way.
 
   “They’re down here, all right!” the man called out, spotting Weston first and then twisting toward Noxie with, “One of them, at least. I —”
 
   Before his neck had turned all the way, Noxie whipped up a phantasm to greet him in her place. What the man saw when his eyes turned her way was not a wee half-sprite woman, but a spiny six-legged mass of talons and teeth. She threw in an oozing crust of blood about the mouth for good measure.
 
   With a shriek, the sailor disappeared back into the bay overhead, and Noxie shot across the scaffold before another could replace him. She did not bother to consult Weston before shoving the packet of luggage toward the edge. 
 
   The look in his eyes suggested that he wanted to complain, but knew there was no going back. Squinting his eyelids shut, he pushed loose and fell after Jake.
 
   “They’re dropping! They’re dropping!” came a voice from behind her. A second sailor now came down through the hatch and began slinking toward her. “Left you, then, have they?” he asked, his face hard and intense. “Don’t fight — the captain’ll —”
 
   His eyes widened in horror as she thrust herself back over the scaffold’s edge, and he cried, “Wait! Don’t —”
 
   But she had already dropped away into the darkness, out of his sight.
 
   Popping her wings out, she pushed hard to loop back around and up, toward the front of the skyship. Barely, her ears caught sound of the two sailors talking, one terrified of a beast, the other aghast at her suicide. But she did not tarry to listen. Up and ahead, she pushed, knowing that every second spread her farther apart from Jake and Weston, and would make for a harder search to find them on the ground.
 
   She reached her goal without incident — the figurehead below the schooner’s bowsprit. There, she paused just long enough to reach into the gaping jaws of the grinning dragon-head and pluck out the mandolin case. A voice sounded — possibly someone had spotted her.
 
   But she let herself go slack and fall, through the cold, through the dark, through the wind, clutching the instrument box to her chest and feeling very warm indeed.
 
   * * *
 
   Celas, her two Points, and Yolo Warbler rode into Nighchill by carriage a good six hours after their quarry went off the rails and shot past them overhead. Her mood had stayed black the whole time, and worse than black, as Yolo’s nagging nattering drove her within inches of whipping out a knife to silence him forever.
 
   “How dare he risk my map that way?” he would ask abruptly, just as Celas entered into negotiations for the carriage fare. And then, as the Points loaded the luggage aboard, “Hurry, would you! I can feel them rushing off, into the distance. We’re losing them!” Or, later, into the cool silence of the rocking vehicle, “A curse on Jake and everyone with him! How can you sit there and stare out the window with such a quiet look on your face, when all the riches of Thollol have fled off into the dark?”
 
   This willingness to chastise her grated on Celas most of all. The man had lost all perspective. He utterly failed to grasp simple facts: that she owed him nothing, that his presence in her retinue was a charity, or even that his desire for her would, at least in theory, stand a far greater chance of success if he treated her with some consideration, instead of just letting his venom spatter wherever it might.
 
   She forced her thoughts to remain tuned forward, as much as she could. Switching horses town by town, and rotating drivers to minimize the number of stops, the overland trip to Thollol would still take nearly a week. Would Jake Warbler and his companions remain in the ruins long enough for her to catch up? If so, what damage might they do to her goals? Too many unknowns remained for that line of thought to bear fruit. But still, some contingencies could be laid. For instance, if Yolo’s cousin should finish up in Thollol quickly, and strike off for home, he and his partners would have to come back along this same road: the wind blew westward only — they would not fly overhead on their return. To fish for them in Thollol, or to waylay them as they made their way back, she would need Yolo. So she must think of how to best make use of him, not of how much she desired to end his existence in an ecstasy of torment.
 
   Despite this resolution, she found herself lured off into daydreams of her knives on Yolo’s flesh at least once or twice an hour, every hour along the way.
 
   At last, Maurd called down from the driver’s bench outside, “Lights ahead, mistress. We are approaching a town.”
 
   She knew this to be Nighchill — their itinerary along the road had been well planned. But where she had once expected to make this a rest stop, she now had other intentions. She would expend a good bit of coin, swap out the horses, and ride on. Kulika and Maurd could drive and sleep in shifts, and if need be she could slip Yolo a drug in some wine to give herself the peace she needed to avoid killing him. They must make all the speed they could manage.
 
   With a groan of relief, Yolo stretched and squirmed demonstratively upon his cushioned bench. “At last, some food and a place to rest! A week trapped on that maddeningly tiny ship, and I thought getting on the ground would make things better — at least the ship didn’t jolt and shudder with every lump in the road.”
 
   Celas suppressed the need to sigh and instead called up the will to aggrieve Yolo still further. She had no doubt a torrent of abuse would follow, and with his death postponed indefinitely, she no longer found his childish inadequacies humorous.
 
   But before Celas could break the bad news, Yolo sat bolt upright. His eyes narrowed and then widened a bit, and his mouth hung open. 
 
   “The trace,” he said finally. “I think — I think it’s slowed.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Celas asked, her pulse immediately jumping. Calm, she urged herself. He may be starting at nothing — he has no training or gift for using the blood link you’ve given him. But as much as she tried to keep a rein on her reaction, she could not help leaning forward to hear his answer.
 
   “The whole time we’ve been on the road,” he said, “it’s felt like Jake was drifting away — slowly, but going off the whole time. Now, I don’t — I don’t think I feel him getting any farther.” His face came down from a skyward daze, and his eyes met hers. “I think they’ve stopped.”
 
   “If they’ve stopped,” she breathed, “we can catch them. Can you be strong, Yolo? Can we put off our rest and bend ourselves to the task — to the hunt? My money can buy a change of horses. Kulika and Maurd can drive on.”
 
   Her intensity seemed to have an impact on him. “You really do want me to succeed, don’t you,” he said, a sort of proud dawning coming into his eyes. “Jake has ditched and tricked me at every turn, but I have you, a beautiful stranger, to steer me on. He can’t shake me, can he? I think I must have found my cause at last, and now Fate will not let me shirk it.”
 
   With her prey thus brought to ground, she found that she could be amused once again at this pathetic tool. She gave him a smile and a low laugh, and said, “Dear Yolo, how I love it when men find me fateful.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten: The Road to Thollol
 
    
 
   Weston landed in some sort of bramble bush and spent a good ten minutes trying to extricate himself and the bags from its thorny clutches.
 
   The trip down had been such sheer terror that he couldn’t wait for it to end. But now, cursing and struggling in the pitch dark with branches raking his flesh, he wished he were falling again. “Why didn’t you try to get your lamp lit in the air, you fool?” he chastised himself. But that would have been no use either. Just as he feared starting a light now, so too the lamp might have broken on landing and set the husky limbs of this plant alight, immolating him.
 
   He managed to get both feet planted on the ground and maneuver himself half-upright. Branches that had snagged in his fall jacket kept him from standing fully up. Yet he dared not unfasten the harness, as it was still tied to the rope that linked him to the bags — and the bags still hovered in the air, because he hadn’t released the floatstone sphere from the fall jacket that encircled them. If he let them loose, they might very well float away and never be found again.
 
   So he reached around blindly behind himself, trying to get hold of the branch that had him caught back there. His fingers closed on a large, spiny burr instead.
 
   “Ow!”
 
   “Is that you, Weston?” came a voice. He recognized it immediately as Jake’s, and realized as it drew nearer that dark and slightly less dark shadows now played across the ground in front of him. “Having trouble getting your light on? At least click your fire-striker — the sparks will help me spot you.”
 
   Twisting around, Weston saw the faint glow of Jake’s lamp coming his way. A sieve of thorn branches filtered the light to almost nothing, but the sight of any light at all made him weak with relief.
 
   “Of course, it’s me,” he said. “But I’m caught up in some crackling dry thorn bush, and I’m sure it will go up like tinder if I strike a light. Just follow my voice and come get me out, would you?”
 
   “Sure,” Jake replied.
 
   The light grew stronger, and Jake’s footsteps crunched more loudly through the undergrowth. Weston tried to keep hold of his patience as he hunkered down, waiting. “I’m over this way. Can you see me yet? I’m in the most excruciating position, so the situation would bear some hurrying.”
 
   “I think I’ve spotted you,” came the response, though off from one side and seemingly not any nearer. “I have to agree with you about these being some wicked bushes — it’ll take me a moment to find the thinnest approach and work my way through to you.”
 
   “What about your sword? Can’t you just hack out a path?”
 
   Jake laughed. “Weston, it’s a foil, not a machete. I’d be dueling with branches all day if I tried that approach.”
 
   “Oh, well pardon me for suggesting it,” Weston said, more than a little annoyed. The flickering light of the lamp remained aggravatingly far off. “You must teach me the finer points of cutlery while I’m waiting, so that I can be sure to avoid similar gaffes in the future.”
 
   “Look, I can help you if you like — or we can wait until Noxie finds us by my light, and perhaps she can fly in and help cut you loose. Which would you rather?”
 
   “I would rather I hadn’t fallen in this bush to start with,” Weston replied. “Then I wouldn’t be in this undignified and uncomfortable position, nor would I be subject to your mockery of my suggestions. But since I can’t have what I would rather, I’ll settle for your less-than-lightning-quick help — and I suppose if the price I pay for that help is enduring more ridicule, then I’ll settle for that as well.”
 
   Before Jake could issue a retort, the air suddenly swelled with a buzzing sound from above. Weston placed it as the sound of Noxie’s wings only a moment before it was joined by her voice.
 
   “I’m glad to hear that, Weston,” she said, her breathing heavy with effort or excitement, “because from up here, what I’m seeing of your position just begs to be made fun of.”
 
   “Noxie!” Jake said, with a warm enthusiasm that Weston had begun to find all too recognizable. “Well don’t just hover up there, throw some real light on him, so that I can see too.”
 
   “Evidently,” Weston said drily, “that drop from the ship terrified both of you as much as it did me, or else you wouldn’t feel so desperate to find humor in my present predicament.” Craning his neck about, he just caught a glimpse of Noxie hovering overhead, before she zipped out of view in the direction of Jake’s light. She looked to be holding something; he couldn’t tell what.
 
   “You’re absolutely right, Weston,” she called back toward him. “Even though I’ve been flying since I was two, in this particular instance, the ordeal petrified me. Here, Jake, I’ll trade you this for a knife and then get Weston cut loose.”
 
   A silence followed this offer. Then Jake’s voice said, with detectably less enthusiasm, “Noxie — what is this?”
 
   She laughed. “What does it look like? I’ve pinched Dahnur’s mandolin. Does that show him, or what?”
 
   Another pause followed on Jake’s part. Weston barely noticed it; despite the fact that Noxie hadn’t yet lit them up with phantasmal lights, the world seemed suddenly radiant. The mandolin! She’d gotten it!
 
   Jake’s next words were, “I really wish you hadn’t done that.”
 
   Noxie, clearly proud of her achievement, responded, “Well, I have, and there’s no undoing it now. I hope you’re not going to get all aggravated with me and ruin the moment. I mean, we all have to agree that he had it coming, don’t we?”
 
   “Yes, I suppose,” Jake said. “But now he’s got a reason to come looking for us, which really wasn’t high on my list of desirable circumstances.”
 
   Here Weston cleared his throat. “Excuse me, but, speaking of less than desirable circumstances ...?”
 
   “Oh!” said Noxie. “Sorry, Weston. We’ll have you out in a twizzle.”
 
   “Thank you,” he said. But along with his eagerness, urgency and discomfort, he felt a special sort of patience — for his mind was suddenly full up of things to imagine.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie felt curiously vindicated when the nearby town turned out to be a hillkinder settlement. Jake had taken on a subdued manner ever since she’d flitted down with the mandolin, and his unreadable mood started her doubting herself. Had she invited Dahnur’s vengeance, and set him implacably on their trail? Had she besmirched the noble enterprise they were on, to find the Red Scarfers’ treasure and possibly Grandpapa and Jake’s Aunt Avelia as well? And perhaps worst of all, had she jinxed herself with regard to Jake — made him think the less of her? The cold trip across the brambled hills had damped her spirits and made her wonder if she’d just bought a bushel of ill luck.
 
   And then they topped the last hill and looked down upon a quaint little hillkinder town, snuggled up tight to the Western Road and glowing warmly by the light of its beacon-tower. Noxie found it hard to remain pessimistic looking down on neat rows of sturdy little cottages, or passing a welcoming sign that named the place as Shemsley — though in typical Warkslinshire fashion the spelling had been elaborated to “Chelmslesley.” Along the way in, a few well-bundled figures her own size waved and hallooed.
 
   Weston took on a beleaguered look as the town swelled up around them — because it did not swell up very large. “How in the world are we going to provision ourselves here?” he asked. “The place is a diorama!”
 
   Noxie laughed and scolded him. “We’ll do it politely is how, Weston. These folks’ ears may be half your size, but they hear just as well as you.”
 
   “Probably better,” he said, not giving an inch, “and I’m sure there are all manner of endeavors in which they excel beyond my capacity. But what are Jake and I to do for cold-weather clothing here? We’re not going to be able to get the horses we’d talked about, or even hire a wagon — unless we’re in the mood to bounce about in a pram.”
 
   “Up there,” Jake said, pointing and still rather cool in his tone. “See that house, a little higher of beam than the rest? That will be the local hostelry. This is a road town — in a hard region like this one, they’re bound to have someplace to service bigger folk. Road towns aren’t often set up to just let good coin pass through.”
 
   “Oh,” said Weston, peering toward the structure Jake had indicated. “Well. I can’t say it looks all that capacious to me, but if you say so.”
 
   “Come on,” Noxie said happily. “Let’s go and have a look. I’m all set to let these bags drop, and I know you two have a lot heavier load than me.”
 
   The building did in fact happen to be an inn, and with a higher roof and a higher door than anything else along the street. But Jake and Weston still had to duck to get in, and the rafters hung low enough that Weston kept stooping reflexively as he passed beneath them. Noxie dashed in behind the men, having been the only one with a free hand to get the door.
 
   A tidy little hillkinder woman greeted all three of them as they entered the hall, standing up from her stool behind the front desk to do so. “Welcome, travelers!” she said, looking each in the eye in turn. “Are you needing a room, then, or just some good ale and a meal to fortify your road-legs?”
 
   “A room,” groaned Weston, just as Jake started to say, “We hadn’t actually —”
 
   The two men looked at one another, and Noxie decided to head off the issue that seemed about to arise.
 
   “A meal and a spot to put our bags, for starters,” she said. “We’ll figure out over dinner what our plans are from there.”
 
   Jake nodded when the hostess looked to him for confirmation. “My thought exactly. And I’ll be paying, incidentally.”
 
   That last bit he added with a glance to Weston, whose mouth had come open and now shut itself again. The young scholar’s brows lowered, but he simply dropped his bags to the floor rather than saying anything. Noxie made a note to commend him for his patience once they’d gotten a little food in their bellies.
 
   With no delay, the hillkinder woman came out from behind her desk and led them down the hall to the inn’s common room — whistling up a steward-boy along the way and ordering him to stow their bags. A motley assortment of tables and clientele filled the room, mostly wee folk occupying furniture fit for their size. In a back corner stood some compromise furnishings, though — chairs a hair too big for hillkinders and a hair too small for people Jake and Weston’s size, along with tables to match. 
 
   “Will you be wanting a table for the men and a high stool for the lady?” asked the hostess, pointing toward the corner. “Or a table for the lady and some cushions so’s you fellows can sit on the floor?”
 
   Weston eyed one of the bigfolk in the corner, whom Noxie noticed had a decidedly hunkered appearance at the awkwardly sized table. With a sigh, he said, “I suppose sitting on a cushion sounds more appealing than a hardwood chair anyway.”
 
   “I bow to your chivalry,” Jake told him with a smile, and then asked the hostess to show them one of the smaller tables. Noxie warmed up inside a bit more at the joke. You see, she told herself, all is starting to go fine again. Better still, Jake held her chair for her as she sat down, feeling pampered indeed to have furnishings that fit her and two men making accommodations to her size.
 
   “Bread and stew’s the only fare we have at the ready,” said the hostess, a little apologetically. “Now, we could scare up a chicken and get that roasted for you, but they’re not so easy come by here in the dark lands as where you folks are used to, so the cost would be a good bit extra.”
 
   “We’re fine with stew,” said Jake, settling himself comfortably to the floor cushion.
 
   “I’m fine with bread,” said Weston. His eyes had a wide, famished look, and he put one hand to his stomach for emphasis. “So long as there’s butter, and it’s quick.”
 
   Noxie nodded her agreement, but raised a questioning finger as well. “Anything sounds fabulous. Only how did you know we’re not from under the Eaves?”
 
   “Well, you’ve color to your complexion, haven’t you?” she said, smiling wisely. “And it’s not just a flush from coming in out the cold. We’re hearty folk around here, but worm-pale to a one.”
 
   Then she trundled off toward a back room that likely held the kitchen.
 
   “‘Worm-pale,’” muttered Weston when she’d gone. He gave Jake an accusing glare. “Surely, she must have mistaken me for a native when I heard you say we might not take a room. Are you actually thinking to get straight to the road, after all we’ve been through?”
 
   “More than thinking it,” Jake replied calmly. “We really have no choice.”
 
   This raised Noxie’s eyebrow. “Are you sure that’s not taking things a bit far, Jake? I’m happy to press on, but this is a cozy little place, and we certainly have the money for a rest.”
 
   “We have the money,” he agreed, “but I don’t see us having the time. We’re a day or day and a half ahead of Yolo at this point. Now, he started off from the end of the skyway — a terminus where mounts and carriages are easy to come by. We’re starting off in the middle of the country, and like as not will have to look harder for our transportation. We can’t guarantee that what we’ll find will outpace what he’s already bought, rented, or hired.”
 
   Noxie wasn’t certain that Weston registered this, as his gaze kept wandering the room and stopping enviously at the food upon various distant tables. But without refocusing, he said, “So we end up in a mule cart to Yolo’s coach-and-four. He’s got over a week to overtake us between here and Thollol, hasn’t he? Why do we care whether it’s three days out from our destination that he gets to us, or four? I say we rest up as best we can beforehand, so that we can give him the thrashing he deserves when he dares to show his face.”
 
   “My goodness,” Noxie said with mock seriousness. “I didn’t know you had such a dangerous side to you, Weston.”
 
   He gave her an unamused look, then recited, “‘Patience and plans wing high ’bove the hungry man.’”
 
   “Is that more Coeldoetta?” she asked.
 
   “No,” said Jake. “It’s one of Bagberth’s Apt Aphorisms for Travel — and I believe, Weston, that it’s supposed to be taken in a cautionary sense.”
 
   Weston shook his head. “You know, I really don’t know what to make of you two. We just leapt out of a skyship in the dark. I came down in a thicket of flesh-rending spines. And now you’re worried about Jake’s weedy cousin? A fellow who looks like you could beat him to death with his own moustache?”
 
   “Is that how he looks to you, Weston?” asked Jake. Then, more pointedly, he went on, “Was that what you thought the last time you saw his likeness? Because I seem to remember you screaming and kicking over some barrels.”
 
   This reference to the Yolo-mannikin brought Weston up short at last. He actually looked quickly around at the shadowy corners of the room, rather than the settings of viands upon the tables. Then he folded his arms across his stomach in clear discomfort. “All right,” he said miserably, “now I’m hungry and worried. Are you happy?”
 
   “Less so than I’ll be when we’re on the road,” Jake replied. “If we can hire even a buckboard wagon and a driver, Noxie could throw an illusion across us, or we could simply bury ourselves in some hay. Then we can sleep and also be safe from any more bat-winged spies that might come along. Safer, anyway, than in an inn like this one, where the thing would have only six or eight rooms to creep between until it found us, snoring and unawares.”
 
   The hostess arrived, bearing three soup bowls, a loaf of bread and a tureen upon a tray. “This should be more like it,” she said, setting the dishes before them. “Hearty and warm as you please.”
 
   “Thank you,” said Noxie, meaning it thoroughly. Steam wafted up from the stew, pungent with spices. Weston’s stomach was not the only one that had been letting its owner know of its displeasure.
 
   Jake thanked the server as well, ordered a bottle of wine, and paid over a handful of coins. Weston merely attacked the bread without waiting.
 
   “You know, Weston,” Noxie said after her first spoonful of the wonderfully thick stew, “there’s more where that came from, I’m sure.”
 
   Weston tried to open his mouth, had to chew a bit more, then tried again, and managed to get out, “Jake wanted me to hurry, and he found the right goad. You two didn’t see that thing. Trust me, I don’t want to see another.”
 
   * * *
 
   “It’s moving again,” Yolo said. He had been pacing incessantly beside the carriage the entire time they’d been in Nighchill — while Celas negotiated the horse trade, while Kulika and Maurd went to fetch provisions for the next leg of their journey, and even while he ate his long-complained-for supper, a meat pie from the local bakery. Now he stopped in his tracks, and actually stamped his feet. “The trace — it’s moving again, I can feel it!”
 
   The new horses had been brought out, their hooves well checked, and the carriage traces fastened tight to their harnesses. There had been no real reason for Celas to supervise this work — Maurd would check it all again before they set off anyway. But she had kept herself busy with it anyway, so that Yolo might not engage her in conversation.
 
   At Yolo’s new remarks, she instantly left off watching the corral boy at his work.
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked. “Is it quick, like before?”
 
   “No,” Yolo said, peering distractedly off into the pitch black skies to the West. “I mean, yes. That is, I’m sure, but it’s not moving at wind speed, the way it had been. I couldn’t tell, at first — it was like a little different tickle in the connection. But he definitely seems farther off now than he did ten minutes back.”
 
   Could this clod really have developed the sensitivity to discriminate so well? She wondered for a moment. Then she dismissed the question as pointless. She had to assume that her quarry would move at the quickest pace available to them, whether Yolo could detect it or not. Might they find a carriage as fast as this one? Hire drivers who could endure brutal shifts as Kulika and Maurd could? If so, they would be able to keep out in front of her. After all, not every town would have a fresh change of horses suitable for her coach — and Jake Warbler might adopt the same strategy she had. So even if she got within two or three hours of him, the horses she’d be trading for would most likely be his winded ones.
 
   She so very much needed to overtake her prey while still on the road. Thollol would make for a far harder hunting ground.
 
   She contemplated Yolo, staring westward with his teeth clenched in a grimace of concentration. What if she drugged him again, drew more blood, crafted another homunculus? It could overtake Jake and the Key Bearer and the miserable little wasp-winged beauty in hours. She could strike without hesitation this time, possibly kill them all.
 
   Or, if they managed to destroy it again, she could end up blinded on the road, with Yolo incapacitated and useless for days. And she would probably be hard-pressed to convince him that his recurrent agony had nothing to do with her, since she would have to tease another specimen of seed from him before the homunculus spell would work.
 
   No, she thought, if I’m to catch them — guarantee catching them — it must be our horses’ speed I augment, so that we overtake them in full force, not by another fragile proxy. 
 
   Yolo stamped his foot again. “They’re definitely getting farther away. Where’s Kulika? Where’s Maurd? We need to get going, and we need to whip these new horses to bloody good speed.”
 
   “I’d already had that notion,” Celas replied. And in fact, she had — although she did not intend for the ‘bloody’ part to come from a whip. Retrieving her coin pouch from within the carriage, she went once more to look for the horse trader.
 
   * * *
 
   Shemsley had vanished into the dark behind them, and with it, some of Jake’s worries. They’d managed to find a farmer, westbound for home after selling a load of mushrooms in the hillkinder town, and for quite a cheap price bought space in the back of his two-mule wagon. Weston complained a great deal about the musty smell of the wagonbed, but eventually he put it to use as an actual bed, and his grievances gave way to snores.
 
   A frame and a tarp gave them some cover, from the wind and from any prying eyes that might come their way. They’d arranged their bags and some of the empty mushroom baskets to further block observation, leaving them nestled in a slightly cramped space, with the only clear opening a small gap through which they could talk to the farmer. Once Weston drifted off, the creak of the wagon and the clop of the mules’ hooves were the only sounds for a long time. Jake could hear Noxie’s slow, even breathing from beside him, although he wasn’t certain whether she’d fallen asleep herself or simply lay quiet in thought as he did.
 
   At first, his head had brimmed with unhappy thoughts. In their rush to escape Dahnur’s doomed ship, had they leapt too soon, and put themselves at risk from Yolo and his unknown sorcerous ally? Would Noxie’s pilferage of that mandolin come back to haunt them in Thollol, where Dahnur might very well set up camp inside the gates and wait for them? And, spawned directly from that thought, just how did that act of spite and thievery reflect on Noxie?
 
   The last concern dispelled itself quickly in the dim, enclosed space, with the wagon rocking and jostling Noxie up against his arm every few bumps in the road. This was a woman who’d had the prize in her hand on Key Day and had given it back to Weston. She could have kept the Key for herself, used it to find out what had happened to her grandfather — or even just to gain her fortune. Instead, she’d done the right thing, and without hesitation. He couldn’t possibly need to worry about her scruples.
 
   And that comfort turned out to be the only comfort he needed. Whatever forces gathered to oppose him and his two partners, they would deal with to the best of their abilities. Yolo, Dahnur — the nameless, mysterious enemies to whom Dahnur had referred — Jake could only confront these as they came at him. Fretting over the unknown was pointless.
 
   A hazy span of time passed, in which he might have fallen briefly asleep, and then Noxie shifted next to him, and made a noise that suggested discomfort.
 
   “Are you awake?” he whispered, mindful of Weston’s snoring. “Anything wrong?”
 
   “One of these baskets keeps grating my elbow,” she said. “And if I turn on my side, it’s grating my rear.”
 
   “Here,” he said, bringing his arm up and across the sack of clothes she used as a pillow. “Weston’s right up against me on the other side, so I can’t make room, but you’re welcome to fit into the crook of my arm. That should get you a few inches away from the baskets.”
 
   The wagon creaked and rolled on for a few moments without any response from Noxie. Only a vague seepage of light from the farmer’s lamp came into the wagonbed with them, and he could see no more than the outlines of her shape. Then he heard her shift again, and she lay back in the hollow between his arm and his chest, her head resting on his shoulder. Her face turned toward his own, now only inches away — a glimmer of light caught her eyes, showed him just enough of her cheek and lips to make him wonder at the unreadable expression there. But she said nothing, and relaxed her neck until only her silhouetted profile could be seen. As the rhythmic motion of the wagon settled her into place, Jake found himself more at ease than he had been since leaving Gleit. 
 
   “Do you know much about the lands here under the Eaves?” he asked, still keeping his voice quiet.
 
   “No,” she said, in a tone that was low but clearly wakeful. “Well, I know that they’re dark.”
 
   He chuckled. “Hard to escape that. In fact, when I was young, that was what I always asked about, whenever Avelia turned to her stories of Thollol and started in on the Red Scarfers’ adventures there.”
 
   “About the dark?” she asked. “Really, that was what piqued you?”
 
   “Mm-hmm,” he said, seeing in his mind the golden-haired Avelia of his childhood, surrounded by young faces that had long since sprouted beards and taken on lines of their own. “It used to drive my cousins mad — they wanted her to get to the city, to the fighting and the magic and the eerie, unexplained mystery of a place so many hundreds of years dead. But I always wanted to know how she got there, through all these leagues of pitch black. And when I found out that there were towns and farms along the way, I had to know about those, too. How did the people live? What did they grow, if the sun never shone? Lilna and Uyne would boo me at every question, and Avelia would shush them, and she would say, ‘You two should listen to your cousin. He’s going to grow into a traveler himself, someday.’”
 
   “Those sound like good times,” she said, and he thought he detected a wistfulness in her voice. 
 
   “You must have had some good times growing up too,” he said. “I can’t imagine Fingold’s tales were any less rousing than Avelia’s — she always made him out to be a better storyteller than herself.”
 
   Noxie sighed. “I met Fingold when I showed up on his doorstep at thirteen. After that, my life got about a thousand times better. I mean, compared to when I lived in the woods with my father’s folk. They had stories too, I’ll let you know — but I wouldn’t want to repeat any of them.”
 
   It dawned on Jake that this was about as much as she’d said in any one stretch about her people. He felt an immense curiosity, a desire to know what had been so awful about them and how she had come through so well in spite of it. But the topic clearly held little appeal for her. He held his tongue for a bit to see if she would go on.
 
   “So what did she tell you?” Noxie asked, instead. “About the folk here under the Eaves? I’ve kept wondering how they stand the dark their whole lives, when I guess I should have been thinking, ‘How do they feed themselves? How do they earn their keep?’”
 
   “Well,” he said, a bit disappointed to divert away from the personal, “the answer is in the air. Have you noticed yourself getting a little grimy, since the captain let us out of our cabins?”
 
   “Mmm ... not really. I’ve been the whole time on ship without a real bath, so I’ve felt pretty grimy all around. You wouldn’t want me this close if I hadn’t picked up a flask of desoiling concoction before we left Gleit.”
 
   He laughed at that, and warmed to his subject. “You’d be surprised. I have a very tolerant nose. Anyway, the air here is full of tiny, oily bits of something that no one has ever quite made sense of. Some say it’s a mineral that breaks loose from the bottom of Jueln and gets ground to dust by wind on the way down. Others think there’s some great fungal mat growing on the underside of the continent above, and that it sheds its outer layers in this constant rain of particles. Whatever the stuff is, all manner of things will grow in it, even without light. And you can scrape it up off of flat surfaces and ferment it into a really mad liquor.”
 
   She squirmed for a moment and made a noise. “I can’t say that sounds good. And — what, are we breathing it, right now? Are all my insides getting coated up with this goop?”
 
   “Not to worry,” he said. “Only about one person in thirty has a reaction to —”
 
   The explanation got cut short by a loud, “Heyup!” from the driver and a braying from the mules. Jake felt the wagon slowing to a halt.
 
   Noxie sat up beside him and turned to look out through the gap in the tarp. Jake turned as well, and heard the driver muttering. Then the fellow called back to them, “Sorry to say, folks, but the bridge is still out over Gelmer River — so the sign says. I talked to the work crew on my way to Shemsley, and they said two shifts would have it done, but here’s the sign, still. And there’s a new note tacked on. ‘Back to town for wood, finished tomorrow.’”
 
   Weston roused at the talk and grumbled something incoherent. Jake ignored him, asking the driver, “What does that mean? Are we going to have to turn around?”
 
   “Oh, no,” said the farmer. “We’ll turn here and take the river road up to the ford at Beckelshire. That’s how I came over. But it’s six or seven hours out of our way, just so’s you’ll know. I’d be for stopping in Beckelshire once we’re over the river, and finishing on into Holmsglie after a sleep.”
 
   “What’s he saying?” Weston asked blearily. “There’s someplace we can sleep?”
 
   “Shh,” said Noxie.
 
   Jake did some figuring in his head. Seven hours’ detour, plus however long they rested in Beckelshire — if Yolo were riding hard, and if the bridge got finished before he reached it, then he’d probably have all but caught up to them by the time they reached the next town.
 
   “You know,” Jake said to the driver, “I’d like to ride up and see the bridge anyway, if it’s all the same.”
 
   “Well, it’s not all the same,” the farmer replied, speaking practically. “It’s twenty minutes each way, up to the bridge and then back here to the cutoff.”
 
   “There’s an extra Imperial in it for your time,” Jake said. “And when we get to the bridge, I’ll treat you to a song as well.”
 
   A low whistle came from the front bench. “The song you can keep, but an Imperial for forty minutes of my time is something I’ll sure listen to.”
 
   “You’ll have it, then — and I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised by the song, too.”
 
   * * *
 
   Four hours after Nighchill, Maurd called down that he saw some lights ahead. Celas leaned out of the carriage window and hissed at him to keep a low voice. Yolo had fallen asleep a few miles back, and neither her plans nor her patience would bear him waking up at the moment.
 
   “What is it, a town?” she asked Maurd, gripping the windowsill tightly in hopes that he would say yes. It would have to be a puny settlement, to appear on none of the maps. But if there were people, there might be horses.
 
   “Looks small for that, mistress,” came the Point’s reply. “It might be a trapper’s outpost or something of the sort.”
 
   She thought about it, and decided that might do just as well.
 
   “Kulika,” she said, lifting her voice just a bit more. “Try to get to the opiates, quick and quiet. I need a few grains to make sure he stays under. If there are horses at this place, I want them.”
 
   She eased herself back into the cabin and saw, thankfully, that Yolo remained unconscious — sprawled upon his bench, gaping mouth upturned. From above, she heard sounds of motion as Kulika got into the bags upon the carriage roof.
 
   The horse trader in Nighchill had stymied her to the point of fury. When she’d asked for her old horses back, and said she was willing to pay, his response had been, “Apologies and more, ma’am, but I don’t think I can do that to the poor beasts. Look how hard you’ve driven them. Even if they’re not doing the pulling, it’d be cruel to make ’em go on. They need a rest.”
 
   She’d offered to pay double what the animals ought to cost, but the man hadn’t budged. “Not a question of money,” he’d said. “And even if it were, the coin from the trade has made me my keep for another few days. It’s the busy season, you know — that’s why I just had the four to trade to you. Someone’ll be along tomorrow or the next to take these ones off my hands, after they’ve slept up and been taken well care of. A horse man has to do right by his wares, if he’s to stay in business.”
 
   So her plan had been delayed, and she’d spent the next several hours grating over the irony of the man’s simple-minded protectiveness. The fate he’d saved the horses from had nothing to do with overwork — Celas’ intent had been to slaughter the exhausted animals a few miles out from town and use their blood in a ritual to lend speed to the new team she’d acquired. Transfused with extra life-essence the fresh horses could have made double time, or better. 
 
   Instead, their current pace was the same dreadfully slow plod as before.
 
   “Mistress,” said Kulika, and Celas looked to the window to find the Point’s head and shoulder hanging inverted there. Her arm came in to hand Celas the phial of dream-drug, and when she’d passed it across, she asked, “Is there anything else?”
 
   Angrily Celas raised a finger to her lips — but a glance at Yolo showed him undisturbed. She shook her head to Kulika, and the Point disappeared upward.
 
   The phial rested heavy in her hand. How much to give him? She counted out a few minutes for Kulika and Maurd to dispose of the trappers, assuming six or eight men. Then she added in a quarter hour to prepare the trappers’ horses for sacrifice, and half an hour for the ceremony itself. So — she needed enough to keep him out for an hour, at most.
 
   Measuring out a careful dose, Celas eased herself over to where Yolo lay.
 
   * * *
 
   They made excellent time to Holmsglie — six hours instead of the twelve or thirteen that it would have cost them with the detour. Better still, Noxie had been able to sleep much of the way after their river crossing, and had dreamed several ridiculous, thrilling dreams.
 
   The last of these involved Jake and herself conjuring a bridge all the way to Thollol across the dark lands beneath the Eaves. Jake had made it solid with his Song of Bridging, and she had spun up illusions of jeweled towers and gossamer cables that caught and dazzled every eye in Shadow Country. For some reason, Weston sat on the front bench of their wagon as they rode up onto this vast span, dressed in a farmer’s tunic instead of his silken shirt. He quoted at length from Coeldoetta as they rode, drawling rustically around a length of straw that dangled from his mouth.
 
   At some point, the rurally accented gibberish went from “Ixbibble blulth bub noddley,” to “— folks awake back there? Here’s Holmsglie, just up ahead.” At which point she realized she’d come out of dreaming and into the waking world.
 
   She sat up, still groggy, and saw and felt Jake stirring to wakefulness beside her as well.
 
   “Did you say we’re here?” she asked the driver.
 
   “Sure are,” the man replied. “a bare few minutes away from me being able to tell the missus ’bout the most interesting trip to Shemsley I’m ever like to have.”
 
   “We’d appreciate it,” said Jake, after a long yawn, “if you could hold off on telling her for a few days. We have some ... competitors behind us, and I’d rather they not hear the story of how we made it across that bridge when they come through. There’s a second Imperial in it, if you’ll keep this under your hat another week — even from your wife, and I mean no offense to her by that.”
 
   “What?” the farmer asked slyly. “Are you hinting a farm wife might let herself go a bit gossipy from time to time? Well, it’ll burst me at the seams to shut the story away, but I’m a man of my word, and not a man to pass up an easy gold Imperial. A week is all, you say, and then I can tell what I like?”
 
   “A week should be plenty. I hope to get out of Holmsglie on another wagon in hours or less, and do the same at the next town on as well.”
 
   Still fuzzy-headed, Noxie said to Jake, “You wake up quicker than me, that’s for sure. It’s all I can do to strain the dream bits from my head and know what I’m hearing.”
 
   “Well,” said Jake, with a nod toward the still-snoring Weston, “at least you’re not last in that category.”
 
   * * *
 
   “Might as well just wait,” the foreman at the bridge told Celas. “It’s a good seven hours up to Beckelshire and back, and we’ll be done in four — five at most.”
 
   Yolo paced back and forth, his hands thrust deep into the pockets of his heavy coat. Celas heard a break in his stride at the foreman’s estimate, and she knew another outburst would follow.
 
   “Five hours!” he moaned. “I can’t sit here five hours, feeling them plodding away from us. We were making such good time! Closing the gap!”
 
   “Shush, Yolo,” she said, keeping her face calm. “When you say seven hours to Beckelshire, does that account for our carriage? It’s very fast, and we have a strong team pulling it.”
 
   The man shrugged. “River Road’s a lumpy one. If you’re sure of your wheels, and don’t mind a few knocks, I reckon you might make it in five. Any faster and you’re like to bust something.”
 
   Fuming inside, Celas took Yolo’s arm and led him away from the bridge and its rattling chorus of hammers and saws. Yolo stalked sullenly back to the cab beside her, and she wondered if she might somehow contrive to slip him more of the opiates. Whether they headed back to the River Road cutoff, sat just where they were, or returned to “Chelmslesley” to wait out the bridge repairs, Yolo promised to be miserable company indeed.
 
   She settled on a return to the town. They’d passed through it without stopping, so there might be information to be had. At the very worst, she could leave Yolo gorging himself in the local road house and take a walk about town.
 
   Perhaps some unloved hermit dwelt at the outskirts, where she could vent her frustrations without too much risk of discovery.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie sat on their buggy’s riding bench, her coat wrapped tight about her and a cloak over that. Looking out upon the black river waters ahead, she could see the little ferry by its lights, approaching very, very slowly through heavy mist. Things had gotten colder, since Holmsglie, and colder still since Gurneappe, the next town after. They’d hitched another ride between the two villages, but had to rent the buggy and team in Gurneappe, where they didn’t happen upon anyone headed their way. It was light and fast, with a cowl to keep rain or snow off. Their luggage had all fit, barely, in the boot to the vehicle’s rear. But the bench gave no room for lying down, and that had left them all bleary-eyed from lack of rest.
 
   Jake stretched his legs, walking back and forth on the ferry’s landing. He’d been the one to get out and ring the signal bell, bringing after a moment’s wait the answering bell from the far side of the river. Noxie wrinkled her nose a bit at the way he kept pacing — she really wanted him to climb back into the buggy with her and Weston. It looked too cold out there in the mist for her to work up much enthusiasm about joining him, and while Weston was no company at all, slumped unconscious against one of the braces that held up the cowl, he was at least providing some heat.
 
   The ferry drew nearer — near enough for Jake to hail the pilot by voice, though Noxie couldn’t make out the exchange. She had the ear flaps of her cap tied down, and the echoes off the water muddled things. But Jake turned back after the pilot’s words, and headed up the landing to the road where the buggy stood parked.
 
   Noxie roused herself, eager to hear what the story was.
 
   Jake, however, did not continue all the way off the landing. Instead, he stopped at its landward end and stood peering right past her, up the road they’d traveled to get here. His expression, just visible in the light of the buggy’s lamp, appeared concerned.
 
   Frowning, Noxie hopped down from her perch, taking care on the buggy’s step, since the drop to the ground wasn’t proportioned for her.
 
   “What is it?” she called out to Jake. He simply pointed.
 
   Noxie moved out from the buggy’s lee, to get a better view of the road behind. Up into the hills it ran, switching back and forth along their steep sides as it made its way out of the river valley. Little could be seen of this, in the dark of the Eaves — but she remembered it all too well. The way down had been narrow, steep, and twisty. So she knew that the gleam of light she saw up there, speeding along through blackness, came from another vehicle on the road, and one moving quickly.
 
   She stepped over to Jake. Both of them watched the light’s progress, which now struck her as not just fast, but dangerously fast. She looked up at Jake, saw him let out a slow, frosted breath.
 
   “Will they get here before the ferry goes, do you think?” she asked.
 
   “No,” he said. “Even if they don’t wreck themselves first, we’ll be loaded and ready to push off while they’re still two bends or more away. And I’m more than happy to bribe the ferryman not to wait for them. But look how fast they’re coming. They’re mad, or fanatical, and they’ll surely overtake us on the next leg, once the ferry does get them across.”
 
   “It might not be Yolo,” she offered. “Thollol is quite a draw, and everyone keeps saying this is the busy season. It could be someone else entirely, just in a hurry to get to the same place we’re going.”
 
   “Mm-hm,” he said. “And if it is Yolo, he might be by himself. Maybe some sorcerer created that Yolo-mannikin after a friendly drunk with my cousin, and then abandoned him to his own devices. There might be no harm at all in letting him catch up.”
 
   “All right,” Noxie said, shucking her cloak and then her jacket. “We’d be fools to just hope for that, wouldn’t we?”
 
   Jake appeared startled. “What are you doing?”
 
   “Well, I’m not skinny-dipping, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Under her coat, Noxie had deliberately worn a shirt that buttoned up the back, and she now turned her back to Jake, reaching around to get the buttons that were easiest herself. “Make yourself useful and help me with these. I’m going to go scouting.”
 
   “But it’s freezing out here, and I’m not sure whether I like the idea of you getting near them by yourself.”
 
   She kept on at the buttons, and after a moment, he began to help.
 
   “I am sure that I don’t like it,” she said, peeling the shirt open enough to pop her wings out. “But if someone’s after us, I want to know who, and if it’s only Yolo, I want us to turn and give him a thrashing instead of running terrified the whole rest of the way to Thollol.”
 
   Picking up her jacket again, she slipped it on backwards, and fastened the bottom two buttons behind her. She tested the third one, but decided it would tighten the gap too much for her wings to move freely.
 
   “You get Weston and the buggy on that ferry,” she said. “Don’t bother waiting for me — I’ll fly across and meet you on the other side if I’m not back quicker.”
 
   “Now that I won’t do,” he said firmly. “How are we supposed to help you if you run into trouble, once the ferry is underway?”
 
   She made a quick gesture that drew a screen of pitch black all around her, with just a sliver left open for her eyes. She launched herself up into the air, and while he seemed to follow the sound of her wings, it became clear in an instant that he couldn’t track her by sight. 
 
   Landing, she dropped the mantle of illusion. “See? If I run into the sort of trouble that can see me, it’ll be trouble you can’t help me out of anyway. And if it turns out that this is just Yolo, alone, whipping his horses to death, I’ll be forced to hurt you if you hold the ferry and let him catch up.”
 
   He paused for a moment, looking at her. Then he nodded, once.
 
   “Be careful, though, would you?” he asked.
 
   Noxie laughed, buzzing up into the air once more. “I’ll be at least — two smidgens more careful than usual, how’s that?” 
 
   Jake only folded his arms across his chest.
 
   With a wave, she jetted skyward, the wind a cold stripe down her bare back. Jake quickly became a featureless shape in a pool of hazy light behind her. The comfort of teasing at him disappeared, and she found herself gravely focused on the flickering pinpoint of light that was her target, far up and ahead. 
 
   Loose from the ground and moving through utter darkness, she no longer had a sense of its speed, or even its distance. Slowly, though, it turned from a speck into a smear, as she got close enough see how the light spread out across the road.
 
   A carriage, it looks like, she thought. Something bigger than their buggy, which suggested that Yolo was not alone. If it even is Yolo. Don’t get ahead of yourself, Noxie.
 
   She could see it in some detail now, perhaps two hundred yards away. A team of four horses led the carriage, plain to see in the lights from its twin lamps. Harder to make out were the shadowy figures upon the driver’s bench. She sped closer, bringing up her shield of darkness, and saw that the vehicle had almost reached a switchback that would carry it lower down the hillside.
 
   Remembering the plunging hairpin turns from their own ride down, Noxie flew lower, to put herself ahead of the carriage on the next stretch of road and wait for it to come past her. When the team and carriage tore around the bend, she’d reached her position and fell in to a hover, well up from the road and about twenty feet out.
 
   With the road now a little straighter, the driver whipped his horses back up to speed — a terrifying speed that left Noxie amazed at how quickly the vehicle bore down on her. Clattering hooves and the whirring spokes of the wheels swelled against the sound of her own wings in her ears. The din of the horseshoes on stone thrummed an impossibly fast cadence.
 
   Those poor horses, she thought. What kind of —
 
   And then, suddenly, something more terrifying than the horses’ speed struck her eyes.
 
   As the carriage closed in, she saw them clearly for the first time — saw bloody foam around the bits between their teeth, saw rivulets of dark red running down their jaws and the muscles of their necks, saw blood weeping from their eyes and saw the unnatural blur at which their legs flashed in the lamplight.
 
   The horses were not simply being whipped to speed. Something far worse had been done to them.
 
   The same cold grip squeezed at her heart as when she’d smelled the widowlace back on Dahnur’s ship, telling her that the little figure Weston had destroyed had meant deadly harm. Her eyes went quickly to the bench along the front of the carriage, where she now saw three figures — two women and a man. The man held the reins, his plain face eerily still. He wore a simple red robe, despite the cold, and one of the women was dressed the same.
 
   Between the two sat a second woman, laced up in rich furs, one hand gloved, the other bare. As Noxie watched the carriage whir up and then pass, she saw the woman draw a knife and guide the blade across her own white palm.
 
   I’m definitely not for letting these people get on the ferry with us, she thought.
 
   And just as the notion crossed her mind, and the carriage whipped past, a fourth figure leaned from the window of its cab.
 
   “There’s movement again!” screeched Yolo above the rattle of hooves and wheels. “Jake’s getting away! We’ve —”
 
   The rest lost itself in the receding commotion, but Noxie had heard enough.
 
   She turned and winged straight back toward the ferry landing. The watercraft, she saw, had left its dock bearing the buggy with Jake and Weston aboard. But she did not intend to meet them yet, either on the water or across it.
 
   Yolo had plainly fallen in with dangerous, terrible people, and the consequences were just as plainly going to get awful.
 
   So it’s on his own head, she thought, if I make sure those consequences fall on him and not on us.
 
   * * *
 
   They came down off the last hill with a jolt, though Celas barely noticed how it knocked her into Kulika. Her ears rang with the hoofbeats of the horse team, but her blood pulsed with the Breath of Cimone. Already the cut upon her palm was healing, the ceremony having done its job, fired her veins with enchanted vitriol. She held her blade ready, at a moment, to prick a finger and hurl that venom forth.
 
   Celas had had enough of delays — the stubborn horse trader in Nighchill, the bridge out after Chelmslesley — she would have no more. The instant she laid eyes upon any of her quarry, they would fall to Cimone’s poisonous ichor, whether they stood awaiting the ferry, or stood on its deck as it drew away from shore. And if she arrived too late for either of those contingencies, then woe betide the ferryman upon his return.
 
   Maurd drove the horses to top speed, at Celas’ orders. It was reckless — the light from the carriage lamps barely reached past the lead horses of the team. But she had done with caution and patience.
 
   Ahead through the mist came the lights at the end of the ferry landing, mere wisps in the haze. Was the boat there? Just getting loaded? Was it possible their prey still awaited its arrival? The distance and dark prevented her from seeing. Yolo had shouted something about the signal as they rode down from the hills, but her mind had been deep in the ceremony and she hadn’t caught his words.
 
   The lights grew nearer. Something of bulk sat beside them ...
 
   “Give them no warning!” she shouted to Maurd above the clamor of the hooves and the carriage wheels. “Don’t slow the team or heave up on the brake until the last possible moment.”
 
   “Yes, Lady,” he replied.
 
   Steadying herself with her free hand, she leaned far forward upon the bench, trying to cut the dark with her eyes as if it had flesh and a pulse.
 
   A buggy — and a figure or two beside it, wavering in the river mist . They were hers! In a glory of joy, she sat back and brought the point of her knife quickly to her fingertip, seeing the precious, deadly blood well up.
 
   And then the thrum of hooves changed pitch. The carriage wheels rattled upon wood, not stone —
 
   “Maurd, brake!” she cried out.
 
   But it was too late. The lead horses plunged straight into the ground ahead, their high voices screaming. In an instant, the next two had followed.
 
   Too late for it to make any difference, the phantasm that had been set for them disappeared.
 
   Celas barely had a glimpse of the real ferry landing as the carriage careened off its end, yanked down by the thrashing, terrified horses into icy river water. Instinctively, the Abscissa dropped her knife and whipped her arms around Kulika, just as their momentum hurled two of them from the bench.
 
   She clung tight to the Point in that weightless moment of dark air, clung tighter still as they both smacked down into the water. Burning cold, she fought against the panicked urge to draw breath. The river pulled at her furs with a heavy, bitter chill hand. 
 
   Swim, damn you, Kulika, she thought. Swim!
 
   Then she felt Kulika’s lithe arm close around her, and felt the strong body kicking them both upward through the blackness.
 
   Her head broke the surface, and she gasped in air.
 
   “Maurd!” she shouted at once. “Get Yolo from inside the carriage!”
 
   Then her mouth went under the water again and she choked. This time, instinct failed her, and she began to thrash.
 
   “Still, Mistress!” Kulika shouted into her ear. “I have you — do not fight!”
 
   Sputtering, she let herself go limp. All the way to shore, she despised herself — the frailty of her body, trembling against the cold, her idiocy in not remembering the winged woman’s illusions, even her lack of foresight in having never learned to swim. What fit servant of Cimone are you, she asked herself, if you die here, of nothing more than cold?
 
   Then Kulika was heaving her up onto the bank, and the time for self-loathing had gone.
 
   She leapt to her feet, ran back upstream toward the dock. A lamp burned there now, where none had been visible before, and she grabbed at it and rushed to the edge to see what had become of the carriage. She spotted the wheels first, jutting up from the water. Ahead of those could be seen a splashing struggle where the horses tried to keep themselves from drowning.
 
   As she watched the whole affair being dragged slowly downstream, Maurd’s head popped up near one of the wheels.
 
   “Kulika!” she shouted, pointing. “Help him!”
 
   Hurrying back along the bank, she watched Kulika dive into the water once more, while Maurd struggled to push Yolo’s unconscious form onto the upturned belly of the carriage. After a moment, she could see that he’d done it, and begun levering himself up as well.
 
   Then a new light sprang up, in the air above the wreckage.
 
   Hovering there, hatefully clean and dry, was the wasp-winged woman. Her voice came to Celas out of the night air, barely loud enough to be heard over the sounds of the river and the drowning horses.
 
   With real concern, it asked, “Do you want help?”
 
   Celas acted. She squeezed at the tip of her cut finger, and flung her arm forward to launch the venomous droplet that swelled out. Even as she did so, the corner of her eye caught Maurd reacting just as fast. His knife came out in a flash and leapt through the air too quick to follow.
 
   She knew the Point’s training. She knew her own magic. Neither of them could possibly miss a glowing target so still and close.
 
   But the winged figure did not fall. Instead, it spun itself into a ball of light and winked out.
 
   The voice from the blackness called, “You people really don’t learn, do you? Well, this is me not feeling especially sorry for you, then. Goodbye!”
 
   Enraged, Celas flung more drops of vitriol blindly into the dark. But no scream of agony responded. Panting with fury, she turned her eyes back to the carriage.
 
   What she saw made them go wide. “No —”
 
   Maurd’s throw had set him off balance at the worst possible moment. The carriage had tipped again, toppling him from his feet. One leg went right through the spokes of a slowly turning wheel. As he labored to free himself, Yolo slid, unconscious, back into the water.
 
   “Kulika! Get Yolo!” she called. “Get Yolo!”
 
   The female Point heard, appeared to hesitate a moment beside her partner, and then struck through the water for the sinking Yolo.
 
   With a loud, groaning crash, the carriage rotated further, and Maurd disappeared from view.
 
   Celas stood helpless upon the bank, holding up the lamp and waiting to see if anyone surfaced from the black, rippling waters.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eleven: Caught
 
    
 
   Jake stood on the cold, misty riverbank and waited as the ferry pulled back out across the dark water. In spite of the distance, the mist, and the fast-flowing water, he could still hear voices of alarm from the far side of the river. But nothing could be seen by the bobbing light that moved upon the distant bank.
 
   What’s happened over there, Noxie? he wondered. And have you gotten into it?
 
   He had a real worry about Yolo — the man was still his cousin, whatever else had happened, and someone had clearly gone into the water from the far shore. But as he thought of facing Uncle Pelsimuth, to tell him that his son had died, he knew it was a duty he could manage from necessity. He couldn’t say how he would react if Noxie didn’t fly back from the darkness. The specter of finishing the trip out with Weston and reaching the Red Scarfers’ cache by himself was hard to contemplate.
 
   “I wish she’d hurry up,” Weston said, stamping his feet against the cold. He had a good, heavy coat wrapped around him, but still huddled and fidgeted. “Weren’t we supposed to be maintaining our lead? Isn’t that why we came across instead of waiting for her back there?”
 
   Jake regretted having even told Weston the situation. When he woke up, I should have just said Noxie wanted to fly over in order to keep a few more of our coins from the ferryman.
 
   He gestured across the way, saying, “Maybe there’s been an accident, and she’s helping out.”
 
   Weston gave an irritated snort. “Well then maybe we should have ridden the ferry back and helped out too. Not to seem peevish, but I’m cold, and just standing here strikes me as a half-measure either way.”
 
   Jake opened his mouth to respond, but a light, whirring sound interrupted.
 
   “You two!” said Noxie, breathless and flushed as she alit near the buggy. “Look at you, out of the wagon — standing around — I thought we were in a hurry.”
 
   “You see?” Weston scolded him. Then, to Noxie, he went on, “I tried to get Jake to ride on, but he wouldn’t have it.”
 
   Noxie leaned upon her knees, clearly winded. “Riding on might have been a bit much. Although I would have expected you to at least be in the cart with the horses ready.”
 
   “If I’d been in the cart at the reins,” Jake replied, moving over and offering a hand, “how would I have been able to help you with your coat?”
 
   “Oh, please,” she said, raising her eyebrows. “Weston here is a gentleman too. He could have helped me while you drove us on — right, Weston?”
 
   “I’ll help now, if we can just get going,” Weston replied, stamping his feet again. Noxie unbuttoned her coat in the back, though, and let Jake assist her in getting it turned round the right way.
 
   Jake said nothing more, happy just that she was safe, and here. But into this warm flood of relief floated a vision of his uncle’s face. Imagining Pelsimuth haggard and bereft, Jake felt a tug of guilt, and asked, “What happened over there? Was it Yolo? Was anyone hurt?”
 
   “Yolo’s fine,” she said matter-of-factly. “But I think one of his friends has drowned in the river.”
 
   “Drowned?” Weston looked at her in shock, then back out across the water.
 
   “Are you serious?” Jake asked.
 
   “As serious as he was when he threw his knife at me — or at the figment I’d made, anyway. That’s what got him off-balance and took him under with the carriage. He threw the instant he saw my image, no care for his own safety, or for Yolo’s — that’s who he was in the process of pulling out of the drink at the time.”
 
   Jake tried to figure out her expression. She had her coat back on now, and stood looking up at him in the murky light. “What about you?” he asked. “Are you all right? It sounds like it got pretty scary over there.”
 
   “You don’t know the half of it,” she said, her eyes flashing.
 
   “Well, I don’t know the tenth of it,” Weston said, moving toward the buggy with several backward glances across the river. “But whatever fraction of the story I’m missing, if the ferry’s gone back for a pack of knife-throwing types, I’d just as soon we get moving before you make things clearer.”
 
   “It’s not a pack,” said Noxie, bringing up an image with a gesture of her hand. “There’s two left now, and Yolo. They look like this.”
 
   The picture she conjured was of two women on a riverbank, both drenched, their clothes giving off steam as the slightly warmer water met the chill air. Together, they dragged Yolo up out of the river. One woman collapsed as soon as he was out, and Jake saw that she was shaved bald and dressed in dark red robes. The other woman had a mass of heavy, sodden furs weighing her down, but fetched a lantern closer to Yolo and checked him attentively. Her skin showed pale in the lantern-light, and her hair hung dripping and black as the sky above.
 
   “The man,” Jake said, “the one who drowned — was he bald too? Could you give me a vision of him?”
 
   Noxie shook her head. “Bald, yes. But that’s about all I could tell you. Wait — no, he was dressed the same as the bald woman, now that I think about it. Sorry. I saw him twice, but the first time I was more focused on the horses, and the second time the light was awful, and then he fell and got dragged under. Why do you ask?”
 
   Jake took himself back to Gleit, to the moment at the skyport when he’d noticed that eerie coincidence: the steely-looking bald man in robes, the same one who’d been so near the Fount at the end of Key Day the night before. Two others had been with the man then, a dark-haired beauty and an inscrutable someone in identical robes. They’d all stood at the ramp seeking passage on the ship Yolo had taken.
 
   “I saw these people on the platform, when we were giving Yolo the slip back in Gleit. But what’s odder is, the reason that I noticed them was the man. I’d seen him the night before — right after we made it to the Fountain with the Key. Something struck me as eerie about him — threatening.”
 
   “Hmm,” said Weston from the buggy, where he had climbed as they spoke. “‘Threatening,’ you say. Are we going, yet?”
 
   Jake glanced across the way, saw the ferry’s light still moving upon the river but ever closer to the far side. “All right, Weston, we’ll get moving.”
 
   He helped Noxie up the buggy’s step, then climbed aboard himself.
 
   “We’ve got some pieces to put together,” he said as he took up the reins. “I think that much is clear. What exactly did you see over there?”
 
   Noxie wrapped herself tightly up in the cloak she’d left in the buggy. “Enough to know I’m not sorry one of those folk is dead. Drive on and I’ll tell you the whole thing.”
 
   Nodding, he released the brake and set the horses in motion.
 
   * * *
 
   Kulika returned from her walk downstream, dragging a trunk behind her. One of the ferry’s two crewmen spotted her and ran to help.
 
   Sitting by the fire that the ferry pilot had made, wrapped in the blanket he’d given her and nothing else, Celas could barely look at the travel chest that was carried up to her.
 
   “This is the only thing I found, Mistress,” Kulika said hollowly. “It had caught up against some rocks.”
 
   Celas knew what the trunk held — rain gear for Thollol and a few unimportant ceremonial items. Spare robes, some manacles, a carafe; nothing of sacred value and nothing of great monetary worth. She felt within her the same emptiness that she saw in Kulika’s drawn face. They had failed the goddess — and their goddess was not one who brooked failure lightly.
 
   “Well, at least you’ve salvaged something,” said the pilot sympathetically. “Lucky enough to get out with your lives, much less with any of your goods.”
 
   Celas stared into the fire, its heat beating against her face while her back still felt covered in ice.
 
   “How far to the next town?” she asked. “How long will it take us, afoot?”
 
   “Two hours or more,” the man said, his tone concerned. “But you’re better off waiting here, by the fire. We can keep it going ’till our replacement shift rides in, a few hours hence. By then maybe your furs and coats’ll be dried out, and you can go back with us in the wagon, without fearing the cold’ll be the death of you.”
 
   “H-h-h-I th-think I agree,” chattered Yolo from beneath his own blanket. 
 
   Celas shook her head. “There’s some clothing in that chest, and it seals well. We’ll have dry things to wear, once this fire has gotten us warmed up.”
 
   “But I’m h-half dead with cold, Celas,” he whined. “You can’t expect me to —”
 
   “Half dead is better than all dead,” she said, looking him straight in the eyes. The threat was instinctual — she had passed her reserves of strength and found it difficult to keep up a façade. But the stunned look on Yolo’s face made her mistake obvious, and she went on quickly as though to explain herself. “Do you understand what your cousin did here? He sent that wicked little girl with her phantasms to trick us into the water. I don’t swim, Yolo. He could have killed me. He did kill Maurd, and almost you as well. And now you’re going to let him get five or six hours’ lead on you, when it could be two or three? It’s not my way to give up like that, and I don’t intend to let you do it either.”
 
   “Well maybe I should just wait behind while you and Kulika go on, then,” he said miserably. “I mean, it’s not as if pursuing Jake is even your goal. I don’t need you driving me like my mother, and there’s no way I’ll catch him now anyway.”
 
   She clenched her teeth at this maundering. How I want to strike you down, she thought. But she needed the blood link, and so that option was closed. “One of my servants is dead,” she said to him. “That changes my goals. At the moment, I blame Jake, and mean to pursue him. But if you abandon Maurd’s memory after he pulled you from that carriage, perhaps my placement of blame will shift. Perhaps if I get to Jake, and deprive him of that map you so cherish, I won’t return it to you, but will keep it for myself, to replace the goods and gold I’ve lost in the river because of your cousin. And perhaps instead of the caresses I once thought we’d share, I’ll be left with the sick memory of your weakness, and nothing more.”
 
   Yolo merely looked at her, blinking and with his lower lip moving slightly. At this point, the ferry pilot got up from where he’d been tinkering with a kettle of water to one side of the fire, went over, and hunkered down beside the shivering young man.
 
   “Look, lad,” the pilot said to Yolo. “There’s two kinds of men, I reckon. There’s a man who can handle a woman like this — no offense, ma’am — and there’s a man who can’t. Now, you’re on the road to Thollol, so normally I’d imagine you to be the first kind. But maybe you’re walking the edge between the two, and if that’s the case, then you’d better make up your mind which sort of fellow you are. Because a man who’s not up to managing a treasure like this — again, no offense, ma’am — well, he’d best turn right around and head for sunlit country. Because the snowy-roofed city of Thollol will eat that sort of man alive.”
 
   Yolo turned his gaze from the pilot to Celas, and she knew that it would take no more than a soft look at that moment to have him. Somehow, she forced the bite from her eyes, moved her lips just slightly apart in an expression of uncertain hope. 
 
   Hunger surged across Yolo’s face, visibly giving him spine.
 
   “We’ll go on, then,” he said hoarsely.
 
   The pilot clapped him on the back and went to brew some tea in his kettle.
 
   Celas let Yolo have the pleasure of her smile. Then, feeling a moment of almost blasphemous charity toward the ferryman, she asked, “And what about you, Captain? What sort of man are you, when it comes to dealing with a woman like me?”
 
   “Ma’am,” he said, looking at her frankly, “that boat yonder’s all the lady I can handle. Anything higher class or higher maintenance’d be the death of me.”
 
   Celas laughed.
 
   “Spoken truly!” she said. “It’s nice to meet a man with both perception and candor.”
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie started with the horses, described how they’d looked as that carriage careened down the switchbacks that led from the hills. 
 
   “They had blood foaming all around their bits,” she said, “and staining their necks — and even flowing from their eyes, I think. It was horrible. I don’t know what had been done to them, but it was something bad.”
 
   The memory still gave her shivers, even sitting safely between Weston and Jake as their buggy moved forward through the dark, away from the river and the confrontation. She made no offer to summon up an illusion of the carriage team — she didn’t care to concentrate too much on what she had seen in those fleeting moments when the carriage passed her on the road.
 
   “It didn’t take but a look to know that magic was afoot,” she went on, switching in her mind from the horses to those who drove them. “I’ve never seen an animal run that quick. And when I looked up to the driver’s bench, I saw those three — the bald man and woman on either side, and their mistress in between —”
 
   Weston looked at her curiously. “How could you tell who was in charge?”
 
   “Believe me, you could tell. Even in a second, you could tell. It wasn’t just her fine, white skin or all those rich furs. She was cutting on her own flesh with a knife, working up her bloody magic. And you should have seen the way she sat while she was doing it — like she owned the world. In fact, I’d bet that was all you really needed to see, just the way she sat.”
 
   “If you say so,” he said, appearing skeptical. “But I think I’d count the sorcery higher than the good posture, as far as evidence goes.”
 
   Noxie put a phantasmal crown upon her head and the likeness of a scepter into one hand, every jewel shining with rainbow color. “Does that make me the one in charge of our little expedition?”
 
   Weston sighed. “All right, all right, just tell the story however you’re going to tell it.”
 
   Jake laughed. “Weston, I’m surprised that you of all people would complain about Noxie spinning the tale with a dramatic flair.”
 
   “And I’m surprised that you’re full of such good humor when she’s talking about blood magicians and knife-throwing maniacs on our trail.” Weston gave a gesture of exaggerated nonchalance. “But then I suppose we all have our eccentricities — I like my dramatic flair to come from talented dramatists, and you like yours in the middle of critical information about mortal threats to your safety.”
 
   “Can I tell my story?” Noxie asked. “I’ll even leave out my feeble attempts at ‘flair,’ if you’ll just let me get on with it.”
 
   Weston looked genuinely surprised. “Now, don’t get offended, Noxie. All I meant was that you’ve never studied the classics or even general theatrics. Surely you don’t expect to compare favorably to the masters of the pen and the stage to whom I’ve devoted my entire academic life?”
 
   Curiously enough, she could see that he really had meant no harm by the comment. So she went on, to the carriage flying past as she hovered in the dark, to Yolo leaning out to shout at his sinister companions.
 
   “That really sealed it for me,” she said, recalling the fervor with which Jake’s cousin had screeched for greater speed. “The way he goaded them on and demanded they keep us from getting away — I don’t know if I’d call it ‘bloodthirsty,’ but he certainly showed no regard for his own safety or ours.”
 
   “Are you sure he knew?” Jake asked. “I mean, are you positive that he really grasped the danger of these people?”
 
   “How could he not know? I understand that you might not want to think badly of your cousin, but he’d have to be the most oblivious person in the world not to notice the devilish nature of those three — to say nothing of the blood-spattered horses. And we already know he’s not the most oblivious person in the world.”
 
   Weston fell for her trap. “Really? What makes you say that?”
 
   She smiled at him and patted his knee. “Well, because you’re right here, Weston.”
 
   “That was uncalled for,” he said, crossing his arms and looking away.
 
   “And also untrue,” Jake said. “Believe it or not, Noxie, Yolo is actually far more oblivious than Weston.”
 
   Weston uncrossed his arms and leaned forward so that he could glare around Noxie at Jake. “Are you trying to undo Noxie’s insult, or outdo it?”
 
   “Neither. I meant it just as a bit of information. The only time Yolo is not thinking exclusively of himself is when he’s in the presence of his mother. Then he has to divert some of his attention toward pleasing her, so that she doesn’t emasculate him by tongue. In any other situation, his brain is purely incapable of focusing outward.”
 
   Noxie frowned. “I hope you’re not saying that I should feel bad about tricking his carriage into the river, then.”
 
   “Oh, no,” said Jake. “The fact that Yolo might be ignorant of his companions’ hell-bent intentions doesn’t mean I’d put his life above ours. Not that I’d take it lightly if he had drowned, but he’d have his own cluelessness to blame for his death, not you.”
 
   “I agree,” said Weston. “You know, the whole central point of Callelus the King is how willful ignorance drives more evil acts than real malice does, and how its reward is always disaster.”
 
   “Oh, well in that case, my conscience is salved,” she said. “Can I go on, now?”
 
   No further sparring ensued, so she told them how she’d flown back to the ferry landing to await the carriage. As its lights reached the valley floor, she’d started her weaving, and by the time the drumming hooves had grown loud, she had the phantasm done.
 
   “I’ve rarely tried anything that big,” she said, remembering the panic that had set in when she’d realized how much area the illusion would have to cover. “It wasn’t just that I had to stretch the road past the end of the landing, and put a fake landing on beyond that. The banks had to be pushed out on either side as well, out past the reach of the lamps that were coming on Yolo’s coach. And then I had to cover up the pilings with fake boulders, and the pier lampposts with fake signs.”
 
   “That’s a lot of detail,” Jake said, a clear note of respect in his tone. The words and the way he said them made Noxie heat up inside.
 
   “And I had to do it all while I kept myself up in the air, and kept my screen of darkness on to make sure no one spotted me.”
 
   At this, Weston leaned down and whispered in her ear. “I’m sure you’ve every right to be proud of all this,” he said, “but you do realize you’re making yourself out to be a consummate trap-layer, don’t you? You might want to play that down a bit, if you’re keen on Jake paying court to you.”
 
   Noxie’s mouth dropped open and she felt her face flush, her mind blank of how to reply.
 
   Fortunately, Jake stepped in. “As much as your efforts are appreciated, Weston,” he said in a friendly and indulgent tone, “I have very sharp ears — and I really do think that Noxie and I can handle whatever passes between us on our own.”
 
   “Oh, here come the denials again, then,” Weston said. “‘We’re not involved with each other, Weston.’ ‘You’re imagining things, Weston.’ Are you really going to say I imagined all the cuddling and quiet whispers in the backs of those farmers’ wagons? That I imagined the anxious look on your face while we waited in the freezing cold for Noxie to flutter back across the river to you?”
 
   Jake cast him a glance with one eyebrow raised. “Not that you imagined it, but you may have misread some of it.”
 
   “So. There’s nothing going on between the two of you. Nothing at all. You insist that I’m delusional on the whole subject.”
 
   Now Jake looked fully away from his driving, first at Weston, and then, tilting his head down a bit, at Noxie, sitting between them. As his eyes — dark and sparkling in the lamplight — met hers, she found she’d been holding her breath through both Weston’s challenges and Jake’s parries. One corner of his mouth turned up mysteriously.
 
   “No,” he said at last, holding her gaze a moment longer, and then flicking his eyes back to Weston. “No, I wouldn’t say you’re delusional on the whole subject.”
 
   “Ha!” Weston exclaimed. “I knew it — from that very morning after Key Day, what did I tell you?”
 
   Noxie kept looking up at Jake, who’d returned to minding the road. What is that smile on your face, Jake Warbler? she wondered, her pulse high and loud with the answer that she wanted. Are you just pleased at yourself for toying so cleverly with Weston — or is it something more?
 
   After a moment more driving, he looked back to her again, his eyes steady on hers despite the rocking of the buggy. She wet her lips, in search of what to say — and then realized that his expression made it clear that he didn’t need or expect her to say anything. Despite the chill of the air, the blackness of the sky here under the Eaves, she suddenly felt warm enough that she might almost cast off her coat and cloak.
 
   Beside her, Weston leaned back in his seat, humming smugly. An impulse ran through Noxie, and she bounced up to give him a peck on the cheek before settling back to the bench, close against Jake’s side.
 
   Weston looked both startled and a bit annoyed, rubbing the spot with his fingertips as he cast her a sidewise glance.
 
   “How about that, Weston,” she asked, laughing, “was that ‘uncalled for?’”
 
   Then Jake’s arm came over and around her, and Weston only rolled his eyes and looked away.
 
   * * *
 
   Sore of foot, shivering, and angry, Celas marched purposefully toward the approaching lights of the next town. Kulika strode next to her — managing the full weight of the half-empty chest on her back — while Yolo trailed behind, giving voice to a litany of complaints. Celas ignored them both, focused her anger upon herself and upon her many failures.
 
   Bad enough that she had failed to spot the illusion that tricked them into the water. Bad enough that she had been tricked by a second illusion and flung her poisoned blood at nothing, instead of casting out a spread that might have had some chance to score a hit. These failures had been failures of perception, failures of judgment. What had lowered her beneath contempt was the gratitude and humor she had extended to that ferry pilot. Why had she not killed him and his fellow boatman? Why had their screams and blood not gone into a ritual of refreshment, to give Kulika and herself strength upon the road? Or, simpler still, a ceremony of abasement, begging forgiveness for her failures?
 
   At the time, she had told herself she was too weak from the cold clutch of the river — that the two burly, hale men might win a physical struggle and end her quest permanently. She had augmented this excuse with trepidations about Yolo. Once he knew her for what she was, would he try to flee? Mightn’t she lose her only tool for finding that map of Jake Warbler’s?
 
   Two hours of plodding progress along the road had disabused her of these notions. She had spared the ferryman because he had amused her, while she’d wrapped herself in his blanket and been warmed by a fire of his making. How quickly her cold feet had stolen away the pilot’s allure. With his blood coursing through her veins, the two-hour trudge could have been an hour’s run. In place of icy chills and bone-deep ache, she could have felt the surge of her own raw, hot power. 
 
   Weakness had kept her from it, and such an offense against the goddess could not be forgiven.
 
   “Mistress,” came her lone Point’s hesitant voice from behind. Kulika’s tone said that she recognized the blackness of Celas’ mood. The fact that she spoke suggested that she thought it important. “Mistress, the town grows near. What are we to do, when we reach it?”
 
   “Rest,” she said. “Eat. I have some money in my coin-purse, and I have my jewels.”
 
   “Will that last us to Thollol?”
 
   “It will last us if we walk. But I do not mean to walk.”
 
   “Speak your wishes, Mistress,” said Kulika, in a voice that sounded relieved. “I will serve.”
 
   Celas glanced back at Yolo, who stumbled in a daze well behind them, muttering to himself. “I am not ready to tell him yet, but we must have a third. There will be a Taking as we leave this town, and when it is done, he will be one of us.”
 
   Now Kulika glanced back, her face dubious. “What if he is unwilling? What if he fears —”
 
   “A third need not be willing. A third need only obey. If he fears to take part, I will make him fear more to refuse.”
 
   Kulika nodded and fell silent.
 
   The decision made, Celas grew calm once more. Too long, she had gone easy on Yolo Warbler. Too long, she had coddled his frailty of spirit. Never again would she worry what might happen, if he learned her true nature. And never again would she return the kindness or laughter of chattel like the ferryman. Charity and gratitude stood in opposition to the most basic promises of her faith: Power to the Strong — Riches to the Willing. 
 
   Cimone had granted her the right to Take. Henceforth, that right would be supreme.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston tossed fitfully upon the narrow cot that had been provided him. An hour before, he could not have imagined that any sleeping conditions might be less comfortable than the bench and side brace of a covered buggy rattling down a snowy road. 
 
   But here he lay, surrounded on all sides by coarse, unwashed men who groaned and murmured in their dreams, loosing upon his ears snores and belches of every tenor and volume that could be imagined. In the buggy, he had been too cold, and the hard wood of the brace had gouged him — but what did one expect of a buggy? Surely, much less than one expected of an inn. And yet the slung canvas of this cot felt precious little softer than the wood of the buggy bench, and while the pop and crackle of the common-room fire made him anticipate warmth, his spot lay near a wall, subject to a nagging draft — and the blanket he’d been given would cover his feet or his shoulders, but not both. From the other room, the dining room, intruded boisterous drinking songs and rowdy challenges just loud enough to remind him of how happy he’d been, eating his fill a short while ago, and how much he’d longed to cap it off with a warm, full-bellied sleep.
 
   This town of Wellewestre stood second to last on the road to Thollol, with only Snowelton in between. Here at last, the way had grown crowded. On the drive into town, they had passed three other traveling parties, one eastbound with loaded wagons, two others trudging afoot in their own direction. Wellewestre proved small, but loud, with a number of boarding houses and two good-sized inns. Stacked up expeditions intent on the snowbound ruins to the west had filled every accommodation but the common room of the larger inn.
 
   “Good thing we’re in this buggy,” Weston had said as the situation became clear. “If we hadn’t passed those two troupes on the road, we’d have ended up in a barn somewhere.”
 
   “Assuming the barns aren’t all full as well,” Jake had replied.
 
   The good humor had continued in the dining hall, despite the wait for a table. Firelight and a merry crowd — even an uncouth one — had struck a good contrast to the dark, cold isolation of their long trip. The fare ended up being bland but hot and plentiful, and the wine that served to wash it down had character.
 
   Now, however, he lacked company to talk to. Jake and Noxie lay nearby upon their own cots, but had somehow managed to drop right off to sleep. Despite Jake’s flippancy and Noxie’s ignorance of the Great Works, the two of them were at least generally engaging and bright, and the caliber of their conversation served to ward off the coarsest effects of the rabble all around. Having fallen so quickly unconscious, they left him vulnerable to the voices of every bumpkin and clod in the place — whether those issuing in from the dining hall or those nearer at hand, degraded by sleep from vehicles for even crude thought into mere bodily noises.
 
   He sought to distract himself with imaginings of The Last Tragedy — of finding it, holding the precious manuscript in his hands; of poring over it, flush with the exalted privilege of being the first to read Coeldoetta’s masterpiece in over a thousand years; and not least, of carrying it back to the Thespic Conservatory and using it to win Amblisse’s desire.
 
   But a most aggravating thing happened as he nursed these fantasies. First, when he tried to conjure a vision of Amblisse’s pure, aristocratic features, it got mixed up with the image that Noxie had shown him of their enemies upon the riverbank — specifically, with the black-haired and clearly black-hearted woman who’d appeared in charge. He couldn’t imagine why this would happen; Amblisse had the most golden, unflawed locks he had ever seen, and he knew her face intimately, in every detail, from long studies of it in a great many classes and symposia. In contrast, the face of the woman in Noxie’s illusion had been tiny, framed in a drenched and bedraggled mess of ebony hair. He had seen it only momentarily, and only once.
 
   Puzzled and disturbed, he worked to unblend the two in his head, worked to find some meaningless detail that would render the juxtaposition obvious as a mere fluke, a trick of his tired mind. Did some curve of the eyebrow link them? An angle of the lips? A dimple?
 
   The connection, he realized at last, lay in that very aristocratic certainty that had first magnetized him to his love. The core of bearing and entitlement that sang in Amblisse’s every move had been there, too, when the black-haired woman had stooped to tend to Yolo Warbler. Whatever motivated her concern for Yolo, she had expressed it with that same sure grace that Amblisse used to turn the page of a folio — or to wave him away dismissively when he approached to suggest that they read together.
 
   And this realization led quickly to another: when he saw himself with Amblisse, he saw himself finally elevated from the teeming, ignorant masses with whom she identified him, and in whom he found so much to despise. He would not just attain his place in the meritocracy of thought, but would at last be free from everything and everyone common.
 
   Would that somehow put him in the company of the black-tressed murderess who now chased them?
 
   You’re clearly too tired for sensible thinking, Weston told himself, turning irately upon his cot once again and then having to wrestle his blanket into place. Just keep your eyes shut, breathe evenly, close your ears to the world and let sleep come.
 
   Somehow, he managed to find a comfortable angle in his cot’s sling. The pillow beneath his head cradled it peacefully, and he focused on that idyllic sensation with relief. His thoughts grew murky and slow. A last, happy sigh of wakefulness left him —
 
   And then a foot scuffed nearby, doubtless some inebriant stumbling back to his own cot, or a sleeper rising in search of a chamber pot. Just enough to drag him back from treasured sleep.
 
   He opened his eyes to roll them in anger — and saw a figure, shadowed by firelight, bending low over Jake’s cot.
 
   Weston jerked up instantly, realized that another figure stood beyond the first, leaning down where Noxie slept. He opened his mouth to shout.
 
   But a rough hand clapped across it from behind him, silencing his cry.
 
   * * *
 
   The room in which they sat held a bed, two folded-up cots, and the sundries necessary to a private chamber at most inns: chamber pot, washbasin, spittoon. Needless to say, its furnishers did not intend for it to hold six people.
 
   Jake sat on the bed, with Noxie to one side and Weston on the other. He’d decided immediately not to let himself be intimidated, and so had his feet up and leaned casually against the wall. Weston, in contrast, sat rigidly upon the very edge of the mattress, while Noxie leaned a shoulder against the headboard and kicked her feet idly several inches above the floor.
 
   “The first thing you’ll need to tell us,” said Algur in his gray, laborious voice, “is where you’ve put the mandolin.”
 
   “We’ve lost it,” Weston said instantly, even as Jake opened his own mouth to speak. “It came loose when we dropped from the ship, and none of our searching turned it up, so you’ll have to look in the bristle-woods outside of Shemsley for it.”
 
   Algur sighed and ran a hand through his grey-black hair. To a viewer who had never before seen his long, stolid face, he might have seemed weary. Jake could not entirely tell.
 
   After a pause for another sigh, Algur said, “You know, a good liar might have turned to his companions and said, ‘No reason we shouldn’t tell them, right?’ It would have prepared them, told them you were taking the lead, fended off the surprised blinks and open mouths. Another good strategy might have been, ‘What mandolin?’ That would have been an easy one for everyone to get their heads around quickly. Two words, and you’ve told them the whole story — no need to worry about each of you being consistent with details. But now I can take the girl out in the hall and ask her a few questions, and then come back inside and ask your relaxed friend here a few questions, and I’ll quickly have proof that your nervous sputter of a story is completely fabricated.”
 
   “You’re quite a smart fellow,” Noxie said, still swinging her feet. “Why is Dahnur in charge, anyway?”
 
   With no change to his expression, Algur said, “I’ve been told I lack charisma. Now, again, where is the mandolin?”
 
   “It’s safely shut away in a locker downstairs,” Jake said in a reassuring tone, “along with most of our other valuables. Why don’t you tell us what’s so important about it, that Dahnur would put you overboard so you could chase us down?”
 
   “Not chase, really. We made a straight line for Wellewestre after floating down, and have been waiting here since. And I’m less interested in telling you about the mandolin than in retrieving it. Which of you has the key to the locker?”
 
   “But here’s the thing about your retrieving it,” Jake said casually. “You’re bound for Thollol — at least, I assume the plan is for you to regroup with Dahnur there. At the same time, we’re bound for Thollol. Either of us will be hard pressed to avoid the other along the way, so if we return the mandolin, you’ll have to be constantly wary that we might try to steal it again. And since you’ve no idea how we got it the first time, you’ll have no idea whether we might be able to get it the next.”
 
   Here, Algur’s expression did change, becoming measurably more grim. He gestured to the two burly men who stood blocking the door out of the room. “There are three of us, all of us armed, all of us larger than any of you. If we have to be wary, we shall be wary. If we have to use force to defend what is ours, that unfortunate outcome will be your doing, not ours.”
 
   Jake tapped his chin, then raised a finger questioningly. “So, did Dahnur set you down with your pockets full of gold? Because you may have noticed that the region hereabouts is thick with strong men eager for treasure. We’ve spent a lot on this trip, but we have a lot left — more than enough to turn our three into six, or eight, or ten. I’m guessing you have enough to provision yourselves and get to Thollol — probably with tight belts along the way. So if you want to threaten force, you may find yourself at an impasse — or even at a disadvantage.”
 
   Algur crossed his arms. “And I’m supposed to just let you keep it, then?”
 
   “Yes,” Jake said. “And here’s why. You and Weston are headed the same direction — the Museum of Antiquities —”
Here, Algur’s eyes flashed at last, and he cut in, “How do you know these things?”
 
   The two crewmen, also, appeared unsettled and defensive at Jake’s words. So he performed a placating lowering of his hand. “We know them, and we know some other things, and we all might do well to cooperate instead of working at odds. Now, I propose that the three of us maintain possession of the mandolin, while the three of you be put in control of whatever means of conveyance we rent to take us through Snowelton to Thollol. With you driving the horses, or the sleigh-bucks, or the dogs, you won’t have to worry about us breaking off and running. Once inside the city, we can rendezvous with Dahnur — were you to meet him at the museum?”
 
   Algur nodded.
 
   “Good. Then when we’ve all safely arrived, Weston can negotiate directly with Dahnur about how things will proceed from there.”
 
   “Me?” Weston exclaimed with a start. “But — but you’re doing such a good job of negotiating now ...”
 
   Jake clapped him on the shoulder. “What you want and what Dahnur wants are both within that museum — and who knows, maybe even intertwined. Noxie and I have our own quest to get on with. Although, of course, I’ll be glad to take a gander about the museum with you first.”
 
   Algur looked from Jake to Weston, over to Noxie, and back. “I haven’t agreed to this yet — and I’d like you to explain to me why I should.”
 
   “Because you’re a person of character,” Jake said truthfully. “You’ve got a sense that we’re the same — I’m sure you do. You probably weren’t all that happy with the way Dahnur treated us, you’ve a chance to make it up to us now, and deep down you long for all of this to be about good-hearted people working together to mutual benefit.”
 
   Algur drew a long breath.
 
   “Taking the mandolin didn’t speak highly of your ‘character.’”
 
   “Well,” said Noxie, crossing her arms, “locking us in our cabins didn’t speak highly of Dahnur’s — but apparently, you’re willing to risk your life following him.”
 
   Dahnur’s lieutenant shook his head slowly, thoughtfully. In a guarded tone, he said, “Our mission is too important for me to let you shame me into the wrong decision ...”
 
   Noxie laughed. “We don’t want to shame you into the wrong decision. We want to shame you into the right one.”
 
   Algur didn’t look like he cared for being laughed at. Or perhaps, thought Jake, he simply doesn’t like anyone being able to laugh in a situation he thinks is so grave. Best to play up on that.
 
   “And look,” he said, “if your mission is so important, then you need allies, not more enemies.”
 
   Algur looked him straight in the eye now. Then the long-faced man gave another sigh. “That’s the one thing you’ve said that I know for certain is true.”
 
   * * *
 
   At the Wellewestre outfitter’s, their buggy and horses got them the price of a sleigh in trade, so that they had to pay for only the team of four sturdy winter-deer called sleigh-bucks to haul it. Algur stood close at hand during the negotiations, so Noxie was unable to ask Jake why he didn’t shell out the extra for a second sleigh and team. They had the money, and dividing things up between two sleighs might have given them a chance to split off an make a break for it, if they had to. With one, there would have to be someone walking at all times. Even with snowshoes, that would slow the group down.
 
   I suppose maybe he really means to ride into Thollol with them, she thought as they loaded their things into the cargo bed of the sleigh. And I suppose Algur does seem a more dependable sort than Dahnur, but still ...
 
   Their gear, alongside Algur’s and that of his two men, ended up leaving space for one rider in the back, in addition to the three who would fit abreast on the forward bench. Weston instantly claimed the space in the back once it became obvious.
 
   “I never even got all the way to sleep in that inn,” he complained. “If I bundle up under a blanket and lean back on the bags, maybe I’ll have a chance to get at least some rest.”
 
   No one argued with him over this. Algur declared that he and his men would take shifts on foot, with one of them driving the sleigh at all times.
 
   So Noxie found herself, as they left Wellewestre, sandwiched between Jake on the one hand and a brawny man named Curm on the other. Curm held the reins, and kept his eyes to the road — but no amount of attention to his driving would keep him from overhearing if Noxie and Jake started up a conversation. And it would doubtless strike him suspicious if she levered herself up to whisper into Jake’s ear. The uncertainty left her feeling trapped and frustrated, with no prospects for improvement on what the outfitter said was an eight- or nine-hour trek to Snowelton.
 
   She could only hope that on that last stop before Thollol, there would be some way, some moment, for her to get a sense of what Jake intended.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve: Things Bought and Bartered
 
    
 
   Weston lay in the back of the moving sleigh, cold, uncomfortable and dour. It wasn’t just leaving Wellewestre without sufficient rest. Although his gaze kept returning to the warm glow of the town’s lights, now only a haze above the hills to the west, his more consuming anguish did not rest with the inn he had so blindly underappreciated.
 
   No, more grievous still was the tantalizing nearness of Dahnur’s mandolin, and his equal certainty that it would be taken away from him as soon as they reached Thollol, if not before.
 
   Jake might trust Algur; Weston did not. Furthermore, no amount of faith in the worth of Algur’s word mattered, ultimately. The man would defer to his captain when the time came. He had not so much as suggested otherwise. And Dahnur would not be swayed by reason the way Algur had. 
 
   Has Jake guessed that I’m desperate for that mandolin? he wondered. Why else would he say that the negotiations would be up to me once we reached the museum? Is he trying to punish me for suggesting we steal it in the first place? Of course, he can’t blame Noxie for the pilferage, even though she carried it out.
 
   Thoughts and speculations stumbled about one another in Weston’s head as the sleigh moved onward. Would things have turned out differently if he’d told Jake and Noxie the truth about the mandolin — how its engravings matched the rough map sketched out in the front of his copy of Coeldoetta’s Sonnets? He had no idea. But what he was sure of was his need to keep hold of that instrument.
 
   He had only one stop left before Thollol. If he could not come up with a plan, and implement it by the time they’d left Snowelton, then the mandolin would surely be back in Dahnur’s hands shortly thereafter.
 
   One town. The last stop on the Western Road.
 
   A town whose whole economy revolves around catering to those who seek fame and riches in the ruins, he thought. There must be a great variety of things to be found in Snowelton — traded away or hocked by men obsessed with getting to Thollol. I wonder if I might find anything to shift circumstances toward my favor?
 
   * * *
 
   Jake pondered his two companions on the driving bench. Curm watched the road diligently — though with an occasional suspicious glance thrown Jake’s way. Clearly, the man would have much preferred to simply wrest the mandolin back through brute force and be done with Jake, Weston and Noxie.
 
   Noxie, curiously, seemed little better disposed toward the partnership that had been negotiated with Algur. She kept herself hunched down in the seat, staring ahead into the darkness beyond the sleigh’s twin lamps. Her expression had a focus to it, as if by sheer concentration she might erase whatever perturbed her about the situation.
 
   If she’s stewing over something, Jake thought, it’s likely as not the prospect of losing that mandolin she worked so hard to get hold of.
 
   Ordinarily, Jake wouldn’t have sympathized with thievery motivated by spite. He hadn’t been inclined to make a greater enemy of Dahnur by stealing the mandolin in the first place, and the fact that she’d ignored his opinion ought to have made the theft doubly disappointing. And yet Dahnur’s pig-headedness and theatricality had been so outrageous that Jake found it difficult to muster a sense of moral dilemma.
 
   What was more, the instrument was a remarkably fine one, and had a story locked up in it that roused his curiosity. What land had been mapped upon its soundboard, and why? And beyond that, what drew Weston so intently to that map? On the ferry, Weston had made as though to casually suggest they look at the mandolin. To Jake, the young scholar’s eagerness had been transparent. He had stared fixedly at the engravings on the mandolin all the way across the river, snapping out of his examination only when one of the ferrymen had said, “Here now, what’s on there, some girly pictures? Let’s all have a look, right?”
 
   So Weston wanted the mandolin for reasons unknown, and Dahnur wanted it for reasons unknown, and both were bound for the Museum of Antiquities in Thollol, and either would go to great lengths to get hold of the instrument. That alone would have made him want to stay with it and uncover its secrets. So if Noxie wanted it too, even though her motive might be petty revenge upon a nemesis, reason suggested that he could hardly hold it against her.
 
   And reason is the least of it, he thought. The fact was, she wanted it — and that sparked an instinctive desire in him to keep it for her sake. He smiled and shook his head. A sure symptom, Jake. The wanting of something that goes against your grain, just because she wants it.
 
   Well, Algur still had time, between here and Snowelton, to be open and forthright and reveal crucial facts that would sway Jake into staying faithful to their deal. The man appeared to be a decent fellow, and claimed, as Dahnur did, to be caught up in a noble cause. Jake preferred to help such people out, rather than impeding them. But if Algur did the reverse — showed no faith or trust, clammed up — then Jake was prepared to follow his loyalty to Weston and especially to Noxie. 
 
   Which means being prepared for any opportunity that might arise, he thought. Which in turn makes for two reasons why a private conversation would be nice right about now.
 
   He looked again at Curm, who reacted with another cold glance. The man would not tolerate a whispered conversation between his two untrusted passengers. Or at least, he would not trust it, if its purpose appeared purely secretive.
 
   Noxie remained slouched between them, her eyes forward and her nose occasionally wrinkling in thought. She kept her arms folded tightly across her chest, gloved hands tucked away inside the sleeves.
 
   “Are you cold?” he asked her, his tone low, as if with concern — but not too low for Curm to hear.
 
   She blinked her way out of her thoughts and swiveled to look over and up at him. “What? Cold? Yes, of course — it’s damnable icy out here. What do —”
 
   In a quick motion, he leaned, caught her up beneath the arms, and swept her onto his lap, her legs crosswise to his. This put her face almost level with his own, and close, where the half-startled, half-thrilled expression on her small, perfect features could not be missed.
 
   “I just had this practical idea,” he said innocently, wrapping his cloak over and around them both. “What do you think?”
 
   Her mouth remained open for just a moment before she raised an eyebrow and replied, “Well, some women would think practicality wasn’t your first motive for swinging them into your lap unasked.”
 
   “Some women might,” he agreed. “But I assure you, those women would be completely wrong.”
 
   A hint of doubt lowered her arched eyebrow. “They would?”
 
   He lowered his mouth to her ear, and whispered, “Yes, because those women are not you.”
 
   She laughed. “You’re a scoundrel, Jake Warbler. I should leap right back down onto the bench.”
 
   “If I were a scoundrel, I wouldn’t let you,” he said, adjusting the cloak about her shoulders in a way that emphasized the loose circle his arms made around her within the warm, fur-lined cloth.
 
   Noxie gave a mock look of challenge, saying, “I’m not without resources, you know.”
 
   “Be careful,” he warned. “I’m far too chivalrous to be drawn into a conversation about your ‘resources.’”
 
   “Well now you really are being crude,” she laughed, and hit him lightly in the chest.
 
   Again, he leaned close and whispered. “Are you afraid of saying something that we wouldn’t want Curm to hear?”
 
   Her eyebrows went up. The sleigh shushed along for a moment while she looked at him, and then it was her turn to lean and whisper. “How exactly do you mean that?” 
 
   Without hesitation, he said, very honestly, “Any way you’d like me to mean it.”
 
   She pouched her lower lip at this. “I’d like you to mean it several different ways, and you’re a tease and a half for making me choose.”
 
   “Then my suggestion,” he whispered, “would be to save the more interesting ways for when Curm isn’t around at all. We could make do for the moment with plotting against him, while he thinks we’re trading breathless endearments.”
 
   “So you are just being a tease. Do you make a habit of toying with women like this?”
 
   A mock look of hurt widened her eyes, and Jake marveled again at how bright and alive they were. But was there too a tremor of doubt on her lips as she waited for his response? They were small and perfect and barely parted, as if she knew very much what she wanted to say but hadn’t quite the nerve to say it.
 
   He leaned down again, this time to kiss her. Quickly, softly, his lips touched hers, felt that cold, smooth, vibrant shock that always comes of remembering what a kiss is like when it has been some time since your last one. She responded immediately — all the tension slipping out of her frame, making him suddenly aware of how rigidly she’d been holding herself a moment before.
 
   Then Curm cleared his throat insistently, and she pulled back, laughing. Just as quickly, she shrugged herself up to put her mouth to his ear.
 
   “All right,” she whispered, her breathing quick and her hands against his chest beneath the cloak, “it’s settled — we should definitely plot against him.”
 
   * * *
 
   Tambelee had been a difficult stop for Celas to make. A few questions of the innkeeper revealed that no one matching their prey’s description had taken lodging in the tiny town. Jake Warbler and his friends had apparently ridden on to Brissek, or even to Wellewestre, past that. They would have to at least pause in Wellewestre, she knew, since the character of the land changed there, and a wheeled vehicle would quickly prove unusable. Every fiber of her belief told her to rush onward, to find a way to catch up, to drive forward on pure will rather than let another mile widen in the gap between herself and her quarry.
 
   But there could be no question of sustaining the chase. Staggering into Tambelee, Kulika had appeared utterly spent from bearing the weight of that chest. And Celas herself, even with the Breath of Cimone within her, needed refreshment and rest. Her ironclad determination to Take a captive and perform a rite of enhancement had foundered as exhaustion sapped both strength of limb and clarity of thought.
 
   So they had stopped and paid out dear coins for the cheapest pallets available, spread out on the common-room floor. They had eaten, then slept, then spent yet more on backpacks and other sundries that their journey required. Celas had made sure the innkeep roused them at a time of her liking — an hour in advance of a time she’d overheard, listening to three other travelers in the dining hall. At last, she and her two companions stepped once again onto the road.
 
   The first half-hour or so passed in near silence, broken only by their footfalls upon the cold earth and the creak of the lantern Celas carried as it swayed beneath its handle. Yolo trudged along morosely, clearly hopeless about his prospects for catching up to Jake, yet rested enough that he apparently did not feel the need to whine endlessly about his sorry circumstances.
 
   Not yet, anyway, Celas thought. And just as she wondered how long that would last, her question answered itself.
 
   “What in the world did you put in this thing, anyway?” he asked, shrugging uncomfortably at his backpack.
 
   She glanced over one shoulder at him, and then looked farther back, beyond Kulika to the road behind them. Not too far in the distance, a bobbing light traced the path in their wake, and she felt both relief and strength flood through her.
 
   “Mostly just things that you’ll need in Thollol,” she replied to Yolo, turning forward again and feeling the pleased expression on her face. “A rainproof cloak and boots. Rations. A few baubles and pieces of equipment that Maurd was supposed to carry into the ruins.”
 
   “Hnh,” he said. A long pause followed, which she attributed to Yolo searching for a way to demand that she and Kulika share the burden of their own equipment, since it was no business of his.  But instead, he continued in a tone of curious realization. “Say, you never have told me why the three of you were headed to Thollol in the first place, did you? We’ve come this whole way, and you’ve never thought to say.”
 
   Yes, of course, dear Yolo, she thought with a smile. What an astonishing oversight on my part.
 
   “Haven’t I?” she asked, looking back at him. “Do you really care to know?”
 
   The bobbing light behind had grown nearer now, and as she tipped her ear, she could just make out the sounds of hooves plodding the road at the edge of hearing.
 
   Yolo snorted. “Even if I didn’t, is there anything else to do on this worthless stretch of walking? Go ahead and tell me. I’m sure it’s an interesting story.”
 
   Kulika had glanced back at the hoofbeats now, and gave Celas a questioning look. She answered with a nod.
 
   “Well, Yolo,” she said, falling back to walk at his side, “Kulika, Maurd and I set off for Thollol to look for something. It’s not anything most people would find valuable, which shouldn’t surprise you, since I imagine you’ve guessed that I have more than enough wealth to my name already.”
 
   “Evidently,” he agreed, with a look that suggested some degree of jealousy. “So what is it that you do find worth such an awful trek?”
 
   “It’s something of magic, of course,” she said. “This is Thollol we’re off to. So many treasures of so many ages lie in wait there, and almost every kind of sorcerous artifact imaginable. Before the city fell, all those centuries past, it drew magicians like a magnet. Every sort was welcome, all sorts traded secrets — all but the darkest of magics were openly allowed, and even the darkest could be found in the right crooks and corners.”
 
   “Brrr,” he said in revulsion. His arms crossed above his stomach, as though recalling the agony that had wracked his viscera not so long ago. “Don’t talk to me about dark magics. I’ve had enough of those, thanks to Jake’s malicious comrades.”
 
   “Poor Yolo,” she said sympathetically. “But of course, I can’t talk of my mission without some reference to the black arts. The thing that we seek — well, its history is tightly bound up in an ancient struggle between light and darkness. But have no fear. Its powers will be of no help at all to Jake and his companions. You can be sure of that.”
 
   “Can I?”
 
   “Oh, yes.”
 
   They walked on, Celas listening carefully to the hoofbeats, still well behind but ever so slowly drawing nearer.
 
   “Well?” asked Yolo.
 
   “Yes?” she replied, pretending incomprehension.
 
   “Well, what is it, this thing you’re after?”
 
   She looked over and smiled at him. “You have such a remarkable way of asking for a woman’s secrets.”
 
   He scowled, and said, “Now don’t try to suggest that I’m prying. You’re the one who asked if I wanted to know.”
 
   “Of course I did. But listen — if I tell you what it is, I will have involved you in my quest. You’ll bear the burden of keeping what I tell you sacrosanct. It must stay close to your heart, and must stay closed behind your lips.”
 
   “Yes, yes,” he said impatiently. “And who exactly am I going to tell, anyway?”
 
   “Well there are three horsemen coming up behind us now,” she said with a nod backwards. “If you blurt something out, they might ride ahead of us and reach what I seek before I’ve any chance to get it.”
 
   He looked back toward the swaying light, which now could clearly be seen as coming from a lamp, amidst the small shadowy outlines of three horses and their riders. “Some complete strangers passing us in the dark? You really think I might hand off that kind of precious knowledge to three men I’ve never met before?”
 
   “How about this, then,” she said, laughing playfully. “When they’ve reached us and gone beyond hearing, I’ll tell you my secrets, and you’ll be a part of my cabal along with Kulika.”
 
   “Fine,” he agreed, a little sullenly.
 
   Celas continued falling back, until she marched very near Kulika. The riders drew steadily up on them from behind, and Yolo kept eyeing their progress impatiently. At length, with the hooves thumping along very close at their heels, Celas heard a voice from the lead rider.
 
   “Ho there,” the man said. “It’s a narrow road. Could you make a little room, so the horses don’t get spooked if someone trips?”
 
   Celas swung round and raised her lantern. She could hear Yolo trudging immediately over to the side of the road, and Kulika continuing to march onward a few steps. The reflecting mirror behind her lamp threw its light across the horseman’s face just as she wished it to.
 
   “Why should we move off so that you can have your ease?” she asked in an offended tone. “We had the road first, and we’re marching under heavy loads. The land here is not rough — skirt about us off the road, if you think it’s too tight.”
 
   The lead rider now halted, looming his horse deliberately over her — and that, too, was just as she wished.
 
   “Your tone is not —”
 
   A thump sounded behind her, as Kulika’s backpack hit the earth of the road.
 
   Whick! The Point threw, and whick! threw again. A rewarding gurgle sounded from the far left horseman, while the one behind and to the right merely slid from the saddle with a knife-handle jutting out of his eye.
 
   The leader gave an alarmed cry and spurred his steed — but Celas had already jumped forward to grab hold of his reins. The horse reared, threatening to trample her, while its rider whipped one hand to the hilt of his sword.
 
   In a smooth leap, Kulika swept the man from his saddle.
 
   Celas kept hold of the reins, to stay the horse from bolting off. Kulika and the horseman smacked into the ground, the man hitting first and hardest. Struggling to calm the horse, Celas nonetheless spared enough of a glance to see her Point render the man unconscious with a paralyzing nerve strike. Satisfied, she returned her attention to the skittish animal, and quickly soothed it with her touch and voice.
 
   Less soothed was Yolo Warbler.
 
   “What — why —” He stood off at the side of the road, stammering from the position he’d taken in hopes of letting the horsemen pass quickly by.
 
   “Come and help us, Yolo,” she said firmly. “We need to finish this deed quickly and ride on.”
 
   He did not move. “You — you said we were going to let them go past —”
 
   “I said they would pass beyond hearing,” she countered. “Two have done so, and the third will soon. Will you help us, or will you run? I warn you, Kulika is very quick on her feet.”
 
   Yolo stared at her fearfully. “What has happened here? A moment ago, we were — and now you’re threatening me? What will happen if I refuse?”
 
   “Surely, you won’t refuse — do you see any other way to catch up to your cousin?”
 
   He turned in a circle, his eyes wide. “I didn’t — I never expected to be made an accomplice to murder. And you didn’t even warn me beforehand ...”
 
   “Have I misjudged your scruples, Yolo? Are you wracked with remorse at the loss of these men’s lives?”
 
   “We’ll get caught,” he said desperately, as though speaking to someone with no grasp of the situation. “Brigands get hanged. You can’t just go killing indiscriminately — there are consequences. What good are horses if we’re swinging from a gallows before we can get to Thollol?”
 
   Celas gestured toward Kulika, who’d already begun dragging one of the bodies off the road and into a thicket. “If you help, and we hide these remnants quickly, we will not be caught. You think this was indiscriminate? No, Yolo, our departure was carefully timed so that these three would pass us on a long, lonely stretch. I had an ear out, at dinner last night, for adventurers ready to leave westward. Who will miss our poor, sad victims? Only their friends, perhaps their wives, leagues away, when they fail to return home months and months from now. And what will those beloved mourners think? Only that the men fell in Thollol, as so many have before them.”
 
   A silence came over him. His eyes tracked Kulika, hauling the corpse by its heels into darkness.
 
   Slowly, he asked, “Why does your maid know how to throw a knife so well?”
 
   Celas laughed richly. “Yolo, are you beginning to grasp that I know what I am doing in this sort of affair?”
 
   “You went to sleep, back in Tambelee,” he said, his wide eyes locking on hers, “knowing that these men would pass us en route, and that she would kill them, just this easily. And you made me a party to it, without even a second thought.”
 
   Kulika had returned from the brush, and heaved now at the second body.
 
   “You are not as strong as you might be,” Celas told Yolo, stepping closer to him and shrugging off her backpack. “But what is strong in you is a desire for that which you think should be yours. That desire is your core, Yolo. Do you deny it? Do you work to beat it down — do you will yourself to asceticism? No. You mean to take your due. Shall Jake stop you? No. Shall his treacherous companions stop you? No. On you press, to grasp the objects of your desire.”
 
   Moving close enough to take his hand, but not actually doing so, she continued, “Should I have given a second thought, Yolo? Should I have doubted that you had the will to do as you wanted?”
 
   “I didn’t want this,” he said, spreading his arm toward the tableau of violence upon the road.
 
   “But you should have,” she said. “And you would have, if you’d truly put your mind to work on it. All I have done is introduce you to the utility of a certain category of action — one with which you were previously unfamiliar. Are you going to show me that you have the spine for such introductions, or not?”
 
   Yolo glanced over to the lead horseman, still lying unconscious where he had fallen. A look of real horror shone from his eyes when he lifted them back to Celas. “What exactly do you mean?”
 
   Quickly, she weighed her plans against the terror she saw in him. Sacrificed, the horseman would give her and Kulika strength, and speed — but she realized that she dare not share those powers with Yolo. His fear was too unpredictable. So they would be held to his pace anyway, rendering the benefit from a ceremony marginal. Intimidation could force him to become the needed third hand in the ritual, but she would forever thereafter have to rule him through fear and watch him without cease.
 
   Better to bring him onto the path step-wise, she thought. Better to let him choose to remove himself from the ranks of the unbloodied, of the guiltless. 
 
   She drew the knife from her belt and gestured toward the fallen man. “I mean that you can let me do your dirty work for you, Yolo,” she said, “or you can take my hand and let us do this thing together. You can join me in the act of forging our path, or you can cower away and follow in my steps as I walk the road alone. Your guilt will be the same regardless — you will benefit from this man’s death when we use his horses to overtake your cousin. But if your hand is on the knife along with mine, then we can share together the thrust that brings your destiny a step closer.”
 
   He looked from her face to the knife and then back again. Celas tilted her head down very slightly in response, and wet her lips.
 
   “All right,” he said, swallowing heavily. “All right, but let’s be quick about it, before I lose my nerve.”
 
   * * *
 
   “So how did you come to be in Dahnur’s expedition, anyway?” Noxie was asking as Weston stewed in the back of the sleigh.
 
   “Hmm,” said Algur. Clearly, as with most of his answers so far, he wished to contemplate whether this one deserved a straight answer or an evasion. This propensity for delay, this hesitation, served as the greatest annoyance of all in what had proven, so far, a remarkably annoying conversation.
 
   Weston had been roused by the change of drivers some miles back. Initially, he’d yearned to work his way back to sleep as things got underway again. But then Jake and Noxie had begun to engage Algur in chatter, and Weston felt he had no choice but to listen in, lest he miss some vital clue to what Algur and Dahnur sought in Thollol’s museum.
 
   But the early part of the talk had all been Jake and Noxie, spinning tales of their inheritances — presumably because they thought providing their motivations for the trip to Thollol might lull Algur into providing his own. As they finished their stories, though, and began probing into his, it became clear that Algur had a flair for circumspection.
 
   “You’ll have to ask Dahnur himself,” had been the repeated answer to most questions, followed closely by, “I don’t know that I care to reveal that.”
 
   This time, however, Algur at last found the question answerable. He began his reply to Noxie with, “I suppose there’s no harm in the story.”
 
   Weston didn’t know whether to be relieved or pessimistic at that assessment. It seemed to carry a promise of uninformative doldrums. But he listened anyway, as Algur went on.
 
   “I first met Dahnur Boldmansson,” came the slow voice, “at the Imperial Library in Delvos.”
 
   Wonderful, thought Weston. Not only is he going to deliver a worthless anecdote, but it’s one that will strike me through with the rawest jealousy.
 
   “I had reserved a private reading chamber for some research. You might not guess it from the circumstances of our meeting, but I am an historian by trade, and the realms of research have been my predominant explorations.”
 
   “And is Dahnur a historian too?” asked Noxie innocently. Weston rolled his eyes, thinking, Why would you interrupt him?
 
   “No, no indeed,” was the reply, just possibly tinged with amusement. “At any rate, I had barely settled down to review a file of correspondence by the last Juelnish governor of Praesh, when a pounding at the door broke my concentration.”
 
   This made Weston sit up in interest. Alleille Etteune had governed Praesh as the mighty empire of Jueln had begun divesting itself of its colonies — a fact Weston knew for two reasons. First, this had been The Era — that moment in time when Coeldoetta and a dozen other titans of literature and art had forever emblazoned the world of culture with their masterpieces of vision. And second, Etteune had, in his early years, been a paramour of Coeldoetta herself. Her sonnets to him were part of the canon, and the couple were known to have traded letters throughout the remainder of their lives.
 
   “You may not be aware,” Algur continued, “that a private chamber in the Imperial Library is supposed to be an all-but-inviolate sanctuary. I rose from my chair half expecting to be told there was a fire, or that war had broken out with Thaellen Aosk. Instead, before I could even get to the door, Dahnur Boldmansson broke in and said, ‘Sir, what you hold in your hands is nothing less than the fate of the nine continents themselves — and whatever might float beyond, as well.’”
 
   Weston had to bite down on his finger to keep from butting in and asking questions of his own at this point. How could this not be connected to his quest? Dahnur’s mandolin bore an engraving of the same map that had been scrawled inside the cover of a copy of Coeldoetta’s Sonnets. Dahnur and Algur had met over the letters of Alleille Etteune — which surely included some of Coeldoetta’s legendary epistles among them. And Dahnur and Algur were now headed to the same place that the Fount had sent Weston: the Museum of Antiquities in Thollol.
 
   Thankfully, Jake took the moment to ask an astute question in Weston’s place.
 
   “Those must have been quite some letters, to carry that kind of weight after a thousand or more years. That’s the span we’re talking about, isn’t it?”
 
   “Nearer to fifteen hundred, actually,” Algur said, clearly engaged. “This was a time when Jueln had set to scaling itself back, as its rulers sought to implement a new political morality.”
 
   Excellent, Jake, Weston thought. Play on that love that all scholars have to enlighten.
 
   “And was that the subject of the letters?”
 
   “Well, no,” said Algur. “It was to be the subject of my book, but this volume of letters dealt mostly with the governor’s struggles against — ahem. Obviously, when we speak of the endowment of political liberty, there will be factions that maneuver to corrupt the process to their own advantage.”
 
   “Your pause there suggests that one of those factions has some pertinence to your quest?”
 
   “Yes, and let us leave it at that.” The enthusiasm had gone from Algur’s voice. He sounded suspicious, as if he’d almost been tricked into a revelation. But he had the good grace to continue at least to the resolution of his anecdote: “Dahnur showed me how that piece of history remains at work today — at work toward a dark purpose. His own research had steered him to those letters, and when we combined our knowledge, it pointed us both to Thollol. And now you know the story.”
 
   The front bench of the sleigh grew quiet. Weston settled himself back against the bags where he’d been resting. Jake might think him crazy for the conclusion, but he felt sure that the letters which had set Dahnur on course for Thollol had been Coeldoetta’s. 
 
   Don’t think for a moment that you can keep The Last Tragedy from me, Dahnur Boldmansson, he thought. If it has some part in your plans, then I promise you, your plans will simply have to fail.
 
   * * *
 
   It had been decided that they would rest in the town of Snowelton and shake some of the cold from their bones before making the last push to Thollol. When they inquired with the innkeeper about a storage locker for the mandolin, they learned something about the nature of the town. Not only did the inn have lockers like those they’d rented in Wellewestre, but it also had double-key strongboxes specifically for journeying companions engaged in mutual distrust.
 
   “Folk bound for Thollol come in every stripe,” the innkeeper said, in answer to Noxie’s look of curiosity. “And for some, getting to the ruins requires allying with folk of a very different stripe from theirselves.”
 
   This settled the problem of how to rest for a spell without having to maintain a constant watch over the mandolin. With the instrument locked away, Jake took one key and Algur the other, and all agreed to meet up again at the desk in eight hours’ time. Algur and his men went off somewhere to confer, leaving the three companions to themselves.
 
   To Noxie’s surprise, Weston did not immediately begin to pine for food or a cot. Instead, he excused himself to the vast general store that adjoined the inn, saying that he wanted to explore what peculiar wares might have wound their way to this remote terminus. So Noxie found herself happily alone with Jake, for the first time in what seemed an age.
 
   “Shall we see if there’s a table in the mess hall, or a stretch open at the bar?” she asked.
 
   He nodded with a smile, and put a hand out to offer her the lead. In short order, she was sitting across from him at a tiny table, with dozens of examples on all sides of the many different “stripes” of folk who sought out Thollol.
 
   “Look at them, would you,” she said to Jake, half in wonderment. “These are the real sorts, aren’t they?”
 
   “Indeed,” he said. “Not too many places you’ll find a mix like this, I’ll wager.”
 
   His eyes were lighting about the room just as hers were, she could tell. From this cluster of rowdy drunkards, a scabbard at every belt, to that table of calculating card-players, even to one or two shadowy figures keeping back in the corners, wrapped in their own cloaks like mysterious heroes in a tale — the room had packed itself with men and a few women whose like she had heard described a thousand times by Fingold as he spun his stories.
 
   “We’re really almost there, aren’t we?” she asked. “Do you think we’ll find them? I mean, at least a clue?”
 
   Jake contemplated the room a bit longer before answering. Then he turned one hand in a circle to indicate the crowd all around. “You know, I look around at all this life and energy, all these people who look straight out of one of Avelia’s tales, and with Thollol so close — I don’t know. It’s hard to imagine that she’s really gone, when the whole place just sings of the kind of life she lived. But at the same time — look at these fellows. It’s not likely many of them will reach the age Avelia did, or Fingold. A life of this kind is a treasure. But a long life of this kind? More of a miracle.”
 
   “Well that’s awfully gloomy talk of you,” she said.
 
   He smiled. “Not really. Every westbound face in this room is expecting a miracle, and some of the eastbound ones have already seen them. I’m sure you’ve heard as much of these ruins as I have — the miracles are there for the picking, it’s a fact.”
 
   “You’re a frustrating man, Jake Warbler,” she said, propping her chin on her fist with an exaggerated pout. “So which is it? Do you think we’ll find our miracle, or not?”
 
   He reached across the table and covered her free hand with his, the look in his eyes half mischief and half mystery. A pause followed, long enough for her to wonder if he meant to answer at all. But the depth of his gaze made it a happy pause, as though almost an answer in and of itself. Then he turned his hand palm-up next to hers and said, “Will we find them? I don’t know. And do you know what? I’m all right with not knowing — for the moment. Uncertainty and promise are two ways of looking at the same thing.”
 
   Noxie felt herself flush a little, and couldn’t help but let her teasing pout melt away. She took her chin from her fist and moved the hand down toward his. But just as the fingertips brushed against Jake’s, a serving maid arrived to spoil the moment.
 
   “Sorry to take a bit,” the girl said, sweeping a loose lock of hair from her eyes. “Busy night here, as you can see. What’s your pleasure?”
 
   They ordered some wine and food, and as the waitress left again, Noxie saw Jake’s eye catch upon something across the room.
 
   “Give it a moment before you look,” he said to her, “but it appears our friends have joined the dinner crowd without their leader.”
 
   She waited until another serving girl passed along the tables behind her, then took a quick peek in the direction Jake had indicated. Sure enough, Curm and his cohort Maramus sat hunched over a table across the room, trading what appeared to be unhappy notions with one another, each man’s face dressed in a sour expression. Just as she started to turn back, Maramus cast a suspicious glance directly at her, nudged Curm, and leaned close to whisper something to him.
 
   “Do you think they’re here to spy on us?” she asked.
 
   “Or just keep us under close watch,” Jake said with a shrug. “Or I suppose they may be conniving together to see if there’s some way to overrule Algur. Neither of them has seemed altogether pleased about taking up the trip with us.”
 
   “Not that it isn’t mutual,” Noxie said wrily. “Still, I don’t care for any of those possibilities, and I care even less for being unsure what they’re up to. Be a gentleman, would you, and pull my chair out like I’m excusing myself to the powder room. I’ll whip up a disguise and see if I can eavesdrop on them for a bit before I come back.”
 
   Jake smiled and immediately played the man of manners, holding her seat with manifest chivalry as she rose. “Don’t be too long; I’m as keen for us to have dinner as I am to know what they’re up to.”
 
   She feigned a hurt look. “Not more so?”
 
   “Please,” he said with a laugh, “allow me my dignity, and don’t force me to confess the ache I shall suffer in your absence.”
 
   Noxie laughed too, and headed off across the room as he returned to his seat. She managed to come abreast of the waitress quite near the table Curm and Maramus shared, which gave her the opportunity to ask in a reasonably loud tone where the facilities were. At the serving girl’s direction, she left the dining room by way of a side hall — but rather than proceed down it, she quickly spun an illusion about herself, and returned immediately in the guise of a scruffy hillkinder man with road-worn clothes.
 
   Maramus and Curm took no note of her as she made her way to a seat at the bar, quite near their table. Here the keenness of her half-sprite ears served her well, and she could make out the greatest part of their conversation.
 
   “... at him just sitting there, pleased as he can be with himself,” Curm was saying. “What’s Algur thinking, letting these three get the better of us like this?”
 
   “Pfaugh,” Maramus said back. “You know Algur. He’s a man of books. They’re brisk books, and he knows about war and he knows about the leading of men. But he’ll never be as quick to the fight as Dahnur. I figure he’s biding his time. We’re three to their three, but Algur knows we’ve got Haskin, Dorm and Lant awaiting us inside the gates at Thollol. Then we’ll be six to their three, and no more of this worry that they might have a chance to hire their own muscle.”
 
   “You don’t think he’s too big on his word for that?” Curm asked. “He did make a deal with this lute-plucking fop.”
 
   Maramus took a healthy swig from his tankard. “Algur’s ‘deal’ with Dahnur’ll trump that. He’s under orders, just as we are — just as Haskin, Dorm and Lant are where they’re keeping an eye on the gate. Or do you not remember the hour Dahnur and Algur spent planning this out before they came topside and ordered us into our fall-jackets?”
 
   Curm gave a grunt and peered into his own mug. “I s’pose you’re right. Still, it chafes me something fierce to have to wait, even till we’re just inside the gates, to get that mandolin back.”
 
   Noxie downed the shot of whiskey she’d signaled the barkeep to serve her, then dropped a coin on the counter and quit her barstool. The liquor and a sense of vindication felt hot inside her as she headed back across the dining hall. Let’s see, she thought, if we can give you something that chafes even fiercer, Curm.
 
   * * *
 
   After a few minutes of searching, Weston realized he bore little chance of finding what he wanted on his own. The Snowelton General Emporium of Goods had been crammed floor-to-rafters with miscellanea, and only the shelves of commonplace provisions displayed any sense of organization whatsoever. The castoffs — the sad bits of flotsam pawned or bartered for equipment better suited to Thollol — these cluttered up no fewer than six interconnected rooms that looked to have been built on or annexed to the original structure over time. Several lacked heat, or light, or both.
 
   So while it would render his business more noticeable, Weston decided he must make an inquiry of the proprietor.
 
   The man had disquieted Weston when he’d first entered from the inn. A pot-bellied fellow with a peg leg and a chest-length beard, he’d been scrawling at some form of bookkeeping, and hadn’t even looked up as Weston passed through the better-lit main display room, with its tidy shelves of hard cheeses, jerked meat, and sundry accessories like rope and pitons and rain ponchos. But as soon as Weston peered through into the gloomier additions that dog-legged off of the main store, he’d barked, “Take a candle if you’re a big browser! There’s some fine things back in the blacker crannies!”
 
   So it was with reservation that the young scholar now approached the man’s work counter to ask his question.
 
   Just as Weston opened his mouth to speak, the owner looked up and all but shouted, “Hello again! How may I be of service?”
 
   “Well. Yes. You see, I’m curious as to —”
 
   “Ear’s a bit dodgy! Have to speak up, I’m afraid!”
 
   Weston took a deep breath and endeavored to control his frustration. He gave a surveiling glance toward the open doorway into the inn’s lobby. Evidently, the Snowelton General Emporium of Goods had little interest in maintaining the privacy of its clients’ transactions.
 
   Clearing his throat as phlegmatically as he could, Weston gestured inquiringly toward the proprietor’s writing stylus, and then to the next blank page in the open ledger. He pantomimed a writing motion, and the man gave a shrug and pushed the ledger and stylus across.
 
   Fighting off a road sickness myself, Weston wrote. Throat and ears a little “dodgy” too. Curious if you’ve any musical instruments you might show me to?
 
   “Aha — you must be eastbound, not westbound, right?”
 
   Perplexed, Weston started to open his mouth, then remembered to cup a hand to his ear and look questioning. The man took his writing implements back and repeated the question on paper.
 
   What makes you say that? Weston wrote in response.
 
   Exploration types always buy the necessaries going in, and the luxuries going out. Or nothing going out, if they’ve come up bust.
 
   Perhaps sensing Weston’s reticence to answer — or just eager to make a potential sale — the owner rose without awaiting a reply, and shuffle-thumped his way around the counter. He picked his desk lamp up by its hook and gestured for Weston to follow him.
 
   Through the maze of rooms they went, until they’d meandered around behind a massive, ancient hutch of some sort where the proprietor gestured Weston to a door that he’d not even seen before.
 
   “Most of the right half of that’n’s lutes an’ flutes and whatnot folks have pawned off,” the man said, with painful volume, into Weston’s ear. “A couple of things as has been brought out from Thollol, too. Have a look, and let me know if you’re keen on any of them!”
 
   With that, he left Weston the lamp, and limped thumping away.
 
   Once he’d creaked the door open, Weston found that his optimism greatly increased.
 
   * * *
 
   “So there you have it,” Noxie said, finishing her report on the spying she’d done. “Algur’s kept an awfully big card up one sleeve, don’t you think?”
 
   Jake took a sip of wine before answering. He found Noxie’s excitement delightful, but in a way he was more comforted than concerned by what she’d discovered. Clearly, Dahnur and Algur had crafted a strong plan for getting the mandolin back — which suggested that, if the instrument really was important in some way, Dahnur and Algur might well have the competence to be entrusted with it. At the same time, Algur had concealed the fact that he had additional men lying in wait just inside the gates of Thollol, a distinct strike against his already minimal degree of candor. In Jake’s mind, that rendered the question of whether to keep or return the mandolin something of a moral wash. For the moment, he therefore felt no need to anguish over which course should be taken.
 
   “What I think,” he said, seeing her wide-eyed anticipation of a response, “is that you’ve just demonstrated how unwise folk are to talk about these sorts of things in an open dining hall. I wonder if there’s some other subject we might chat about over this fine dinner, and leave the plotting until we’re in more private environs?”
 
   She scowled, and then spoke in the tone of a person who knows the argument is lost, but isn’t ready to concede just yet. “Are you suggesting that you think Algur can spin up phantasms to disguise himself? Which one do you think he is, that big-nosed lout behind you, or the fancified lady just there to my right?”
 
   Jake smiled. “I don’t think he’s either one. But who’s to say he didn’t give a coin to one of them, or to the serving girl, to keep an ear open for what we might be talking about?”
 
   Noxie crossed her arms in annoyance. A strand of her auburn hair floated down to cover one eye, and she blew it back up in a sullen fashion.
 
   He eyed her narrowly for a moment. “Now, are you trying to make me feel guilty — or trying to make me jealous of Algur and this strange fascination he holds over you?”
 
   This made her sit up a little, although she worked to maintain the appearance of a pout. “Well,” she said, “either one would serve you right, after all the trouble I went to.”
 
   “And what can I do,” he asked, taking in the rich color of her eyes, “to convey how much I appreciate you?”
 
   Her playful façade wavered, especially around the corners of her mouth. But before she could decide what to say, something caught her eyes and made her roll them. She leaned forward and said drily, “You can promise not to tell Algur I was making you jealous of him, since here he comes.”
 
   Jake glanced around and saw Dahnur’s lieutenant weaving through the tables of the dining room with their own spot as his clear destination. And just when I thought I’d managed to shift us off of the subject.
 
   Noxie had cut an oversized bite from her slab of mutton when Jake turned back, and proceeded to chew it with one eyebrow raised while Algur approached. Jake took this as a cue, and began buttering a hunk of bread.
 
   “There’s bad news from the guides’ guild,” Algur said with no attempt at a preface. As Jake looked at him inquiringly, he drew an unused chair over from a nearby table and sat down. “A crevasse opened in the ice between here and the East Gate of Thollol a week or more back. Until they can bridge it, the way is shut down. That means we’ll have to hire dog sleds and travel twice as long to get around to the South Gate.”
 
   Jake took a bite of his bread and tried to look thoughtful. The word “bridge” made him immediately think of his Song of Bridging, which he imagined would be more than sufficient to cross a simple gap in the ice.
 
   Apparently, Noxie had the same thought, as she kicked him under the table and gave an ever-so-subtle shake of her head.
 
   Swallowing, Jake said to Algur, “I presume you mean that the bridging attempt won’t be finished overnight?”
 
   “It’s not even likely to start for days, yet.” Algur’s long face showed a hint of frustration as he said this. “Evidently, the guild committee that makes decisions on these matters includes several senior guides who are currently off in the ruins. So we’re looking at an eight-hour sled trek instead of six hours in snowshoes. Worse yet, we’ve no choice but to hire a guide. The East Gate route is well marked and supposedly gives the seasoned outdoorsman little chance to get lost. But the southern route has a number of treacherous ravines to trap the neophyte, and is completely unmarked.”
 
   “Hmm,” Jake said. “One wonders if that might factor into the guild’s lack of hurry in setting up a bridge.”
 
   “No doubt,” Algur said bitterly. “You can see, though, that we have some planning that we must do. I sought you out as soon as I grasped the situation.”
 
   The last thing Jake wanted at the moment was to spend his dinner talking over travel options with Algur — especially when this sudden crevasse might be exactly the opportunity they needed to split off from Dahnur’s men and use the Song of Bridging to beat them into Thollol.
 
   “Algur,” he said, in his most open, honest tone, “I have to say how greatly I appreciate being informed. It makes me feel our relationship is solidifying. But frankly, I’m weary of the road and of constantly pondering the next leg in it. Can I make a proposal?”
 
   The man looked either hesitant or suspicious, but said, “I suppose. What would that be?”
 
   “I would just as soon entrust the arrangements to you,” Jake said. “I’d be willing to pay three-fifths of the outfitting costs instead of just half, if it would let me enjoy the rest of my dinner and get a good night’s sleep uninterrupted.”
 
   Algur scratched one cheek contemplatively. “I could accept the deal more easily,” he said, “if it were four-fifths and not three. The fact of the matter is, Dahnur did not allocate me the funds for sleds or guides — a fifth of the costs is all I have.”
 
   “Well then a fifth is your share,” Jake said magnanimously. “I’ll negotiate with Dahnur himself for the difference, when we meet up with him.”
 
   He wondered if perhaps his generosity had gone too far, and sparked Algur to a Dahnuresque paranoia of his motives. But after giving him an appraising look, Algur nodded.
 
   “I’ll return to the outfitters’ and make the appropriate negotiations.”
 
   Noxie looked at him brightly as he rose, and said, “Thank you so much, Algur. This is certainly working out much better than I’d anticipated.”
 
   They both watched the scholar-turned-explorer depart, delving further into their meal as they did so.
 
   “Well,” Jake said when it appeared safe, “it looks like we’ll have a great deal to talk about when we get back to the room.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston closed the door behind him and paused to let his heart slow. Had anyone seen him, passing through the lobby to the stairs?  For the space of six strides, he’d been in full view of the dining hall — albeit through an archway and down a short length of corridor. He had kept his purchase close to his body, and angled himself to minimize the chance of an onlooker seeing it. Would a pounding come at the door in a moment — Algur, Curm or Maramus demanding to know what he was up to?
 
   Quickly, he looked about the room. Its single bed provided the only spot for concealment. But would such an obvious hidey-hole be effective? Not against a search, Weston, he told himself. Of course, if Algur gets the notion and opportunity to search, he’ll find it regardless.
 
   Moving over to the bed, Weston laid the case flat and shoved it as deep into the back shadows as he could. Then he stood, stepped back, and satisfied himself that no corner or curve of the thing could be seen.
 
   Should I untuck the quilt? he wondered. Hanging to the floor, the thick bedspread would completely block the underbed nook from view, even if someone knelt down. But if Algur happens in, and notices that ours is untucked where his is not, mightn’t that cause him to kneel down and take a look?
 
   As he stood contemplating this, Weston heard footsteps and voices from outside the door. He realized that he had not thrown the bolt when he’d first entered, and spun about quickly to do so — but too late.
 
   Fortunately, when the door swung inward, it revealed Jake and Noxie rather than Algur and his minions.
 
   Noxie appeared surprised and perhaps a bit disappointed to see him. Jake gave a momentary start and then looked contrite.
 
   “Sorry, Weston,” he said. “If we’d known you were in here, we would have knocked.”
 
   Weston had no view of the hallway beyond them, but he imagined Algur coming up the stairs and somehow being able to see past all of their feet just as his eyes reached the level of the floor, giving him a clear view through to the underside of the bed.
 
   “Get in, get in,” he hissed, gesturing them hurriedly into the room. This brought a curious look to Jake’s face, but only seemed to put Noxie off further. As they passed him, he swung the door closed, sparing only a moment to peer out through the crack before it shut. No sign of Algur presented itself.
 
   This time, he did throw the bolt, and then twisted past Jake and Noxie where they stood giving him baffled looks.
 
   “I’ve found the answer to our dilemma!” he said, dropping to the floor and squirming to reach back under the bed. His fingers slid off the round end of the case on the first try, then found purchase and let him drag the thing back out.
 
   “Separate rooms?” Noxie said to Jake, just loud enough for Weston to catch it.
 
   “I am impervious to your sarcasm,” Weston said, crawling out from under the bed. “And you’re about to see why.”
 
   He set the thing on the bed, threw its latches open, and lifted the lid. Then, still on his knees, he turned aside to see their reactions.
 
   “Well it’s the wrong color, to start with,” Noxie said immediately. “The case too. Dahnur’s case is black, and this one is — I don’t know, I guess I’d call it ‘manure.’”
 
   “A sort of mottled manure,” Jake said, walking over and lifting the mandolin from inside its derided container. He turned the instrument in his hands while giving it an appraising eye. “It’s been strung too tightly, and left to sit that way for a very long time — the neck’s warped. And of course, there’s no engraving. But Noxie’s right; they’ll have no chance to be fooled by this, because the case will tip them off right from the start.”
 
   Exasperated, Weston dug in his pocket for the little tin of boot-black he’d gotten in the store. He held it out for them to see. “I’m not blind about the case. Look, we’ll polish it up with this, and in poor light, it will certainly pass.”
 
   “Well, you’ve been a busy shopper, haven’t you,” Noxie said, eyeing the canister. “I wondered what might be drawing you away from a hot supper, after so many hours on the road.”
 
   “Never mind that,” he said. “What do you think?”
 
   Noxie shrugged. “For one thing, I’m thinking, ‘Who needs boot-black on their way into Thollol?’”
 
   Weston suppressed a growl. Summoning every iota of patience, he said, “Apparently, no one. The tin had just about cemented itself to the shelf with dust. But the proprietor of the shop, splendid fellow that he is, knew exactly where to find it. Now stop dodging the issue. Here it is, right in front of you — a decoy to swap out for the real mandolin so we can get our hands on it again. Are the two of you game, or not?”
 
   Jake replaced the instrument in its case and latched it back up. “Well, Weston, you know I’ve been opposed to engaging in thievery every time we’ve discussed that mandolin.”
 
   “But this —”
 
   A raised hand from Jake cut Weston off. The man continued, “That was every time we’ve discussed the mandolin in the past. This time, Noxie has uncovered some indications that Algur is — perhaps — planning to go against the thoroughly reasonable deal we made with him. So I’m more favorably disposed toward the idea than I was before.”
 
   “Excellent! Then what we need to do next, is —”
 
   The hand went up again. “Better disposed does not mean ‘convinced.’ Let’s get that straight first. We’ll need a very good plan —”
 
   “We have all night to whip up a plan,” Weston said, undeterred from his enthusiasm. “How hard will it be? We hide this case in a bag or something, distract them momentarily while we make the swap, and then Noxie stands ready to throw some illusions around if they get suspicious and open it up. She’s had a good look at the original — she can surely make this one look close enough to fool them.”
 
   “It’s more complicated than that, though,” Jake went on, “because the plan needs to revolve around giving Algur the opportunity to take the mandolin from us, not the other way around.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. “You and your conscience. Jake, what’s at stake here is nothing less than —”
 
   He caught himself, but obviously too late.
 
   “And that’s the other thing,” Jake said with a smile. “If I’m going to buy into hoodwinking Algur, you’re going to have to lay out the real reason you’re so interested in that mandolin.”
 
   Trapped, you fool! he chastised himself. All right, then, nothing for it but to show them.
 
   He walked over to the corner where his knapsack lay and fished in it for his edition of Coeldoetta’s Sonnets. It wasn’t hard to find, since he’d been forced to barter his copy of The All-But-Complete Plays in exchange for the substitute mandolin.
 
   “What you’re about to see,” he told them, carrying the book forward, “is what gave me the notion that The Last Tragedy might be recoverable in the first place, and that I might be the one to manage it.”
 
   He opened the book, and showed them the map.
 
   * * *
 
   Just short of Wellewestre, Celas had a stroke of luck that made her feel the winds of fate might be changing.
 
   They needed to switch out their horses, and barely had the money to accomplish it. Any price gouging on the part of the stablemaster, and they would be forced to just rest the animals and themselves before riding forward to Snowelton. Such a delay would almost certainly give Jake Warbler an opportunity to find the sacred treasure that Celas herself pursued, if he really had a map as she suspected.
 
   So she had to buy a change of horses with only the few dozen gold Imperials they’d looted from the bodies of their recent victims. A stop now could mean the utter failure of her entire quest.
 
   These thoughts filled her mind as they began to see the lights of Wellewestre over the hills ahead. But shy of the hills, another sight distracted her.
 
   In a clearing just off the road, a camp had been made. A single tent stood pitched — a small, two-man affair. Nearby crackled a fire, with a lone figure hunched beside it, trying to keep warm. Celas thought at once of a sacrifice — of capturing the man, shedding his blood to infuse herself, and Kulika and Yolo, with enough life force to make the run to Snowelton unmounted. But the same doubts about Yolo’s reaction remained.
 
   Before she could ponder a test of those doubts, though, Celas realized that a second fire burned at the opposite end of the tent. And beside it, a second isolated figure sought relief from the chill air. No mounts could be seen anywhere at hand.
 
   Scenarios ran through Celas’ head. She brought her steed to a halt while the camp still lay a few dozen yards away.
 
   Kulika drew up next to her. “Yes, Mistress?”
 
   “No — no, no,” Yolo hissed before she could answer. She saw his enormous eyes in the dark, and knew that her doubts had been very well placed. “We’re so close to town, and we’ve already got money! What can these two have that would be worth the risk?”
 
   “You misunderstand me, Yolo,” she replied calmly. “I told you before, I am not indiscriminate. You two hold back for the moment. I am going to talk to them.”
 
   He gave her a look of anxious suspicion, but did as she asked.
 
   Just what do we have here? Celas thought as she rode forward. Two men who’ve made separate fires when they could be sharing one. And look how they’ve arranged themselves — each sits where he can keep an eye on the other. Have they found wealth in Thollol, and now travel homeward burning with expectations of greedy betrayal? Not much wealth, if so. They’d have horses.
 
   The man she approached glanced around at the sound of hooves, but clearly tried to keep an eye on the other fire while doing so. Celas dismounted while still several paces distant.
 
   “Good evening,” she began. “Or whatever time it —”
 
   “Get away, bitch. I’m in no mood to gabble.”
 
   Even though the man kept his face turned half away from her, Celas could see that it had been dealt a frightful and recent beating. 
 
   More and more intriguing, she thought.
 
   She squatted down, near enough to speak to him in low tones but well outside of arm’s reach, and said, “So there’s Wellewestre, and here you are — no horse, no weapons that I can see, and apparently no partner you can trust. Is your plan to just sit here until the cold takes you, even when potential aid comes your way and tries to strike up conversation?”
 
   “It is,” he growled. “And as long as he falls asleep first and I get to squeeze his neck until the death rattle comes out, it’s all the plan I need. I’ll have no complaints about beating the life out of you, either, if you don’t shove off.”
 
   Talk, Celas thought, standing up. If he meant it, he’d have been on his feet already, trying to say it with fists instead of phrases.
 
   She skirted her way around the tent and found that the other man looked to be in worse shape than the first. He kept tilting by degrees as he sat, then catching himself. Beneath the raised hood of his cloak, a bandage encircled his head. His eyes, though, remained focused — completely focused, even as she drew up right next to him. Not once did they waver from the other fire and the clear object of their hatred. This encouraged Celas a great deal.
 
   Getting down on her haunches, she asked him quietly, “How badly do you want to see him dead?”
 
   Still the eyes did not leave the other man, though the reply showed no hesitation: “With every drop of blood and bile in me.”
 
   “You’ll never take him — I can see that you’re hurt worse, and wearier in the bones.”
 
   “Don’t need to take him. Constable fined us all our money, took our weapons — there’s no making it home. Going to pretend to nod off in a few minutes, and when he comes at me, I’ll roll us both in the fire. That’s my trick. He thinks he’ll outlast me, at least for the night, and I know he won’t.”
 
   Celas smiled. Now this is more than talk.
 
   Leaning closer, she said, “And what if I offer you a way to make him suffer far worse, while you get to live and enjoy your revenge?”
 
   “Huh. An offer like that, there has to be a catch.”
 
   “There is,” she said. “For one thing, you’ll have to pretend to make up with him. Lull him into at least half-trusting you, probably for hours, until we spring the trap.”
 
   “I can do that. What else?”
 
   “You’ll have to hold him down while I cut him.”
 
   The fire popped and crackled in the silence. Then the bandaged man spoke again.
 
   “Tell me what to do.”
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie felt very full of life as she and Weston carried their things toward the waiting dogsleds. She had gotten little sleep the night before, kept up by thoughts and imaginings. Now the dour Curm trailed behind them, keeping his eyes on the mandolin case that Weston had taken possession of when they’d retrieved it from the lockbox. And the cold hit her brutally the moment she stepped outside of the inn. 
 
   But here’s Algur, dependable as rain, she thought, and for all that Jake wants to give him the benefit of the doubt, I know he’s going to take the bait.
 
   “Where’s your friend Jake?” Algur asked suspiciously as they came abreast of the sleds.
 
   “Where’s Maramus?” Noxie countered. Without waiting for a reply, she said, “Is that empty one there ours?”
 
   “It’s for two of you,” he replied. “One of you rides with me on this one — whoever is in charge of the mandolin.”
 
   Weston harrumphed. “You just get to decide that, do you?”
 
   “Don’t get indignant while you’re carrying stolen property. And where is Jake? Maramus, before you ask again, has taken the third sled on a practice run with the guide.”
 
   “I guess you’re the lucky one, Weston,” Noxie said to her companion. “Why don’t you go ahead and load your things on Algur’s sled while we’re waiting for Jake to finish.”
 
   Algur sighed. “I sense that you are deliberately trying to exasperate me. What, exactly, are we waiting for Jake to finish?”
 
   Weston responded as he stepped over to place his luggage in the freight basket of the sled. “It’s a game he’s gotten wrapped up in with some common-room acquaintances.”
 
   Noxie moved behind Algur to put her own bag into the empty sled. She watched as Weston dumped his large duffel into place, and then more carefully set the mandolin case where it could rest between his bag and some of Algur’s provisions.
 
   “A game?” Algur asked. “He needs to be out here. I’ve been trained on the dogs already, and Maramus as well. Jake has no business lagging inside to play games if he’s going to drive the third sled.”
 
   Noxie came up to the man with her best indignant walk. “And who says I’m not going to drive it?”
 
   Algur simply looked at her — pointedly, looked down at her.
 
   “Oh, all right,” she grumbled. “I’ll go and fetch him. Weston, doff that backpack and get it stowed, would you? Can’t you hear what a rush Algur is in?”
 
   “I’ll doff it, but I won’t stow it,” Weston replied. “My books and journals are in here. I don’t expect you to understand, but they do not leave my hand until we’re ready to set off.”
 
   “Weston, the treasure of a hundred ages lies in Thollol. Who exactly is going to steal your books? Just put them down, would you?”
 
   The young scholar harrumphed again, but did as he was told. And as he did, Noxie engaged in two performances. She asked Algur, “Do you want Curm here to go along with me, to help wrestle Jake away from his game?”
 
   And while Algur was telling her “no,” she made some unobtrusive gestures with her hand to throw a figment across what Weston was doing.
 
   Reaching the inn, Noxie ducked inside just long enough to conjure a disguise upon herself and step back out. Here, her figmentry became as involved as she had ever attempted — the illusion she’d placed in the freight basket of Algur’s sleigh would last no more than a minute without renewal. Her detailed disguise, covering her full body and requiring movement, needed constant digitations to maintain. So she had to cross to a spot where her view of the sleds would be unobstructed, and she had to do so very quickly.
 
   Luckily, a large sleigh stood untended across the street. She maneuvered around it, snuck under the driver’s bench from the far side, and allowed her disguise to lapse. Using her spyglass technique again, she focused in on the bed of Algur’s sled and made certain that her phantasm there did not waver.
 
   Minutes passed. Algur grew visibly impatient. Weston spoke to him several times, causing more agitation. At length, Weston appeared to become angry himself, and snatched up his “backpack” from the sled. His raised voice carried even over the wind, so that Noxie could hear most of what he said from her distance.
 
   “Fine! I’ll go and get them myself, then! Of all the impatient —”
 
   By this time, Maramus and the guide had returned. They watched as Weston stalked off into the inn, clutching his precious backpack. Almost immediately, Maramus and Curm looked straight to the mandolin case where it rested in the sled, their expressions slightly incredulous. Algur kept his eye on the inn door, while moving closer to the sled as well.
 
   Here, Noxie had a moment of panic. The guide, though a small hillkinder man, had stepped right between her and the sled. Her view was blocked. If they opened the case now ...
 
   Quickly, she threw up yet another mirage, this one a curved mirror up above the men’s heads. By focusing her spyglass illusion on it, she got a clear view.
 
   Algur’s hands were on the latches of the mandolin case. Noxie’s magnifying figments worked excruciatingly well — so well that she could see where some of the boot-black had come off on the luggage beneath the case. But Algur and his men seemed not to notice.
 
   The case opened.
 
   Noxie’s heart sounded loud enough she thought Curm or Maramus would surely hear it. She had two hands, and three illusions to maintain — the mirror, her lenses, and now the color and engravings that made Dahnur’s mandolin so clearly distinct from the one Weston had bought — the one which lay in plain view before Algur and his men. Either the mirror or the lenses could be let go a moment without digitations, but the fine detail of the mandolin could not. Wide-eyed, she juggled invisibly with both hands as Algur waved a lantern over the instrument to examine it.
 
   Then, without further hesitation, Dahnur’s lieutenant shut and fastened the case and began barking quick orders to his team. Algur threw a tarp over the freight basket and made it fast. The guide strapped himself into a pair of skis that had been propped against Jake and Noxie’s sled. Curm took his place on the runners there, and Maramus and Algur on their own respective sleds.
 
   With quick calls to the dogs, and a brisk series of whip-cracks, they dashed away from the inn, looking backwards over their shoulders as if in disbelief at their luck and in certainty that Jake, Weston, and Noxie would appear and pursue them.
 
   Out of the town lights and onto the South Trail, they went, until even Noxie’s spy lenses could no longer see them.
 
   Happily, she went back inside to find Jake and Weston.
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Chapter Thirteen: Into the Snowbound Necropolis
 
    
 
   The East Gate of Thollol stood fifty feet high and eighty across. Its twin valves threw back the lamplight with a gleam like untarnished silver, even though no hand had polished the metal in 900 years. Jake walked along the length of the gate, marveling, while Weston continued to pound at the smaller pass-door inset in the left valve.
 
   “Hello!” came Weston’s voice in between the muted hammerings of his fist. “Hello, someone is out here!”
 
   A heavy wind buffed the most abrasive edge from the shouts, allowing Jake to appreciate the majesty of the place in which he stood. Time had made no impact on the intricate scrollwork that covered the enormous doors. No thread of filigree had snapped loose or corroded. And when a particularly strong gust brought a spattering of snowflakes in beneath the overhang that guarded the massive portal, the crystals did not stick and accumulate — they bounced off and whirled about in eddies before settling at last into one of the drifts to either side.
 
   “You’ve a gate fee to earn here!” Weston called out. “Is anyone going to open up and collect it?”
 
   Noxie caught up to Jake, huddling within her coat and clearly miserable with the cold. Initially, she’d kept her backpack on and stayed close by the pass-door with Weston, shifting from one foot to the other and looking ready to get in out of the wind at the first possible instant. But now she’d dropped her pack beside Jake’s, and as she drew near, he saw that she wore a look of real doubt on her face.
 
   “Please tell me we’re not going to have to climb back down that icy road, scoot back across that terrifying canyon, and then march back through all that snow to town, just so that we can hire someone to take us around to the South Gate.”
 
   He felt a great sympathy and protectiveness at the pleading expression in her eyes. The harrowing trip across the crevasse had really hit Noxie hard. It had been one thing for them to tread across his invisible song bridge back in Gleit, in the broad light of day, with treasure in their hands and no more than a gentle breeze tugging at them. It was a far different experience when being sleeted upon in the black of the Eaves, rent by vicious winds and seeing nothing but darkness below. And of course, in Gleit she’d had her wings out, and here there could be no question of that. He put a hand to her shoulder and drew her near beside him. “We’re not going to have to. The guilds will keep someone stationed at the gate no matter what — there’s an exit fee besides the entry one, remember?”
 
   Noxie glanced back over to the sign that stood near the pass-door. “Oh,” she said. “Right. If they took off the gatekeepers just because the road closed, everyone would try to get out this way and duck the levy. Well, that’s a relief.”
 
   “So we’re here,” he said, gesturing up at the gate, “even if we’re not quite here.”
 
   She followed the sweep of his arm upward. Looking the great metal portal over, she quietly asked, “Do you think it’s all going to be like this?”
 
   “You mean this clean, this timeless? Not if Avelia’s stories were on the mark,” Jake replied, thinking of how much sorcerous work must have gone into warding the gates and walls of Thollol against the ravages of time. “A city will always build its wall to last as long as can be managed; the things inside can be rebuilt, or replaced, so long as the wall and gates hold.”
 
   “Actually, I meant this big.”
 
   Jake laughed. “Sorry. There, the answer may be closer to yes.”
 
   They stood looking up at it a bit longer, until a call from Weston interrupted them.
 
   “Hey!” the scholar shouted. They turned, and saw that he had stopped his pounding and now stood with fists on hips. “You know, we might make more noise, and succeed in attracting someone’s attention, if you two would bother to help!”
 
   * * *
 
   “Close your eyes,” Celas told Yolo, “count to eight, and then drink the contents of this tankard to the last drop.”
 
   Yolo looked suspiciously at the lidded flagon that she offered up to him. Having just been roused from sleep, he hadn’t his full wits about him, but still an instinctive trepidation guided his every response.
 
   “Just drink it, sight unseen?” he asked. “Just trust the kind generosity of some passing wizard you found?”
 
   Celas kept her temper as well-lidded as the tankard. “I told you, Yolo. This was bought with Kulika’s more tender talents. You’ve tasted of those — did you really find them of such little worth?”
 
   He shuddered and replied, “Frankly, I can scarcely remember the pleasures of that night, considering the days of agony that followed. And I was only settling for her because I could not have you — did this fellow really part with good magic in exchange for her charms?”
 
   Celas looked over at Kulika, who stood impassively by the door. “Please, Yolo. Kulika is not without sensitivity. You might express more trust in me and more appreciation of her by just drinking the potion.”
 
   She watched his eyes glance disdainfully toward Kulika’s face — then fall downward toward the knife at the Point’s belt, which seemed to make him to recollect himself. Blanching, he said, “Well, yes, I didn’t mean any insult, of course. Does it have to be eyes closed?”
 
   “Yes,” she insisted, “and after the count of eight — no more, no less.”
 
   His nose twitched a bit, but he took the flagon and appeared to prepare himself. She watched with some small anxiety as he opened his mouth and began to count aloud.
 
   Of course, the count of eight was as much a fabrication as the notion of Kulika’s sensitivity. But she had to keep Yolo’s eyes shut as he took his draught, and making it a part of activating the “magic potion” seemed the easiest means of doing so. What swirled inside the tankard had been poured there out of a man’s veins. Seeing that would doubtless put Yolo off of drinking it, and if he did not drink it, then all her masterful trickery would be for naught.
 
   Two rooms here at the inn in Wellewestre had cost her all the gold they’d stolen from the horsemen. But the price had been necessary to gain them privacy. They’d reached the town in the company of Gorland and Eitre, the two estranged men they’d found camping. Eitre had pacted with Celas, and his painfully forced appeals had convinced Gorland to come along out of the cold — ostensibly to enjoy the charity of these kind travelers who had found them.
 
   No amount of acting could have convinced Gorland to share a room with his bandaged cousin, but that would not have accorded with Celas’ plan anyway, and so Gorland had been packed off to one room with Kulika, while Celas, Eitre and Yolo went to another. As soon as Yolo began to snore, Eitre and Celas had returned to the first room, where Kulika had already rendered Gorland helpless.
 
   It had been a half-hour’s task to instruct Eitre in his part of the ceremony, then another hour to conduct the sacrifice. The whole affair culminated with the surprised look on Eitre’s face when he received a knife-thrust from Kulika instead of the third cup of ritually enchanted blood.
 
   Now Yolo reached, “Eight,” and touched that third cup to his lips. Its taste brought a grimace to his face. His nose crinkled; his brow furrowed. Then, an instant later, surprise swept these constrictions away. Celas smiled; the rush of power had hit him. 
 
   Greedily, Yolo gulped what remained in the flagon, and as he finished, Celas took it from him and brushed a red cloth across his lips to blot away the scarlet stain.
 
   “You see?” she said, handing the tankard to Kulika. “Is it not as plainly magical a thing as you’ve experienced?”
 
   “It’s — it’s like the link to Jake,” he replied, wonderingly. “Only instead of tugging my bones in a direction, it’s fired them through with motion. I feel like I could run all the way to Thollol!”
 
   “That’s good,” Celas said, “because that has become our plan.”
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie barely managed to contain herself as she stuffed her coat and snowpants into the backpack. They were here at last, inside Thollol, with only the gate fee to pay and one more door between them and the ruins.
 
   “The sign said ten each,” Weston grumbled as Jake counted over the heavy gold coins to the gatekeeper. All of them stood within the man’s office, a small watchroom that had been built snug up against the inside of the gate.
 
   “That’s when we’re properly manned and expecting new arrivals,” the man said back, in a tone as surly as the one with which he’d greeted them upon opening the outer pass-door. “We keep a man at each end of the hall, when the East Gate Road is clear. That way no one has to change from rain gear to cold gear and then back again, like I’ve had to this time.”
 
   “Well, it’s much appreciated,” Jake said, dropping the final coin into the fellow’s hand. “And well worth an extra Imperial for the special service.”
 
   Weston looked askance at the comment, then said, “I can’t argue, since you’re paying. But it strikes me as extortion.”
 
   The gatekeeper gave him an aggressive tilt of the chin. “Then next time, I suggest you go round the same way as everybody else is doing.”
 
   “Next time?” laughed Noxie. “We’ll be so rich when we leave here, there won’t be a next time.”
 
   This evoked only a jaded, “You’d be surprised how often I hear that.”
 
   “Not really,” she replied generously. “But this time, you’ll be surprised that it’s true.”
 
   The man shrugged and sized them up where they stood in his watchroom. Noxie had gotten her poncho on now, and Weston likewise. Jake lagged a bit, having been delayed in counting out and paying their entry fee.
 
   “I’ll give you all the standard warning,” the guildsman said, picking at his stubbled chin ruminatively. “But I’ll also say it looks like you could use more. Anyway, here it is. It’s a dangerous place you’re going into. The city itself is bad enough — but at any hour, there’s like to be a hundred treasure seekers such as yourselves in there. With only three of you, and lightly armed at best, I’d warn you away from even approaching other parties you might see inside. You hear footsteps, I advise you to walk slowly the other direction. You see a lamp swinging down a dark alley, don’t call out ‘halloo’ or raise your own light. Always move like you’re poking around — never like you’ve found something and are trying to hurry off with it. Did you buy one of the guide books or maps in Snowelton?”
 
   “A map,” Weston said. “Not that I could make heads or tails of it.”
 
   “Well, the key thing is, whatever’s marked on the map, it’s not fit for raiding. The museums, the mint, the Academy of Magics — unless you’re a high wizard, there’s no pilfering any of them. So the map’s nice for sight-seeing, and it’ll help you find the Catacomb Bar and Grill if you need a respite, but for treasure-hunting, your best bet is to stick to the more modest shops or houses. Remember — the bigger it is, the richer its owner was. And rich folk in Thollol could buy some very nasty warding spells.”
 
   Seeing that Jake had gotten his own poncho on, Noxie said, “I think we’ve got the gist of it, then. Thank you so much. Can we pass through, now?”
 
   The man sighed. “All right. Just remember I tried to warn you — you don’t know what you’re getting into.”
 
   “Trust me,” Weston said, “you don’t know what we’ve been through getting here.”
 
   The door opened at the gatekeeper’s knock, and the three of them shouldered their packs and stepped out.
 
   Into Thollol.
 
   Cold.
 
   Dank.
 
   Echoing.
 
   Hissing. A great open vastness — misted over with an almost-rain bouncing its breathy whispers from walls of stone and metal that stood, invisible, somewhere off in the far dark.
 
   In front of Noxie stretched the East Gate Plaza, glinting and broad, a paving-stone plain staked out with tall and elegant lantern-towers. As she turned to take the view in, she caught sight of the city wall, where a cluster of still-working towers threw enough light upon it to bring out the titanic bas-relief figures carved there. Up and up swarmed and circled the wizard-heroes of ancient Thollol, marching through scenes of history few living minds understood, up into darkness, until no detail at all could be seen of the carvings that flowed out onto the great stanchions and buttresses that held up the glass roof overhead.
 
   “It’s a place, isn’t it?” asked the gatekeeper. And when Noxie turned to answer him, she saw that the spotless East Gate — which had seemed so magnificently huge from without — was dwarfed now by the immensity of the great, sculpted mural through which it opened. Instead of saying anything, she only nodded.
 
   “Have a care, then,” said the guildsman’s partner, who’d unbolted and opened the watch-room door from the outside in order to let them through. Noxie had scarcely noticed the man until he spoke.
 
   “We will,” Jake told him. “Weston? Noxie? Shall we go?”
 
   She glanced around at Jake, seeing the fast, misting puffs of her breath as she did so. Her eyes passed across Weston on the way, and saw him to be turning about in as great a stupor of amazement as she felt herself. Settling on Jake’s face brought her back to herself a little, and she laughed.
 
   “We’re here!” she said.
 
   “That we are,” he agreed. “And we’re getting wet. Shall we?”
 
   She skipped out onto the plaza’s cobbles and spun herself in a circle.
 
   “Yes,” she said as she slowed to a halt, arms stretched out and upward. “And in all directions at once!”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston had not been entirely truthful about the cheaply printed map he’d picked up in Snowelton. It was true that inky smudges blurred the labels on a number of landmarks, and half the streets either ran together from the coarseness of the paper or disappeared where the press hadn’t brought the engraving down hard enough to complete the image. But the wide central boulevard that crossed the city from the East Gate could hardly be missed — and neither could the Grand Mall marked at the map’s heart, where one of the more readable labels said, “Museum of Antiquities.”
 
   They walked upon that east-west boulevard now, between ranks of silent, mostly dark buildings that stood three and four stories up through the mist-hazed air. Would they really continue straight along the way? Was he really just a half-hour’s walk across drizzly pavement from gaining the boon that the Fountain of Gleit had promised him?
 
   “What, ah, what’s our plan, then?” he asked as Noxie paused to peer into the dark window of a shop.
 
   “Look, there’s statues and all kinds of pottery inside,” she said. “How’s this stuff lasted when everything else along the street’s been ransacked?”
 
   Her observation was true, and roused some curiosity in Weston’s breast. But the mystery of one intact shop — especially one full of knick-knacks and jars — hardly rose to the level of meriting a stop.
 
   Jake came up alongside Noxie and put a hand to the window. Then he rapped against it with one knuckle, producing not the high hollow tank of glass, but a thicker, stonier sound. “An illusion, I’d say. Perhaps it was a front for something else, back in the city’s day.”
 
   “Hmph. You’re right,” she said examining the window more closely. “And I of all people missed it. Shall we go in and see?”
 
   Jake opened his mouth to answer her, but Weston could stand no more.
 
   “Yes,” he interrupted. “Why don’t we? I’m sure Algur and his fellows are similarly pausing to sightsee along their route, so we’ve doubtless plenty of time to lollygag. No fear that something unforeseen might delay us ... no fear of Dahnur being alerted before we get to the Museum ...”
 
   “Evidently,” Jake said to Noxie, “Weston prefers not.”
 
   “Pooh,” she replied, although she did hitch up her pack and continue walking. “Have we really come two weeks and hundreds of leagues just to rush our way through the most fabled ruins on all the nine continents?”
 
   “I can’t say what you’ve done,” Weston responded, “but I’ve come six months and three times as far as you have since I left the Thespic Conservatory. So, yes, I prefer to move as though I’ve a purpose. I apologize if that sits ill with you.”
 
   They walked on, their boots ringing damp rhythms from the pavement.
 
   “We’ve a purpose too, you know, Weston,” she said, in a tone that carried more than a hint of warning. “Your anxiously awaited museum is only a detour for us. And it’s past three years since I first —”
 
   Jake stopped cold in the middle of the street — with an abruptness that interrupted them both.
 
   “You know,” he said, “we’re all in Thollol for the same reason.”
 
   This must have brought puzzled looks from both of them, since he turned his gaze from one to the other with a growing expression of impatience. 
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. “As I see it, we’re standing here in the cold rain with our separate treasures awaiting us, Jake. What we have in common is that we agreed to help each other along the way, not that we’re ultimately headed in the same direction. So while I appreciate your professorial pause, I’m not feeling any epiphany dawning upon me to fill it. Why don’t you just tell us what you’re getting at?”
 
   “All right,” Jake replied. “All three of us set foot on this road for the sake of someone we love. Me for my aunt, you for Amblisse, and Noxie for her grandfather. It’s love that’s brought us here, and love that will carry us forward. So does it really make any sense for us to be fighting?”
 
   A hiss and a distant venting of steam from somewhere up the street filled the silence as Jake waited. Noxie looked down and turned one of her feet against the other. “We weren’t really fighting. It was more like kitten-play — rowling and swatting, but with claws in, you know? Isn’t that right, Weston?”
 
   A part of Weston tried immediately to agree, and struggled to formulate some witticism — a lampooning of the way Jake had missed the droll edge in their repartee. But another part of him felt something at what Jake had said, and the sensation rendered him mute. Weston had thrown in with people before — group exercises or paired partnerships in classes at the Thespic Conservatory. For a short while, he’d even joined a group that went out and did street performances extracurricularly — though he had ultimately found them to be less serious about the endeavor than justified his time. But this, he thought. It’s not like rehearsing scenes with Daegren and Tolly — not just some assignment to be suffered through for a semester. 
 
   Jake was getting at something bigger, beyond shared experience or mere mutual purpose. 
 
   “I don’t know, Noxie,” he said at last. “Jake’s probably got a better ear for sharp dialogue than you’re crediting him. Maybe peevishness doesn’t suit us in a place like this, even if it’s in jest.” He stopped, then looked from one of them to the other. “You know — I hope the two of you realize, I’ve always intended to thank you in the grandest fashion possible, when all of this is over.”
 
   The statement seemed to surprise Noxie. And it surprised Weston no less. He hadn’t known it to be true, even as he said it. But the saying of it seemed to prove itself.
 
   Then a wryness came back over Noxie’s face, and she said, “Didn’t the gatekeeper have some warning about this?” Her voice went deep, and she continued, “‘If you stand around talking mush-talk, it’s sure to bring hoodlums down about your necks.’ Or something like that. I’m sure I recall it.”
 
   Jake laughed at this. “All right. Well, let’s walk on then, before the raw meat of sentiment draws tigers.”
 
   They moved forward, and shortly came abreast of the steam leak they’d heard a moment before. A yard-high jet of vapor whistled out from between two paving stones, but even as Weston opened his mouth to make a comment, a hollow, mechanical sound issued from below and the plume disappeared. The three of them continued walking — Noxie looked backward several times toward the spot.
 
   “Do you think,” she asked hesitantly, “do you think it was just a valve or something? That made the noise, I mean, and shut it off.”
 
   “Maybe,” Jake said, in a tone that sounded like he doubted it. “You know what all the lore says — plunder the houses and the buildings if you want to be safe, and the basements if you’re brave. But stay out of the tunnels, unless you want to meet whatever things the Thollolians crafted to keep the place up.”
 
   “Come now,” Weston replied. “Would you go so far as to call that lore, and not just myth?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “If I really wanted to know, I suppose I would have bought the guide book back in Snowelton. But I certainly don’t intend to follow any hatches I see leading down below the street. It stands to reason that if a valve shut off every steam leak over 900 years, there wouldn’t be too many valves left open by now.”
 
   * * *
 
   “By sled, you’re sure?” Celas asked the man at the Snowelton outfitter’s station.
 
   “Sure,” the blocky fellow said, his heavy fingers continuing to work on the weave of a broken snowshoe as he spoke. “Elwin Drifty went out with them as their guide. A party of six, three sleds. Storm came up about four hours after they left — they’ll have to have holed up at the shelter just below the South Ridge. Probably just got moving again an hour or so ago.”
 
   The news elated Celas. She turned to get a reading from Yolo as to how the blood link felt — but he had moved over to a nearby wall to look at a large map tacked up there.
 
   His finger traced out a dotted course that ran down and around the dangling spur of a mountain.
 
   “Somewhere in here, you’re saying?” he asked the outfitter.
 
   “Right. The path to the South Gate swings wide around the ridge right there.”
 
   Yolo appeared dubious. “But that spot’s well southwest of here, isn’t it?”
 
   A less friendly look came across the squarish face. No money or offer of money had been exchanged yet, and he did not seem to be the sort who appreciated having his word questioned by a non-paying customer.
 
   “Yeah?” he asked. “What of it?”
 
   Celas moved quickly over to Yolo and spoke to him under her breath. “You feel something?”
 
   He nodded, and whispered back, “Jake’s not southwest of us. He’s close — closer than any point since that icy river. But he’s more due west. Or just north of it.”
 
   A pang of insistent denial stabbed through her. They can’t have made Thollol yet, she thought. They can’t have done it.
 
   She turned back to the outfitter. “And Thollol itself is almost straight west from here, isn’t it? Could they have made the East Gate before the storm hit?”
 
   “Sure, if they sledded the whole way,” he said, crossing his arms. “But they didn’t. Like I told you, they’re holed up in the ridge shelter, or they’ve just set out from it.”
 
   “How do you know?” asked Yolo.
 
   “Because Elwin’d be back by now with the dogs, if they’d headed for the East Gate. Maybe your friends might have found a way to get across the crevasse, but they’d have to be wizards of Thollol themselves to get those sleds and dogs across. We’re talking two-man sleds, and enough hounds to pull them.”
 
   Celas thanked him and led Yolo out into the dark streets of Snowelton. The occasional flake of snow drifted down through the lamplight, hinting at the storm that had apparently just swept down off the mountains. Why couldn’t it have hit earlier? Lasted a few hours longer? she seethed to herself. Then they’d have been stuck in town until we were almost upon them.
 
   Yolo kicked at a snowdrift. “Now we’ll have to search them out within Thollol itself. And they’ll have, what, eight or ten hours’ head start on us, if we can somehow scrounge up the money for sleds and a guide?”
 
   Celas shook her head. “Pay for sleds and a guide, so that they could carry us the long way and take four times as long as running to the East Gate ourselves? That doesn’t sit with me, Yolo. Besides, what we got for the horses in Wellewestre will barely cover the gate fee. It’s steep.”
 
   “But you heard him,” Yolo complained. “There’s an ice chasm. I’m still on fire from that potion, but it only lets me run — it hasn’t given me wings.”
 
   She looked at the dark sky overhead in thought and measured the strength of the sacrifice that still flowed through her veins. They had come at full sprint all the way from Wellewestre, spending poor Gorland’s blood strength at a mad pace. He’d been a strong man, though, and having Eitre’s hate pour into the sacrifice had made it that much more potent. We have two or three hours yet, she thought. It will get us there, but it won’t get us across the crevasse.
 
   Not diluted among the three of us, that is.
 
   “Come,” she said. “If Kulika has gotten us that meal, we need to down it and get moving. And if the serving girls haven’t gotten the food to the table yet, then we need to move on regardless.”
 
   * * *
 
   The Grand Mall of Thollol dwarfed Jake’s expectations of it, despite all of Avelia’s stories and despite the fact that it ran for blocks and blocks on Weston’s cheaply printed map. As with the East Gate Plaza, some of the Mall’s lights still functioned — but here, those lights hovered inexplicably, a dozen stories in the air, shining like miniature suns. Each cast a circle bright as daylight and a hundred feet wide. Yet if any two in a given section were out, the light did not carry across the breadth of the Mall, even dimly.
 
   Most sections had more than two lights out.
 
   Where their road had intersected the great plaza, a thick cluster of lights remained functional, throwing brilliance upon an overwhelming bronze sculpture there. Jake knew it to be a masterwork representing the three founding wizard-kings of Thollol. But he had swallowed his natural curiosity and his desire to see for himself what Avelia had so often described, and had recommended that they cut over several blocks and enter the Mall by way of a dark street. That way they could prevent their arrival from being too conspicuous.
 
   Now they stood looking out upon the Grand Mall, and in a corner of his brain, Jake realized how wise his suggestion had been — because there was no way to avoid simply standing and staring. If they’d been in the light, only a fool or a blind man could have missed them.
 
   To their left, the heart of the Mall gloried in its brightness, ruled over by those three colossal bronze figures. One of the three stood facing their way, and despite the hundreds of yards in distance, despite the hazy drizzle that passed for air in Thollol, his clean metal features seemed to loom genius and ambition over their heads. To their right lay a stadium’s length of darkness, and then another island of light about a fountain that still shot a pillar of diamond-bright water fifty feet in the air. Farther on in that direction rose a spire that marked the north end of the Mall. The crystal globe atop its point danced with ever-changing scenes from far in the distant past.
 
   And across the way, offset from their position by a few blocks, stood the Museum of Antiquities.
 
   It took Jake a good while to notice it, as none of the scattered pools of light fell near it. Rather, he recognized the building because it was backlit by a light source well behind the Mall. He pointed it out to Weston and Noxie.
 
   “Look there,” he said quietly. “Do you see the silhouette against that glow? What does it look like to you?”
 
   Weston seemed to take a moment, sighting along the line Jake’s arm pointed. Then his expression changed noticeably.
 
   “Wings,” he said, with an intake of breath. “Is that it, do you think? The wings of the gryphon that tops the Museum?”
 
   “I don’t know what else it could be,” Jake replied. “And it’s in the right spot, if I recall the markings on your map.”
 
   Weston reached under his poncho and rustled frantically in his pockets.
 
   Noxie chimed in before he could find what he looked for, though. In a cautious voice, she said, “I think I can confirm that that’s the museum, all right. Even without consulting your map, Weston.”
 
   “What?” the young scholar asked. “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Look there,” she said, pointing. “There’s a campfire going to one side. Would you like to see who’s waiting there?”
 
   Jake felt little surprise but a bit of disappointment as he spotted the fire for himself. Moments later, Noxie’s illusory viewing lens brought the scene up close and confirmed things.
 
   Striding about impatiently by the fire, surrounded by a dozen or more of his men, was Dahnur Boldmansson.
 
   * * *
 
   The crunch of glass underfoot made Noxie cringe. She looked about reflexively, as though she might somehow be able to see whether the sound had traveled out of the building and all the way across the Mall to Dahnur’s fire. Apparently, Jake saw her reaction; his hand settled into place on her shoulder for just long enough to straighten her spine and warm the gooseflesh her nerves had brought out.
 
   She tried to summon her better humor, and whispered, “I guess ruins are a good sight less magnificent, once you get inside a trashed-up shop like this.”
 
   Jake patted the shoulder and let his hand swing free again. “The ruins of a city are just history — time passing as it always does. The ruins of a building, though — it’s personal tragedy they bleed with. That’s not a sorrier thing, but it’s easier for us to get our heads around.”
 
   “You’ve hit it there,” she said with a shudder. “Look, let’s see if we can find that stair.”
 
   As they searched, the bare shelves and empty displays of the shop spoke in two very different directions to Noxie. On the one hand, the wreckage and barrenness had a haunting aspect. Whatever place of business this had been, a terrible fate had overcome it — “personal tragedy” — something worthy of fear. But on the other hand, the thoroughness with which the place had been picked clean held an even clearer message: treasure hunters had come and gone from here before. The fact that no bones lay scattered about in turn suggested a relative degree of safety, if anything in Thollol could be considered safe.
 
   Still, they took no chances, sticking close together and keeping their light very, very low.
 
   Eventually, Jake found the stairwell and the three of them took it up — going slowly, hearing it creak in only a few spots. Two, three, four, five stories it led them above ground level. From what Noxie could tell, the top of these had served as living quarters, dormitory style. As with the other floors, though, this one had been so thoroughly pilfered that no clue remained of the establishment’s original function.
 
   “There has to be an outlet to the roof,” Weston said impatiently. “Why couldn’t they have just made things simple, and had the stairs go all the way up?”
 
   “Who knows?” asked Noxie. “Maybe folk who really needed to get to a rooftop in Thollol just flew up there.”
 
   “But then why have stairs at all? Why not just an open landing on each floor?”
 
   The answer to these questions eluded them. But a ladder up to the roof did at last appear, after many dark and dusty rooms had been searched. Jake went up it first and had some difficulty at the top with the hatch mechanism there. A few bangs of his elbow worked still more dust loose to rain down on Noxie and Weston as they waited. Then he yanked hard at the catch and they heard the sound of something giving way.
 
   “That’s got it,” he said, levering the flat door up and out. “Give me a minute to look about.”
 
   Weston scowled, then sneezed, then set to pacing. Noxie watched anxiously as Jake climbed half out of the hatch and swiveled about, looking. Then the rest of him disappeared up through the black opening, and she heard the sound of his feet upon the roof.
 
   Jake’s face reappeared, leaning down over the hole.
 
   “Clear,” he said quietly. “Come on up.”
 
   Weston clambered to the top next, since Noxie had the charge of making their light with her phantasms. If she’d gone first, he would have been fully in the dark — not that that made it any easier to wait at the bottom of the ladder, alone. When her time came, she rushed up as fast as she could, and wished for a dry, warm Thollol that would have let her use her wings.
 
   Silly girl, she thought as she got up and out. Why not just wish for a Thollol full of golden, enchanted carriages to carry everyone straight to its treasure?
 
   The top of the building lay shadowy and bare, just light enough to make her phantom illumination unnecessary.
 
   “Come on,” Jake said. “Let’s see how it looks from the edge.”
 
   A bulwark ran about the sides of the flat roof, which Noxie felt grateful for. With her wings covered, she had just as great a sense of vulnerability to heights as any other creature — if not more.
 
   “Well?” Weston asked, as she drew up beside the two of them at the streetward side of the roof.
 
   Noxie got up on her tiptoes and leaned her elbows upon the bulwark’s top. She looked left and saw the intersection of the Grand Mall with the boulevard they’d followed from the East Gate. She looked forward and to the right, and could just make out the dot of Dahnur’s campfire. She looked out upon the day-bright pavement that surrounded that huge bronze sculpture, and she gauged the distance to be near the edge of her figmenting range.
 
   “I can do it,” she said, feeling reasonably sure of herself. “I can manage a figment at least as far as the base of the statue from here. The question is, will Dahnur and his crew catch sight of it or not? I can’t conjure noises, and I’m not too keen on trying to shout and raise a ruckus from up here.”
 
   “And I would veto that plan regardless,” Jake said without hesitation. “I’m leery enough of leaving you here alone; I certainly don’t want you calling attention to yourself while Weston and I are blocks away. Dahnur and his men may not be the only ones lurking around the Mall.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll be plenty safe,” she said with a bravado that she had to manufacture. “But I’ll feel quite an idiot if I walk three illusions of us out onto the Mall and no one actually notices them.”
 
   Weston shook his head. “Piffle. Do you really think Dahnur is camped out there in front of the Museum, and hasn’t got his eyes and every one of his lackeys’ eyes peeled for us? Please.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Weston’s probably right there. I think the plan’s a go, then.”
 
   “Right,” she said. “How, ah, long do you want me to give you, to get in position?”
 
   He looked up through the darkness to the north.
 
   “Do you see how the fountain rises and falls?” he asked. “It looks to be a regular cycle. Why don’t you give us, say, fifty of those?”
 
   She watched the fountainhead slowly reach its peak and start down again. Then she looked back up at Jake. His eyes had a warm, reassuring light in them, and she felt as though his concern would keep her safe whatever might happen.
 
   “Fifty it is,” she said. “And my attention is not always the best for a slow count, so you’d better get going.”
 
   Weston cleared his throat just as Jake reached for her hand.
 
   “You know you’re going to have to give us a light, don’t you?” he said. “To the bottom of the ladder, at least. We don’t want to have to fire up our lamp here on the rooftop.”
 
   They both looked at him, and he added, “Not that I’m trying to put a blot on this tender goodbye. Do you need me to climb down by myself for a bit?”
 
   * * *
 
   The two men skirted wide to the north of the brightly lit fountain, moving quickly through the dark. Weston could scarcely see his own feet, which left him constantly worried that he would trip across some ancient piece of debris — or recent body — and brain himself on the pavement. Still, there was no question of striking a light, and to cross in one of the better-lit areas would wreck their entire plan.
 
   But does Jake have to talk the whole time?
 
   He’d started up as they drew abreast of the fountain — and to give him credit, he did use a low voice, hardly audible over their own footfalls. Yet those footfalls unnerved Weston enough, and any added noise only compounded things.
 
   “We’re going to need to move quickly, once we’re inside the Museum,” Jake had begun. From there, he went on to state the obvious truth that Dahnur and his crew would not long be distracted by Noxie’s illusions. Once the false images either disappeared or were revealed as trickery, Dahnur’s pursuit of them would halt — or if it continued, he would at the very least send someone back to guard the Museum door.
 
   “So we need to cover as much territory as we can,” Jake said as they struck across the black sward north of the fountain. “And we need to keep an eye out for the way up to the Museum's roof as well. It’s a sure bet we won’t be able to go back out the front door with whatever treasure Key Day bequeathed on you. Let’s just hope the stuff is light enough for the two of us to carry across my song bridge.”
 
   The man seemed not to notice Weston’s failure to reply, and appeared ready to continue in the same vein. So finally, he hissed, “Jake, all of this is well and good, but aren’t we supposed to be sneaking? Can’t the plotting wait until we’re inside, with the door shut between us and Dahnur?”
 
   Jake’s chuckle came to him through the darkness. “Weston, we’re hundreds of yards away, in a drizzly, drippy, clanking city. Do you think Dahnur and his men are standing around in dead silence — for days — while they wait for us or Algur to show up?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know —”
 
   “Can you hear them talking? Can you hear Dahnur pacing? The crackle of that nicely sized fire they’ve got going?”
 
   Weston felt his face burning even in the misty air, and was glad of the darkness, for once. “No. All right, no, I can’t. But you have to understand how important this is to me.”
 
   “Of course I do. I’ve been a young man in love before, and I’ve even dreamt of finding The Last Tragedy a time or two. But I don’t see much call for us to clamp up until we’re at least on the same side of the Mall as Dahnur. You have to understand that this is an escapade we’re on — not a research trip where the worst consequence is that you come away with fewer notes on a subject than you’d hoped. If we’re not prepared to act — keenly and quickly and with well-executed tactics — our chances of success diminish greatly.”
 
   Jake’s foil chose that moment to clank slightly upon his hip, or perhaps he’d deliberately rattled the weapon for effect. In either case, it dawned on Weston that the man knew what he was up to — from real experience out in a more precarious world than the one Weston inhabited.
 
   “All right,” he sighed. “What else do we need to keep in mind, then?”
 
   “As I said, let’s not speak once we’ve gained the far side of the Mall. At two blocks from the Museum, we’ll slow to a creep — and we’ll halt entirely at least a block away if Noxie hasn’t drawn them off by then. Once they spot her figments and give chase, we stay put until they pass the giant statues. That will give us fifty or sixty yards of space to buffer our footsteps and hopefully keep them from hearing us at the door.”
 
   Weston pictured it all in his head, and found that his throat had tightened and a sort of dizzy wildness jumbled up his thoughts. A glowing business sign in old Thollolian showed the west side of the plaza to be coming up fast.
 
   “I’ll, ah, I’ll follow your lead, then, Jake,” he volunteered, hoping it sounded cooperative and not craven.
 
   “Great,” came the reply.
 
   They’d reached the western face of the Mall, now. As they had done on the other side, they stuck close to the buildings that flanked the plaza, where possible. To Weston, their footsteps rang painfully loud over the distant echoes and drizzle of the ruins. But he reminded himself of what Jake had said, and when he listened carefully for any hint of Dahnur’s group talking or moving about, he heard none.
 
   On the northbound leg, they’d been able to keep watch on the fountain — which by Weston’s count had swayed upward and lowered back down nineteen or twenty times before they’d circled all the way around it. But heading south as they now were, he had no way to gauge the time. I should have counted strides going the other direction, he thought, smiting himself mentally for not having done so. Then I’d know exactly how —
 
   Jake’s hand stopped the thought, spread out firmly at chest-level to intercept him. Then the outline of one pointing arm came between Weston and the distant bronze glow of the plaza statues. He followed it with his gaze, and saw what Jake had seen.
 
   Tiny in the distance, three figures had walked out from the avenue that led to the East Gate.
 
   Is it time already? he wondered in a panic. Has the fountain really — but how close have Jake and I gotten?
 
   He looked around for landmarks, only to find that the looming facades of buildings close at hand prevented him from seeing the gryphon statue atop the Museum of Antiquities, leaving him no idea whether they’d gotten within one block or ten.
 
   The little figures proceeded across the brightly lit heart of the Mall.
 
   Where are the alarums and cries? he wondered nervously. Where is the rush of Dahnur’s troupe? Jake spotted the illusions already, and we’re farther off than Dahnur — are these fellows blind?
 
   A tug at his sleeve brought his attention closer to hand. From out of the darkness came Jake’s whisper.
 
   “We’re still three blocks off. Let’s keep moving, but quiet. We don’t want to be too far from the entrance when Dahnur finally spots the figments.”
 
   Glad that Jake was making these decisions, Weston nodded and crept forward.
 
   With his first step, a far-off cry went up, and he nearly stumbled.
 
   “They’ve spotted them,” hissed Jake. “Come on — quick but quiet!”
 
   Sure enough, a clattering hubbub arose down the way, and Weston could just make out the faint shapes of men rushing onto the Mall toward the statues. Each stayed visible only briefly, rendered in ruddy shades by the fire at their backs — a fire that remained out of sight around the corner as yet. But the cumulative rattle of their boots made clear that it was a mass rush.
 
   Weston shuffled quickly along behind Jake, trying to see where he was going, while also trying to watch Dahnur’s chase party as they neared the lit center of the Grand Mall. Noxie had apparently noticed the clamor also, and turned her illusions around to have them flee.
 
   It’s working! he thought. A shock of elation ran through him. They’ve fallen for it!
 
   He and Jake had covered another block now — at a much lower speed than Dahnur and his men had dashed off, but still making good time.
 
   “Faster,” Jake said, pointing toward the dim cluster of Dahnur’s gang, now visibly nearing the statues. “Their own footsteps will be covering ours by now.”
 
   Jubilantly anxious, Weston did exactly as told. They jogged the next block with what seemed an outright din — but the men out on the plaza continued their eastward pursuit.
 
   Looking up, Weston beheld in shadow form the wings of the gryphon, spreading vast against the dull orange city haze behind them. The walls of the Museum of Antiquities flowed along to their right as they hurried. Every fearful glance showed the hunters farther and farther across the Mall.
 
   The two of them reached the corner where broad stairs led up to the Museum entrance. Dahnur’s abandoned fire popped and roared in the middle of the cross-street, not far from a pavilion tent thrown up against the rain. Weston spotted signs of an interrupted meal lying discarded upon the cobbles of the street.
 
   They rushed up the stairs. Weston felt pure glee through his entire body. Two rhinomorphic statues loomed at either hand, flanking the head of the stairs. 
 
   And as Jake and Weston gained the top, a figure in the shadow of one statue said, “Aha!”
 
   Weston just had time to recognize Cloothe, and spot the bell in the lad’s hand, before the shout rang out.
 
   “Cap’n! Cap’n! They’re here! They’re here!”
 
   Jake was diving for the cabin boy in an instant, but Cloothe leapt nimbly away, whirling the handle of his bell violently so that its clanging brass voice echoed out across the whole plaza.
 
   * * *
 
   “So,” said Dahnur, with his eyes ember-bright, “here we are at last.”
 
   All of them stood before the ornate doors of the Museum of Antiquities, and Noxie could see that Jake and Weston felt no happier about the situation than she did.
 
   “Even before I get to the mandolin,” Dahnur went on, “I want to make it clear. If you’ve harmed Algur, Curm or Maramus in getting past them —”
 
   “Don’t try the high road on us, Captain,” she said without hesitating. “We made a deal with Algur, and he took off running the moment he thought he had your precious mandolin in his hands. That’s what happened. If he’d kept good faith with us, we’d all have shown up here together.”
 
   While she wasn’t entirely sure that was true, she found herself sick to death of Dahnur’s righteous egotism.
 
   “I’ll step in here,” Jake said, “to add that if murder were our style, I’d have cut young Cloothe there down before the second toll of his bell. Weston and I could have been off and concealed in the shadows long before you got back from chasing Noxie’s phantasms.”
 
   “Shut up and let the cap’n talk,” Cloothe said in a high temper. He’d received plenty of praise from Dahnur and the crew, and apparently wasn’t about to acknowledge the danger he could have faced from Jake.
 
   Dahnur put a hand on the lad’s shoulder. “I’ll fight my own battles here, thank you. Now which one has the mandolin in his pack?”
 
   Weston opened his mouth, but Jake smoothly dropped in ahead of him.
 
   “You’ve a dozen-man advantage on us,” he said, “but I’d still recommend you negotiate instead of demanding.”
 
   Dahnur blew out his moustache. “Excuse me, but I’m done with talking things through, as far as the three of you are concerned. You have something of mine, and I’m going to take it. Then I’m going to find a way to take what I need from this museum. And I’m going to put a man on each of you, if you set foot inside, so that if we find you looking at something, and determine that it even might have a bearing on our quest, we’ll take that too.”
 
   “So you’ve been in the Museum, then?” asked Weston, perking up. “You already know what you’re after from it?”
 
   “Mind your business,” said the captain. “And hand over that mandolin. I’m growing impatient.”
 
   Jake looked at the young, blond scholar with a nod. “Yes, I see what you’re getting at, Weston. They’ve been inside, but they’ve clearly got nothing to show for it yet. So they don’t know the trick of getting things out.”
 
   Noxie’s heart warmed at this exchange. You sly fellow, Jake.
 
   Looking from Jake to Weston, Dahnur folded his arms. “You’re claiming you do know the trick?”
 
   “Us?” asked Weston. “Well, how would we know such a thing, when the mighty Dahnur Boldmansson does not?”
 
   “And even if we knew it,” Jake said laconically, “what good would it do us? You’ve no interest in negotiations; you’re set on taking what you want — we’d be fools to so much as step inside the place. Better that we should go off and explore Thollol, or put our feet up in the Catacomb Bar and Grill, and wait until you’ve made off with whatever you desire before we come back.”
 
   Noxie could hardly keep from laughing, but she knew the importance of holding herself back. Jake had the man, and both of them knew it.
 
   Dahnur’s arms went back down to his sides, and he worked his fists. Apparently, he had one more tack to take.
 
   “And what if I used my twelve-man advantage, and threatened to kill one or more of you until the last one coughed up the secret?”
 
   “If you did that,” Jake said with utter seriousness, “it would show exactly what you are — and the three of us would have a duty to sacrifice our lives to keep such a monster from attaining his goals.”
 
   Weston’s composure did not weather this exchange well. “Um, Jake — let’s keep in mind that he did say ‘if.’ We’re dealing purely in the hypothetical here, right, Captain Dahnur?”
 
   “It’s not hypothetical that we’re in the right and he’s in the wrong, Weston. The only question is how much further into the wrong he’s willing to go.”
 
   “Here now!” Cloothe interjected again. “It don’t make you in the right, just ’cause you’ve called the cap’n’s bluff.”
 
   The youth’s face turned to Dahnur, with some degree of expectation. Dahnur continued to simply glare at Jake.
 
   “It was a bluff, wasn’t, Cap’n?”
 
   Boldmansson’s eyes flickered toward Cloothe, and down — then returned to Jake’s as the fists slowly unclenched themselves.
 
   “We’re at a wall, then,” Dahnur said. “I can’t let you keep that mandolin, and I won’t let you endanger or delay my mission. You insist just as strongly that you must have your way. How do you propose we resolve the impasse?”
 
   Here, Noxie could contain her laughter and frustration no longer. “What impasse?” she asked, her voice half-amused and half-incredulous. “Captain, we don’t have the least clue what’s inside that museum. How do you know, once we get in there, that we’ll be in conflict at all? The only reason we’re at odds here is that you’ve kept us so thoroughly in the dark about what you’re after — and we’ve had no choice but to poke at you for the way you’ve treated us.”
 
   Jake cleared his throat. “Well, we had a choice, but you did nothing to incline us away from mischief. The point is, if we go into the museum together, and find what Weston wants, and hear you out about why you want whatever it is that you want, we might learn there’s no reason for tension in the first place. And if you make a real case as to why we should support your quest, we might even help you retrieve the things you seek from inside. But if you treat us with threats and mistrust, then you’re right — it’s a deadlock.”
 
   It sat ill with Dahnur, being reasoned into a corner where he would be forced to share his precious secrets. Noxie could see it written all over his face. But she could also see that he knew he had no choice.
 
   “All right,” he said. “You want a gesture of trust? Here’s my offer. I and two of my men will accompany you inside. You’ll hear me out, I’ll hear you out. If we’re after different things entirely, all well and good. But if we find out the contrary — if our goals run to cross-purposes — then I make no promises.”
 
   “I’ll agree to that,” said Jake.
 
   Noxie felt skeptical, but said, “I’ll agree too, I suppose.”
 
   They looked to Weston, who ran one thumb along his jaw ruminatively. “I’ve one condition for agreement — and that’s that Cloothe be one of your two men.”
 
   Dahnur scowled and glanced in the cabin boy’s direction. “Cloothe? He’s barely a sprout.”
 
   “He’s a sprout with a head on his shoulders, and I’m pretty sure he could take me in a fight, so you’re not really giving up on your muscle. I just want to make sure there’s at least one conscience in the room besides mine and Jake’s and Noxie’s.”
 
   The captain gritted his teeth at this bit of insolence and leveled a glare in response. But Weston did not budge. At length, Dahnur threw his hands up.
 
   “Very well. Let’s get inside then, before you dream up some further insane demand.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fourteen: On Display
 
    
 
   Jake had made it as far as the imperial capital once, and so he had seen museums.
 
   But he had never seen this.
 
   Avelia, he thought, for once, your storytelling skills were not up to the task.
 
   The music had started as soon as they set foot within the bare marble atrium. It had been a bare whisper of a noise at first, the hum of a distant string set to vibrating by an invisible bow — anticipation, rendered into sound. Three portals led out of the stark, white room: a grand archway straight ahead and two oval doors of sheer crystal, one to either side. As Jake focused on each of them in turn, the music changed — trembling with beauty for the door to his left, swelling to glory as he looked upon the dark central archway, and tilting into mystery at the door to his right.
 
   And just as he opened his mouth to comment, he heard a sharp intake of breath from Noxie where she stood at his side.
 
   “The colors,” she said, her voice stolen away by amazement. “Look how they change for each door!”
 
   And when Jake looked at her to ask what she meant, the music went dancing into something warm, capricious, familiar, unknown. A waltz of confusion and delight seemed to flow off of her figure and into his ears, recomposing itself measure by measure to harmonize with the swirling emotions he felt.
 
   As he looked down at her, Noxie’s face turned toward his own, and her wide violet eyes grew still with some form of recognition.
 
   I wonder, he thought, what color the room’s shifted to for her now?
 
   “Before you get too caught up in it,” Dahnur interrupted gruffly, “it’s just the witchery of the place.” 
 
   He stepped toward the door upon the left, scowling as though he resented whatever sensations were being imparted to him. “It wants to trick you into seeing more than you see, feeling more than you feel. Everyone gets something different off it, which I’m sure would be a marvel for us all to sit and compare if we were tourists. But I’d prefer to just head that off and get to the business at hand — if we might?”
 
   Passing through the door that Dahnur held, they found themselves in a broad, sloping hall whose walls bore a sparse collection of paintings. The nearest at hand were no larger than Jake’s palm, though each hung in a space fit for a mural. He stepped over close to one and found a simple scene of wheat growing, each stalk a combination of two or three hair-thin lines of paint — the dots of grain perfectly formed and scarcely as large as dust. A rustic melody had snuck into his head as he looked, and he felt suddenly that he knew what it must be like to farm the earth for a lifetime.
 
   Up the ramp they moved. Dahnur kept a rapid pace, and Jake could no more than glance to one side and then the other as the paintings swept past in pairs. Each covered a canvas barely larger than the last. Yet despite this orderly arrangement, none of them had the slightest in common with any of the others, beyond exquisite technique and heart-rending beauty. In every case, the music shifted perfectly into harmony with Jake’s reaction, flooding his head with a medley of disparate, lovely motifs the likes of which he had never heard.
 
   “What a place!” Noxie said from his side as she jogged to keep up. “Oh!”
 
   Jake almost bowled into her when she stopped half in front of him.
 
   “Captain! Captain, hold up a moment,” she called. She lifted her hands toward the painting before her and said to Jake, “This is the one Grandpapa always talked about.”
 
   They’d entered a realm of grander canvases, and the one she’d chosen spread an armspan across and rose to the height of two men. Far off and away into deep woods, its scene receded, all moss-laden trunks and slanting beams of sunlight so rich that one might have stepped into them and been dazzled. A fairy twinkling like laughing bells seemed to call to Jake from the forest depths — and for some reason he could not tell if the painting or the museum’s enchantment made him hear it.
 
   Dahnur cleared his throat from up the ramp. “It’s not as if you haven’t your whole lives to come back by and —”
 
   “Shush, you!” Noxie snipped at him. But when she turned back to the painting, it washed all the ire from her features. “He had the knack of a little Thollolian, Grandpapa did, so he could read some of the inscriptions. This one is called, ‘An Unknown Time in the Kingdom of the Sprites.’”
 
   Weston had stepped over now. After a moment’s peering, he said in an uncertain tone, “I can’t say that I actually see any sprites ...”
 
   “But you can’t say that you don’t either, can you?”
 
   Jake felt a rippling glow run through him at Noxie’s question, because it was exactly what he’d been thinking himself. Even before she’d brought up the title, his eyes had been straying back and forth across the farthest background of the painting, chasing shadows that seemed to flitter there.
 
   “He always said,” Noxie went on, “That he felt like he knew a sprite, the moment he first saw this. And of course, he didn’t even know that my grandmother had borne him a daughter at that point — much less that the daughter would run off to the woods and meet ...”
 
   Jake felt an urge kneel down and put his head on her shoulder, to see the painting as she saw it and feel the connection to Fingold that had so plainly written itself across her features.
 
   But before he could do so, Dahnur walked over and stepped between the painting and its admirers.
 
   “We,” he said, “are on urgent business. And yet I can see that you have no grasp of that urgency. So if you will please move on, I will even bow to your previous demands and tell you something of why time is so critical in this.”
 
   Noxie sighed and broke away from the painting by stages: first stepping back, then turning her body away while her eyes lingered upon the scene — and at last swinging her gaze around to look up at Jake.
 
   “We’ll come back by on our way out, won’t we?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Dahnur began moving on, once more taking long strides.
 
   “I expect you to share your own information in turn, you understand,” he said in a cautionary tone. “As for mine, the story is both simple and involved. The details we haven’t time for, but I and my men are working against the ascendancy of the foulest cult imaginable.”
 
   “Surely not the foulest imaginable,” Noxie said playfully. “Weston here is quite widely read, you know, and I’m sure he could dream up some lovelies if put to the challenge.”
 
   Boldmansson stopped, and turned. He put his fists upon his hips. The glare in his eyes struck all humor from Noxie’s face.
 
   “I will say this once, and I will say it only to prove to you the gravity of what we are discussing.”
 
   He looked up from Noxie to Jake, and then over to Weston. And then he said one word.
 
   “Cimone.”
 
   The music in Jake’s head turned to glass bells shattering and scraping themselves across a tin surface. A percussion like the cracking of bones followed. He had been concerned from the first, when Weston described the miniature Yolo-imp made of blood. He had grown more anxious at Noxie’s tale of the bloody horses drawing that carriage toward the ferry landing. But his worries had been of some rogue blood-magician latched onto his cousin for reasons of personal gain. Even if he had thought of the Cimonites, the notion would have dismissed itself. Most historians agreed that they’d been wiped out over a thousand years ago.
 
   “That’s right,” Dahnur said, taking in the looks upon their faces. “And now let’s none of us say that name again.”
 
   He began walking onward, and despite the still-speculative nature of the captain’s goal, Jake suddenly found himself less eager to follow. They turned a corner to another upward-sloping corridor and passed vaster and more majestic paintings without a glance.
 
   “There is a prophecy,” Dahnur went on, “a prophecy of incarnation. A very few researchers disagree that this cult met its end in the Lenk-and-Treltham War. Their theories are viewed as alarmist and irresponsible, since even the death of the cult does not guarantee the end of its goddess, and most who are knowledgeable agree that any attention given to her will attract ... attention in return. So it is difficult to find details of the prophecy. But I have done so, and I believe that many of the harbinger signs are upon us.”
 
   “I’ll be careful how I state this,” Jake said, “but only a brave man or a fool would set himself in the way of a foretelling about ... that goddess.”
 
   “Huh,” Dahnur grunted in response. “As I see it, only a coward or an imbecile would not take immediate action, if he knew what would surely result from so black an incarnation. If you had evidence — and I insist that I do have good evidence — would you really stay home, trembling, and merely hope that her followers did not succeed?”
 
   “No,” Jake admitted. “I suppose I would not.”
 
   “Right. Now, the legends that I have sifted through, and the theories to which I have come to subscribe — they all point here, to Thollol. It is here that either the inception or the unraveling of the prophecy is to begin, with an artifact that has lain here since the Lenk-and-Treltham War.”
 
   Weston gave a disbelieving squawk at that. “Here, in the Museum? Surely, even the Thollolians in their hubris would not display an artifact of Ci —”
 
   “Do not say it!” Dahnur’s shout cut him off. The young scholar looked abashed, and then aghast, and then shook himself to clear his turmoil.
 
   “Sorry,” Weston said. “But surely, it couldn’t be —”
 
   “It is not here,” Dahnur continued. “What is here is a map — a map to the only place where this idol of incarnation may be destroyed.”
 
   “Oh.” Weston’s voice sounded rather disappointed, to Jake. “A map, then. That’s what you’re after here?”
 
   Dahnur stopped at an archway that let out of their long hallway of paintings. He gestured through at the dim arcade beyond.
 
   “That,” he said, “is what is in this next hall.”
 
   * * *
 
   The anguish Weston felt as they came to their destination could not be described.
 
   Every work of literature he had ever read had been rattling through his head as they trod the halls of the Museum of Antiquities. Each new painting, each bend in a corridor, each change in the color of the carpet had brought to mind a perfect allusion, quoted verbatim in the voice or voices of the most perfectly suited thespians for the lines.
 
   Now he looked up at a portrait of Coeldoetta of Jueln, and he heard her miraculous words in their lyrical, long-dead tongue — spoken by a voice that surely must have been the author herself.
 
   And Dahnur Boldmansson stood next to the picture, plainly intending to steal away Weston’s dream.
 
   The Coeldoetta display was a small one. It occupied a mere nook, cozy and close, and it consisted of just the painting, a glass display case with some pages of what must could only be original manuscript, and a fantastically beautiful lute inside a second cabinet. The painting brought to mind line after line from The Partial Letters, as she appeared to be standing at a writing desk, having just finished a personal note. The display of manuscript threw him into awe, for it silenced the voices, and filled his ears instead with the sound of a quill scratching across the page.
 
   The lute brought out a soliloquy from Hargus Mydor — the spew of anger, envy and despair that Mydor lets out as he realizes that Ceipheron has stolen not only his bride but also his unborn child. For the soundboard of the lute held an intricately graven map — a map that only a blind man could fail to connect to the one on the mandolin, the one that matched the sketch within his Sonnets. The Fountain of Gleit had sent him here to discover this map, to guide him on his way to finding Coeldoetta’s final, gods-weeping masterpiece. And someone else now meant to have it in his place.
 
   “Is there going to be trouble, then?” Dahnur asked in a dark tone. Weston looked over to find the captain staring intently at him.
 
   Summoning every tissue of resolve in his body, Weston replied, “I have to go where these maps lead.”
 
   “Then you have to convince me to take you.”
 
   Weston felt as though the eyes of Coeldoetta bore down upon him. Her portrait held an oblique, mysterious expression. Her long, ash-blond hair was casually tied back, revealing a regal face and grey-blue eyes that seemed to laugh and pierce at the same time.
 
   Come and find it, she seemed to dare him. You call yourself a student of the stage — worthy to find and plumb the depths of The Last Tragedy, and you doubt for a moment your ability to negotiate with this fellow?
 
   Jake and Noxie stood quietly by — Noxie examining the lute with an idle curiosity that bordered on sacrilegious, and Jake looking at him in a measured fashion, as though willing to step in and help, but sensing the importance of Weston’s handling this himself.
 
   He looked back to Dahnur.
 
   “I don’t know who you have in your group that knows the works of Coeldoetta —”
 
   The captain rolled his eyes. “Please. The rhymes and dandy phrases of this woman do not concern me. If there’s a hint in her writing that bears upon my quest, I’ll have Algur translate it for me — he has a more than a smattering of Juelnu at his command.”
 
   Weston stepped over to the painting and leaned close to the exquisitely detailed rendering of the letter upon the desk.
 
   “Dearest Elelthrea and Polnu,’” he read easily. “‘I send you these to draw you to me, for I long to hear the subtle strains of your fingers gracing strings once more. How far and far I have come, and yet how unable to escape the need for my dear friends and their many heart-brightening talents. If I am away when you arrive, play these at the same picket upon which Oagu leaned to weep for his son. The gate will open at your charming notes. Yours in all high-minded endeavors and low pursuits besides, Coeldoetta.’”
 
   Dahnur rubbed his chin. “You’re faster than Algur ...”
 
   “More to the point,” Weston said, “I know which picket Oagu wept upon when he learned what had become of his son in the king’s war. Does Algur? Does he even know if it’s to the right or the left of the gate? Because I think it’s safe to assume that Coeldoetta will not be at her house when we arrive.”
 
   The captain nodded slowly, grudgingly. Then he cast a look toward Jake and Noxie. “And you two? Are you going to argue your way into my troupe as well?”
 
   “Oh, no,” laughed Noxie. “No worry about that!”
 
   Jake nodded at her words, then looked to Weston with what appeared to be genuine respect. “We’ve our own path to travel.”
 
   Dahnur crossed his arms. “Then let’s have this secret of yours for getting things out of the museum, and we can all be on our way. You two wherever fate draws you —”
 
   He looked very seriously at Weston. “— and you, a partner in my party. Under my command.”
 
   * * *
 
   The chasm in the ice spanned no great distance. But its ten feet looked for all the world like a hundred.
 
   Celas bit at one knuckle through the heavy material of her glove. Black and deep the crevasse groaned, its voice the sound of stressed ice and fierce wind. It spoke all too plainly of the deadly risk in her plan.
 
   But the alternative would put them another twelve or more hours from reaching Thollol. They would have to return to Snowelton, steal or extort the money for sleds and a guide, and trek the long southern route to the far gate. It had become certain, along the way, that Jake and his companions had passed this direction: the remains of a fire in one of the storm shelters had shown where two or three travelers had waited out the recent blizzard. And if Jake had gotten across this chasm once, he could do so again, and Celas might find herself entering the South Gate of Thollol after her quarry had already left the city with her prize.
 
   And if they could do so once, she insisted to herself, then I can do so as well.
 
   Ten feet would be no great leap, ordinarily. A good running start would carry her that far, and she felt certain Kulika could jump it almost from a stand. But it would be insanity to run or even walk up to the edge of a crevasse, where another chunk could calve off beneath your weight. And even if the near side held, the landing spot might crumble from the impact.
 
   A jump of twenty feet would start and end with the jumper on more dependable ice. In normal conditions, Kulika could certainly make that. She herself could do so, sped onward by the power of the blood sacrifice that now waned in her veins. But these conditions could hardly be called normal. The jumper would be hard pressed to make a running start, shod in heavy boots and bundled up in winter-wear. And there would be only the wavering beam of a lamp to see by.
 
   So I must count on the goddess to strengthen me.
 
   “Let’s begin setting the jump up,” she said to her Point. Kulika nodded, and dropped one of the two planks she’d carried from Snowelton. Each plank ran five feet long and had a span of six inches.
 
   Ten feet or so back, Yolo dropped his own plank — although more in astonishment than in accordance with their plan.
 
   “We’re not really going through with this, are we?” he asked, incredulous. “It’s — it’s suicide! Look at that gap! I’ve been feeling that potion wear off the whole last hour — we’ll never be able to make that jump.”
 
   “We don’t all have to,” Celas said as Kulika dropped the second plank into place, two feet back from the first. The Point moved uncomplainingly to fetch Yolo’s board, and Celas returned to assessing the leap.
 
   Yolo spoke again, with a hesitant tone to his voice. “What exactly does that mean?”
 
   “It means we have rope, Yolo, nothing more. Please spare me your nerves — do you really think I’d leave you behind, when you and only you can lead us to your cousin and his treacherous companions?”
 
   “Oh,” he said, sounding relieved. “No, I suppose not.”
 
   Kulika trod the length of the newly laid wooden track, getting each board settled into the snow. They sank a good four inches into the fluff by the time she had done, and with two-foot gaps between each pair, they would give the jumper almost twenty feet to get up to speed. 
 
   “I believe they are ready, mistress,” Kulika said.
 
   Celas closed her eyes and took a breath for thought. Now she must decide — would the jump be Kulika’s to make, or her own? The Point’s sense of balance, her natural strength, her length of leg — all of these exceeded Celas’. Moreover, if the gambit failed, and the jumper fell to her death, a slim chance still remained that Celas and Yolo alone could find the long way to Thollol and somehow prevail in the quest. So logic thrust in a single direction.
 
   Yet she found herself unwilling to follow logic where it pointed.
 
   Did her faith not demand boldness? Power to the Strong. Riches to the Willing. The tenets of Cimone listed no reward for the Cautious — no boon for the Safe. She called up the image from her foreboding dream, a woman’s hand, dripping blood like a slow-ticking mechanism. Wherever that hand had been, it had not occupied the bottom of a pitch black crevasse filled with snow. If the dream had told of her doom, it would not happen here; if it augured her success, and someone else’s end, then that, too, suggested that she would pass this chasm. And she recognized one other motive as well.
 
   The notion that the safer course might leave her stranded with Yolo was simply unbearable.
 
   “I will take the jump, Kulika.”
 
   The Point stood still a moment, then nodded, pulled up her sleeve, and began stripping off her glove.
 
   “Shouldn’t —” Yolo began hesitantly, “shouldn’t Kulika go first? I mean, we’ve all had the potion, but she’s clearly the more physically —”
 
   He cut off at sight of the drawn knife in Celas’ hand.
 
   “We’ve all had the potion, it’s true,” she told him, as she lowered the tip of the knife toward Kulika’s outstretched wrist. “But the wizard who sold it to us also told us how to reconstitute it into a single, more powerful dose. And Kulika will be able to withstand the loss of more blood than I could.”
 
   She raised the knife back up from Kulika’s bare flesh, and looked questioningly at Yolo. “Unless, of course, you’d like to volunteer a share from your veins as well?”
 
   Even in the dark, she could see him blanche. “No, no that’s all right,” he said. “I’ll trust your judgment that Kulika is the best ... donor.”
 
   Oh, how things would be changed if you only had the spine to bear one little nick, she thought. Even if drawn through trickery, Yolo’s blood would let her track Jake Warbler herself, as long as it were freely given. She would at last be unburdened of this revolting worm, with her only regret that the circumstances would not allow a prolonged ritual of Taking. Alas.
 
   But Kulika’s forearm lay bare before her, willingly offered and rich with the power from their sacrifice of Gorland back in Wellewestre. She made the cut, spoke low, conjurative words, and put her lips to the wound to drink. The flow had a tang beyond the normal, coppery taste of blood. It trickled across her tongue with all the twists and glimmers of Gorland’s dreams, all the wants of his heart, all the aborted potential of his life. Kulika murmured the proper syllables of submission and release, and the flow spilt faster into Celas’ throat.
 
   She drank greedily for perhaps two minutes before she felt the Point’s arm begin to tremble and knew that the reserves of strength on which she drew had now shifted from Gorland’s to Kulika’s. Removing her glove, she tapped three spots upon Kulika’s elbow and forearm, and then sealed off the wound with her tongue and a kiss of dark magic.
 
   Kulika swayed blissfully as Celas stood. The paleness of her face gave Celas some concern — but the vibrant thrum of power that now coursed through Celas’ limbs would still feel like success even if the Point dropped dead before her.
 
   “Sit,” she told her servant. “Rest a moment, before I make the leap.”
 
   She went to her pack where it lay near Yolo’s, and found him eyeing her anxiously as she drew near.
 
   “He — just told you how to do that? The magician in Wellewestre?”
 
   The potent brew of Kulika’s blood admixed with Gorland’s made even Yolo’s timorous bleats more bearable. She drew out the things she needed as she replied to him.
 
   “Did I not say that he did?” The triumph in her voice surprised her, and then amused her. Why should she not be triumphant? Her muscles roared with capacity. Her sinews felt like steel. Her mind had already flown across the chasm and stood looking back, waiting for her body to catch up. The coil of thin, strong rope that she hefted seemed a whimsical caution — and the two ice-axes, light as a child’s toys in her iron hands.
 
   She made fast the rope to the back of her belt.
 
   “I’m just,” said Yolo, “uncertain what I just watched. What just happened.”
 
   She laughed. “Yolo, the time for you to be afraid of me has long since passed. What choice do you have but to trust me? I could crush you between my two hands right now.”
 
   “That’s ... not very comforting.”
 
   She laughed again, stepped forward and put her hand to his cheek — realizing only then that she had left it ungloved, yet did not feel the cold.
 
   “If I meant to comfort you, dear one, you would know it. And when the time comes that I welcome you inside me, you will hardly complain that the words I speak now are unsoothing.”
 
   He reached for her hand, but she took it away to reglove it.
 
   “And now, you must help Kulika hold this rope.”
 
   The Point had risen to her feet again as Celas returned, and looked to be stable upon them.
 
   “I am ready, mistress,” she said.
 
   Celas passed her the coil of rope and then looped the free end of it about the Point’s waist. She made a knot there, checked it for fastness, stood back. With Kulika as the anchor and Yolo to pay out the line, she should be able to make the run and the leap without suffering too much drag.
 
   The planks awaited her, a dashed line of three segments, stabbing across the snow to the crevasse’s edge. She directed Yolo where to stand, how to hold and feed the rope. She repositioned their lantern, bracing it atop one of the packs to cast its beam onto her course.
 
   Then, with an ice-axe in each hand, she moved to a spot ten feet short of her runway and readied herself.
 
   Four strides through the snow, even driven by all of Gorland’s remaining life-force, barely increased her speed a whit. But as she dragged her boot loose of the last clinging whiteness, and brought it down upon hard wood, the supernatural torque of her muscles gained hold.
 
   Fast and fast, the strides came, blindingly fast. 
 
   She crossed the first gap between boards, felt her ankles make the instant minute adjustments required for balance upon the shifting plank — heard more than sensed the rapid thunk, thunk of the two strides she took on the second board —
 
   Stretched her lead foot out.
 
   Landed, rolled the girdle of her hips for leverage, saw the end of the last board as her next foot shot toward it.
 
   Launched.
 
   In her ears was wind.
 
   In her eyes, blackness and flecks of bitter-cold snow.
 
   At her belly pulled the hungry earth, wanting her in this icy dark clutch of its, telling her through this gash of a maw that it was larger than she. The last of Gorland’s lifeblood had gone into that final kick. Celas hung suspended above a cold, black death in her purely natural state. Unaugmented. Mortal.
 
   Seeing the far edge of the chasm drawing near, yet also rushing up — up entirely too fast.
 
   Sweet goddess of violation, I have betrayed you! I abase myself! Do not let me —
 
   She hit the lip of the crevasse in sheer panic.
 
   All breath crashed from her lungs, but she had the presence of mind and the inertia to swing the ice-axes forward and deep into the snow as her knees slammed into the wall of ice.
 
   Groans and creaks came from the glacial cliff beneath her — deep, strong sounds that could be felt through her sternum where it lay upon compacted snow.
 
   One ice-axe slipped loose with a lurch, and she screamed and flailed it forward to plant it again.
 
   This is the reward of the coward, she told herself. For in that instant above the gorge, she had seen the cowardice of making the leap herself. Failure here would mean failure in her quest — and if she were the one to fail here, it would mean death — a quick death with only momentary knowledge of her failure. She had chosen herself over Kulika for the jump because it produced two tolerable outcomes — success or destruction. If Kulika had jumped, the alternatives would have been success or the agonizingly prolonged revelation of her own grotesque inadequacy.
 
   Lady of blood and excruciation, she prayed, I plead your forgiveness. Let me live here, and I will never again put my own ego before your cause!
 
   But this, too, was a betrayal. Cimone does not give, you fool, she castigated herself as she felt one hand slipping within its glove. She struggled to regain her hold, struggled to raise her battered legs up and over the edge. Cimone takes. And Cimone empowers those who take.
 
   Slowly, driven by pure fury with herself, she found the strength in her arms to pull forward.
 
   One knee came over the snowy lip, and she worked loose one of the ice-axes, reset it several inches farther on with a brutal swing of her arm.
 
   She did not stop until she’d crossed a dozen feet into darkness from the chasm’s mouth, feeling the rope drag along behind her the whole way.
 
   Then she stood, though she wanted to collapse and rest.
 
   Power to the Strong, she thought with her jaw set tight. Her fingers fumbled with the knot where the rope met her belt. Once she had it loose, she refastened it to the anchor loop on the pommel of one of her ice-axes. She cleared a spot through the snow to the ice underneath, and drove the pick of the axe home with all her might. As the swing jarred every bone and joint in her arms, she had a momentary vision that she hacked not down into brittle ice, but into the warm, weak flesh of her nemesis, that little wasp-winged harlot who’d foiled her on Key Day and then bespelled her into the icy river as well.
 
   Power to the Strong.
 
   “Make fast your end and start across!” she called to Kulika. “We have business to attend to!”
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie hardly knew what to feel, as the three of them stood before the Museum of Antiquities and prepared to take their leave. If only out of mutual antipathy for Dahnur, Weston had come to be a real partner, not just a tag-along, and for all his annoying character, she found herself anxious at the thought of leaving him behind with their nemesis — possibly never to see him again. And the consolation she expected to find, being alone with Jake, seemed all spoilt by the time she’d spent peering into “An Unknown Time in the Kingdom of the Sprites.” The painting had set her thinking of Grandpapa — had made her feel, for the first time, that he might actually be alive — or might actually be dead. Thanks to the mystery of his disappearance, her mind had somehow filed him away as in between those two states. But it had to be one or the other — which left her bent under a heavy load of either responsibility, or grief.
 
   “Post a letter to me in Wherrydon,” Jake was saying as he shook Weston’s hand. “I’ve no idea where our business will take Noxie and me, but I’ll always get back to the Warblers’ home county, if there’s breath in my body. I’m serious that I want to know how things turn out for you — and not just with respect to The Last Tragedy, which I’m sure will make the rounds of the literary circles in a flash, once you find it.”
 
   Weston positively beamed, and for once showed no distaste at shaking hands in place of bowing. “Thank you. And thank you for saying ‘once’ instead of ‘if’ I find it.”
 
   Jake slapped him on the upper arm — at which he was unable to repress a wince.
 
   “I’ll miss you too, Weston,” Noxie found herself saying. “And I might not get The Last Tragedy, but I hope you find it. And I certainly don’t know if I approve of your Amblisse — she sounds a bit snooty to me — but I hope you find her as well, if she’s what you really want.”
 
   “The small part of my heart that does not belong to her will always treasure hearing you say that, Noxie.”
 
   Jake shouldered his pack. Cheerily, he said, “Well, be sure to send us an invitation to the wedding, Weston.”
 
   Weston looked from one of them to the other and said in a dry tone, “I would say the same to you, but it would only provoke more scarlet-cheeked denials.”
 
   Jake laughed, and Noxie did in fact feel herself blush.
 
   “Good luck to you both,” Weston said with a nod.
 
   And they turned and made for the steps.
 
   “Should we stop,” Noxie asked, pointing toward the cluster of men at the fire, “and give a parting word — or jab — to Captain Boldmansson as well?”
 
   “No,” Jake said mildly. “He’s glad enough to see the back of us, and I say we step away on the bright note Weston just made.”
 
   She nodded and looked out through the drizzle and dark ahead of them. And let’s hope it’s not the last bright note we soon hear.
 
   * * *
 
   “Sure’s turning out to be a busy day,” grumbled the gatekeeper as he led them through the twenty-foot tunnel. It had taken the man a surprisingly long time to open the outer door, when Celas and her party had arrived at the East Gate.
 
   “Busy?” she asked innocently, her heart pounding at the man’s words. “How so?”
 
   “Well, the crevasse you got over, of course,” the fellow groused, as though his meaning couldn’t have been plainer. “Shouldn’t be anyone coming in this way, but you’re the second group today. Two lightweight sorts and a hillkinder woman came in not three hours past.”
 
   Three hours, Celas thought. Then that fire in the storm shelter must have been theirs.
 
   She could not be too gleeful — in as large a place as Thollol, three hours would be an immense head-start, if they had a map that led them where she feared. But hope remained.
 
   At the inner door, the gatekeeper stopped and lifted a lock with numbered rollers at its base. Setting his lamp on a shelf, he began to turn the tumblers — then stopped.
 
   “You know, the fee’s twelve, with the East Road shut. Do you have it?”
 
   Celas felt herself turn rigid as ice. Kulika had made a bad throw, heaving their packs across the chasm in the dark. They had thirty Imperials in the money pouch at her belt, the exact standard gate fee. The rest of their money had disappeared forever down a black gulf.
 
   “We’re six short, at that rate,” she said calmly. “But we’ve several items of value that would more than —”
 
   He shook his head with a sympathetic look. “Bartering’s not allowed. And I could lose my guild license if I waive the surcharge or spot you the difference myself. It’s a strict system.”
 
   “But —” sputtered Yolo, “but one of us would be left out in the cold to die! It’s carnivorous, not just ‘strict.’”
 
   The man shrugged. “You came hence, so you might get back. If I held myself responsible for the fate of those who come seeking entry, I’d never let anyone in. The chance was yours to take.”
 
   “You’ll wait outside, Yolo,” Celas commanded, her thoughts moving like a spread of arrows.
 
   “Me!” he said, gaping in horror. “But I’m the one with —”
 
   She turned on him, her face calm. “The riches of Thollol lie inside. And if we cannot find a measure of that, we shall find one of the many adventurers who’ve come seeking the same. One or another of Kulika’s talents shall coax the extra gold from them, somehow. You know I would not leave you behind.”
 
   He stared at her narrowly. Then his mouth twitched, and he said, “You’ll never find them without me, Jake and his —”
 
   “I know that. And I promise that you will have only minutes to wait. An hour at most.”
 
   His breathing came heavily, with a hint of sound that might have been a whimper.
 
   Then he nodded, and the gatekeeper led them back toward the outer door.
 
   * * *
 
   “So — do you think he’ll find it?” Noxie asked him as they walked north along the Grand Mall of Thollol.
 
   “I’d like to think so,” Jake said honestly. He’d made a show of optimism, for Weston’s sake, at their parting. But he had to admit his misgivings to Noxie. “You saw the map on the lute, though, didn’t you?”
 
   She shrugged. “I saw it. But it meant about a bee’s buzz to me. Why?”
 
   “Well, the outlines of it looked very much like Urka Aspenus, unless I’m greatly mistaken. The Wild Continent. That’s a dangerous place where not many go and not many return.”
 
   “Well — so’s Thollol, isn’t it?”
 
   “I suppose.” He didn’t really wish to mull over Weston’s chances, or to further cloud Noxie’s already ambiguous mood, so he tried to tread gently. “Remember, the Red Scarfers came to Thollol as naifs, and they all made it out fine. We came as three, and feel at least somewhat safe pushing on as two. But Avelia once told me she turned down a chance to go to Urka Aspenus with a hundred-man expedition. There’s dangerous, and there’s dangerous.”
 
   They walked on in silence a bit farther, and Jake realized that even without giving a real assessment of what might befall Weston, he’d painted a pretty bleak landscape.
 
   “Still,” he said, trying to make up for it, “Dahnur and his men have showed themselves well prepared and resourceful. And while the captain may be erratic, they said they were going to wait for Algur to catch up. I think at least he has a good head atop his neck.”
 
   Far off, from some perilous corner of the city, came a thin scream that completely destroyed his attempt to lighten the mood. It echoed about several times, until its dwindling resonance blended in with the other drips and clatterings of the ruins, and its human origin could no longer be discerned. Jake hoped that the sound did not mark an end to someone else’s story. But he suspected that it did.
 
   “Dangerous,” Noxie said. “Half of me wants to go find someplace warm and cozy and just hide from it. There’s that Catacomb Bar and Grill we keep hearing about, though I don’t know if it’s marked on Grandpapa’s map.”
 
   “And the other half of you?”
 
   She looked over at him, her features discovering some source of resolve. “Grandpapa is out there somewhere. And your aunt too. If they’re dead, they can certainly spare us a rest in front of a warm fire. But if they’re not ...”
 
   He nodded. “That’s my sense of it too. And I’ll tell you, it gave me another kick of urgency when Dahnur told us who he’s up against. That cult invented the blood magics. I’m not keen to dally, knowing that some of the same has been on our trail.”
 
   Noxie drew out the map from an inside pocket and tapped on its leathern case. 
 
   “Do we want to get in off the street for a moment, then? Take our bearings, and see just where this is pointing us?”
 
   He looked about briefly.
 
   “Let’s wait until we’re off the Mall first,” he said. “There’s no telling how many eyes might be upon us, in a space this dark and wide.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston had just finished rereading the manuscript pages for a fifth time when Cloothe arrived with the news.
 
   “Algur’s here, and we’ve got a case. Cap’n says to bring the lute out and we’ll get moving.”
 
   “Already?” Weston asked. He had spread the pages out half an hour before, or less, and had been delighted to escape into their depths rather than contemplate his new place as a member of Dahnur’s retinue. Though there were only four leafs, they constituted a priceless opportunity — to read Coeldoetta’s original draft for the opening scene of Callelus the King. He gathered them up with regret, and stood to replace them in their glass case.
 
   Cloothe looked at him with bafflement. “You’re not bringing those?”
 
   “It’s word for word in my head, as it has been for years. The only difference is that she appears to have added one of the most famous lines in a later version: ‘Do not call it an ass, for thrice it has saved me my only treasure — the life of my son.’”
 
   “Well, but I could carry them easy. Just a couple of folds and they’d go right in a pocket. Why leave ’em behind? What if they’re important, and you’re not around?”
 
   Weston closed the case and placed himself prominently between it and Cloothe. “Those are not scraps of paper. They are history. They’ve lain in that case for centuries, and I’ll not risk their ruin when I have no cause to. As for me not being around — perhaps you and your captain should take pains to make sure I remain so.”
 
   Cloothe shrugged, though he was clearly not pleased. He pointed to the lute. “You want me to get that twanger for you then?”
 
   Weston stepped over to the instrument with a proprietary speed. “Thank you, no.”
 
   With a roll of his eyes, Cloothe turned to proceed out of the museum. Weston followed the boy, carrying the lute with its strap over his shoulder. He was glad to hear that Dahnur’s men had located a case for the instrument — carrying it out through the dampness of Thollol would otherwise have made him nervous.
 
   As they passed along the fabulous halls, Weston felt the curator’s medallion give a warm surge at his sternum every time they crossed through an archway or door. He’d not told Dahnur or anyone else in the group precisely how he was able to open the display cases and handle the artifacts, preferring to keep the knowledge to himself for purposes of security. It was enough for them that he could do so, while a nasty blue shock leapt out to dissuade all other hands.
 
   Now the main entry appeared through the atrium ahead.
 
   This would be the real test, wouldn’t it? If the curator’s badge had its limits, they would make themselves known here. Then, too, if Dahnur were only using him for the moment, that would become evident quite quickly as well. He could expect the lute to be stripped from his shoulder the moment he passed out of the doors, in that case.
 
   Let us hope he stays truer to his word than Algur did, he thought, stepping toward the portal. Or that I’ve impressed him enough with my knowledge of Coeldoetta that he’ll value me beyond my utility within the Museum.
 
   Upon the building’s broad portico waited two men: Dahnur and Algur.
 
   Algur’s long face welcomed him with a sour expression.
 
   “Greetings, Algur,” he said cheerily. “I’d like to start by assuring you that I hold no grudge over the way you tried to make off with the mandolin.”
 
   Dahnur cleared his throat. “The two of you will drop that issue before we take a step further. And you, Weston, will keep two things in mind: first, that you are inferior to Algur in the hierarchy of this expedition, and second, that when one tricks a good man into bending his principles, it is unwise to compound the wrong by gloating.”
 
   A clever retort came to Weston’s mind, but even as he opened his mouth, a shift in Dahnur’s eyes made him shut it again.
 
   “Good,” said the captain with a nod. “Not only are you a man of learning, but you also have the capacity to learn. I am encouraged to know that.”
 
   Weston felt his cheeks burn at the man’s gall. He sensed, though, that Dahnur meant to establish his own primacy with the sarcasm. So he patted the lute and said only, “Well, then. Are we off now to find where this map leads us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   The flatness of the word threw Weston off-balance. “What? But —”
 
   “You are a member of my expedition now,” Dahnur said commandingly. “I will tell you what you need to know, and usually I will tell you no more than that. In the present case, what you need to know is something you should already have deduced for yourself. We now possess the map; I’ve said that it leads to the spot where the idol of incarnation may be destroyed. What we do not have is the idol itself.”
 
   Worse and worse, Weston thought, suppressing a groan of frustration. “Please, tell me that you know where this idol is, that it is on our way, or not far off?”
 
   “I know where it is,” Dahnur said, momentarily raising Weston’s hopes. Then he continued: “It is somewhere in Thollol.”
 
   Now Weston did groan.
 
   “You mean I must wait while you comb this entire city for —”
 
   Dahnur raised one hand. “You should also have deduced something else. The only clue that you or I have to the location of the idol.”
 
   “Surely, I have no idea what you are talking about,” Weston said, exasperated. “I have never researched the — cult you oppose, never even paid any mind to Thollol at all until I got to Gleit and Jake and Noxie helped me to ...”
 
   As his mind moved back to the events of Key Day and just after, Weston suddenly realized what Dahnur was getting at.
 
   “That’s right. Your friends have blood magic shadowing them — that’s what threw you all belowdecks in the first place, if you recall. And blood magic is a hallmark of my enemies.”
 
   The thought of interfering with Jake and Noxie in order to help Dahnur sat very ill with him. Thank the muses I never actually found out where those two planned to go in Thollol, he thought. To Dahnur, he said, “You’ll be disappointed to know that I’ve no clue where Jake and Noxie are headed. They never let me in on —”
 
   Dahnur laughed — and in fact, went so far as to nudge Algur with his elbow, although the lieutenant did not join him in his laughter.
 
   “My wise young fellow,” the captain said when his amusement subsided, “do you really think I would leap right into such great reliance upon you? I put trackers on those two as soon as they marched away from the museum. I’m telling you this now because you will need to keep your mouth shut when we close in and find whatever it is that your friends are looking for.”
 
   “But —”
 
   “There is no arguing this, little scholar.” The look on Dahnur’s face had turned back to gravity. “Perhaps your knowledge of this pretty poet might help me, and perhaps it might not. But you’ll do as I say or I’ll put you aside, and right now. We’ll play the damned strings off those two instruments at every picket in the whole fence if we have to, to get the gate to open without you.” 
 
   Weston grappled with these threats and remembered suddenly how much he loathed Dahnur Boldmansson. But what use is it to oppose him? He’ll only toss you away, take what he wants from Jake and Noxie, and probably render The Last Tragedy lost forever in the process.
 
   “Very well,” he found himself grumbling. “I’ll keep my mouth shut — but largely because I’m sure Jake and Noxie want nothing to do with the accursed idol of a dark, accursed goddess.”
 
   “Good. Now, to remind you of your earlier lesson, observe,” said Dahnur opening his arms expansively. “Do you see? I am not gloating.”
 
   * * *
 
   Yolo appeared surprised — though greatly relieved — to see the door open again so quickly. But after Celas ushered him along the twenty-foot tunnel that led through the East Gate, he appeared distinctly less pleased.
 
   “What were you expecting?” she asked him as he stared down at the two bodies upon the gate-house floor. “That Kulika and I would really go out trawling for loose coins on the streets of Thollol?”
 
   “Are they both ...”
 
   “No,” she replied, pointing to the man Kulika knelt beside. “That one is not. Not yet.”
 
   It had been a quick fight. As soon as the gatekeeper had dropped their entry fee through the wall slot, his assistant outside had moved to open the outer door. Celas had drawn her knife the moment the door swung open, while the man had still his grip on the handle. 
 
   “What do you mean, not yet?” Yolo asked, his eyes still fixed on the fallen gatekeeper, who yet breathed and had no pool of blood surrounding him. “The door is open. We can just —”
 
   She stepped between him and the unconscious man, drawing his eyes up to her own.
 
   “The time has come for you to know the company you keep, Yolo Warbler.”
 
   He paled, and his eyes tried to dart around her to Kulika, then wavered back. He opened his mouth, but seemed unable to decide on anything to say.
 
   “You have suspected, surely,” she went on. “I saw the doubt in your eyes at the ‘potion’ we ‘bought’ in Wellewestre. I heard your questions when I suckled at Kulika’s wrist by the chasm. You must have been puzzled when I helped those two mongrels from their miserable roadside camp, took them into town, paid for their lodging.”
 
   “I —”
 
   “You are only seconds from death, Yolo, if you choose not to help me. We must revitalize ourselves, in order to move through this city quickly. We must have more than our own strength, when we find your cousin and his partners. I can take that strength from this guildsman, but the ceremony requires three, and Kulika and I are only two. Do you understand what I am saying?”
 
   He looked at her in horror. “You are the blood magician. You’re the one who ...”
 
   “Again and again, I have asked you to be strong, Yolo. Again and again, I have told you that treasures could be yours, if you joined me. Those treasures are bought in blood. Now, will you help us extract their cost — or must I force you to pay?”
 
   His eyes now moved toward the door — still cracked open. But even in his terror, he could see that he had no chance of getting past her, and past Kulika, to flee.
 
   She took a step toward him, gentling her tone just slightly. “I need you, Yolo. But I do not need you if you insist on being weak and afraid. Grasp your destiny. Acknowledge your right to take. Help us now, that we may all three of us be empowered to triumph.”
 
   He closed his eyes and put his hands to his face.
 
   “What must I do?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Fifteen: Reflections
 
    
 
   A door, a foyer, another door. Warm air, and dry, reminding Noxie very much of the Museum — so different in its climate from the rest of damp, cold Thollol. Jake’s hand on the inner door’s knob, his eyes looking at hers.
 
   “Well?” he asked. “Are we ready?”
 
   Noxie shook herself, feeling caught within a dream. The map had led them here — led them here quite easily, in fact. It seemed hard to grasp that this last leg of their journey had featured no obstinate ship captains, no chasms to be bridged, no blood-magic imps in the shape of nefarious cousins. Just a walk through a chill, dead, wet city with occasional stops to refer to their map. 
 
   “Look,” she said, pointing to one wall. “Coat hooks. What if there’s something inside we shouldn’t care to drip on? Do we leave our ponchos?”
 
   He took his hand from the knob. His expression suggested that he was humoring her, but he stripped off his poncho and hung it up as she did the same with her own.
 
   “We could go on in our stocking feet too,” he said lightly. “It might be a rug shop, after all. The treasure of the Red Scarfers could all be in intricately hand-woven carpetry.”
 
   She raked a damp lock of hair from her eyes and gave him a brief glare. “All right, all right. I just needed a moment, I admit it. Go ahead. You can open it.”
 
   He raised a booted foot and waggled it, one eyebrow lifted questioningly.
 
   Exasperated, she said, “Just open it before I explode, would you?”
 
   Jake turned the knob and let them in.
 
   The remains of an exceptional bookstore came to light as they entered and Jake raised their lamp. It had a twenty-foot ceiling, bookshelves lining each wall virtually to the top. Looters had cleared the place of all its original wares, including whatever ladders or magical mechanisms had once allowed access to the upper shelves. But something about the shelves alone, or perhaps the ghost of a paper-smell, made it clear what had once been proudly sold here.
 
   Setting down her pack, Noxie pulled out the map case and unrolled its contents once more. Jake came closer and held the lamp where it could give the best light.
 
   “That shelf there,” she said after consulting Grandpapa’s notes in his tiny, cramped handwriting. “It says they left a key at the top corner, nearest the pass-through to the stockroom.”
 
   Jake looked about the place and made a nod toward some litter in one corner. “Looks like others have used this as a camp-room, although not in a very long time. Should we find some way to bar the doors, before we go any further?”
 
   Noxie eyed the front door, then all the shelf-lined walls. “I don’t see anything to bar them with. Maybe have a quick look in the stockroom.” 
 
   He detoured to the room’s only other exit, had to set the lamp down to heave its door open, and gave only a quick moment’s look inside. “Bare as out here.”
 
   Noxie shrugged. “Well there’s no window, so the only way anybody’d know we’re in here is by randomly opening doors along the street. I’d say Thollol’s big enough and empty enough to make that unlikely.”
 
   “Probably so.”
 
   He walked over to the bookshelf she’d indicated and gave its lower planks a tug.
 
   “It’ll hold for climbing, I think,” he said. “And the whole thing must be anchored to the wall pretty well, to hold as many books as it must have.”
 
   “Nnnn,” she warned, her finger running across more of Grandpapa’s writing. “He says they sawed through the anchors so it would wobble. Just in case anyone got curious, tried to climb up, and found the key. I guess I’ll get out of this coat and free up my wings.”
 
   “No need,” he said. “Can you put a light up on the top for me?”
 
   Jake flexed his knees briefly. Then a series of eerie notes came from his throat, just as they had weeks before on the plaza in Gleit. Noxie gestured quickly with one hand and winked a spritely glow into place atop the shelves.
 
   The jump took him to an uncanny height — though not quite level with the shelf-top.
 
   As he came down, though, Noxie heard him bring up the volume in his voice, and realized that the first jump had been a cautious one, meant to gauge the vertical distance without putting his head into the roof.
 
   Even knowing the magic of his song, though, she winced as his boots crashed against the floorboards.
 
   Up he rose again, and at the peak of his leap, with his hair brushing the rafters, he darted one hand out to snatch at something. His song dropped away in volume again, and he came to rest in a couple of lessening bounds.
 
   “That’s it, then,” he said, holding up a small metal wedge and recovering his breath. “What’s it fit into?”
 
   “Over here,” she replied, hurrying to read Fingold’s notes as she moved to the far wall. “It says there’s a niche by the third shelf of that bookcase.”
 
   They reached the wall, counted shelves, stared closely at the stonework beside the correct one. Sure enough, one of the fine marble tiles there sat recessed amidst the others, by the depth of a cuticle. Jake turned the metal wedge about in his hand until he had its flat base aligned with the niche, and pressed it in.
 
   The lower half of the bookshelf fissured open with a sigh.
 
   Jake put one palm against the wood and pushed. The massive case swung easily out, revealing an empty space scarcely four feet by six.
 
   “It’s ... smaller and emptier than I expected a treasure trove to be,” he said, blinking.
 
   Noxie laughed and stepped onto the bare metal floor inside.
 
   “That’s because it’s an elevator. Come on.”
 
   * * *
 
   They ran, on feet made fleet by the theft of human life.
 
   Celas kept pace with Yolo easily, having drunk first of the gatekeeper’s blood and taken a portion twice what she’d left for him. Kulika, drinking second, had also gotten a greater share than Yolo, though the Point hung back slightly as they chased along the dripping streets of Thollol. As for Yolo himself, he ran with a dazed look upon his face that might have been pure awe at his newfound physical power — or hollow queasiness at the things he’d done to gain it.
 
   “We need to bear right,” he panted suddenly. “We need — I thought the trace was coming from dead ahead, but it’s — that direction, now.”
 
   “They’re moving, then,” she said, looking up the darkened avenue for a rightward turn. “Can you tell how far?”
 
   He shook his head. “Farther than when we were at the river, but closer than anytime since.”
 
   How close were they, Jake Warbler and his friends? Celas closed her eyes for a few steps and tried to listen past the rhythm of their own rushing footsteps. But the ruins were a great cathedral of faraway sounds, blending and reverberating into a misty susurrus. She opened her eyes again lest a false step send her spilling into a tangle of injured limbs.
 
   “Here, we’re coming to a crossway,” she said.
 
   They turned right, up a black alleyway where their shadows lurched ahead of them, thrown forward by the lamp Kulika bore.
 
   How close, now?
 
   * * *
 
   Weston had to admit to being impressed with some of the tricks Dahnur was showing.
 
   I’ll bet we’re closing on them, he thought to himself, wishing it weren’t so. Dahnur’s group had started off half an hour behind their quarry, and had moved quickly and without pause ever since. Jake and Noxie will be stopping now and again to check their map — to say nothing of all the sightseeing delays Noxie might draw them off into.
 
   The trackers who’d set after Jake and Noxie seemed to be good ones, or else they’d have doubled back and met up with the main group by now. Weston kept hoping to spot them up ahead, returning with slumped shoulders to pass along the news that they’d lost the trail. His other hope had been for the main group itself to get lost, and waste time wandering about in search of whatever blazons the scouts had left to mark the way.
 
   But at each intersection, Dahnur raised a tiny whistle to his lips, and one note from it would bring out a hastily scrawled arrow, glowing upon a nearby wall.
 
   “Piper’s ink,” Algur had called it, when Weston asked about the stuff. “Very expensive, but I insisted that we not come to Thollol without a supply.”
 
   Each new proof of planning and foresight gave Weston new cause for ambivalence. On the one hand, Dahnur’s success here in Thollol would certainly bode well for his chances in getting Weston safely to The Last Tragedy. But that triumph would be tempered more than a little if he had to take part in foiling Jake and Noxie along the way.
 
   Weston found the lute case suddenly heavy in his hand, and shifted it to the other with a sigh. Ah, well, he thought. This is what comes of letting yourself care about people. I’ll just have to hope it turns out for the best.
 
   * * *
 
   The elevator took Jake and Noxie only a short way down, its walls sliding up and away from them while the platform moved. When the floor came to a halt, Jake momentarily assumed that it had carried them nowhere, since he found himself facing a blank stone wall. But Noxie twisted around to look behind them just before Jake himself did, and the sound of her pack dropping loose to the floor told him that, in fact, they had arrived at their destination.
 
   He looked down at her as he turned around, found himself pleasantly warmed by the amazement on her face, and then saw that the hand which had carried her pack remained open and limp — as though she’d completely forgotten about it. When he looked up, he understood why.
 
   The Red Scarfers’ treasure lay intact before them.
 
   “Look at that,” Noxie breathed. “Is that iridescene?”
 
   Her hand waved faintly toward a stack of bullion nearby — long bars of metal that shone somewhere between silver and gold when the eye rested fully upon them, but shimmered with a pale spectrum of color whenever one’s gaze moved. The Thollolians had made coins of it, and any single coin would be worth fifty Imperials.
 
   There had to be a thousand pounds of the stuff in that neatly squared pile.
 
   And just beside the iridescene stood a golden bathtub six feet long. And beyond that, the exquisite statue of a nymph done in white marble — wearing a gown of real emeralds.
 
   “Avelia never said exactly what —”
 
   A gasp from Noxie cut him off. She had just rounded a high, ornate wardrobe that stood opposite the nymph, and now stared gaping at the wall there. Jake stepped from the lift platform and got his first clear look at the mirror.
 
   Eight feet wide and six tall, it stretched along the wall of the trove reflecting every beauty that lay opposite — every beauty, that is, except for Noxie. Though she stood right before it, the shining pane gave no hint of her image. Captured there instead were six figures, posed portrait-style in front of their amassed treasure.
 
   The Red Scarfers.
 
    Jake moved past the untold wealth of iridescene, past the gleaming golden bath, with no room in his eyesight for the thousand perfectly cut emeralds in the marble nymph’s gown. From Noxie’s side, he stared at these six bold, young reflections, startling at once in both their instant familiarity and their striking strangeness. 
 
   The kerchiefs about their necks announced the group for who they were, of course. But for five of them, Jake had to fight against images in his head as he worked to assign their individual identities. He had always imagined Surther to be more handsome, for instance — though Avelia’s descriptions of the meticulous golden beard and hair had caught them perfectly. Maudlin Maurie bore exactly the right woebegone eyes and drooping mustachios, and yet beamed so young from the mirror’s surface. Jake-the-child had been unable to grasp that a young man might be balding. So Avelia’s characterization of his hairline had made him sound vastly older — where in fact Jake-the-man now clearly had several years on the fellow seen in the reflection. But most at odds with their story-conjured ideals were Berice and Fauldano. Jake knew them only because they held hands and glowed with their much-touted affection for one another — Avelia had apparently felt it unkind to describe the two lovers as doughy and stout.
 
   Fingold — Fingold was just as she had said. Short and powerfully built, with the shoulders of a man bigger than Jake. Frenzied black hair, tinted grey even then. His eyes beacons of humor, his grin so brazen that it almost hurt to look upon. What surprised Jake so much about him was that Avelia had not exaggerated a thing.
 
   And just right of center, pulling tears from Jake’s eyes, Avelia Larkly Warbler.
 
   He had seen this Avelia before, of course, but those memories came from when he had been two or three, and the images had blended over time with the gradually aging woman who would step into his life every year or so, stay for a few months enthralling the whole family with stories, and then disappear off into a world of wild adventure.
 
   She stood taller than anyone else in the party, tall enough that the mirror’s frame clipped off the crown of her head. She did not loom over him now, of course, so his childhood impression of her as a titan felt strange to him as it resurfaced in his head. But those infant memories had not been wrong about her hair, brighter than sunlight, or her face, somehow lean and soft and steely in its beauty all at once. And he had not been wrong about her strength, either.
 
   The Avelia he had come to know, growing up, had been hurt — many times, starting with the awful fate that befell her comrades on their next setting-out after Thollol. She had always come back from those wounds as a woman of power, a spirit that would not surrender. But she had known very deeply the agony that the world can inflict, and so the strength that Jake saw in her as an adult was a strength alloyed with mortal pain.
 
   This Avelia, in the mirror, was a goddess of deathless vitality. Cloaked in her own certainty — its armor more sturdy than the iron mail that clothed her bosom. A creature who would live forever, legs braced wide upon the face of the earth, hand on the hilt of a blade that could sunder the life from anything that dared to challenge her.
 
   “Open the letter,” Noxie choked out weakly, through a throat obviously swollen with her own emotions. When he looked down at her, he found her wiping her eyes — although they remained fixed upon the image of Fingold in the mirror. “It has to tell us how this thing works. It has to.”
 
   Jake looked for a spot to set down their lamp, where it would be high enough for him to read by its light. The pedestal of the nymph-statue lay too short; the top of the wardrobe too high.
 
   Beside the nymph stood a silver bassinet, its cowl of moulded silver raised, high and flat enough for his purpose. But as he swung the lamp toward the top, he caught a look inside the bassinet, and the thing that rested there gave him pause.
 
   Apparently, he stood staring at it for some time, because the next he knew, his partner jabbed at him with her elbow.
 
   “What in the world are you — eck,” she said, the last with a real revulsion in her voice. “That — that’s bad.”
 
   Nestled in sheets of woven silver, the object in the bassinet resembled a sculpted child. The substance might have been onyx, except that even onyx would throw back enough light to reveal clear, distinct features. This one had eyes — perhaps a nose and lips as well. But the details had been rendered so subtly, and the material absorbed the lamplight so fully, that it almost might have been an abstract lump, not the totem of a newborn at all. And yet, impenetrable as its darkness was, Jake had the sense that some fluid, smoky and roiling, lay beneath the pitch-black surface.
 
   “Go away, ugly baby!” Noxie said, and threw a phantasm across the mouth of the bassinet, blocking it off with a sunflower quilt. But as light-hearted as the words were, Jake heard real fear in her tone.
 
   He hung the lamp upon the nymph’s raised hand and reached into his inside pocket for the letter. As with the map, they’d put it in a small leathern case for safekeeping, and he now opened it quickly up and unrolled the wax-sealed envelope.
 
   He drew his knife, worked the seal loose, and unfolded the envelope’s mouth.
 
   Two sheets came out of the curling packet, folded separately but one nested inside the other. The outer sheet had crisper edges, and showed itself covered with Avelia’s writing when he opened it. The inner sheet had a yellower look to it, and had been bent upon itself quite tightly.
 
   Jake read aloud, with speed.
 
   Hello, Jake; hello, Noxie,
 
       If the carving of the baby is still there when you open this, DO NOT TOUCH IT! Fingold and I were the only ones in the group who did not handle the thing. And you know what happened to the other Scarfers on the very next outing we pursued. Before you do anything else, both Fingold and I insist that you follow the prescription I am about to write out.
 
   He lowered the paper. “Do we want to —”
 
   “No, I really don’t,” she said, then immediately put one knuckle in between her teeth. “But she makes it sound awfully important, doesn’t she?”
 
   “Yes,” he said. His eyes went down to the letter again. “Here it is, then — ‘Take two bars of the iridescene and place them in the bathtub.’”
 
   Noxie stepped over and heaved at one of the bars — its weight clearly surprised her, dragging her arms down in a low pendulum as she got it off the stack. Jake moved quickly to help her, and found that he could just manage an ingot in his free hand.
 
   Lying at the bottom of the golden tub, the metal bars reflected off the walls of the basin itself until the tub looked as though it had been drawn full of rainbow.
 
   “‘Invoke the magic of the tub by saying, “Bath of Brixtus, the substance in which I wish to bathe is: iridescene.”’”
 
   Jake did not have to repeat the words. As soon as he’d read them, the ingots fell to liquid and made a skin of fluid spectrum upon the bottom of the tub.
 
   “‘Next, use tongs or a heavy cloth of some sort to lift the nasty black statue out of its cradle and place it directly beneath the drain-hole of the bathtub. Again — take great care NOT to touch it.’”
 
   This gave them both pause.
 
   “I don’t even want to take off the figment I’ve got over the thing,” Noxie said. “Much less pick it up — even using gloves.”
 
   “I’ll get it, then,” he said. “Here, do you want to read me through the rest of it?”
 
   She nodded and took the paper. Jake pulled his gloves back on, and then returned to the elevator to get a spare shirt from his backpack as an added precaution. Thus equipped, he returned to the bassinet.
 
   The inscrutable blackness of the thing looked even worse than he’d remembered, once Noxie removed her illusion. Jake quickly threw the shirt across its face and gripped it by the top of the head unceremoniously. Levering it up within the bassinet, he made sure that the shirt draped fully over it all around before picking it up by the sides.
 
   It had the size and weight of an actual newborn. What made him most uneasy, as he moved quickly back to the tub, was the way it felt limp within the fabric of his spare shirt. He knew the thing to be solid — molded of something hard and dense. Yet it gave an impression of flexibility, of softness, the way its liquid interior shifted about in his hands.
 
   “‘Once you get it in place,’” Noxie read, “‘command the tub to let out its bathwater.’ Do you have it there?”
 
   “Just a moment,” he replied. Though the tub was very high-footed, he had to lay the sculpture on its back to slide it beneath the drain-spout. “Does it say whether it should be uncovered? I’ve got this shirt wrapped all the way around it.”
 
   She scanned for a moment, clearly impatient, and said, “Well she suggested tongs to start with, so I can’t imagine she’s expecting it to be covered up.”
 
   “All right.” He carefully worked the top layer of cloth off of the false baby. As soon as he did so, it seemed to darken the shadow below the tub.
 
   “‘Drain, Bath of Brixtus,’” Noxie read, “‘let your water return to what it had been.’”
 
   Immediately, the iridescene flowed down into the drain-hole with a gurgle and poured out over the dark child-thing, hardening almost instantly.
 
   “‘This should provide some protection from the idol’s magic,’” she continued. “‘Pack it away in a bag and take it to Carstustle of Habriaon when you can. He’s an expert on the cult that ...’”
 
   Her eyes came up and met Jake’s. “You don’t think —?”
 
   He nodded slowly. “It’s a good bet.”
 
   “‘... on the cult that made the thing, so he might know how to destroy it. As you’ll find when you read Fingold’s letter, it cannot simply be left there in Thollol, in hopes that it will remain undiscovered.’”
 
   Jake sighed, pulling the now-brilliant idol out by tugging at the shirt on which it lay. The solidified iridescene had coated it thoroughly — no patch of blackness could be seen. Of course, the precious metal had also hardened into the cloth underneath. But Jake was able to fold the excess garment up and over, to use as a handle for lifting the whole. Some of the iridescene’s mass must have been lost to the bath’s magic, Jake guessed. The bundle weighed nowhere near what the two ingots had.
 
   “I suppose this means we’ll be seeing Dahnur again, much sooner than we’d expected,” he said, returning to his pack and dropping the bundle into it.
 
   “Dahnur?” she asked with a startled look. “What about this — this ‘Carstustle?’ Surely we should go to —”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s clear enough, isn’t it? Avelia thinks Carstustle might have an idea, whereas we know that Dahnur does have a map to the place this idol is vulnerable to destruction. I know we don’t like him, and I wouldn’t just hand this thing over and trust him to see it through to oblivion, but I have to say — events certainly seem to have conspired to put us in his company.”
 
   She frowned and set her jaw firmly. “But not until after we’ve read Fingold’s letter and gotten whatever we can out of the mirror.”
 
   “No, not until then,” he agreed. “Do you want to finish up Avelia’s first?”
 
   Her eyes drifted back to the sheet, and her expression softened. She held the page out to him. “Look, it seems to get a bit more personal here — I’d say it’s more fitting if you finish reading.”
 
   He took the page back, scanned through the directions Noxie had already covered, and then read on, aloud.
 
      I hope the two of you are getting on as well as I have always expected you would. The fact that you’re reading this suggests I haven’t had as good a run of luck as I’d hoped. Maybe something's diverted me in my searching after Fingold, or maybe I've got stuck in a jam following the directions he left me. But if you’re in Thollol, and if you’ve the mirror before you, perhaps we’ll see each other in a bit, and you can help me work out the kinks of whatever has delayed me. 
 
      Fingold’s letter will tell you how to operate the looking glass. Have a care with it — it’s the only image anywhere in the world of those six young fools together, and I’ll be quite upset if you blank the reflection without good cause. 
 
    
 
   Yours with love, 
 
   Avelia.
 
   He let his eyes trace back over the words again, then folded the sheet carefully. As he did so, he realized that Noxie had retained the other paper, when she’d handed this one back to him. She now stood holding it anxiously, and his heart gave a rush of emotion as he watched her.
 
   “Well, go ahead,” he told her. “Let’s see what your grandfather has to tell us.”
 
   * * *
 
   “They’ve gone inside a store there — four doors down on the left.”
 
   Weston envisioned a number of scenarios as the tracker reported to Dahnur. He might burst forward, shouting and clamoring, to put Jake and Noxie on alert. Or he might play along, and wait to see if Dahnur tried to deprive them of some rightful portion of their inheritance — in which case he could make a threat upon the lute, use it as a hostage, since he still had custody of it.
 
   Right, he thought. As though Captain Boldmansson will seriously believe I would destroy the thing I’ve sought so hard to find. And how exactly would I threaten it? Even if I slammed it down on the paving, the map would remain intact enough to follow. Of course, Coeldoetta’s letter implied that the two instruments together could function as a key — but I’m sure Dahnur thinks himself capable of breaking into a house, if that’s really where the map leads.
 
   “Slenzen gave a peek inside the door, after they’d been in there ten minutes or so. Their rain gear is hung up in the entry hall, so it looks like this is where they’ve been heading.”
 
   “And Slenzen’s check,” Dahnur asked the man, “how long ago was that?”
 
   “Oh, he just left me before you turned the corner, sir. Less than the count of a hundred.”
 
   “Good. You’ve done well, Tonn.” Dahnur gave the man a pat on the shoulder, then turned to the rest of his company. “All right, listen here! Curm, Trennish, Palnick — you’re coming in with me. Algur, arrange the others in a cordon — heavy about the door, a few spread along the street, watchers at the intersections in either direction.”
 
   Weston opened his mouth to ask where he was to be emplaced, but Dahnur had already turned to him. “You,” he said, pointing, and then pointed to Cloothe also, “and you. You’ll be coming in as well, to get these instruments in off the street. But I expect you both to hang back and be silent inside.”
 
   “Aye, Cap’n!” said Cloothe instantly.
 
   Weston gave a nod, and hefted the lute to follow.
 
   * * *
 
   “They’re so close,” pleaded Yolo as the three of them slunk toward the next intersection. “Surely, if we just rush forward, our speed will —”
 
   “No,” Celas said firmly. She had reined their pace back a block ago, when Yolo had said the bloodlink was pulsing as strong as it had at the ferry crossing. With Jake Warbler only hundreds of feet away, Celas refused to risk alerting their prey. The lamp had been blown out and their speed cut back. “The little winged witch has the trick of illusions, remember? If they hear us coming, who knows what pit she might throw a false floor over. We must take them unawares.”
 
   “I will leap out of any pit,” he said with half a snarl. “I have the legs of a gazelle!”
 
   She had feared this, when she’d let Yolo drink of the gatekeeper’s blood. To those who have never tasted power, even a sip brings the grandest delusions. But there had been no choice in the matter. Leaving Yolo unenhanced would have slowed them intolerably, and might have meant the difference between success and failure. Now she had made him a destroyer, but he had no destroyer’s instincts.
 
   “A gazelle is prey, Yolo,” she said, pulling him round before he could move ahead. She locked eyes with him and raised her hand like a claw. “We are predators, and predators stalk. Fear is fleeter than hunger — power makes the kill, but cunning grants the opportunity. Obey me.”
 
   Every charged nerve in her body focused her will upon him, through her eyes. His jaw tensed, and then he nodded, once.
 
   “Kulika,” she said quietly. “You move forward. We’ll give you two dozen paces. I rely on your signal when you reach the corner, and can see.”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” said the Point.
 
   As Kulika moved off, Celas returned her gaze to Yolo. 
 
   “This is how a hunt works,” she said. “I caution you not to do anything that jeopardizes our success.”
 
   * * *
 
   The first part of Fingold’s letter came as a real disappointment to Noxie, and she found herself speeding through it. It had not been written to her, or to Jake, but to Avelia. Its greetings and pleasantries addressed Jake’s aunt, its emotional content was meant for her. And the tone remained mostly dry throughout, in the manner Grandpapa often wrote when in a hurry to be going and doing something else.
 
   A. —
 
      Paid extra for quick delivery, so you’d know this was important. Some news about the matter we’ve discussed these many years. Fellow named Carstustle in Habriaon reads things in the wind  — the broadening of the Empire, certain changes in the Imperial Vows at the royal wedding five years back, disappearances of prominent researchers on the Cult of C. I went to visit him, got an earful — got a real look of shock when I described that ghastly carving. He says it all points to the C of C getting set for an incarnation, says they’ll be out in force to find that idol, says their prophecy even puts an X on Thollol as its resting spot. He figures we have a year or two at most. I’m going to check another lead — you remember how it wouldn’t crack no matter how hard Maurie smacked it on the bricks. Carst. had some notions about where to find a means to destroy it. Will swing back through Wherrydon and get you if I find success. 
 
      Don’t wait for me past the ninth of Beurstag. If I’m not to you by then, head straight for the cache and get that idol out of Thollol. Use the Bath of Brixtus to coat it with something for safe carrying.
 
      Big stuff here, old girl — maybe even a sort of closing for the Scarfers, a way to avenge them, if that thing really did put the omen on Surther and the rest. Anyhow, a way to poke the eye of someone bad, and I know you’re game for that. See you soon.
 
   — F.
 
   p.s. Right! The mirror! I found a match to my sketches of the frame — it’s one of Pueglias’ six mastermirrors, for certain. So if you get to Thollol without me, follow the instructions below. The first set will let you spy in on wherever I’ve got to, the second will let you open a portal — one way — and come through to me. Don’t use the portal unless you have to. If no one stays behind to turn it off, it’ll likely crack the mirror after a few minutes and our old friends really will have vanished.
 
   She felt panicked as her eyes wandered down to the directions that followed — panicked and jealous and guilty all at once. Jake had gotten a final word, of sorts, from his aunt. If the mirror did not work, he had a good-bye from her to hold onto. Noxie found herself terrified to try the magic of the looking glass, lest it show her the worst possible news, and leave her without so much as a parting letter from her grandfather.
 
   Suddenly, she became aware of Jake, kneeling close by her, his chin just above her shoulder.
 
   “Oh! I’m sorry,” she started, “I didn’t even read it out —”
 
   But he hadn’t come to read over her shoulder. His face looked straight at hers, the grey eyes deep with sympathy. Noxie sniffled deeply, realizing just then that she’d been crying.
 
   “What if he’s already gone?” she asked. “What if it shows us the worst?”
 
   He brushed one thumb lightly across her cheek. “Noxie, even if he isn’t already gone, he’ll be gone someday. And he won’t want this, when his time’s done — for you to be in tears, frightened to move forward. He’ll want you to be happy. He’ll want you to be in good company. Look, he and Avelia have given us a charge, a next step in our lives if the mirror’s news is bad. And they’ve given us each other to take that step with. Let’s do as they need us to — whether that’s joining them in some faraway place, or finishing the job they began.”
 
   She closed her eyes and leaned her cheek against his palm. The warmth of it helped her take a few deep, calming breaths. She let the third one whoosh back out and then steadied herself.
 
   “All right,” she said, looking at him. “I’m bucking up. Sorry about that.”
 
   He smiled gently. “What’s it say, then? About the mirror.”
 
   Noxie brought the paper back up, scanned toward the end. “That circle,” she said, pointing to the top of the mirror’s frame, “the one caught between the horns of that crescent. It says to run your finger around its edge three times, and say, ‘Kordeshu, kordeshu,’ whatever that means. Then you touch the image of the person you want to spy on and say the same thing again. Oh, and use the same finger on both the circle and the image.”
 
   Jake stepped close to the mirror and raised his hand. “It sounds like an archaic form of Praeshtan,” he said. “‘You are seen, you are seen,’ if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   His finger circled three times between the horns of the crescent symbol, and he spoke the incantation.
 
   “You can do Avelia first,” she said, hearing her voice break just slightly. “She —”
 
   But Jake’s finger had already strayed to Fingold’s reflection. “Kordeshu, kordeshu.”
 
   The image in the mirror flickered, and Noxie felt like her chest was about to burst.
 
   “Here it comes,” said Jake.
 
   What happened, though, was all but nothing. The reflection of the Red Scarfers dimmed and darkened — as if they had been standing before polished black marble instead of silvered glass. Noxie did not have to wait to see if this was some transition to another view. The blackness spoke with a clear and final voice. She put her face in her hands and cried.
 
   “Noxie,” Jake began — but she cut him off.
 
   “Try again,” she said, not able to look up. “Try again and see if it shows us your aunt. I know you need to see — please don’t be so much stronger than I am.”
 
   After a pause, she heard the shifting of his feet as he turned back to the mirror. Then, she heard the words of the incantation again: “Kordeshu, kordeshu.”
 
   Oh, Grandpapa, she thought, clamping her arms about herself and shivering.
 
   The mirror gave a faint tump as Jake touched its surface again. “Kordeshu, kordeshu.”
 
   She steeled herself to open her eyes and look. Would the mirror wrap her and Jake together in grief? Or —
 
   “Heart of Wurina,” Jake breathed out. “Noxie, the other incantation — hurry!”
 
   When she jerked her head up and looked, Noxie found a scene of abomination within the mirror’s pane.
 
   Faintly overlaid with the reflection of the Red Scarfers was a torturer’s rack — and upon it, the horrifically abused shape of a woman.
 
   Cuts.
 
   Welts.
 
   Burns.
 
   Pins still thrust through the flesh in some places. Far too little hair, far too much visible of the ribs along her side.
 
   “Noxie, the incantation!” Jake urged. He had already rushed over and grabbed their packs from the elevator, thrust hers toward her and thrown his own about his shoulders.
 
   “It’s,” she said, levering her eyes down from the ghastly image, “it’s — to the other side of the frame. The crescent inside the circle.”
 
   She read quickly, the paper shaking in her hands. “Tap it twice, say, ‘Eru,’ then tap her and say, ‘Bphen.’
 
   Tum, tum. “Eru!” Tump! “Bphen!”
 
   Noxie folded the letter hurriedly and jammed it in her pocket, then shot her arms through the loops of her pack.
 
   The surface of the mirror shimmered again.
 
   Ghosting away, the image of the Red Scarfers vanished entirely.
 
   And then she was looking at the horror chamber through an open window, with no sheen of glass to shield her from its terrible contents at all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Sixteen: Blood Belowground
 
    
 
   The woman bound to the rack could not be recognized by her features or her frame. Welts and wounds and the effects of starvation had stripped her of familiarity to Jake. But in the length of her limbs, she was Avelia’s match, and the sorcery of the mirror promised that this skeletal, abused thing was his aunt.
 
   His first action on stepping through, though, did not involve a rush to her side.
 
   Turning quickly about, he surveyed the rest of the chamber — the part that had been hidden from view in the mirror.
 
   Four walls encompassed the room, each about twenty feet in length. A sadist’s fantasy of terrifying devices lined those walls, hanging from hooks or propped against the brick and mortar. Jake kept his eyes moving, to the door.
 
   Beside him, Noxie stepped from nowhere into the room. She gasped, either at her sudden proximity to such a sight of horror, or at the taint of human suffering that filled the air with its acrid, organic stench.
 
   “Oh, Jake ...”
 
   “Shh,” he breathed.
 
   He stepped to the door, keeping his footfalls as noiseless as he could. Flickering candlelight from a sconce by the door showed its sturdy wood and iron construction. A barred window at eye level revealed the empty hall beyond, narrow and dark. He tried the handle, knowing beforehand that he would find it locked. The followers of Cimone did not disappoint his expectation.
 
   “All right,” he whispered, turning back to where she stood. “We’ll need to get her loose from her bindings before I break the door down, so that we’re ready to move if the noise brings anyone.”
 
   Noxie cast her eyes toward the door — as though eager to keep them away from the figure on the rack. He could see her shaking, see the tears still wet on her cheeks. But she managed to say, “Do you really think you’ll be able to break that down?”
 
   “Well, we’re not getting out the same way we got in, I know that much. Now if we can, I’d like to keep from waking her. There’s no telling what state she’ll be in, or what kind of reaction she’ll have.”
 
   Noxie nodded, wide-eyed. Then, whispering too, she said, “How can you be so brave?”
 
   From beside the rack as he examined Avelia’s chains, Jake replied, “‘Real bravery is nothing but acting the way you need to act, at a moment when you have no choice.’ Look, the manacles are held on with a bolt. See if you can find a tool to —”
 
   A ragged breath interrupted him. Without meaning to, he looked down at the naked, brutalized woman on the rack and saw the head wobble slightly — saw with startling clarity the weeping cuts, the blistered burn-marks, the lice thronging about the few remaining strands of hair. His nose flooded suddenly with human smells of sweat and blood and excrement, and without warning the contents of his stomach came heaving up his throat. He spun away just in time to avoid spewing them across Avelia’s open sores.
 
   A hissing sound gradually came into his ears as the retching stopped. He found himself on his knees, eyes blinded with tears and throat searing.
 
   The hissing, he realized, as he got to his feet, was a laugh.
 
   Not a mad laugh, not a wild one, but the sound of an old, wounded voice forced into humor — struggling to keep itself quiet.
 
   When he rose and turned, the eyes of the ghastly stick-figure were open, and Jake at last saw his aunt upon the rack.
 
   “Jake, Jake,” she hissed, blood coming from cracks in her lips as she smiled, “you lovely, unstoppable boy. I’m so glad you’ve come and I’ve gotten to see you.”
 
   He leaned close to her. “Save your energy. We’re going to get you loose and get you out of here.”
 
   An eloquent sigh came from her. Then her fleshless ribs expanded again, and she said, “Jake, you’re a good lad and you follow directions well — mostly. So I know you have it. And you have to believe me when I say that it is so much more important than I am. I can’t possibly let you try to struggle out of here weighed down with me. I’ve only been holding on so that I would know — know they hadn’t won. Now ... you’re here. I can rest.”
 
   The remainder of her breath sighed out, and the eyelids closed again, returning her to the semblance of death.
 
   Jake did not think about what she had said or what he said next. 
 
   “No, Avelia,” he whispered quickly, “you don’t dare do that. Because if you do, I will go immediately from this room and find whoever did this to you, and do my best to wring the life from them. I don’t care how many they are. I don’t care what happens to the thing you call ‘it’ — if the prophecy comes to pass and monsters rule the world as a result, then it will give me a whole world upon which to take my vengeance.”
 
   One blue eye flickered open. Breath rattled into the lungs once more. “Jakenin. You are not that selfish. The things I've forced myself to live through, just look at the shape I —”
 
   “No,” he interrupted her. “I am not that selfish, but I am that angry. And you need to will yourself to live at least a little longer, to keep my attention focused on saving you.”
 
   Another sigh passed out of her.
 
   Then, “There’s a wrench ... on the table ... over to my right.”
 
   * * *
 
   “It’s gone!”
 
   “What?” Celas’ gaze snapped back from where she’d been trying to spot Kulika in the darkness ahead. Seeing a well-lit street a few blocks away, at about the range Yolo said he sensed his cousin, they had sent the Point forward to scout not two minutes ago. Now, Yolo interrupted their wait for her return with the worst possible news.
 
   “The link,” he said, voice rising in panic, “it’s cut off — like a door slamming! It’s just ... snapped.”
 
   Celas put a hand over her mouth to keep from screaming. Jake’s death would have left a slowly fading trace. Any form of pure destruction would have stricken Yolo with a mark of pain. For the link to simply disappear, it could only mean a Leap. A magical transport of the target to some spot beyond the range of the spell — hundreds of miles at the least. 
 
   In a flash, she drew her knife and whispered a call to the Breath of Cimone in her veins. A prick to her finger brought black ichors welling.
 
   Just as she completed her magic, Kulika’s shadow appeared, moving quickly toward them in the dark.
 
   “Mistress,” she whispered. “There are men along that street — sentries toward the end and a group clustered around a door, halfway down —”
 
   Celas did not bother to contemplate who these men might be or why they’d appeared. Instead, she made the only conclusion that she could: they must be congregated at the exact location she sought, for whatever reason.
 
   “Quick!” she hissed to Kulika and Yolo. “We run at them, and kill any who get in our way. If there is a gate, we must reach it before it closes.”
 
   Then she charged forward through the darkness, her heart pounding, her soul willing those men to point her to the spot where Jake Warbler had just disappeared.
 
   * * *
 
   At Jake’s direction, Noxie hauled one of his spare shirts out from under the bundled-up idol in his pack, while he worked away at Avelia’s manacles. She heard the clank of one bolt dropping to the floor before she’d finished, and found herself further amazed.
 
   How is he even keeping his hands steady to do that?
 
   The condition of Jake’s aunt made her stomach flip every time she looked that direction. Even looking away, the smell and the other contents of the room caused Noxie to shake. You’d do the same as Jake, if that was Fingold — wouldn’t you? she asked herself. But the tremor in her hands as she got the shirt out and replaced the idol made her doubt the answer.
 
   Another bolt clunked loose, and Jake whispered, “That’s got her wrists loose. Can you get the shirt on her while I work at the leg-irons?”
 
   She nodded, although she could tell he was not looking at her. Squeezing the shirt in her hands, she stepped forward to move around him, and found that she had to bite her lip at the clearer view this gave her. The wounds that criss-crossed Avelia’s body looked ghastly — curling and tracing their heaviest paths across the most sensitive pieces of the woman’s anatomy.
 
   Noxie held her breath against the rancid smell, steeled herself — and then stopped. She turned away, and let down her pack from her shoulders.
 
   “It’s all right,” came a whisper from behind, startling her. She threw a glance back over her shoulders, and saw Avelia’s slitted eyes make the barest glint in her direction. The cracked lips moved again, saying, “There’s no shame ... in what you’re feeling, Noxie.”
 
   “No,” she replied, turning again to her pack and rifling through it. “That’s not it at all.”
 
   When she came back up, she held the bottle of desoiling concoction she’d bought, all the way back in Gleit. “I’m afraid this will sting — but it will get rid of most of the stench. My figments can throw a different look on all three of us if we have to pass by anyone, but they can’t do anything about that smell. A good nose coming within ten feet will know something is up, if we don’t take care of it.”
 
   Avelia made the quiet hissing sound that seemed to pass for her laugh now. “Jake,” she said, “this one’s a keeper.” To Noxie, she continued, “Give me something to bite on first — I’ve gotten used to letting the screams out pretty freely over the last couple of years.”
 
   Noxie looked around and found a leather tourniquet on the table nearby. 
 
   “Here,” she said, and Avelia opened her mouth immediately to clamp down on it.
 
   The next bolt dropped loose as Noxie began sprinkling the cleansing fluid gently onto Avelia’s shoulders. Blood and grime ran freely away wherever the potion touched. Each splash of it brought a new tremor from Avelia — but the woman herself made less sound than the slosh of the bottle. By the time Jake had worked loose the last manacle-bolt, Noxie had finished as well, and Avelia was panting through her nose.
 
   “You all right, Vee?” Jake whispered. A hair’s breadth nod was all the response he got, but apparently he took it to be enough. “All right. Can you raise up a bit, let us get this shirt over you?”
 
   The head shook, by the same narrow margin it had nodded a moment before. Noxie saw that Avelia had not yet released the leather binding from her mouth, and that the muscles of her jaw and tendons of her neck stood out in starved relief below her skin.
 
   “We’ll do it, then,” Jake said gently.
 
   The work of accomplishing this made Noxie cringe, but with Jake holding his aunt half-off of the rack, it was not too difficult or long a procedure. Once the shirt fell loosely down her naked torso, Jake carefully lowered Avelia back into place. She spat out the tourniquet as he did so, but still made no sound beyond her breathing.
 
   Jake stalked almost noiselessly to the door, peered out of the barred window.
 
   Returning, he crouched down to Noxie’s level. In the flickering candlelight of the torture room, his eyes looked afire. He raised one hand to brush aside a lock of hair that had fallen across her forehead, and said, “Beautiful thinking, about the smell. Now, I need you by the door, ready to go through as soon as I have it down. Once you’re out, keep your eyes peeled to the right. Make a figment of the door still in place, while I get Avelia over one shoulder. If the racket brings anyone, I’ll have my blade in the other hand and stab them right through the fake door.”
 
   “Brazen,” she said in reply. “What if there are a bunch of them?”
 
   His head tilted slightly. “Then we’re in trouble. Go, now.”
 
   She nodded, raised her pack again as he raised his, and moved across and to one side of the exit.
 
   Jake stepped to the corner of the room that lay farthest from the door.
 
   He took a fast stride, then another, and sang.
 
   Noxie recognized the tune a moment before Jake took to the air, his body arrowing through a twenty-foot leap aimed straight at the door.
 
   Just as his feet connected with it, he sang the bounding song again, at full volume, and shot backwards.
 
   The whole force of his kick landed right at the door’s catch. It crashed open in a scream of breaking metal and wood.
 
   She wanted to turn and make sure he’d landed safely at the end of his sorcerous acrobatics — instead, she forced herself out into the corridor according to plan.
 
   It ran off in both directions, though not far in either one. To her left the hall dead-ended at what looked like another cell door, its window dark. To her right, it went slightly farther, and turned a corner into a faintly lit stair.
 
   She moved quickly left and shortened the corridor with a false door to conceal herself, then spun another figment to cover the shattered, open door to Avelia’s cell. She could barely hear anything above her own breathing — a few faint sounds from the torture room as Jake got moving, and nothing at all from the stairway.
 
   She waited, and waited a moment longer.
 
   * * *
 
   “Down here!” came Palnick’s voice from below. “They’re gone already, Cap’n, but you need to see this!”
 
   Despite having been warned to stay back, Weston edged closer to the shaft that opened up in the wall. One large bookshelf angled away from the dark opening. Dahnur was already sliding over the edge of the drop. Weston watched his head disappear, then saw his fingers release, heard the clang of his boots against some metal floor below.
 
   “Hey,” Cloothe warned him. “Cap’n says we’re to hold back, remember?”
 
   Standing before the open bookcase, with arms crossed, Curm added in a surly voice, “That’s right. Cap’n says you’re to hold back.”
 
   Weston deliberately stepped forward with the lute case in hand. “He’s down there, I’m up here. As far as I’m concerned, that is holding back.”
 
   Curm opened his mouth to make a retort, but was interrupted by Trennish, returning from another room. “Nothing in there at all. Looks like it was a storehouse of some kind. Hey — I thought the captain said you two were supposed to keep back.”
 
   Weston ignored him and dropped to his hands and knees to peer over the edge of the shaft. It fell about ten feet, then opened up into a room beyond — where light from Palnick’s lantern bounced off an apparent trove just out of view, scattering sparkles and gleams upon the floor.
 
   “Curm!” shouted Dahnur. “Get Algur and the rest! There’s a passage here, and we’re going through!”
 
   * * *
 
   From a block away, Celas spotted the sentry as he wandered into the lamplit intersection. Her hand whipped forward without thought, hurling dark venom across the yards toward him. His screams would bring the attention of his companions, she knew. But she did not care, as long as a few remained to guard — and mark — the doors of the building she sought.
 
   Sounds of alarm and movement came from the corner as she approached and turned it. A dimly lit street of shops lay before her, about half the streetlights still functioning. Well down the way, a cluster of men showed Celas her destination. Others ran toward her from closer at hand.
 
   With Kulika and Yolo in her wake, she charged.
 
   Shouts flew at her from her prey. But her ears were full of blood and purpose and the quick beat of her own footfalls, and she did not hear the words.
 
   Fast as she could, she drew her arm back and shot it forward again. Each whip of her finger sent another corrupted drop of blood through Thollol’s misty air and laid low another of her enemies in brief and shrieking agony. She picked her targets for ranged weapons first, downing one with a crossbow, then an archer, then another, even as they raised their weapons to sight at her.
 
   Then she had reached the first of the outliers.
 
   Having seen his companions fall, this fellow took a cautious retreat, backing away with sword drawn, interposing himself between Celas and the building she aimed at far down the street.
 
   As she rushed near, the Abscissa curved her path outward, as though to get around him. She kept her eyes on the far cluster, where shouts had rung out and a defensive formation now fell into place. A bowman drew back his string as she launched another sphere of vitriol. It landed just as he released, and another twist of Celas’ course sent the arrow whickering harmlessly past.
 
   The swordsman thought he saw his chance, lunging forward as Celas maneuvered. But he crumpled with one of Kulika’s knives in his heart before he could get within reach.
 
   On, she ran, hearing the feet behind her, the scrape of the man’s sword on the pavement as Kulika snatched it up. The Point’s voice sounded out too, saying to Yolo, “Here.”
 
   A crossbow thrummed from the distant end of the street, too far for her to clearly see the shooter — but apparently too far for him to aim in the dark as well. The bolt struck sparks from the paving stones nearby as Celas threw another splash of poison into the clutch of men at the door.
 
   With a crossbowman up the street, she could not slow and pick the door guard off one by one. But Kulika had reached her side now, and only five men stood blocking their way. A last poison drop left it at four, and then came the fray.
 
   The men had swords, and long arms. More than enough to outreach Celas’ little knife.
 
   What they lacked, though, was blood-bought speed.
 
   She turned the first sword with her blade, just enough for it to slide up and over her shoulder. Its wielder had only a moment to widen his eyes as her free hand whipped in, to touch one bleeding fingertip to his wrist. Then he fell away in spasms.
 
   Two swords came forward, like sap flowing in winter. One veered off almost instantly, the arm that bore it snapping like a reed beneath Kulika’s kick. The other took a low arc toward Celas’ belly, since her knife and her open hand had both gone up when she’d killed the first guard. Without the strength from the Taking, she would surely have felt it slam home into her vitals.
 
   But more than her own blood flowed in Celas’ veins, and her knife-hand came round with far more speed and power than it had any right to.
 
   Twisting aside, she parried the rising thrust so hard that the man behind it swung away off-balance. She whistled around in a circle and slashed his throat as he struggled to recover.
 
   From down the street, the crossbow thrummed again.
 
   Kulika had already dispatched her two men. The door was theirs.
 
   And as she stepped to open it, Yolo came gurgling up behind them, clutching at his chest.
 
   Celas cursed. “Kulika! Help him!”
 
   Without hesitation, the Point got in beneath Yolo’s right arm and bore him up. Celas yanked at the door, desperate to get inside and away from the crossbow’s line of fire. If there’s a gate of some kind — a way through, to follow them, and I’ve lost the bloodlink —
 
   Inside the atrium stood a long-faced fellow with a crossbow cocked and pointed right at her.
 
   Reflex sent her down into a roll, faster than the man’s aim could follow. The bolt split the air above her. As she somersaulted forward and came back up, the somber man dropped his crossbow, which he’d been balancing across his forearm, and moved to get his long knife into position for a fight.
 
   Of course he was much too slow. His life-blood ran from his heart across her hand, and then she gave the knife a vicious twist and yanked it free.
 
   Yolo stumbled forward, wheezing and coughing blood. A lightning glance behind him showed Kulika slumped against the doorframe with a quarrel through one eye.
 
   Celas spat upon the body beneath her and rushed for the inner door.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston had dropped to the metal floor of the shaft, and was taking the lute case from Cloothe as Curm came rushing back.
 
   “Down, everyone, quick! Algur says there’s an attack on outside!” 
 
   Cloothe immediately slid over the edge, one swinging foot nearly catching Weston in the temple.
 
   “Captain!” Curm said, louder. “Did you hear? It’s an attack — is the way really clear down there?”
 
   “He’s already gone through,” said Weston as he hauled the lute case out of the path of Cloothe’s fall. Who could be attacking them? Was it Jake’s cousin and his bloody-minded companions from the river crossing? Weston did not particularly want to find out. To Cloothe, he said, “Have you got it? Come on!”
 
   The ‘it’ was the mandolin, which Trennish tossed softly down into the cabin-boy’s arms. But when Cloothe turned, he did not immediately even look at Weston, much less heed his order. Instead, he stared at the wealth strewn about the room and said, “Sweet Dariss, would you look at that.”
 
   Weston opened his mouth to curse the lad into motion, then stopped. When he’d landed from his own drop, and turned around, his eyes had immediately been magnetized to a massive picture-frame, half-hidden behind a cabinet. Dahnur Boldmansson had been stepping through that frame and into a chamber of horrors beyond — a chamber that clearly did not attach, physically, to the one they were in.
 
   But Cloothe’s words made him realize that the whole room was stacked with wonders. And closest at hand stood a pile of what surely could not be pure iridescene bullion. Cloothe had already started grabbing at the bars and loading them into his pockets — Weston took a moment to get two and thrust them through his belt.
 
   “Get going!” shouted Trennish, who’d leapt down and landed on his feet with a clang. “What in the dark below do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Cloothe shrugged guiltily and picked up the mandolin once more. Weston grabbed the handle of the lute case and worked up his courage to step through the picture frame into its gruesome scene, where no sign remained of Dahnur or Palnick.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake’s heart more than raced as he set foot on the stair. Noxie had given the all-clear just a moment after he’d reached the door. With Avelia slung over one shoulder, the short trip down the corridor to the stairwell had wrought hell on his nerves.  But no footfalls clattered toward them from above, and when he turned the corner, he found the way unoccupied.
 
   The stairs curved up and to his right. He followed them cautiously, trying to make as little sound as he might, and purposely working to maintain his balance. In her current state, Avelia might well die even from a mild tumble against stone steps like these.
 
   Two years back, he would never have imagined carrying his aunt this way — she stood over six feet and had been powerfully muscled even as she approached sixty. Now, she could not weigh more than a hundred pounds.
 
   A half-dozen steps on, Jake slowed even further. The ceiling vanished up ahead, as did the right-hand wall.
 
   But before he could get a view of what lay above them, a rattle of boots sounded down below.
 
   “Someone’s coming!” Noxie hissed from behind him. “Hurry!”
 
   Jake gritted his teeth and moved forward. But what he saw gave him no hope of eluding pursuit. The steps above circled out into a literal stair-well — a stone cylinder fifteen feet across, with narrow wooden steps spiraling up its maw to some indefinite height in the darkness above.
 
   Putting his hand to the railing, Jake climbed a few of the risers and then slowly lowered Avelia to the stairs.
 
   “What are you —”
 
   “Shh,” he interrupted Noxie. “Come through, and give us a door there, where the stair opens up. We can’t outrun whoever it is, but if it’s our nasty cultists and Yolo, we can give them a good surprise right here.”
 
   She did so immediately, shrugging off her pack as she came. With a deft twist of her hands, she wove a false door across the opening. While she did so, she said, “Quick, then. Cut my shirt up the back. If there’s room to fly, I’m not going to stay here underfoot and trip you up.”
 
   The footfalls below had reached the stairs, and changed tenor as their owner went on toes instead of heels. Jake quickly did as Noxie had asked, working carefully to rend the fabric without cutting the flesh beneath. She immediately stepped round to the outside of the banister, and he took up his place by the figmentary door.
 
   The steps came closer, and another set could now be heard not far behind them.
 
   Jake tightened his fingers about the grip of his foil, ready to strike.
 
   Instead, he heard Dahnur Boldmansson call softly, “Warbler. Warbler, are you there?”
 
   * * *
 
   Carrying Yolo in her arms like an oversized child, Celas jumped lightly into the squarish shaft inside the bookcase. Her sacrifice-strengthened legs absorbed the shock of landing easily — and then her breath caught in her throat.
 
   Of all the treasures laid out in front of the Abscissa, one made the others watery and pale.
 
   A silver bassinet, just as the prophecy described.
 
   She scarcely glanced into the interrogation room that stood visible within the sorcerous mirror to her left. Could they possibly have overlooked it?
 
   But no. Even as she rushed to the bassinet, she could see that the silver-mesh swaddling blankets inside lay empty.
 
   Hissing with rage, she jerked back to look through the mirror — then back farther to see where she had, apparently, simply dropped Yolo the moment her dreams had overwhelmed her. Three steps took her to his side, and she grabbed him up again, unmindful of the groans and gurgles that her rough handling brought forth.
 
   Forward, she ran — around the hulking wardrobe that stood abreast of the mirror, and then through the pane-less frame into a room whose sort she knew well.
 
   But even as she turned about, looking for the alarm switch that she knew would be near at hand, sheer agony stabbed into her ribs from behind.
 
   They’d left a man in place, just out of view from the mirror’s vantage.
 
   Screaming, Celas dropped Yolo once again and whipped around, shooting her hand forward. She’d had to seal off the finger-wound, to avoid poisoning Yolo as she’d carried him. But the fingers still had inhuman strength in them, and they went straight into the flesh of the man’s neck until they hit bone.
 
   But even as he slumped away and unsheathed her bloody fingers from his throat, the power of the Taking bled out of her, and she found herself light-headed.
 
   Looking down, she saw a long, narrow poniard thrust all the way through her rib cage from the back. Clearly, it had missed her heart — but the trouble with her breathing suggested it had not missed the lung.
 
   She clenched her teeth in fury and staggered for the nearest wall.
 
   There could be no hope of pursuing them in this state. She could only pull the interrogation room’s panic lever and hope that her quarry had not gotten all the way out yet.
 
   Clumsily, she pushed herself along the wall toward a graven symbol holy to her cult. Spiked whips and chains and other implements of inquiry nipped at her flesh as she held onto them to keep herself upright.
 
   Then the symbol was under her hand, and she pushed just the right points on it, as she had long ago been trained to do.
 
   * * *
 
   When the door up ahead suddenly vanished, and revealed Jake Warbler standing with a wary blade drawn, Weston could not help himself. He pushed straight past Dahnur and ducked around the sword to clap Jake on the arm.
 
   “Hsst!” Dahnur said angrily. In a low, barely controlled voice, he went on, “We are in the belly of a beast, here, and you will follow my lead!”
 
   Before anyone could reply — Weston, Jake, or Noxie — a woman’s scream of agony and rage sounded from below.
 
   Dahnur turned reflexively at the sound, and Weston saw Jake sheathe his foil without an instant’s hesitation.
 
   “Take the lead, Weston, while I get hold of Avelia. We need to get out of here.”
 
   Angrily, Dahnur said, “Did I not just order —”
 
   But Weston had already eased past Jake — and, with wide eyes and a sick feeling in his belly, past the horrible creature that lay on the wooden steps just beyond Jake.
 
   Noxie flitted out into the open throat of the stairwell, saying, “I’ll scout up for us.”
 
   Weston saw her zip upward, but then had to avert his eyes; already unsettled, his stomach would not tolerate the open, yawning darkness above and below. With the lute clutched tight in one hand and the guard-rail in the other, he dashed up and around as quickly as he could. Jake’s steps soon followed, and more behind that.
 
   He heard Dahnur saying, “Go, Cloothe! Run!” and Cloothe responding, “Aye, sir — Palnick and Trennish are still —”
 
   “Go!”
 
   Noxie came circling back down, surprisingly soon.
 
   “It’s not as far as it looks,” she said. “We’re under a basement of some sort, with a pitch-painted ceiling. Hurry!”
 
   Weston did not need the encouragement.
 
   Once, twice, three times around, he ran. Then he could see the end of the stair, just a dozen steps up.
 
   And then he could hear the growl of the earth-beast whose bowels they were trying to escape.
 
   With a scraping, grinding sound, a great plate began sliding into place above him, moving to cut off the head of the stair and presumably the whole width of the well, too.
 
   Weston surged forward in a panic, somehow managing to keep from tripping upon the steps.
 
   The closing lid had already eclipsed the top stairs as Weston reached it. Desperately, he flung the lute-case around in a circle to get it atop the metal surface. Then he swung a leg up, and found himself being lifted completely free of the steps, dangling half-on and half-off of the lip as it ground its way toward the far side of the well.
 
   If he slipped now, he’d fall straight to the bottom — at least three stories below.
 
   A tug at his belt helped him swing the other foot up: Noxie.
 
   “Jake!” she cried in a voice of anguish. “Jake, hurry!”
 
   Lying flat atop the moving plate, Weston could see no hope for Jake getting up in time. Half the throat of the well had been closed off, now. The nearest uncovered stairs were a good ten feet down from the top — and Jake had not even dropped his aunt yet.
 
   Then one of those strange melodies burst from the man’s throat, and he hopped lightly up onto the handrail —
 
   Sang again —
 
   Flew up and across the open space to the opposite handrail —
 
   Sang again, and alit with a clang upon the lid beside Weston.
 
   Weston fairly liquesced with relief.
 
   But from below, Dahnur shouted, “The mandolin! It can’t be trapped down here!”
 
   “Go,” Jake said to Noxie, who did not hesitate.
 
   Down through the rapidly narrowing hole she flew. From below, out of sight, Weston heard her voice:
 
   “Throw it!”
 
   * * *
 
   Celas collapsed weakly to the floor. Distant confusion and clamors reached her ears from beyond the wrecked cell door. But she found she could not focus on them. Instead, she was looking at her hands.
 
   Bare and white.
 
   She lay on her side, breathing shallowly, beyond pain.
 
   Bare and white, no sign of blood running down them. She had licked clean the fingers with which she’d killed her ambusher.
 
   If I can keep them here, she thought, in front of my face, there will be no way for the blood to drip down them. They might end up in a pool of it, but this is not the scene from my dream.
 
   She listened hard for a ticking noise, as of a clock or a latch or anything else that might recall the sound from her premonition back in Gleit. The image came back to her — a woman’s hand, supine upon a dark background. A runnel of blood crawling along it, crossing the palm, making its slow, liquid way to the fingertip to drip ... drip ... drip ...
 
   No, even as her vision darkened, she could not superimpose that scene upon this one. A single hand, dripping blood, not two clean ones. This was not the scene from her dream. This was not the end.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie had to squeeze through the opening as she returned with the mandolin; there was no room to fly.
 
   And it took her boot. In another second, her foot would have been crushed.
 
   She looked from Jake to Weston barely believing that she’d made it. If it hadn’t been for the sobering form of Jake’s aunt in his arms, she would have laughed wildly just at being alive. Jake shook his head and let out a breath he’d obviously been holding.
 
   “Let’s not do that again,” he said.
 
   She nodded, nothing witty coming to mind for a response.
 
   “Where’s the way out?” she wondered. Their only light came from a fire-figment she’d summoned and set hovering at one shoulder. She turned her wrist and wiggled her fingers to send it around the outskirts of the room. 
 
   Halfway around, it lit up a shadowy archway, and without even a need to consult, the three of them headed for it.
 
   Another set of stairs rose up within the archway — these ones broad enough for Jake and Weston to go abreast. Not knowing when someone might come upon them, Noxie spun up a disguise, casting Jake as the bald man who’d drowned at the river, Weston as his female counterpart in matching red robes, and Avelia as the white-cloaked fiend-woman who’d clearly been in command.
 
   No sooner had she managed this than the hurricane doors at the top of the stair flipped up and open, revealing a handful of grim figures in scarlet robes just like the ones she’d put on Jake and Weston.
 
   “Quick!” Jake said without hesitation, “We’ve come through a magic portal from Thollol — if you don’t hurry, our enemies will escape back out it!”
 
   “Thollol!” 
 
   “Your Abscissa,” said one of the robed men, “are her wounds serious enough to require a Taking?”
 
   “Just don’t let those curs below escape!” Jake blazed, and moved to shoulder up and past the men.
 
   Somehow, the order worked — the group of figures clattered down the steps as one. Noxie managed to keep herself cloaked by the flowing folds of Weston’s robe while the men rushed past them.
 
   A dozen steps up, and they would be out. Noxie could see the glimmer of starshine through the open doors above, could smell the heavy waft of a city’s night air.
 
   Up they went, ready at any second for a shout from behind.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Seventeen: Remedies
 
    
 
   By the third street over, Jake knew their location without a doubt: the city of Delvos, capital of the entire empire. The mirror had borne them halfway across the continent — five hundred leagues from Thollol, two hundred and more past the borders of Warkslinshire.
 
   Even by night, it took only one good, clear view, unblocked by the buildings they’d been passing through, to show the size and sweep of the place — to reveal the soaring frames of the aqueducts that strode for miles from rampart to rampart and beyond.
 
   “Where have we come out?” asked Noxie, her voice quiet.
 
   “The Capital,” Jake replied, turning about and pointing back the way they’d come.
 
   Their exit from the cellar doors had taken them down an alley between monolithic storehouses. From there, they had merged in with foot traffic along a modestly busy night street, keeping their heads down and moving as quickly as they could, disguised by Noxie’s illusions as a trio of wayfarers supporting a drunken companion. After two more turns, they’d come to a broader avenue, and from here, at last, one could look back with a somewhat unobstructed view.
 
   Rising over the cluster of buildings behind them was a wall — a wall some eighty or hundred feet high.
 
   And rising above that were the towers and spires of the Imperial Citadel.
 
   Weston and Noxie had no immediate response. Jake gave them a moment to absorb the sight, knowing that even Thollol had not prepared them for this. Although nothing could match the grandeur of that dead city of wizards, nothing could match the ambition of Delvos, either.
 
   “Who builds something like that?” Weston asked, staring. “It’s — the castle alone would hold all of Thollol. Does the Emperor barracks all his legions in there with him?”
 
   “No,” Jake said. “Only five of them. Here, though — it looks like the cabs run along this street, and we need to hail one.”
 
   Weston was slow to turn streetward again, and with Avelia slung between them, Jake did not try to force the issue. But Noxie looked in time to see the open-air carriage approaching, and manipulated her figments to make it appear that both Weston and Jake were facing traffic and raising their arms to flag the cab down.
 
   By the time the driver reined his horse to a stop, all of them waited at the curb — though Weston kept glancing back toward the castle.
 
   “Need me to get you someplace where you can sleep it off?” asked the driver, as Jake carefully lifted Avelia up into the carriage after himself.
 
   “No,” Jake said, easing his aunt to the cushioned bench of the back seat. “She took a bad spill on some stairs outside the pub, and I want to get her to a healer. Do you know Tarn Street?”
 
   The man grunted. “Aye, but it’s twice as far as Nurse’s Way, where there’s a whole row of —”
 
   “We’re good for the fare to Tarn Street,” he interrupted, “and she’s very particular about who she lets touch her.”
 
   This brought a shrug from the driver. He looked back, saw that Weston and Noxie had boarded and taken seats, and said, “Off we go to Tarn Street, then.”
 
   * * *
 
   Celas rose up into murky light. From somewhere distant or nearby, a screaming sound put her at ease, like soft music coaxed from an instrument. She did not have enough awareness or focus yet to place herself in a dream or in the world of the real — did not know whether a feeling of cold stone or the smell of warm blood was telling her that Cimone had ordained a Taking in this room. But as she blurred in and out of consciousness, the charnel familiarity of sacrifice filled her mind, and she had a sense of being home.
 
   Words began to filter into her understanding, low words rhythmically repeated in a number of voices, with a single, stronger elocutor weaving the ritual intonations that Celas herself had spoken on so many occasions.
 
   She became aware of her arm, folded to cushion her head. She became aware, for certain, of hewn rock under her side, on which she rested. She became aware, abstractly, of the metal spike driven through her breath, constraining her from drawing in the rich, sanguinary air of the room.
 
   A red-streaked hip passed across her frame of vision — blood on supple bare flesh. She could not turn her head to follow, but the moment of visual recognition gave her a hazy desire to control her sight, and she made her eyes focus on what lay a yard or two in front of them. The screaming sound came again, in synchrony with the movements of the thing she now observed.
 
   Yes, she thought, you are undone. Have they plucked forth half your entrails yet, set them in a pail by your side, one end still looping up into your belly where that carefully spread incision has brought air where no air has a right to be? Have they peeled you up from the feet, rolling the flesh loose from the bones, all the way past the ankles? What have they done to make you know so plainly that you cannot survive, while leaving you awake and aware? 
 
   A comfort came over her as she thought these things, watched the man on the altar before her throw open his mouth and wail. It was not comfort at knowing she would survive, although her lack of chains suggested that the mystical output of this ceremony would be used to heal her. Nor was it comfort at having reached the hands of friends — for she did not believe in friendship, fellowship, or communion.
 
   The comfort that she felt was a comfort that this wretched creature before her was meeting its deserved end. Who he was, she did not know. What he had done to offend her cult — or whether he’d simply had the misfortune to be randomly snatched — she did not know. But she knew that she loathed him, as she loathed every being lesser than herself. She knew that someone, somewhere, would undoubtedly cry for having lost him. Some loathsome beast, beloved of this man, might even now be weeping out a hysterical grief, certain that no pain could be worse than the heartsting of his disappearance. How wrong that woeful mourner was!
 
   What a wonder it would be to succeed in her quest, and know that every such grief-stricken piece of livestock could be taught the error of its presumptions.
 
   Something wet and viscous sprinkled down across her flesh. A metal horn slid through her lips, half blocking her view of the beautiful agony on the altar. Words were spoken that made her tremble, and her mouth flooded with coppery warmth.
 
   Celas closed her eyes and felt the steel blade scrape loose from between her ribs.
 
   All could still be well in this miserable world. All could still be well.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie sat beside Weston on the first of the cab’s two passenger seats, an aft-facing bench broad enough for three or more. This put her facing the second seat, with a view of where the carriage had been rather than where it was headed.
 
   But the view did not matter, as her eyes moved only from Jake to his aunt, who lay on one side with her head resting in his lap. There was no seeing the reality of either of them; she still maintained their disguises with her figmenting gestures. But still — there they were.
 
   Only just now, with the carriage-wheel spokes whirring to either side and her ears full of the clopping hooves of the horse, did Noxie feel her breath coming easy. The escape from Avelia’s cell had set her heart pounding like a bird’s. That they’d come through with anyone — much less with Jake’s aunt alive — left her in disbelief.
 
   But already, as she calmed back down, she could feel herself remembering what hadn’t happened — who had not been waiting there in that cell to be rescued.
 
   A hacking cough from Avelia made Jake look down in concern, and at once Noxie felt guilty. There was no guarantee Avelia would live, even now. How petty was it for her to envy Jake, when this tremendous woman’s life hung dangling over the gulf?
 
   Avelia gave another cough — and then her head rolled just slightly back, the cheek coming free from Jake’s pant-leg by a hair.
 
   “Haven’t introduced me, Jake,” she breathed. “Surprised. Usually such good manners.”
 
   Jake’s own breath seemed to catch, and his words came out in a tone that belied their lightness: “I’m sorry — I can’t imagine what got into me. Avelia, this is Noxie. Noxie, this is my aunt, Avelia Larkly Warbler.”
 
   Before Noxie could say anything, Avelia made her barely audible laughing sound again.
 
   “Oh, Jake, Jake. I know Noxie. Never met her. But I know her. Imagine she knows me, too.”
 
   Noxie felt tears running down her cheeks at this, as a hundred of Grandpapa’s stories filled her head.
 
   “S’this young fellow I don’t know,” Avelia went on. She coughed again and drew in a difficult-sounding breath.
 
   “Weston Hart, ma’am,” Weston said without hesitation. He rose from his seat just enough to execute a small but eloquent bow, then sat again. “You’ll have to forgive your nephew for not recalling me. I’ve only been his constant companion through life-and-death ordeals for two weeks or so.”
 
   Avelia laughed, then descended into another fit of coughing that trailed off into a sigh.
 
   Jake touched her forehead, his whole frame looking tense with concern. Calmly, though, he said, “Weston is another reason I needed you to pull through, Vee. You have to hear the story of how we met him — it was Key Day in Gleit, and Weston here was ten-thousandth through the gates for the year.”
 
   “Key Day!” Avelia said, her voice carrying a hint of energy for the first time. “Did you win it?”
 
   “We’ll tell the whole tale when you’re better,” Jake said immediately, before Weston had a chance.
 
   “Psh,” Avelia complained. Then she turned her eyes Noxie’s way. “Had another reason I was supposed to hang on. Sorry I didn’t recall it earlier.”
 
   Noxie opened her mouth to ask what Avelia meant, but found no words.
 
   “Old, you know — Fingold,” the woman went on. “Up to withstanding the pain. He could always take that. But the sickness. Infections. The vermin. Got him — just too old. Older than me. Made me promise, though, to hold on. Let you know, if you came.”
 
   “Know what?” Noxie asked, her fingers across her mouth.
 
   “He was thinking of you. Of course. Was sorry. Should have made more time. Shouldn’t have heeded the tug of the road so often.”
 
   She felt her shoulders quaking, and worked hard to keep her sobs down to sniffles. “Did he talk about me much? While the two of your were ...?”
 
   Another sigh. “Oh, lovely dear. He couldn’t mention you in that place. They’d’ve been out in a moment. Looking for something to hold over him. Couldn’t talk about you — I couldn’t talk about Jake or the other Warblers. But it was all in his eyes. At the end. Just before they went dark. You know those eyes — he could ask whatever he wanted with them. A word or two for a hint. Then that look. And you had to say. ‘All right. I’ll do it.’”
 
   Noxie covered her face and did sob, then.
 
   “So,” Avelia’s voice went on, though it weakened with each syllable. “No choice. Have to get better. Give you Fingold’s. 
 
   “Embrace.”
 
   * * *
 
   Celas returned to herself in a small room, feeling the comforting dimple of a mattress beneath her now instead of cold stone. She remembered the ceremony, vaguely — remembered drifting off to the sensation of her flesh knitting itself back together. As she rolled from her side to her back, she could tell that the wound in her chest had disappeared.
 
   To one side of the room, a woman stood, her back to Celas as she lit several candles upon a small table. She wore a simple, gauzy white robe, and even if it had not clung stickily to her in places, it was sheer enough to show the patterns of blood upon the white flesh underneath it. The woman’s hair swung silkily to the middle of her back, golden and impossibly fine, except where a few locks had been matted together by more blood.
 
   “You performed the ritual,” Celas said to the woman, to let her know that she’d woken. “I express my debt to you, and to your Ordinate for shaping the power you drew out of Cimone’s Taking to heal me.”
 
   The woman said nothing for a moment, continuing to light her candles. Celas waited for an acknowledgment of the debt — something any Abscissa must do, to seal the blood lien.
 
   But instead, the woman said, “There was no Ordinate in the sacrifice room. Your debt is owed only to me.”
 
   Celas had been about to sit up — but these words made her uncertain, and she lay still instead. The power to mend a wound such as hers — surely mortal without sorcerous intervention — such a task lay well beyond the reach of a mere Abscissa. But if this person was more than an Abscissa, then she was more than Celas knew protocols for. She could not be an Ordinate herself; those blessed servants of the goddess gained their powers from a gluttony of sacrifice upon sacrifice. Uniformly, they were heavy, ponderous creatures, not things of long-limbed elegance such as the woman who stood before her.
 
   “I ... apologize,” Celas said, feeling, in truth, a tightness of fear within her chest. To mis-speak to an Ordinate unfailingly brought swift retribution. What would come of a wrong word here? “I do not know the proper means of addressing the next step up from an Ordinate. Please mete out my punishment as is deserved.”
 
   “Even if you were certain of your words, I am not an Applicate,” said the woman, pinching off the taper with which she had been lighting the candles. “I am also not a Significand, the level above that, of which I doubt you have heard.”
 
   Celas remained utterly silent. She recalled the bloody, torn face of her own Ordinate, after he had returned once from a meeting with his superior. It had taken months to heal, and he had slain another Abscissa who had offered to minister to the wounds. That had given Celas room to advance — and when he made her his Abscissa, he had done so with a word of warning: “No Ordinate or Ordinate’s servant may undo the work of an Applicate. Remember that.” And now she was in the presence of one at least two steps above Applicate. She had always known the importance of her mission — but she had never expected it to carry her into such circles.
 
   “So you wonder where in the chain I stand,” said the woman, leaning forward to hold her palms above the burning wicks. “And I will tell you. I am the only person above Applicate whose title you know.”
 
   Celas gasped, and could not have kept herself from gasping even if she’d been certain that the sound would mean her death.
 
   “Yes,” said the woman. Her hands cupped and uncupped over the candle flames. Celas began to recognize a smell, mixed in with the waxy odor of combustion: burning blood. This woman — the Identity — was burning the blood from her hands to cleanse them. “You may speak freely to me now, knowing whom you address — since any word you choose to utter would merit your death, without my dispensation.”
 
   Celas knew that to be true — and also knew that hesitation would be viewed as an equally great offense. She spoke quickly, understanding that her fate was beyond her own hands at this point.
 
   “You are the expression of Cimone’s truth,” she said. “So you know that I have failed. Whatever use I may still be to the goddess, I pray that you will discern it and allow me to serve. I have come from Thollol on the heels of —”
 
   A hand rose up to stop her.
 
   “Do not speak of your failure, or your prayers. Failure is mine to discern, and it is unseemly that you should beseech me for anything. I do not give. Ever. You, Celas, must take your place, by proving your worth in Cimone’s plans. If you had failed, you would already have met the fate of the Ordinate, Abscissa and Points who had the responsibility of guarding the last Red Scarfer.”
 
   Celas digested this with a mixture of recognition and horror. It told her she had been right about Jake Warbler seeking a Red Scarfer, had been right about the fact that her organization was holding this person. But she could feel no pride in the correctness of her conjectures — because the Identity’s words also confirmed what she had somehow already sensed: Jake Warbler and his companions had escaped from the prison, despite her triggering of the alarm. 
 
   And the fact that the Identity stood here, talking to her, made it clear that the Night Child had escaped along with them.
 
   “Is my companion alive, still?” she asked. “The weedy rat with the crossbow bolt lodged in his chest?”
 
   “Yes,” said the Identity. “I made him stable as soon as I finished with you. I smelled a Taking in the blood that leaked from his wounds, so I knew him to be in league with you. What is his importance?”
 
   “He is bloodlinked to those who stole the idol.”
 
   “Your work?”
 
   “Mine,” Celas acknowledged.
 
   “Has he made a surrender of will to you?”
 
   “A partial one — under some duress.”
 
   The woman turned around. The poise of her perfect form and the splendor of her blood-streaked hair had failed to prepare Celas for her face, which was beauty in the absolute. Not only had Celas never seen a woman so beautiful — she had not even imagined that one could be so beautiful.
 
   To see a smile on those lips, even as faint a one as Celas now beheld, was a boon beyond any price.
 
   “If he gave himself over to your service, in any way,” said the glorious woman, “then he is ours. And since his surrender was to you, you now have another role to play.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston waited uncomfortably in the small sitting room, with Noxie as his only companion. He felt pulled in a thousand directions by the events of the last few hours — first throwing in with Dahnur, then finding out that joining Dahnur might mean betraying Jake and Noxie. Then — passing through that horror chamber! And worse, the trap at the top ...
 
   Now he sat with time to think, yet a sense of impatience that said he had no time at all. He was free of Dahnur, and had come free with everything he wanted in his hands — but instead of liberation, he felt a soul-weight of guilt. No one had even suggested, in that dark basement, that they try to find a way to free Captain Boldmansson and his few remaining crewmen. And of course the three of them would have been caught and probably killed if they had spared a moment to do so.
 
   So why do I feel to blame for Cloothe and the others getting stuck?
 
   It did him little better to turn his attention to either the present or the future. Noxie sat as in a daze, her little form slouched in an overstuffed chair meant for someone twice her size. Weston knew enough about the situation to understand that she and Jake had hoped to rescue two people at the end of their quest, not just one. Meanwhile, Jake had disappeared into the back room with the healer ten minutes ago, and showed no signs of returning. Of course Weston had to hope that Jake’s aunt could be treated — and yet he had a rather solid suspicion that any treatment and recovery would be protracted in the extreme. Would Jake have to stay and tend her? Would Noxie stay with him?
 
   Having begun his journey alone, and having expected to finish it alone, Weston found such prospects nonetheless disquieting.
 
   He tried to think of something to say to Noxie, who clearly needed comfort. But just as clearly, Jake was the person to do that. And what advice could Weston give her?  He had dealt with his own set of losses, of course — by turning inward, by turning to the great words and works of the stage and the world of literature. But he suspected it would do little good for him to pull out one of his lofty tomes and suggest she find comfort in the turning of pages.
 
   “‘And though I’d heard the low voices of the gods themselves,’” he quoted, shaking his head, “‘yet moments later, I wept at mortal words in ink.’”
 
   Noxie blinked and showed a consternation at having her thoughts interrupted. “What?”
 
   “Sorry,” he said. “It’s a line about the curse of our mortal existence, from The Maid’s Play. Here is Coeldoetta’s maid, just having listened to the transport of her mistress out of the mortal vale and into the realm divine. Only the thickness of a door separated her from actual sight of the gods. So of course, you’d expect her to be ecstatic, having just had proof of eternity. But she goes through into Coeldoetta’s study, alongside her fellow servants, and they find the manuscript of The Last Tragedy, which scars their minds with angst forever. ‘I’d heard the low voices of the gods themselves — yet moments later, I wept at mortal words in ink.’ For every truth we think we learn, some worldly woe stands by to pull us back into swirling misery and confusion.”
 
   Noxie plucked at the cushioned arms of her chair with an irritated look on her face. “Are you trying to cheer me up?” she asked. “Because if you are, you’re doing a terrible job of it.”
 
   “Oh, no,” he said, sitting up and spreading his hands to make clear she’d gotten the wrong idea. “No, I was just bemoaning my own ineffectuality. The way to Coeldoetta’s home is graven right there on the maps of our lute and mandolin, but instead of capering my way through a jig, I’m sitting here like a lump, moping over my own helplessness even when it’s plain I’ve far less to mope about than you or Jake.”
 
   She glanced around the tiny sitting room, lit against the night by its one candle. Then she sighed. “Well, at least you can see one thing that’s plain, even in a dark spot like this.”
 
   “Yes — and yet it does neither me nor you any good, does it?”
 
   Noxie looked up at him, her eyes showing none of the vibrance or caprice he’d grown used to seeing in them. But her brow furrowed as she contemplated him, and he wondered if perhaps he’d succeeded in distracting her from grief by rousing her great capacity for irritation.
 
   When she didn’t say anything, he decided to make an apology. “Doubtless, at some point I’ll learn to keep my mouth shut. I honestly did not mean to —”
 
   The little woman shook her head and waved one hand dismissively. Her eyes wandered about the room a bit more, and then she looked back to him.
 
   “You know, Weston,” she said, “when I first met you, I would have sworn you were just plain incapable of thinking about anyone but yourself. But I guess I was wrong, since you’ve at least shown that you can think of Jake and me while thinking of your own troubles.”
 
   Weston crossed his arms. “I really don’t know whether to feel insulted by that or not.”
 
   “Not,” she said, with a faint, wounded smile. “It means you’re growing at least mildly likeable.”
 
   That hint of a smile had a surprising impact on him, and he found, too, that her words raised his spirits far more than he would have expected. But before he could decide how to be both clever and appreciative in a single rejoinder, footsteps from beyond the room’s inner door announced Jake’s return.
 
   “He’s got her still and resting,” Jake said as he opened the door. “But it looks like we’ll have to wait for a diagnosis.”
 
   “Is he ... hopeful, at least?” asked Noxie. “How long does he expect the diagnosis to take?”
 
   Jake dropped onto the couch beside Weston, and wearily pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes. “No less than an hour. Possibly as much as two.”
 
   Weston’s moment of warm camaraderie with Noxie spun away into anxiety.
 
   “An hour? Two? But we have no idea who might be pursuing us, or how. Can we really just wait around here? Not that I don’t trust this healer friend of yours, Jake, but —”
 
   “Weston!” Noxie chided him. “Shh!”
 
   “No, no,” said Jake. “It’s a reasonable objection. I just haven’t much choice about the situation. Quellescor says she may be tainted with things beyond his ability to mend, and if that’s so, the most he’ll be able to do is bring her around for a last chance for me to say goodbye.”
 
   Again, Weston found himself rocked from one extreme of emotion to another. How could they wait? And yet, how could he deny Jake a final moment with his aunt?
 
   “But you’re right,” the other man went on, before Weston could calm the jumble of his own thoughts. “It’s silly and maybe even unsafe for us all to wait here.”
 
   “Well, I’m not leaving,” Noxie said defiantly.
 
   “And I’ve no idea where I would go if I did,” Weston said. “I mean, Delvos — the imperial capital — where to even begin?”
 
   Jake sat forward on the cushions and looked at him.
 
   “Actually, I had an idea about that.”
 
   * * *
 
   Once Weston left, Noxie shifted to one side of her chair and tucked her chin into the fold of her elbow. The tilt of her head put Jake at a slant, but she gained no particular insight from the change in perspective.
 
   When he noticed her looking at him, he raised a curious eyebrow and asked, “Something particular on your mind?”
 
   “Just what a strange man you are,” she said, truthfully. “There’s a ghastly cult chasing after us, your aunt may be dying in the other room, but you can still give Weston perfect directions to the nearest library.”
 
   “Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head. “I have no idea where the nearest library is. I gave him directions to the Imperial Library. That’s a whole different thing.”
 
   She shrugged, rubbing her ear with her shoulder as she did so. “I guess I’ll take your word for that. Obviously, Weston was inclined to agree, from the way his face lit up and the speed he shot out of here with.”
 
   Jake leaned back until his head touched the wall behind the couch on which he sat. His eyes flickered shut briefly, then opened again to look at the ceiling. “Well, I just hope he’s not too disappointed if they turn him away. This time of night, only a large freight of coins will get you inside the place.”
 
   “Knowing Weston, he’ll be swooning just to stand on the other side of the wall from so many books,” she said, trying to put humor into her words even if she didn’t feel it. How fair would it be for her to share out her gloom with him? “Look, you’ve got that whole couch, and an hour or more to wait. Why don’t you lie down and get some rest?”
 
   “Because,” he said, “if I lie down, there won’t be room for you to come sit next to me.” His eyes were closed again, and with his head tilted back, Noxie couldn’t interpret the expression on his face.
 
   She stood up, suddenly aware of how quiet this little house was, on its little plot of land deep inside the vast city. Whatever work the healer now undertook in his back room, he managed to do it soundlessly, or else its noise sank fully into the fine wood of the walls that intervened between him and the sitting room.
 
   Walking over to the couch, Noxie found neither a smile nor a frown on Jake’s face — just a look of neutral exhaustion.
 
   “You’ve gone too long without sleep, Jake,” she said. “Lie down, and don’t give me any story about there being no room for me. The only reason I’d need half a couch would be to make sure there was space between us. And that’s the last thing I need right now, and you ought to know it.”
 
   “I’m too tired at the moment to know much of anything,” he replied. But he did sit up, pry his boots off, and then lay himself down on the sofa, on his side.
 
   Noxie sat down next to his chest, letting her head fall back onto the curve of his upper arm.
 
   “Me too,” she said. “I think I’m as tired as I’ve ever been.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston sat scanning letters with blasphemous haste, agonizing that he could not savor each priceless word of ancient Juelnu, each pen-stroke of Coeldoetta’s fluid handwriting. It had been ten minutes’ work to find a cab, and ten more to ride to the library — followed by fifteen in negotiation with the night archivist. That left him scarcely an hour in the reading chamber until he would have to leave, if he meant to get back in the two-hour time frame Jake had given him.
 
   An hour — for a trove of writing on which he would gladly have spent a year!
 
   At first he had been plagued with uncertainty. Had Algur somehow managed to spirit the letters out, during his fateful visit here when he and Dahnur met? Why else would it take a seeming eternity for the clerk to chase down and retrieve the correspondence between Coeldoetta and Governor Etteune? Then Weston began to worry that perhaps he had misinterpreted or misheard Algur’s words during that cold sleigh-ride from Wellewestre to Snowelton. Maybe the governor that Algur had referred to wasn’t Etteune after all. Or perhaps the correspondence was incomplete, and did not include any of the exchanges with Coeldoetta. Algur’s story had only been about meeting Dahnur, after all, and his details had been minimal.
 
   But eventually, the clerk returned with a stack of century leaves, and when Weston turned the first of them, he found pressed beneath it a pristine sheet of parchment bearing Coeldoetta’s bold mark at the bottom.
 
   For the next half-hour, he fought bitterly against his natural inclination to read every line, every word. Instead, he searched only for certain key phrases — mentions of the cult of Cimone, or The Last Tragedy. Of course, since no one knew just what Coeldoetta had meant to title her final opus, the latter proved challenging to watch for.
 
   As it turned out, though, he found his reference to both on the same page.
 
   Responding to a letter in which Etteune described his campaign against the Cimonites, Coeldoetta wrote:
 
      It is fascinating that our lives converge in such ways, Alleille. As something other than chance would have it, my current work revolves entirely around the cult of C. I pick up my quill with a sense of sheer terror each day, uncertain what ghastliness is going to leap onto the page from it. The thread of the story winds around too many bobbins for me to describe its weave to you here. But I tell you, I command the words with just the same apprehension you described, when you wrote of sending your men off on missions that might be their death. I have a haunted conviction that when I am done, the audience shall either rush forth, fully equipped to eradicate this scourge from our world, or else slay themselves from pure despair.
 
   Several more letters passed. As the century leaves turned, the Governor’s prose grew steadily more weary, words and phrases stumbling under the burden of a fight he had not chosen, against enemies who knew no decency. His correspondent replied with eloquence enough for the both of them: fluid phrases of comfort, intricate and effortless constructions of sympathy. But on the subject of her work-in-progress, she maintained a maddening elusiveness. No mention seemed forthcoming from either of them about an idol or an incarnation of Cimone. 
 
   Then, as the bottom of the stack neared, Coeldoetta gave the last word on the subject.
 
      Ah, for the days when we had our youth and each other, Alleille — when the gold lances of sunlight pierced all clouds, just to put a glow upon the grass where we two walked. In those days, I would never have said, “Give up.” My mind could not encompass such a thing as surrender, unless it were a surrender to passion. My heart had no foresight of the day when it would beat no more. But now I tell you, my once love: Give up. 
 
      I have been writing in a fog thus far, the last act no clearer to me than a light seen through raw quartz. But now I know how it ends.
 
   I shall write through to the finish because I must, and I tell you, in writing it, I feel with all my spirit that I am writing the future into place. You may scatter them, but you cannot end them. That task will fall to someone centuries hence — and at a greater price than you in your grey years have the capacity to pay.
 
      Give up. Ride home to Jueln. Spare yourself the weight of another year’s fruitless conflict. When you see the play, you will weep at that which you were unable to prevent — but you will rejoice that we have lived when we have lived, loved as we have loved, and not had to bear what our inheritors shall bear.
 
   Weston paged further on. But all that remained in the stack of century leaves was documentation, authenticating the pedigree of the correspondence, telling of the hands through which the separate letters had passed before being reunited in the Imperial Collection.
 
   He got up from his table uncertain of how much time had passed. Were Jake and Noxie anxiously awaiting his return? Would he arrive too late, and find them gone — or worse, find that some appalling fate had caught up with them? Coeldoetta’s words had left him feeling colder than he had since stepping through the mirror from Thollol.
 
   Legends had told of the power of The Last Tragedy — how it had driven the author’s cook to suicide in pure heartache after reading its closing page. Weston had always discounted the tales, and thought he discounted them still. But for the first time, he doubted his doubts.
 
   And for the first time, he realized that even if the tales exaggerated the preternatural woefulness of Coeldoetta’s masterpiece, the play was going to be a fearful thing to read.
 
   She was writing about something real, he thought, as he pulled the cord that would summon his clerk. Something real — and horrible — and tied straight into things that are happening to me now.
 
   He left the library with too many ideas in his head, and hurried along the midnight streets in search of another cab.
 
   * * *
 
   Again, Celas found herself in the sacrifice chamber, where the knife had been drawn from her chest and its path of destruction had been healed. But this time, she could see the room in its entirety, and knew to a motion what the outcome would be.
 
   Yolo lay upon the central altar — the one she had occupied hours earlier. He gave no sign of movement except for his slow breathing, and his eyes remained shut as though in sleep. The feathered butt of the crossbow bolt still jutted from his chest, its location similar enough to her own injuries that she unconsciously ran her fingers along her ribs, just under the left breast. But the process he was about to undergo was not the one that had been used upon her. 
 
   Six other stone altars circled the focal one. Five men and one woman struggled upon them, bound by chains, pleading wordlessly with mouths that no longer held tongues. These six lives would end in torment tonight — not to heal Yolo, but to keep Celas herself from dying.
 
   “Move to the altar,” said the Identity, whose golden hair and unclothed form had been cleansed once more to absolute purity. Celas did as the woman said.
 
   “Significands — arrange your tools.”
 
   The Identity’s six helpers moved into place, one to an altar, and unrolled their kits of edged and barbed and curling steel implements. The struggles and yammerings of their respective victims increased, but the face of each Significand remained immobile. They had eyes only for their tools, and not even the hint of an anticipatory smile.
 
   When the last of them signaled readiness, the Identity moved across the chamber to Yolo’s side.
 
   Then the sun-haired, regal woman looked to Celas and beckoned her forward.
 
   “Up,” commanded the high priestess of Cimone. Celas did as told, lifting herself onto the stone altar beside Yolo.
 
   “Straddle him at the chest.”
 
   Without hesitation, Celas obeyed. Fleetingly, the touch of her bare thighs against his ribs sent an ironic delight through her. How close this position came to Yolo’s dearest wish from mere days ago — her naked form atop his, an intimate exchange about to begin. Quickly, she banished the gloating distraction.  If the Identity should see it for even a moment ...
 
   “Lean forward. Plant your hands to either side of his skull.”
 
   Following these commands brought Celas even closer to the man on the altar. Her breasts hung just over his face, and she could feel the warmth of his air upon her belly with each exhalation. But she kept her eyes upon her mistress, and her mind focused upon what was to come.
 
   The Identity raised a narrow, metal tube in one hand — its cylindrical bore angled to a razor-sharp mouth at one end. To the opposite side, the priestess attached a length of flexible piping.
 
   “The Heart-Tap will be the most painful thing you have ever experienced,” she told Celas. “But you must remain still and steady. Draw upon the strength you are given, as the Significands Take that which you need to survive. Scream if you need to, only do not flinch. You must keep yourself in the moment until your blood has flowed through — until you sense his veins pumped full of your soul. And when your heart’s ichor has reached his brain, and you can open his eyes and see yourself here, above him — then and only then may you let your body give in to its suffering and fall.”
 
   Celas nodded her understanding. Then the Identity licked her lips and spoke one word to the room.
 
   “Begin.”
 
   * * *
 
   When the healer returned from the other room, the footsteps brought Jake out of near sleep and into full waking. Noxie had drifted off some time before, curled against his chest. With care, he lifted himself slowly up and eased her sleeping form into a less cramped position upon the couch.
 
   Then Quellescor led him to the back room where Avelia lay ashen and still upon the examining table.
 
   “So,” Jake said. “The news?”
 
   Quellescor met his eyes firmly. The man had a soothing neatness to him, with primly cut white hair and a smooth face free of beard or moustache. In his pristine smock, he gave the impression of such personal purity that it seemed he should be able to simply radiate health onto his wards.
 
   So his words carried an extra weight when he said, “Less than good, I fear.”
 
   Jake swallowed and looked down at his aunt. The greyness of her skin and the irregular, shallow breaths that moved her chest had already suggested what Quellescor made clear with words.
 
   “The wounds are little enough matter,” the man went on. “Nothing vital damaged by them — meant to inflict maximum pain while allowing her ... tormentors to keep her alive with relatively little effort. But she has been afflicted with at least three poisons and two different sicknesses that must have been held at bay with strong antidotes or magic. Whoever did this to her fully intended that she should die very quickly if ever she left their care.” 
 
   Jake took a deep breath. “And will she? You’re a master at antidotes, and you cured me of the green ague, years back. Is there nothing you can do?”
 
   Quellescor shrugged. “If she had her strength of ten years past ... if it were any one of the toxins or diseases ... if she weren’t starved near to death — I’d try. But in the shape she’s in, she won’t last another hour. By the time I get my reagents going, she’ll already have left us.”
 
   “I see.” Jake took several paces, and then turned back to the white-haired healer. “Look, even if it’s futile, I’d still appreciate it if you could —”
 
   A raised hand stopped him. And something in Quellescor’s eyes kept him quiet as the man walked around the examining table, observing the still form in silence.
 
   “I have a Kindness Tree out back,” Quellescor said. “I don’t know if you know them — they’re very rare. I’ve raised this one from a seed I planted thirty years back. You can coax open the trunk, if you know the trick of it, and place a person inside. Live or die, the patient comes out in a year — sometimes two or even three. The tree always withers after that.”
 
   Even the faintest hope brought Jake fully alert. “Avelia would never ask it for herself,” he said. “But —”
 
   “And I would never volunteer it, just for her,” Quellescor interjected sternly.
 
   Jake held his tongue and waited.
 
   The healer continued circling the table, seeming almost agitated. “A Kindness Tree is one of the greatest responsibilities a healer can have. I’ve never heard of anyone living long enough to grow more than two, and at my age, this one is sure to be my only specimen. You don’t open the tree unless you have a patient whose life is worth the lives of many others. You don’t save someone with it, unless you’re sure that they will save many others in turn.”
 
   “You know Avelia,” Jake said.
 
   “I do. But I also know that her hopes are slim, even in the tree.”
 
   Jake felt a curious anger swelling in him. “Well, why would you tell me of it, if you hadn’t already decided to use it? Why would you taunt me with hope and then take it away?”
 
   “Because I want you to convince me, of course!” the man said, eyes wide and arms spread with an uncharacteristic recklessness. “Who could know this woman, and not want to save her? Prove to me that I’m not just foolishly throwing away the greatest tool of my career, Jake. Prove to me that this is a sane decision, so that I can do it without being wracked by guilt. I have no idea what I’m doing on this. Tell me that what I want is also what I ought.”
 
   Jake nodded slowly. He had to contemplate himself, given the context. Who else might Quellescor eventually save with that tree, if he denied its use now?
 
   But it took little time for Jake to reach his answer. “Quellescor, when I leave here, I and my companions will be embarking on a quest to stop the incarnation of Cimone, bodily, into our world.”
 
   All hint of personal emotion dropped from the healer’s face and frame at these words. He became in an instant a grave and focused professional.
 
   Jake went on. “If I fail, Avelia knows more than anyone else where this threat has come from and what it means.”
 
   “Done,” Quellescor said, with no trace of humor. “You can help me carry her to the tree. And let’s be quick about it, now that you’ve said that name.”
 
   * * *
 
   Celas sat up, rubbing at a phantom pain in the center of her chest. What she felt there surprised her — scrawny, flat pectorals and a scattering of coarse hairs. She looked about the room, now strewn with blood and flesh. Already, the Significands had begun a ritual cleansing process, using gilded tureens to collect stray gobbets of matter.
 
   She saw herself, too — supine on a carrying board between two acolytes.
 
   “As your true body heals,” said the Identity, “you will begin to experience a duality of sensation. Prepare yourself for it.”
 
   Turning, Celas gave a nod of obeisance to her mistress, who stood entirely clothed in blood. The only white on her now lay in the whites of her eyes, and when she spoke, her teeth.
 
   “If you listen,” said the scarlet specter of beauty, “you will hear him, inside that head with you. And when you begin to feel through not just his skin, but your own, smell through not just his nose, but yours as well, then you will hear in three ways: his ears, your ears, and brain-to-brain. Keep him walled off. Do not answer him. Mute his cries and insistences.”
 
   “Yes, lady,” Celas replied, casting about hesitantly within the strange head she now occupied. Was there a whimper coming from somewhere that was not her? Were there alien thoughts, trying to —
 
   She gasped.
 
   “Identity, mistress,” she said in a horrified rush, “I cannot feel the bloodlink to Yolo’s cousin! It is gone! How will I —”
 
   “Shh.” A sticky, sanguinary hand came up and laid its palm upon her forehead. The chillingly blue eyes closed for a moment, and then reopened. “He has lost much of his own blood, from the wound he received. And he has taken in a great deal of yours from the Heart-Tap. We shall feed him. His veins shall replenish themselves. When the blood that courses through his vessels is more native, less dilute, you will find that the link to his cousin remains — although it will never be as strong as it was when you forged it.”
 
   Celas forced herself to be calm, a difficult undertaking while sitting naked in a strange body with her quarry roaming free somewhere. But the Identity behaved with no urgency; she must have a plan, or perhaps even a foresight of what was to come.
 
   “Command me,” Celas said, bowing.
 
   “Come,” the woman said. “While I bathe, I will speak to you of the prophecy — portions you have not as yet heard. There is a chase in the offing, but it does not end here, in Delvos, so do not expect to rush out into the streets the moment you sense the bloodlink returning.”
 
   Trembling with anticipation all along Yolo Warbler’s spine, Celas followed the blood-swathed back of her mistress out of the sacrifice chamber.
 
   * * *
 
   In the dark sitting room of Quellescor the healer, Noxie sat up — groggily and unhappily sensing that something wasn’t quite right. Just when she realized Jake no longer lay on the couch with her, her eyes focused and she found him looking at her from the chair across the tea table.
 
   Simultaneously comforted and annoyed, she grumbled, “What are you doing way over there?”
 
   “Quellescor came for me, and I had to get up. When I got back, you looked so comfortable I didn’t want to disturb you.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Her mind seemed unwilling to catch up to things. She swung her legs off the couch and tried to think. A hollow place inside her interfered.
 
   Quellescor came ... I should ask what the news is. But her mouth didn’t want to open. Had there been a tone in Jake’s words? Despair? Loss? Hope? Which of those would be worst? An ugly part of Noxie said that good news would be a gap between them, and bad news a bond. 
 
   The notion made her feel sick and angry with herself.
 
   “Is he treating her?” she asked, at last, rubbing her eyes. “Has he said how she is?”
 
   “I think she’ll be well,” Jake replied, still looking at her. “Quellescor put her into a ‘Kindness Tree’ — it’s like a cocoon, or a womb, for the worst sorts of injuries.”
 
   A wave of relief passed through her, then a stronger wave of relief that she could feel happy at his happiness. Tears welled up in her eyes and she put her hands in her face, overcome with too many emotions.
 
   Jake came across to her at once. As soon as his hand touched her shoulder, she buried her face against his chest, shaking and crying and unable to speak.
 
   “Shh,” he said, putting a hand in her hair. “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay. You have his strength to help you, and mine too. All that I can give you.”
 
   For a long while he held her, soothed her, spoke to her — until she’d worked her way down from sobs to sniffles and felt the tense knots of her muscles letting go, felt her breath gliding in and out instead of wracking her.
 
   “He was all I ever had,” she said, in the darkness behind eyelids that remained closed, though no longer squeezed tight. “Even when he was out on his travels ...”
“And you still have him,” Jake replied. “He’s just taken a longer road this time. It doesn’t make him any less real in your heart. You still have him, and you have me. You’re not alone.”
 
   She pulled back and looked up at his eyes, warm in the candlelight, as reassuring as his hand on her back, as the tone in his voice.
 
   “Oh, Jake,” she said quietly.
 
   He smiled at her. “You know, I’ve had about a thousand thoughts, since Avelia went into the tree, and I came in here and sat down to look at you.”
 
   She sniffled and rubbed her nose. “Probably most of them about how awful I looked, with my mouth gaping open and a horrible raw snore coming out.”
 
   “Not one, I promise.”
 
   “Well, of course you’d say that, because you’re a gentleman.”
 
   He took her hand and squeezed it. “No. Apparently snore more through your nose. Your mouth mostly stayed shut.”
 
   She batted lightly at his chest with her free hand, but could think of no banter to return. Nor could she think of how to ask what those thousand thoughts might have been — but as she kept her eyes on his deep grey ones, she realized she didn’t need to. Everything was written right there for her to read.
 
   And she sat there, reading, needing, knowing, until the slam of the parlor door announced Weston Hart’s return.
 
   “I’ve good cause to be late!” the young scholar exclaimed preemptively, looking with enthusiasm from one to the other of them. Noxie kept her eyes on Jake, and he kept his on hers until she let her lids relax and close, breaking the shared gaze. Strangely, she felt no sense of frustration or even interruption. Jake’s hand still held hers, and he remained close at her side.
 
   Shaking herself, she looked over at Weston and told him, “Not to worry. I don’t think either of us was paying any mind to the time.”
 
   “Well then let’s go,” Weston said eagerly. “We haven’t a moment to lose — it’s in The Last Tragedy.”
 
   Already stepping toward the corner where their belongings had been stacked, the young man moved as if he had no concept that it was the middle of the night, that they were in a strange city with no bearing on where to go next, or that he might just have cleaved a tender moment right down its middle.
 
   “Hold up, Weston,” Jake said, laughing. “What’s in The Last Tragedy? Where is it that you would have us go?”
 
   “The answer, of course,” Weston said as he raised both an eyebrow and his backpack. “The means of ending that despicable cult forever. Coeldoetta was writing about the last days of the cultists when she disappeared, and she hinted in her letters that her play had more than a touch of foretelling in it. I’ve been thinking about it the whole cab-ride back here, and I’m convinced that when we find The Last Tragedy, it will tell us not only all I want to know of how to win Amblisse’s heart, but all you want to know of how to rid the world of that thing you’re carrying.”
 
   Noxie got up and smoothed her rumpled clothes, shaking her head. She felt suddenly very awake, as though her life had just that moment resumed all around her. “Weston, you’re making even less sense than usual. How do you know all this? Did you fall asleep in the cab and have some kind of dream?”
 
   “No,” he said, his expression becoming didactic. “As a matter of fact, I went to the Imperial Library and looked over the same letters Algur talked about, when he told us his story of meeting Dahnur. Look, are the two of you going to pick up your things so that we can go, or not? The map on the lute suggests we’ve a whole other continent to get to.”
 
   Jake shook his head lightly. “If so, then I don’t think we’ll get there tonight, my friend. And I don’t think we’ll get there on the coinpurse that Noxie and I have been spending out of since this trip got underway.”
 
   “He dreamed it,” Noxie said in response, just as dryly. “Dreamed it while the cab-driver took him in a circle, and probably gave the fellow a giant tip when he woke up. Weston, who at the Imperial Library would even have let you in at this hour of the night — much less put a ream of priceless letters in front of you?”
 
   Not only did these words fail to damp Weston’s spirits — they positively put a grin on his face. He reached into his pocket and drew a heavy ingot forth, laying it solidly upon the sitting table before the couch. 
 
   The candlelit room instantly brightened with a spray of color from the bar — a piece of iridescene bullion from the Red Scarfers’ stash.
 
   “Who would let me into the library?” Weston asked smartly. “Only the night archivist himself, sniffing a bounty for his acquisitions budget. One of these bought me a ten-year reservation on a private reading chamber, with full access to the collection. And this one, I should think, will fund almost any trip to almost any destination we might choose — right?”
 
   Noxie blinked at the scintillant ingot a moment longer, and then looked to Jake. “I think I’m mortified,” she said. “Is it really Weston, of the three of us, who had the foresight to grab up treasure on his way through the Scarfers’ hoard?”
 
   “Apparently so,” said Jake, moving obediently to gather his own belongings. “And since he’s paying, I suppose we’d best hop to doing what he says.”
 
   Weston making sense and in charge, she thought, as she went to fetch the mandolin case. And then, recognizing how pleased it made her to have her sense of humor back, she went on:
 
   I hope it’s not the end of the world.
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Chapter Eighteen: Let Loose
 
    
 
   In the body of Yolo Warbler, Celas moved down the hallway feeling little enthusiasm for the role she was about to play. Ahead of her, a jailer hauled on the chains that bound her wrists, and repeatedly barked at her to “get moving” and “quit the foot dragging.” Such pedestrian abuse struck her as implausible — knowing as she did how the Cimonites really treated prisoners. Still, it was necessary, and she had to focus herself to stumble believably and act pained at the appropriate moments. Here, at least, Yolo’s gangly limbs made her task easier.
 
   She had been brought to this abattoir for the express purpose of freeing the other prisoners here. Four of them had been trapped, just after she’d come through the mirror from Thollol. Not Jake Warbler, the sprite woman, or the Key Bearer — all of those had gotten out before the trap had sprung. These were four others, less resourceful, who had been shut in. Their connection to Jake was unclear, but the Identity felt certain that it was a connection with value.
 
   “Three know little or nothing,” the high priestess had told her while laying out the plan. “Our preliminary interrogations have shown that. They have a vague ambition of working to defeat our goals, and they know of a map — a map no longer in their possession, and whose details none of them can recall clearly — not even with ‘assistance.’ But the fourth is holding out in a way that shows him to have copious knowledge. He is a leader, and willful to a degree that suggests it could take weeks or more to break him. My inquisitors tell me that he gets sparks in his eyes when they turn the screws and ask about the map. He has not merely seen it — he knows it, and well.”
 
   Celas had kept her mouth shut through these explanations. Her mind summoned questions and doubts — Why not simply rely on the bloodlink to lead them to Jake Warbler and the idol? What use was a man who might have seen a map, when they had magic to track those in possession of the map? But even the presence of these thoughts was heretical, and she half-wondered if Yolo’s brain, not her own, held responsibility for them. His moaning trickled out of dark shadows in her skull every so often — though always in an incoherent and suppressible form.
 
   As if sensing her uncertainty, the Identity had explained: “The wounds to that body, and the dilution of its blood with your own, make it unlikely that the bloodlink will function beyond eight or ten miles, even when it has returned to its greatest strength. Magic alone will not get you to the end game in this contest. The prophecy speaks of victory through infiltration, and that is the route you must take now.”
 
   That presumption formed the core of Celas’ next role. The leader of these men — a ‘Dahnur Boldmansson’ — must be given freedom, given a chance to catch up to Jake and the others. And Celas must convince him to take ‘Yolo Warbler’ along.
 
   Ahead came the door to her stage. The jailer called out to another acolyte within. As they waited, heard sounds of pain dying away inside, heard footsteps coming toward the door, Celas worked to center her mind. She had two reservoirs in which it could rest. Here, in Yolo’s body, it saw and felt intimately every sensation that occurred to him. Her thoughts commanded his motions, and his discomforts might as well have been inflicted directly upon her own form — the cold, hard slap of the stone floor under the soles of his feet, the chafing bite of the manacles upon his wrists and ankles. 
 
   But her own brain still functioned, in her own skull, resting in her own body back at the sanctum. If she thought too much of it, she felt her supine legs twitching in response to the commands she sent to Yolo’s. If she let herself be distracted, the soft mattress underneath her could be felt as clearly as the dank air of the dungeon upon Yolo’s skin.
 
   The trick, in the scene to come, would be to keep her mind from retreating homeward to its native brain. When the door opened, she would be delivered into the hands of an inquisitor — and while Celas herself could bear any amount of pain he might inflict, Yolo could not. His experience of the torment would bleed right through to her, and the natural response of any creature, even Celas, would be to flee such agony. Doing so would not sever her bond with Yolo, but it would impair her ability to react with his body — something she absolutely could not afford to have happen, if the plan were to succeed.
 
   The acolyte within the torture chamber spoke a safe word to the jailer leading Celas. Satisfied that all was secure within the room, the jailer drew out his keys and unlocked the chamber door.
 
   Celas put her most terrified expression onto Yolo’s face, and forced them to drag ‘him’ bodily inside.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston paced out an impatient circle around their stack of luggage — one backpack apiece, the lute, and the mandolin. For safety’s sake, all of this had been hidden beneath one of Noxie’s phantasms, as had Noxie herself, sitting atop the pile. Passersby would see Weston circling a heap of shipping crates — or rather, they would see someone circling the heap. Weston had no idea what embarrassing mask Noxie might have thrown across his features with her magic.
 
   “How long does it take to find a ship, anyway?” he muttered. “I’ve seen three of the things fall away since we got here, and it looks like half the berths or more are full along that bridge.”
 
   Whether Noxie looked in the direction he pointed or not, Weston could not tell. The illusory crates hid her completely. And he wasn’t sure how well she could see out of her own figments anyway. Which, as he reflected on it, might be a good thing.  At least if I couldn’t see all of this activity, he thought, I wouldn’t chafe so badly at having to stand around doing nothing.
 
   Yet even thinking this thought made him look about himself again and take in the immensity of the Well of Delvos.
 
   About the rim, where they had staked out their stretch of walkway, traffic flowed at a steady but modest pace — customers of shops and shipping venues that lined the Well’s circumference. But on the vast bridge that spanned the Well itself, the press of travelers and freight carts could scarcely be believed. Three hundred yards from end to end, and fifty yards across, it still managed to appear entirely blanketed with people, goods, and gear. The sound of all this activity rumbled noisily in Weston’s ears, even at such a distance — and the Well threw echoes of the chaos back on top of itself.
 
   Jake had gone hunting for transport half an hour or more ago. But he’d gone to the offices and pubs along the rim, not into that maelstrom of folk upon the bridge, so it couldn’t be the crowds that he was fighting.
 
   “Where is he?” Weston asked irritably. “I’m ready to get this done with and be underway.”
 
   This time, Noxie answered from within the illusion of crates. “Weston, you needn’t be so anxious. Look, all of these people are traveling by the same means we’re going to, and you don’t see any of them about to jump out of his skin, do you?”
 
   He scowled at her — ineffectively, since he could not see exactly where she sat. “Anxious? About to jump out of my skin? I don’t know what you’re talking about. In case you’ve forgotten, we’re on the run from some rather bad people. So don’t imply that I’ve gone all wobbly-kneed from standing at the edge of this pit — I think I’ve some very legitimate reasons for urgency.”
 
   “Yes,” came the voice from the crates, “but you’re also about two shades paler than you were before we arrived and you went to look over the rail. And that’s been more than a few minutes.”
 
   Weston simply continued his pacing in silence. Noxie could think what she liked. Yes, he’d been struck with what he would call a healthy portion of respect when he’d first looked down the mouth of the Well. But who would not be? A cylindrical bore, the better part of a thousand feet across, falling open through the entire body of the continent? The word “daunting” might as well have been invented for the thing.
 
   A distant, groaning clank and a scraping sound echoed one after the other from across the open air of the Well. Weston turned to see another elongated ship fall loose from the bridge and disappear down the pit. This one had the look of a military vessel, with a metal-clad body and the blazon of the Delvonian Empire across its tailfins.
 
   “Is it possible there’s simply no one willing to take us to Urka Aspenus?” he wondered aloud. “I know Jake said that it’s got a dangerous reputation, but doesn’t anyone go there?”
 
   A voice brought Weston spinning back around.
 
   “Some of us do,” it said. “When the money’s right.”
 
   Approaching with Jake close behind, the voice’s owner proved to be a short, lean-limbed man with jagged black hair and a two-part moustache enclosing his mouth like a set of parentheses.
 
   “Dalfineo Borosque, at your service,” the man said. “Is all this really yours, then? I thought you said you were traveling light.”
 
   Immediately, a pair of illusory porters came up from the Wellward side of the stack of crates and began carrying them away. From Weston’s angle, it was clear they’d appeared out of thin air — but other nearby pedestrians seemed to notice nothing untoward. In short order, the phantasmal laborers had cleared off the boxes, revealing Noxie and the luggage.
 
   “That’s a good trick,” said Borosque, blinking. “I hope you’ll understand when I check your coins very carefully.”
 
   This struck Weston as overly brazen, and he could not help saying, “Do we get to check your ship carefully as well?”
 
   “It’s called a descender,” the man said with a smirk. “Ships move hither and yon. What I drive goes in one direction only. As for checking it, I’d think you idiots if you didn’t — and I wouldn’t carry idiots to the Wild Continent.”
 
   Noxie gave a nod at that statement, and said, “You see, Weston? He’s a man of principle.”
 
   “Principle? No,” said Borosque, still with an irritating grin on his face. “If a descender captain plans to go to Urka Aspenus more than once, he’d best be on good terms with the folk who run the only port on the continent. And they don’t take kindly to having idiots dropped off at their facilities.”
 
   “Well, you needn’t worry about that,” Weston said. “Firstly, we’re not idiots, and secondly, we don’t particularly want to be dropped at the port. We’ve got an inland target in mind, and a perfectly good map for you to navigate there by.”
 
   Dalfineo Borosque threw back his head and laughed at this. Jake — who’d begun gesturing urgently during Weston’s remark — gave a sigh and looked at his boots.
 
   “An inland target?” Borosque said, dabbing at the corner of one eye. “That’s rich. Do you know what a descender is, friend? It goes down, very quickly, and brakes short of total destruction with a small floatstone core that we call the fallstopper. I can bring mine to rest on a ten-Imperial coin — assuming the coin’s polished bright enough for me to spot. But once it’s down, it’s down, and it doesn’t go back up. At the port, they’ll hitch me to a cloudwhale and float me home to Delvos. But inland — inland, I’d just be marooned, and you with me. And the things that call Urka Aspenus home would quite quickly make a snack of us.”
 
   Borosque looked to Jake next, his features still writ with amusement. “He is joking, isn’t he? You didn’t seriously bring me over here to make wild requests out of total derangement, did you?”
 
   Jake spread one open hand apologetically. “We’re in need of passage to Urka Aspenus,” he said. “We’ll gladly take a conventional route and pay handsomely for it. But we did also want to inquire of the possibility of overstocking you on floatstone, to raise the ship back up after a landing in the interior. If there are obstacles that make this impossible, then we’ll certainly settle for descending to the port.”
 
   Borosque opened his mouth as if to laugh or deliver another wry remark. But then his eyes narrowed and he caught himself. “All right, so you’re serious. But before I mock you, I’m going to ask if you understand what you’re talking about. A fallstopper provides a lot of lift for a very brief time — half an hour, for a descender the size of mine. And it’s the major portion of my expenses on a drop. Now, to get up high enough to drop again, and make the port from the continent’s interior, you’d need ten times the lift. That means ten times my fee, on the basis of expenses alone. And I’d want a hazard bonus on top — I’d say double the transport fee. So you’re talking about twenty times the cost of a ride to port.”
 
   He looked about at their faces, and seemed impressed that none of them blinked. Weston thought the premium outrageous, but Jake had predicted beforehand that the plan would cost almost exactly what Borosque demanded. So he swallowed his desire to insist on a more sane price. As Jake had described earlier, funding an overland expedition from the port would cost them twice as much and expose them to weeks of additional danger.
 
   “Well,” said Borosque after a moment’s thought, “let’s go to my bank and see the quality of your coin.”
 
   * * *
 
   “I won’t tell you where he is!” Celas screamed, using the mouth and lungs of Yolo Warbler to do so. “I won’t tell you, not until I get my share of the treasure!”
 
   The screaming required little effort — an acolyte had just finished applying ten lashes with a leather whip to Yolo’s back, and it was a back not well toughened against punishment. But Celas knew how to use pain for a great many purposes, whether the suffering was her own or someone else’s. In this case, it was meant to lend her credibility with Dahnur Boldmansson.
 
   Boldmansson had said nothing when the guards had dragged a new prisoner into the inquisition chamber with him, and Celas had been obligated to devote all of her attention to fighting against the rough hands of her supposed captors. She had no way to know how her performance had been received, since the guards had chained her face-first to the wall. But with any luck, it appeared to Boldmansson that his enemies had manhandled Yolo Warbler in for torture, and had proceeded to begin the torment in much the same fashion that they had begun Boldmansson’s own round of interrogation.
 
   The acolyte manning the cell had dismissed the other guard, who locked the door behind him as he went. Then the whip had come out, and Celas had been dealt her ten lashes with slow, measured intervals between each. No questions were asked.
 
   “You’re wasting your time!” Celas screeched into the pause after the tenth lash. She worked hard to mix defiance, agony and terror into Yolo’s voice — if Boldmansson had been told anything about Yolo Warbler, he would not find stalwart resistance believable. “Every second you spend abusing me, Jake gets farther away — and I know you won’t kill me, because you need me to find him!”
 
   The whip did not strike forward again. Instead, a sound at the door attracted the acolyte’s attention, and he went over to deliver the safe code. The bolts outside clunked open, and the door swung wide.
 
   Craning Yolo’s neck, Celas could just see the official inquisitor who now entered the chamber. Robed in an Abscissa’s white, the woman looked as Celas expected — she was an older individual, gaunt and weak-limbed in appearance. She had been advanced to Abscissa just that hour, and just for this purpose — although she had no idea that this was the case. From her perspective, long years as an acolyte had at last been rewarded with recognition, promotion, and now, an important assignment.
 
   “The pain you have suffered has not been intended to make you talk,” said the woman. She delivered the lines with zeal and, Celas thought, a bit too much drama. But subtlety and intelligence had not been desirable characteristics for the role this Abscissa was meant to play. “It has only been a demonstration — a calibration, to let you know that what you think of as agony is only the lowest step on a scale. The next pain that we inflict will be ten times worse than the bite of the lash. And the pain after that shall be ten times worse still. Once you understand the ease with which we can steadily increase your torment, you will drop your defiance and tell us what we wish to know.”
 
   “Ha,” said Celas with a sneer. “You’re trying to scare me, and it’s not going to work. You don’t seem to have made this other fellow in here talk, so why should you have more luck with me?”
 
   The inquisitor walked over near the rack where Dahnur lay. Celas turned Yolo’s head and craned the neck around again to try to follow the motion, but the angle did not permit it.
 
   “This man is a very different beast from you, Yolo Warbler,” the Abscissa said. “He is made of steel — a leader of men. And he knows that telling all he knows will hasten his death — not his freedom, as is the case with you. But if you persist, and force our hand, your suffering will serve a dual purpose. It will sooner or later extort your cooperation, and it will show Captain Boldmansson what awaits his men if he persists.”
 
   Here, the inquisitor clapped her hands together and barked an order. “Technician. Bring that one down from the wall and stretch him on the table here.”
 
   Dutifully, the torturer approached the hanging form of Yolo Warbler. Celas tensed herself for what would come next. Every object in the room, and every player present, had been meticulously positioned according to the Identity’s plan. But neither the torturer nor the aged Abscissa knew the choreography that was to come, and it would require skill, speed, and perfect timing for Celas to make everything work.
 
   With sure-handed professionalism, the acolyte unhooked Celas’ chains from the wall-clamp. The man took great care to have a proper hold on the chains, and used their tension to keep his captive’s arms painfully and awkwardly behind the back. Always from behind, he dragged Yolo away from the wall and maneuvered him across the room toward the horizontal rack picked out by the Abscissa. Even a stronger man would not be able to break loose, handled in this fashion — much less stage an attack on the jailer.
 
   But Celas knew some things that the jailer didn’t.
 
   Just to Yolo’s left, on the way to the torture table, sat a tall metal stool. Beyond it — well out of reach — stood a workbench covered with dozens of highly specialized knives.
 
   As she reached the stool, Celas deliberately stumbled Yolo’s body into it. Instantly, the jailer hauled back on her chains, but the stool was already falling — its rear legs having been set just ahead of a blood-groove in the floor, and its round seat having been weighted on the back side.
 
   Celas let Yolo’s body fall as well, striking out with her left foot as she did so. The blow could not land with enough force to harm a brutish man like the torturer — but it did connect, right at the man’s shin. Celas curled Yolo’s toes violently, to scrape the carefully filed and venomed nails against the bare flesh they had landed against.
 
   To an observer, it would appear that she had kicked him, and sent him to one knee with a lucky strike.
 
   Meanwhile, the stool had toppled into the front of the workbench — a sturdy affair that should not have been affected by the impact. However, a blocky holder full of knives had been resting at the edge of the table, and the force of the stool made it jump just enough to unbalance and smash to the floor.
 
   Blades scattered everywhere — ‘almost’ as if they’d been spring-loaded into the block. Several ended up near Yolo Warbler’s prone form.
 
   A startled, belated shriek came from the old Abscissa. Celas could imagine what she saw: a prisoner with just enough play in his chains to grab up one of the knives, an acolyte struggling to regain his feet and his hold on the prisoner’s chains.
 
   And, of course, as the prisoner leapt up and flashed the blade across the jailer’s throat, the old Abscissa’s shriek swelled louder and she put her body into motion. There was no question of Celas catching her — too much space lay between them, and the dying torturer clutched with equal fervor at both the gouting wound in his neck and the chains that bound Yolo’s limbs.
 
   The poor Abscissa, though, was undone by her orders — which had specified that she stand arrogantly close to the frame that held Dahnur Boldmansson. Despite the torture he’d undergone, despite the sliver of an instant that he had to see the situation and react, Boldmansson wrenched his lower body up and scissored his legs about the inquisitor’s waist.
 
   Just as the Identity had predicted.
 
   While the panicked Abscissa struggled to free herself, Yolo Warbler’s jailer went limp. Two quick steps later, Celas had plunged the knife into the woman’s heart and shut off her cries permanently.
 
   The body dropped to the floor. Celas took a moment to have Yolo stare at it, then at the knife in his hand. Then, trembling slightly, she looked up with frenzied eyes to the newly hopeful man who hung upon the rack.
 
   “Hurry!” Boldmansson urged his perceived savior. “Find a turnkey and get us both out of these manacles! They’ll have heard the screams and be on us in a bare moment!”
 
   “Mind your tongue,” Celas snapped in a frantic tone. Then, closing her eyes, she shook her whole body, as though Yolo were recomposing himself. After a few deep breaths, she spoke to Boldmansson more calmly. “I’ll definitely be getting myself loose, but you’ve got some convincing to do if I’m to spend precious time freeing you as well. Though I think you overestimate the quickness of their response — folk around here are expecting to hear screams, remember?”
 
   Boldmansson seemed taken aback. “You’d just leave me here? Just walk out on another victim of —”
 
   Celas cut him off, while moving over to search among the tools for one that would unlock the manacles. “Excuse me, but you’re wasting time that you could be using trying to persuade me, and you’re interrupting my concentration while I’m trying to find something to get one or both of us loose. Say something to the point, please.”
 
   She left some of the tremble in her voice as she spoke, to imply a certain falsity to Yolo’s bravado. If Boldmansson had been told anything of Yolo, this should be consistent with the man’s expectations — whereas a helpful, composed Yolo would be distinctly at odds with any picture his cousin might paint of him.
 
   “All right,” growled Dahnur as Celas found a wrench and set to work on Yolo’s bindings. “You’d be a fool not to free me, and the rest of my men as well, because we’re strong and steel-backed individuals, and there’s no telling how many of these cultists stand between us and freedom. You might sneak past a few, but if it comes to a fight, you’ll need help.”
 
   “I don’t know — more feet just strikes me as more sound to draw the attention of the guards, and if they come on us in a pack, what good will two or even a half-dozen be against the whole lot of them?” The working of the manacle bolts eluded Celas — by her own design. With no way to hold one wrist-cuff still, she could not get enough leverage with the wrench to unbolt it. Bracing the cuff against the floor or a table would have solved the problem, but she affected a manic urgency that worked its way toward panic as the manacle kept turning about the wrist and the wrench head kept slipping loose from the bolt.
 
   “Well then, let me loose so I can help you with that,” the man said. “It’s almost as painful watching you as it was being tortured!”
 
   “Bah,” she said at last, rushing over to where Boldmansson hung on the rack. “If I let you loose, then, you have to promise to get me out ahead of all others — I won’t be left on my own while you try some futile rescue of one of your men.”
 
   “What choice do I have?” Boldmansson replied. “I accept your terms. Now get me free.”
 
   Celas grasped the manacle about the man’s left wrist and set to work on its bolt. By using two hands, she was able to accomplish the task quickly.
 
   “Excellent,” Dahnur said. A coolness came over him with that one hand free, a composure that Celas found respectable, given the circumstances. Just as quickly, the composure turned to shrewdness, and the man said in a conversational tone, “Now, while we work — tell me what you meant when you said they needed you to find ‘Jake.’”
 
   * * *
 
   When they arrived at Dalfineo Borosque’s vehicle, Noxie discovered that he had been entirely accurate to insist that it was not a “ship.” 
 
   “Is this the whole thing?” Weston asked, staring up at it.
 
   “It is indeed,” said Borosque. “Here, one of you help me wheel these loading steps over, and we can get your bags into the nose.”
 
   The whole craft stretched twenty feet end-to-end — from the ground-pointing ‘nose’ Borosque had indicated up to its fins. It had the look of an enormous, fat-bodied crossbow bolt, except that the whole thing had been fashioned of wood, even the nose and the guide fins high above. The only exceptions Noxie could see were a series of glassy domes that appeared to serve as viewing ports.
 
   Jake helped Borosque with the movable steps, making Noxie feel a bit guilty about not speaking up quickly to lend a hand. Then she decided that she was too tired to expend energy on guilt. While she stood and watched the two maneuver the steps into place, Weston came over and stood beside her.
 
   “Are we really going to travel a thousand miles in that?” he asked. “It can’t be bigger than a closet inside.”
 
   “A little bigger,” Borosque said with a grin, before Noxie could shush Weston. “But remember, we’ll be falling — so all the space is usable.”
 
   “I’m sorry?” Weston asked. “How does falling make for more room?”
 
   The man climbed up the stairs and began unbolting a hatch along the curving side of the descender’s nose. “I mean there’s no up or down during a drop. You’re falling, but so is everything else around you. So you can move up and down and all about the cabin, instead of everyone being stuck against a floor.”
 
   “All right,” said Weston. “I think I’d just as soon hear no more about this trip until we actually get underway. It’s sounding less and less appealing with every word, and if that trend continues, I’m going to lose my nerve altogether.”
 
   Borosque laughed. “You’ve got a funny choice of destinations, for someone who’s subject to a loss of nerves.”
 
   Weston made no response, and Noxie decided that she was beginning to actively like their new captain. A distinct improvement over the last one we traveled with, she thought. 
 
   Jake and the pilot quickly got the bags loaded, and then Borosque sealed the hatch up again. He led them over to the support tower that held his craft upright and began climbing the narrow ladder to its top.
 
   “Let’s be lively here,” he said as he ascended. “The crane crew will come along to drop us in a few minutes, and we don’t want to keep them waiting once they get here.”
 
   They made their way quickly up, Noxie having more difficulty with the rungs than either Jake or Weston, owing to her size. At the top stood a perilously small platform, with a railed gantry across to the tail of their vessel.
 
   As Jake helped Noxie up from the ladder, Borosque moved over to the ship. Its back end made a flat, circular surface about three yards across, and bore a hatch in the middle and a six-foot arch of metal pipe that curved up from one side and down to the other. Borosque held onto the pipe as he turned the hatch lever and heaved it open, revealing another ladder leading down into the interior.
 
   “I’ll be going in first,” he said, “as I’ve got to take the pilot’s chair, which is just up from the nose. The last one in needs to pull this closed just so, and then turn this handle until you hear it catch.”
 
   “What happens if it doesn’t fully catch?” Weston asked. “Could it fly back open? Should you really leave this task to one of us?”
 
   Borosque laughed again, and dropped easily down into the ladder hole, catching himself so that his head remained just above the rim for a moment. “Yes, it could fly back open, and then the trip would be frightfully noisy. Now let’s get going.”
 
   With that, he disappeared inside. Jake gestured Weston across next, and the young scholar went with hesitation and great care.
 
   As they watched Weston clamber nervously down into the hatch, Jake put a hand on Noxie’s shoulder. It startled her a bit, but after the surprise, she leaned into it rather than away.
 
   “It’s all going a bit crazily fast, isn’t it?” Jake asked.
 
   She looked up at him, saw both humor and exhaustion in his eyes. None of them had had any real sleep since before Thollol — just a wink or two at the healer’s place, amidst the hardest twenty or thirty hours of her life.
 
   “I feel like I’ve found so much, and lost so much,” she said. Then she sighed and rolled her eyes. “Do you think there’ll be any sleeping on board this thing?”
 
   He leaned over the railing and gave the craft a dubious glance. “It doesn’t look built for comfort. But on the other hand, if it doesn’t actively stick pins into my flesh, I don’t see how I’ll stay awake too much longer regardless.”
 
   “Me too,” she said. “Look, Weston’s in. I suppose we should head across too.”
 
   “Mm,” he agreed. “But we’ve got a second of privacy here, and Weston came in just a moment too soon back at Quellescor’s.”
 
   “Too soon for what?” she asked.
 
   Atop a gantry that led to a ship that would carry them a thousand miles down to the most dangerous of the known continents, Jake bent low and kissed her. She kissed back, and then, before Weston might return or shout to interrupt again, he swooped her up and carried her toward the waiting hatch.
 
   * * *
 
   Four dead acolytes later, Celas and the rest of the small group followed Dahnur Boldmansson up and out to the streets of Delvos. The way to freedom had wracked her nerves, and the relief she felt at finally seeing the sky was a tepid thing next to the joyful exuberance of her companions.
 
   Just after leaving the original cell, she and Dahnur had come across a solitary jailer in the hallway. Celas knew the man would be there, knew he would be a feeble enough specimen that the two of them could overcome him, and knew that he had keys. But she’d had to bite her tongue and let Dahnur be the one to realize they needed to search the body, once they’d killed him. Agonizingly, Boldmansson had gotten halfway down the corridor before the thought occurred to him, and they’d had to double back. His grin at finding the keys showed how brilliant he thought himself, and forced Celas to pretend to agree. 
 
   Farther down the hallway, they’d discovered Boldmansson’s two men and his serving boy in separate cells and quickly freed all three.
 
   After that, they had twice lost their way and found themselves retracing their path from dead ends. If the facility had not been left entirely in the care of inexperienced novitiates, they would surely have been caught and returned to their chains. Even two or three well-trained Points would have foiled the escape.
 
   But there had been no Points or Abscissas in the tunnels, nor in the halls of the decrepit building above, and Celas had kept her silence while Dahnur chose the course, until freedom and open air were theirs.
 
   Somewhere along the way, Celas had begun to feel the distant throb of Yolo Warbler’s bloodlink with his cousin Jake. She could not place the direction or the distance, but where the success of the escape had been almost painfully frustrating, this sensation brought her near to ecstasy.
 
   Along the open streets they ran — around corners and down alleyways, until the sagging old building and its hidden prison lay far behind.
 
   Then Boldmansson called a halt, in a back alley that was graying with dawn, and all of them but the captain fell to the ground gasping.
 
   “We need a plan,” Boldmansson said, his breath heavy as he spoke. “We’re loose, but we still have our mission, and if we can catch up to Jake Warbler and the others, I mean to see it through.”
 
   “Begging your pardon, Captain,” wheezed one of the men, “but how? We don’t even know where we are, much less where they are. We’re lucky just to be alive.”
 
   “Lucky, Palnick?” asked Boldmansson, grinning even as his chest still heaved. “Lucky? No, we’re determined. Fate will always give you the chance — you just have to be ready to make of it whatever you must. Look here —”
 
   He moved over to Yolo Warbler, bringing with him the eyes of his men. Celas twitched one side of Yolo’s mouth, and shifted him slightly against the alley wall — as if the man were uncomfortable at being paid sudden attention.
 
   “This fellow is Jake Warbler’s cousin,” Boldmansson went on, relaying what Celas had told him back in the cell. “The cultists were using him to track Jake with blood magic — they’ve given him a bond of some sort, and if we get him close enough, he’ll be able to point us in the right direction.”
 
   Gesturing upward, and out the alley’s mouth, the captain continued. “And these buildings, these streets — you may not know them, but I do. We’re in Delvos, the imperial capital itself. I wasn’t sure until we rounded that last turn and I saw the aqueduct running along to the left, but this is the seat of the empire. So, Palnick. You’re wrong about us being ‘lucky,’ you’re wrong that we don’t know where we are — and you’re wrong that we don’t know where to look. There’s only one place to go, if you’re in the capital, and you want to head where Jake Warbler wants to head.
 
   “That place is the Well.”
 
   Slowly, the big man named Palnick levered himself up to his feet, looking humbled.
 
   “I’m sorry, Cap’n,” he said, his eyes wide with respect. “You’re right — like you’re always right.”
 
   Boldmansson shook his head. “Don’t be sorry,” he said, clenching one fist dramatically. “Be determined.”
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
   Nearby, the servant boy and Boldmansson’s other crewman also rose to their feet, leaving only Yolo Warbler limp upon the alley floor.
 
   “Not that I’m any less determined than the rest of you,” Celas had him say, “but is this ‘Well’ someplace that’s going to let us in wearing these rags and tatters? More to the point, is it going to cost us any money to get in? Because I certainly don’t have any.”
 
   At this, two of the faces looked to Dahnur Boldmansson, who chewed his moustache briefly, sensing an obvious obstacle.
 
   But the boy dug in his pocket and pulled something out that lit up the captain’s eyes.
 
   “How’s this?” the lad asked, holding a shimmering bar of pure iridescene. “I nabbed it from that treasure trove in Thollol — and another’n too, only one of my pockets tore out runnin’ up those stairs, before they trapped us and poured in the gas.”
 
   Celas hopped Yolo up in an instant and put a look of avarice upon his features. “If you took that from the Red Scarfer’s cache, it’s mine,” she said. “You’ve no right to it, any more than Jake had a right to cut me out of a share!”
 
   Boldmansson’s men clustered instantly around their young comrade, though, and prevented Yolo from approaching any closer with his outstretched hand. The captain also inserted himself between Yolo and the boy.
 
   “Our first deal is up,” Boldmansson said flatly. “You helped us out of the prison, we helped you as well. Now, it seems to me that a new bargain could be struck, to help each other find Jake Warbler — and whatever other treasure he’s made off with. If you’re willing to enter into such a partnership, I can acknowledge your ownership of this ingot — presuming that funding the mission is your first priority with it. On the other hand, if you’re not willing to assist us, then I can hardly afford to let such a valuable resource go.”
 
   “So instead of begging me for my valuable help,” Celas said bitterly, “you’re stealing my wealth, then trying to bribe me with my own money into joining your coterie against my will?”
 
   Boldmansson shrugged. “Would begging you have done any good?”
 
   Celas crossed Yolo’s arms sullenly. “Just lead the way to this Well. I suppose I should be used to being cheated and abused by now.”
 
   After some brief strategizing, they left the alley and moved with a purpose along the streets of Delvos. Celas affected glumness, but inside she soared.
 
   She had met the Identity and been given a personal mission by her.
 
   The bloodlink to Jake Warbler had begun to pulse in her veins, though its direction remained ambiguous.
 
   And she could hardly keep herself from laughing, that the bar of iridescene made none of them suspicious. Did they think her church a collection of utter fools, that it would leave a prisoner unconscious and unsearched, with a pocket full of the most precious metal known to man?
 
   * * *
 
   Weston kept a tight grip on the straps across his chest, although the descender had not yet started to move. Even bound into his steeply angled seat, even with the vehicle about him completely motionless, he found himself unsettled enough by the craft and by his view that he felt an urgent desire to close his eyes and pretend that he was, in fact, somewhere else.
 
   “Crane crew’s giving us the clear sign,” Dalfineo Borosque called out from below. “They’ll be swinging the hook over in a moment to pick us up.”
 
   Weston gritted his teeth.
 
   Just to his left, so close that he couldn’t help but look out it, a glass bubble swelled outward from the hull. This port spanned only eight or nine inches, but it was enough to let him look up and up at the crane booms and other structures that rose from the Well’s central bridge — and to see the vast, enclosing dome even farther overhead. 
 
   The massive scale of the place should have overwhelmed him with awe, but somehow it only served to make the interior of Borosque’s descender seem cramped to the point of claustrophobia. If he turned his head from the port-hole, his view instantly changed to the bottom and back of Jake’s seat, hanging only a foot or two above him.
 
   The Well, at a thousand feet across, dwarfed their tiny vessel so completely — how could the craft possibly be fit to survive a fall hundreds of miles to Urka Aspenus?
 
   To make matters worse, Jake and Noxie showed none of his painful awareness of the descender’s plain inadequacy. They had eyes for the immensity of the structure about them and nothing else.
 
   “Look there,” said Noxie, whose window looked out on the near edge of the Well. “That one’s got to be the size of Captain Dahnur’s ship, or bigger. What do you think it costs to drop on one like that?”
 
   “I’d say nothing,” Jake replied. “That’s a naval insignia on the fins — probably a troop-carrier headed down for Hiisia, or the staging islands above Thaellen Aosk.”
 
   “And there it goes,” said Noxie excitedly. “Whoosh!”
 
   Weston congratulated himself again for choosing the bridgeward side to sit on. He could imagine the mammoth troop-ship dropping instantly out of sight, and he felt certain that seeing it would be ten times as unsettling.
 
   “Astonishing,” Noxie murmured. “What a place! Have you any idea how long it took them to build it?”
 
   “No one does,” Jake said. “It’s been here since before the city itself, at least six hundred years. Supposedly, a floatstone consortium moved into the area, and found the dome when they started digging a mine in what they thought was just a large hill. For all anyone knows, the dome and the Well and the bridge had all just been sitting there, buried, for ten thousand years or longer.”
 
   Weston could take no more.
 
   “Look,” he said, “could we please not keep going on about how huge and old and mysterious the great, vast hole underneath us is? I’m having enough trouble as it stands with the notion of careening down through space in this little splinter of a vessel, without the two of you further emphasizing how ancient and potentially unstable the entire affair is.”
 
   Jake leaned across the central space of the descender — where the ladder ran top-to-bottom — and whispered something to Noxie. She giggled in response, and said, “All right, Weston. We’ll be quiet.”
 
   Ordinarily, whispered mockery would not sit well with him. But in this case, he was simply thankful that they had agreed to shut up.
 
   Unfortunately, his relief did not last. Through the window at his left, he saw the moving boom of their berth’s crane, swinging into position. And then he saw the massive hook descending from its pulley system toward the top of their vessel, where that single arch of metal pipe awaited it.
 
   The hook passed out of his viewing angle as it neared its goal. Clanking and scraping sounds came from the upper end of the wooden tube in which they all sat. Then — a groaning, as of metal in distress.
 
   Weston closed his eyes.
 
   The descender began to shake. Without further warning, the whole thing swayed as it rose free of the support tower and the metal cone that braced its nose. Weston had a sudden glimmer of what it was going to be like, falling free for five hours or more inside this minute compartment.
 
   “Captain Borosque!” he said urgently. “Captain, can you please tell me that there are at least some fall jackets on board? If this thing comes apart, I don’t want to spend my final hours plummeting groundward, knowing the whole time I’m going to splatter when I hit.” 
 
   Borosque chuckled — a sound Weston was beginning to find entirely too familiar for his liking. Jovially, the man said, “No fall jackets on board, sorry. But have no fear — the kestrel lords or a winghemoth will gobble you up long before you reach ground.” 
 
   Weston gritted his teeth and vowed to simply keep his mouth shut as tightly as his eyes, from here out.
 
   The vibration of the crane mechanism ran down the chain, into the frame of the descender, and all the way into Weston’s molars as it slowly maneuvered them from the bridge-top berth to what Borosque had called the ‘drop-dock.’ Once locked into place there, the craft thankfully stopped its shaking and leaning. Then they had an interminable wait while the dock crews opened up a side hatch and loaded in their floatstone cores.
 
   Jake and Noxie chatted amiably with the workers during this process, after one of the men asked what Weston considered a rather impertinent question: “Where you folks headed, anyway? Never seen a ship this size loading up with this many fallstoppers.”
 
   Noxie apparently thought it would be amusing to respond, “Oh, we’re not headed anywhere special. It’s just that one of our party has a terrible fear of falling, so we’re planning on making it a slow fall.”
 
   “Haha,” said one of the men, heaving a wax-sealed core into a storage shelf. “I’m assuming that’s a joke, that is. Anybody with the Imperials to waste on that kind of coddling wouldn’t be renting out a descender of this size. No offense down there, Dalfineo!”
 
   “None taken!” the pilot shouted back.
 
   After a good deal more heaving and clunking and banter, the loaders said, “Quick falling to you!” and shut and latched the hatch doors.
 
   All right, then, Weston told himself. Any moment now, the catches will release and we’ll be underway and there will be nothing more I can do about it until we reach Urka Aspenus — and The Last Tragedy.
 
   But there was yet more waiting to be had, as Borosque made his way back up the ladder.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be flying this thing?” Weston asked, opening his eyes for the first time in several minutes, to see the man climbing past him. “I thought we were about to —”
 
   With raised eyebrows, Borosque said, “You don’t seriously want to go into a drop without me checking the stopper, do you? Pelsey and the other dock hands are good fellows, and I’d trust them with my life, but, well, I wouldn’t trust them with my life.”
 
   “Right,” said Weston, his throat suddenly dry. “Right, check away, please.”
 
   Up, Dalfineo Borosque went. Screws turned above. Levers were clicked, released, reset. At last, the pilot gave a satisfied grunt, closed the mechanisms up, and half-climbed, half-slid back down.
 
   Pausing beside Weston, he winked. “Everything’s set and inspected,” he said reassuringly. “There’s no more than the standard ten-percent chance of failure at the end of the drop.”
 
   “Ten percent!”
 
   Borosque poked him in the ribs. “That’s a joke. My, you’re an easy one to get, aren’t you?”
 
   Before he could answer, the man had taken himself below, where he could be heard strapping back into his pilot’s cradle.
 
   “Check your harnesses,” Borosque called up to them. “I’m about to give the wave to the drop-master!”
 
   Weston did as he was told, his jaw clenching.
 
   “On five,” the pilot said, and then began counting. “One! Two!”
 
   With no mention of ‘three,’ the hull jarred with several loud clunks — and Weston’s stomach suddenly had no idea where it was.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Nineteen: Descent
 
    
 
   Jake woke to find sunlight beaming in through the porthole beside him. Surprised that he had managed to fall asleep, he looked around and found that Noxie, too, had succumbed. She now floated loosely in the straps of her seat, a cloud of auburn hair drifting about her head. The lancing sunlight caught in it and made it shine like dawn after a rain — for some while, all he could do was watch.
 
   Eventually, the muted whistling from outside brought him back to himself, and he turned his view to the porthole. 
 
   They’d fallen for an hour or more in dead silence, down the bore of the Well. Dalfineo Borosque had been absolutely insistent that they speak not a word. 
 
   “Even at a thousand feet across,” he’d told them, “the Well’s plenty deep for us to drift into the side, in the time it takes to drop through to the bottom end. All we have to do is brush it at this speed and we’re done. So let me focus and keep your mouths shut.”
 
   The darkness, the eerie sensation of falling without end, and the droning wind of the descender’s motion had all provoked an urge to panic — at first. But eventually they’d become deadening, and then combined with exhaustion to send him into unconsciousness.
 
   Now, Jake could look out, and up, and down — and instead of darkness or the walls of the Well enclosing them, he saw open sky in virtually every direction.
 
   Below and off to his right spread one exception — a sandy, green- and blue-flecked shelf that he recognized from maps as the continent of Hiisia. Astonished to be able to take the whole thing in from the air, he immediately turned his head up, to track the distance from Hiisia to the underside of Delvonia, hanging like a vast stormcloud overhead.
 
   Then he had an idea, and leaned to put his face as deep into the concavity of the porthole as he could. Looking very nearly straight down, he managed to make out their destination — much farther below than Hiisia, much hazier with distance, looking more or less the size of a skillet held at arm’s length.
 
   The floating land known as Urka Aspenus.
 
   He thought of Avelia, and how she’d once told him that the Wild Continent was too wild a destination for her tastes. And he looked around at the cramped interior of the vessel in which they now shot downward, wondering if they’d really made the right choice to drop straight for their destination, instead of landing at the one civilized outpost, near the continent’s edge.
 
   And he looked across at Noxie, who stirred in her dreams and sent waves through the sun-fired cloud of hair about her head. A real qualm struck him — a sudden sense of the recklessness in their actions, an understanding of what he stood to lose, if the descender came down badly, or simply in an unluckily perilous spot.
 
   And what choice do you have now but to follow through, Jake? he asked himself. Even if it’s not too late for Borosque to change course, what would you do with a few scant coins in your pocket, on the edge of Urka Aspenus, a hundred miles from where you need to go? You’ll be stuck there, with no way to go forward, no way home, and this very dangerous little idol just waiting for its owners to catch up to it and claim it.
 
   He sighed. I suppose this is why men so often accomplish great things at the end of long journeys — to prove to themselves that they haven’t been utter fools for setting out in the first place.
 
   The thought lent him little comfort, and he returned his attention to the window, attempting to pick out details on the surface of Hiisia as it crept imperceptibly upward across his field of view.
 
   * * *
 
   While Dahnur Boldmansson negotiated passage for the group, Celas weathered a barrage of questions from the cabin boy, young Cloothe. The lad seemed both more interested in and more suspicious of Yolo Warbler than Boldmansson’s two adult henchmen, and Celas had to walk a careful line, to stay in character as Yolo, deliver information that she wanted the others to have, and also remain appropriately disdainful of the fact that this boy was being allowed to interrogate her.
 
   “Of course, I would never turn my cousin over to such a pack of carnivores as those cultists,” she had Yolo say, in response to a challenge the boy had made. “What do you take me for?”
 
   “But you were in cahoots with’m,” Cloothe shot back. “You said yourself it’s where you got this magic bond that’s supposed to help us catch up. Not that we’ve seen any sign y’ve truly got such a bond.”
 
   She crossed Yolo’s arms. “Look, I’ve explained all this to your captain, I don’t see any need to explain it to you. Why don’t you just get the story from him?”
 
   “Cap’n’s busy,” Cloothe responded drily. “And his time’s a lot more important than yours.”
 
   “And his judgment is that I’m worth bringing along,” Celas retorted. “Aren’t you supposed to have faith in that judgment? Isn’t it really second-guessing your leader, to be running your little gabbertrap at me when he’s already accepted my story?”
 
   Perversely, she found herself enjoying the role of Yolo Warbler. Now that he could no longer inflict his egregious personality on her, she discovered that persona to be a delicious tool of sadism to use upon these fools with whom she must, for now, associate. At some point later, she hoped to have the chance to use other tools upon them.
 
   “So ... it’s a story, is it?” Cloothe asked with narrowed eyes.
 
   Celas threw Yolo’s hands up in a gesture of wild aggravation. “There are some stories that are true, you know,” she said. “Are you not aware of the word’s use to describe a narrative? There’s a story behind this massive hole in the ground we’re about to plunge ourselves into. The crew of this descender we’re standing by surely has a raft of stories to tell about their journeys. And my story is that a horrible woman and her horrible servants tricked me into thinking they were something they weren’t — pretended they were friendly folk who wanted to help me — and only slowly revealed the ghastly truth about themselves. By the time I really understood it, I’d been shot in the chest with a crossbow bolt and had no way to resist being dragged along.”
 
   At this point, the bulky man they called Curm walked over and rested a hand upon Cloothe’s shoulder. “Leave him be, why don’t you, Cloothe? He’s just an oilier version of that poem-spewing scholar we had on board on the way to Thollol — too full of himself to be of any use unless what you want is what he wants.”
 
   Celas prepared a retort suitable for issuance from Yolo Warbler’s lips — but Dahnur Boldmansson chose that moment to return from his negotiations, striding quickly back from the forty-foot-high craft whose use he had been trying to purchase. His expression boded well for the outcome.
 
   “We’re in luck and more than luck,” Boldmansson said. “The pilot will take us — and he’s willing to land in the interior. I noticed a pendant of Yensha about his neck, and word of who we’re fighting was enough to get us a very reasonable fare.”
 
   Celas worked to keep Yolo’s face blank at mention of the loathsome name Yensha. She did not like traveling at the leave of someone who followed her goddess’s greatest nemesis. But the irony will be pure treasure, she thought, if I succeed, and a part of my success is owed to a Yenshite.
 
   “Is he experienced at it?” she asked Dahnur. “Landing in the interior?”
 
   Boldmansson laughed. “No one’s experienced at it — at least, not anyone on a ship this size. Urka Aspenus is a destination for explorers, for grand expeditions years in the planning, intended to drive fifty or a hundred miles farther than the last expedition and map out another sliver of the Wild Continent’s mysteries. It’s not often someone knows exactly what they’re looking for, or exactly where to go to find it — and it’s even less often folk intend to get in, perform a specific task, and get right back out, as we do. No, this ship’s never landed in the interior.”
 
   “Does he at least have good maps, then? Did you at least show him where we’re headed on a chart, so that he could be certain of his ability to get us there?”
 
   “Did you not just hear me? There are no good maps.” Boldmansson tapped the side of his head. “What we have to find our way with is right here. I didn’t dare copy down the etchings from those instruments — and a good thing, too, or they’d have fallen into our enemies’ hands. But I took care to memorize every line and every stipple of terrain on them. Coming in from above, with the continent spread out like a map itself, I’ll have no trouble guiding the pilot down.”
 
   With that, he strode over to the gate that led out from the descender’s berth to the bridge proper, and peered through the bars searchingly.
 
   “Now,” he said, “If Palnick will just get back with those canoes and supplies, we’ll be set to go.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston was never so miserable in his life.
 
   Terror had kept him locked in his seat like a stiffened corpse for the hour they’d spent plummeting down that pitch-dark stone throat. But when they’d come out through the Well’s end, and found themselves in the shadowy light below Delvonia, things had somehow gotten worse instead of better.
 
   Darkness and the numbing sound of wind outside had rendered the fall through the Well dreamlike — whereas to look out the window on a sky that was openly endless below instead of above ...
 
   The worst had come when Noxie woke, in the chair above and to his right. Before this, he’d been able to imagine everyone aboard to be as petrified with fear as he was — with the hopeful exception of their pilot. But when Noxie yawned and sneezed and bade Jake “Good morning,” it became clear to him that both of them had actually managed to fall asleep while he’d squirmed in torment. More intolerably still, the two of them immediately fell into a conversation of wonderment about the sights they saw outside their windows.
 
   “Would you look at that?”
 
   “Extraordinary.”
 
   “You’d think it was right there, instead of hundreds of miles away.”
 
   “Wait — was that a bird?”
 
   “Hard to say — it went much too fast for me to see. Good thing we didn’t smack into it.”
 
   “Do you think it could actually have caused any damage?”
 
   This last sent Weston’s stomach convulsing. How could they so blithely babble at the notion of running into a solid object while falling at, what, it must be well over a hundred miles an hour?
 
   Struggling to keep his gorge down, Weston unbuckled and made his way hastily up the ladder. This was far easier and quicker than it would have been on a grounded ladder — he really had only to push himself upward once and then guide himself along. But the insistent turmoil in his gut made him panic that he would not reach the top quickly enough.
 
   He ignored Noxie entirely when she asked him, “Are you all right, Weston?” as he passed. He also ignored the thin curtain that could be snapped into place across the alcove that served as the descender’s sanitary facilities. There, as Borosque had instructed them, he found several openings that combined the functions of a funnel and a siphon, and spend a queasy instant trying to decide which was which, before simply picking one and noisily expelling the remains of his last meal into it.
 
   * * *
 
   The sound from up above made it expansively clear why Weston had hauled himself past Noxie and Jake to the top end of the descender. Fortunately, constant racket from the wind outside prevented Noxie from hearing too much of poor Weston’s digestive misadventures.
 
   She felt bad — a little — that her sympathies didn’t go out to him more fully. But she’d been working hard to push aside her ugly mood, and neither the interruption nor its indelicate nature helped her to do so.
 
   In truth, the blue sky outside worked less delight on Noxie than she’d been trying to suggest to Jake. It had an enormity to it — a gargantuan openness — that struck a totally alien contrast to the places she’d called home, whether the city of Gleit or the woodland territories of the sprite clans. At the same time, the view was by its nature so totally wild and natural that she could not help but be reminded of the unspoiled forests of her childhood, and those were not times she wished to be reminded of.
 
   “You’re quiet all of a sudden,” Jake said. “Not feeling a little queasy yourself, are you?”
 
   “What? Oh, no, of course not,” she said, almost embarrassed by the notion. “I was just thinking a bit.”
 
   He nodded appreciatively as he glanced back at his own window. “It makes you do that.”
 
   They fell in silence for a while, Noxie struggling with memories and with a deep desire to find some way to voice them. If she could open up her mouth and tell Jake what it had been like in the skies above the Sprite Deeps and in the shadows underneath their boughs, she felt certain his response would help — just as Grandpapa’s had, years ago when he’d finally coaxed from her the story of her life amongst her fey kin. And if she could move from that to the story of leaving the Deeps, walking out across Warkslinshire alone, and finding Fingold — old, caring for a wife whose mind and health had failed, and every bit as in need of someone as Noxie herself had been — well, there would be crying involved, but she thought that Jake would be able to help with that too.
 
   But speaking of her weaknesses and worries and woes — or of her past at all — had never been a strong point of Noxie’s. One line of thought after another suggested itself, only to be discarded as too maudlin or self-pitying. 
 
   This is ridiculous, she growled at herself. Just pick something to say and say it. 
 
   But before she could do so, another interruption made the idea moot.
 
   “Esteemed passengers!” came Dalfineo Borosque’s voice. “I’m about to make an adjustment — we’re coming down past an islet, and I want to keep us clear of it by some miles. Hang on a moment!”
 
   A garbled noise of alarm filtered down from the alcove at the high end of the ship. Noxie looked up, but could see nothing of Weston past the bulky apparatus that held the floatstone fall-stopper. Then the right arm of her seat pressed against her, and she had a momentary feeling of direction — an instant’s vision of the interior of the vessel being tilted. The sense disappeared almost immediately, and all was as before.
 
   “Done!” called Borosque. “It’ll be going past us on the right in a few minutes, if you want to watch — not too often a descender gets a good close look at anything like land, in between the continents.”
 
   “Oh good — my side,” said Noxie cheerfully. She had to force the tone, although she did feel a little relief at being able to push aside her troublesome thoughts. Then she had an idea that was even more cheering, and asked Jake, “Do you want to squeeze in over here and see if you can see it, too?”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   Jake unbuckled himself from his chair and floated across to her. The small diameter of the porthole made it ill-suited for sharing, but Noxie sat low enough in her seat that Jake could angle in from above her, thanks to the lack of any sense of up or down. Unfortunately, his movement into place caused an eddy that swept her cloud of hair up and around, forcing him to blow at it and finally move it with one hand to keep it from his face. Laughing, Noxie gathered in the wild strands and managed to twist most of them into a loose bun at the back of her head.
 
   “Look there,” Jake said, his finger moving down across the porthole. “Is that it?”
 
   She followed the line of his hand and saw a fleck of grey moving upon the deep, deep blue below them. Unlike the continents — Hiisia, which drifted slowly upward on Jake’s side of the descender, and Delvonia and Urka Aspenus, which appeared essentially motionless above and below — this spot swelled by the second. Pebble-sized to start with, it had already grown to about the size and shape of a thumb.
 
   “How did Borosque spot it in the first place?” Noxie asked, amazed. She turned and found Jake’s face very close above her own, though his gaze remained fixed beyond the viewing port.
 
   “A spyglass?” he suggested with a shrug that said the mystery interested him less than the widening island outside.
 
   Noxie rolled her eyes. “Of course!”
 
   Thinking herself a fool, she immediately conjured up a phantasmal lens outside the porthole. This took the floating island from fist-sized to plate-sized, and revealed a hint of detail on it. Already, though, the mass was rising toward their level — in seconds, it would be abreast of them and past.
 
   From below, Dalfineo Borosque said loudly, “It’s a big one! Looks like a good mile across.”
 
   “That’s a structure,” Jake said, his finger jabbing at a spot on the magnified image. “I’m sure it is — can you make the lens any bigger?”
 
   Noxie raised an eyebrow at him — though it did no good, since he remained attentive to the view. Her lens was no bigger than a saucer, and he surely knew she could manage an image much larger than that. A mischievous thought struck her: Let’s just show Jake how large we can make it.
 
   Changing her gestures, she flung the lens out from the descender’s side by several yards, and took it up through wagon-wheel size to the width of a small house. This had less than the spectacular effect she had hoped for, as the image in the lens went entirely blurry. But quick as she could, she brought up a second, smaller figment, and maneuvered the two until the ramparts of a small keep leapt into clarity.
 
   “Look at that,” she breathed. “There are people on it.”
 
   Sure enough, the tiny figure of a watchman stood behind one of the crenels atop the wall — and upon a tower nearby, a woman in a flowing green dress. They saw these only for a moment, as the island was already passing, and Noxie had real difficulty maneuvering her two lenses through space to keep the focus right. Suddenly, their view showed only the rocky underside of the floatstone mass.
 
   She looked at Jake, and this time he met her gaze, eyebrows raised in appreciation.
 
   “That was good, quick work,” he said. “Of course, we may spend the rest of our lives wondering who those people are, trapped on their tiny —”
 
   A puzzled look crossed his face as he interrupted himself and pointed back to the window. “Is that smoke?”
 
   Noxie started to turn her head that way, but had no time to finish the movement.
 
   “Don’t!”
 
   In half a heartbeat, Jake had kicked himself forward from the ladder, and wedged one arm and shoulder between her and the window. His other hand came down across her lap and hands — cutting off, she realized, the gestures she’d still been making for her phantasms.
 
   “Ow,” he said, grabbing for purchase on her seat-back and floundering his legs as he tried to keep in place. The grimace on his face told Noxie that he meant no joke. “Get away from the window, quick.”
 
   “Thanks, but I think it’s safe,” she told him, both concerned and embarrassed. A momentary flare of excruciating light had silhouetted him against the porthole, just before the impact had shut off her conjuring. Clearly, he’d saved her from being burned or blinded — but just as clearly, her figment lenses had been responsible. “Look — carefully. The light’s back to normal, I think.”
 
   He turned hesitantly, and as he shifted, she could actually feel the heat coming off of the back of his shirt. His neck showed a red swatch just above the collar.
 
   “My fault, I think,” she said. “Are you all right?”
 
   “More or less,” he replied, easing back from the window with a wince. “What do you mean, your fault?”
 
   “My lenses were still up outside. I’m guessing they caught the sun somehow, as it came out from behind the islet.  I must have brightened its light as much as I was enlarging the view of the castle. We’re probably lucky I didn’t burn the whole ship up.”
 
   He looked cautiously at the window. “There was smoke out there, just before the light flooded in. We might ought to look and see if the hull is afire.”
 
   Before Jake could stop her, Noxie leaned over to do so. Her head fit into the convex porthole with relative ease, and sure enough, as she peered downward along the hull, she could see a charred black swath cutting straight up toward the glass.
 
   From below, Dalfineo Borosque hailed them again. “Well?” he asked. “Did you two get an eyeful of that?”
 
   Jake and Noxie looked at one another, and spoke at almost the same moment.
 
   He whispered, “Let’s not mention this,” and she said, “Just a glimpse, captain!”
 
   * * *
 
   As Celas relaxed in the dark of the Well and listened to the droning wind outside, she could not help but become more aware of her other body — her real body — lying in the Identity’s sanctum back in Delvos.
 
   Events transpired there, events she would ordinarily have very much liked to open her eyes for. She heard the rites being chanted, heard the clatter and cries of figures being dragged about by their chains. She heard the sharp sounds of knives — and the wordless agonies they drew from doomed throats. And she heard these things over, and over, and over — each time with new voices of pain and subtly shifting nuances in the unholy words.
 
   But while she could have opened her eyes, she did not. Her instructions had been more than clear: she must hold fast to her station within Yolo’s head, and give the bond of control time to strengthen, time to become second nature. Though feeble of will and craven in spirit, Yolo Warbler still possessed that innate desperation that all living things can fall back on. Even jailed within his own brain, he could be a threat — if Celas allowed herself to become distracted.
 
   The rites, she knew, would continue for hours, building a great reservoir of blood potency. They would carefully work toward a crescendo, with Takings first of single lives, then pairs, and then triads.  The gore and glory would exceed anything she had ever witnessed, especially as they were being conducted by the Identity herself, in what would surely be all her unadorned perfection. To give in to temptation, to lift her eyelids or even focus upon the sounds that trickled into her ears, would be to invite the most overwhelming sort of distraction. And given sufficient hours of her distraction, Yolo might, just possibly, find within himself the strength to push back against the bond of control through which she manipulated him.
 
   That would mean disaster.
 
   And so, in the darkness, feeling at once the weightlessness of falling and the cold support of stone bearing her up, Celas set herself to concentrating upon the tendons and musculature of Yolo’s form, not the shrieks and incantations surrounding her own. She tightened and relaxed each limb of his body in turn, contracted and released the sinews along his back, up his neck, down his chest. She expanded his chest, held the breath to a count of fifty, and then exhaled with measured slowness.
 
   She did not focus upon the plan, which might have led her back to a yearning for the rites at once so close and so beyond reach. She did not allow herself to be distracted by the future — by dreams of catching Jake Warbler’s blood-pulse with the link, of closing in on him and his companions, of speaking, with her true body, the single word that would initiate the final stage of the rites. She did not wonder what it would be like, when the Identity’s most powerful magics flung her, and an elite cadre of Cimonite warriors, across a thousand miles by way of her blood-bond with Yolo. She did not worry over whether, once there, she would be able to control both her own body and Yolo’s — or whether she and her followers could overwhelm both Dahnur Boldmansson’s men and Jake Warbler with his companions.
 
   She waited, in a state of tension greater than she had ever felt, and she kept herself in the darkness, in Yolo’s flesh, far off from the bloody work of her own kind.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie sat alone, experimenting with small phantasmal lenses to distract herself. Borosque had called Jake below; the two were engaged in some conversation about how navigation would proceed, as they drew nearer to Urka Aspenus.
 
   She had little success at diversion — every inch of her body sensed the bizarre nature of her surroundings. The experience of plummeting without weight brought back memories of being tormented in the Aerials as a child, failing at every acrobatic contest, being mocked by her peers and by the elder sprites as well. 
 
   She wondered if knowledge of Fingold’s death had left her particularly susceptible — unrooted her from the life she’d lived over the past eight years. In all her infancy and youth among the sprites, she’d had no one, no sense of home. During the Aerials, when competition required loops and still-winged dives, the other children had no fear of falling; they knew by instinct when to set their wings into motion and pull up from impact just before the ground reached them. They’d been creatures of the air, and she’d been half a groundling. But at Fingold’s she’d been welcomed as family. And while she’d often felt as out-of-place among the bigfolk as she had among the sprites, her grandfather had given her an understanding of kinship and belonging that had made the strangeness of city life feel ordinary to her.
 
   And now where was she?
 
   Somewhere, hundreds of leagues above, lay both the forest kingdom of the sprites and the city that she and Grandpapa had called home during their short years together. Upon the continent that held both places, Fingold’s body mouldered somewhere — unless the followers of Cimone had incinerated it after they’d killed him.
 
   Noxie found that she did not want to be falling toward adventure and exploration, like a young sprite dropping silently out of the sky to work mischief. She wanted to be home, but had no home to want. And as powerfully as she felt for Jake, she could take little reassurance in it — for she feared that whatever he felt might splinter when he knew more about her, as though upon rocks at the end of a fall.
 
   “Well, you look positively sick,” came Weston’s voice from the ladder.
 
   She started, and looked around to find him creeping gingerly down the rungs from his third or fourth trip up to the facilities above. His fair complexion had taken on an outright pallor, and his face seemed too weak to carry even his usual ironic humor as he went on. “Do I have some company at last? Have you succumbed to the same dislocation of the viscera that I have?”
 
   Noxie sighed. “No, Weston. I’m afraid I used to fall like this all the time growing up, whenever my folk had a festival. Swooping and diving is child’s play to me — I just don’t care to think too much on my childhood.”
 
   He shook his head. “Well, shame on Jake for leaving you alone. If I had Amblisse sitting in the seat next to me, you can be sure I wouldn’t abandon her to let her weep over longago memories.”
 
   “Oh,” she said, deciding that even an annoying conversation with Weston ranked higher than maundering by herself, “Did Amblisse have a miserable upbringing too?”
 
   He scowled, as though remembering something he didn’t care to. “No,” he said. “Actually, she gave every appearance of having been terrifically spoiled. You couldn’t get around her without hearing about her doting father and how he heaped his wealth upon her and her mother. It was her primary reason for spurning me — ‘Weston, surely you don’t imagine yourself capable of supporting me as my family has been able to? What life could I have with you? My existence would be over.’”
 
   This last he said in a rather haughty falsetto. Yet the look in his eyes went dreamy, as if he’d been mimicking words of fond devotion.
 
   “You know, Weston,” she said, “the more I hear of Amblisse, the more I think she would have done very well for herself amongst my kin in the sprite kingdoms.”
 
   “Do you think so?” he asked, looking pleasantly surprised. “I can see it too, of course — she has a sort of timeless nobility, and the same unearthly beauty that I always imagine when reading Veurn’s descriptions of the sprite-folk.”
 
   Weston’s imperception tickled her enough that she decided to forbear correcting it. Noxie had meant no compliment, of course. She felt certain from Weston’s few descriptions that Amblisse possessed an insufferable sense of entitlement — entitlement not just to riches and wealth and her station in life, but also to treating those around her with utter contempt at any moment that the whim struck her. A spritely quality indeed.
 
   “Make fast above!” came Dalfineo Borosque’s voice, cutting off any further avenues the conversation might have taken. “We’re about to begin maneuvers, and you’d best be strapped in.”
 
   Weston returned hurriedly to his seat, leaving Noxie by herself once again — and yet feeling slightly less alone than she had before.
 
   One of Fingold’s sayings popped into her mind at this realization: Remember, when you’re down — there’s always someone, somewhere, who’s in more pitiable shape than you are. It may not be right to feel better, just because of that, but if you can find one of them, and take a good hard look, you’ll find you pity yourself a sight less.
 
   “So, Noxie,” she whispered wryly to herself. “It could be worse — you could be Weston.”
 
   Then Borosque shouted, “Here it is!” 
 
   And the descender began to angle, and her seat rose up beneath her, and the pit of her stomach remembered that there was a down.
 
   * * *
 
   The observer’s chair, just behind Dalfineo Borosque’s own station, gave Jake a different perspective on their journey than he’d had in the passenger section up above. Borosque himself lay on a rotatable bench, such that he could turn himself to look out and down through any of four large bubble windows in the vessel’s hull. Each of these gave a considerably more expansive view than the little portholes by the passenger seats, and Borosque made constant use of them, turning from one to the next, and then back again, as he kept watch for islands or stray chunks of floatstone coming up at them.
 
   Currently, the whole of Urka Aspenus could be seen through the four bubbles, vivid in greens and blues against the deeper azure of the sky below. Looking at the Wild Continent from this vantage, Jake found himself doubting the wisdom of their plans even further.
 
   Half an hour earlier, he’d been called down by the pilot to help in navigation. This had required him to ease past the rotating bench and retrieve their maps from the netted-off cargo section in the nose of the descender. He’d strapped these down on a map table that hung below the bench — Weston’s copy of Coeldoetta’s Sonnets and the lute from Thollol’s Museum of Antiquities.  Taken side-by-side, the two maps seemed to make things clear: the large-scale map from the lute showed the outline of the continent and the general region toward which they wished to head, and the detail map from the Sonnets showed contours and landmarks near the confluence of four great rivers, with a small, hand-drawn star providing a target that seemingly could not be more plain.
 
   But the Urka Aspenus that he saw through the view ports did not have simple, clean lines like those shown on the maps. It ran wild with green and showed thin traceries of blue only here and there, where tangled webs of rivers dodged in and out of immense forestlands.
 
   Still, Jake had no choice but to take Borosque at his word when he said, “Things will clear up as we get closer, have no fear.”
 
   Down they went, and as the time passed, the continent swelled until its edges began to exceed Jake’s view through the windows. Borosque could still turn his table and, undoubtedly, see more from his lower position. But the ever-more-restricted view made Jake feel more and more keenly with each passing minute how thoroughly their fates lay in this man’s skill.
 
   “There,” the pilot said finally, pointing through the lower-left porthole. “Those whites and greys are this mountain range here on the map. You can just see the westernmost river running down from them, and that means that your landing spot is ...”
 
   Borosque spun his bench to the lower-right window. “Yah. It’s right there. Can you see that grand valley, after the rivers have merged?”
 
   Leaning and peering, Jake saw only blue threads running through a mottle of darker and lighter greens. But apparently, the pilot was not actually asking for his opinion, as Borosque turned his head and shouted upwards, “Make fast above! We’re about to begin maneuvers, and you’d best be strapped in.”
 
   To Jake, he said, “You’ll want to reach over and click those bracers into place. Once we start to angle, it’ll be damned uncomfortable for you to be hanging just by your straps.”
 
   Jake did as told, adjusting and locking supports in front of his knees, shoulders and forehead. He appreciated the fact that Borosque did not ask whether he would prefer to return to the more comfortable, upward-facing passenger seats above.
 
   Reaching for his control levers, the pilot called out, “Here it is!”
 
   The descender veered in the direction that Jake had been thinking of as “down” because his feet were pointed that way.  But as they turned, he found himself pressing in the opposite direction against his straps and braces, as though he were lying on an incline with his head down. The disorientation, and the rapid swing of the continent’s features across the view ports, sent a lurch through his stomach, and forced him to close his eyes momentarily.
 
   When he felt settled again, he opened them, and found only sky showing through the “lower” two portholes. Borosque’s bench had rotated again, so that the pilot’s view was of the “upper-right” porthole.
 
   All right, I now dub these portholes One, Two, Three, and Four, Jake thought, to stop himself thinking of “up” and “down,” which for some reason unsettled his stomach. Porthole One, he chose as the one Borosque had focused on.
 
   Through it, he could now see the great ribbon of blue that the pilot had spoken of. It ran southward across a broad plateau, and to its north Jake could more clearly make out the scattered, sometimes dashed lines of its four main tributaries — themselves great rivers all, inexorably flowing toward the central point at which they all met.
 
   And as the descender angled downward, a sixth line became visible as well. Thin and faint, it ran east-to-west, cutting across the others almost right at the great convergence.
 
   “What’s that?” he asked Borosque, pointing and then embarrassedly realizing that the pilot could not spare a glance to see his gesture. “That line, running across the middle of the view?”
 
   “I have no idea,” the pilot replied, his tone half-curious.
 
   It could not be a river, flowing straight across the meeting-point of four other rivers. And it could not be a river, being an ethereal gold, instead of blue.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty: The Swarm
 
    
 
   Weston scrambled out through the cargo hatch and flung himself bodily to the earth, heedless of Jake’s caution to keep an eye about himself. The last half-hour of the landing process had so thoroughly convinced him he was going to die that just the feel of solid ground lent him a sense of immortality and safety beyond shaking even by the reputation of the so-called Wild Continent.
 
   After a moment, though, he became aware of splashings in the river off to his left, and distant angry beast-calls in the forest to his right, and he gradually realized that there was more than a mere reputation to fear here.
 
   The descender lay on its side in a lush green floodplain, fifty yards off from the river in one direction, a mile or so from thick woods in the other. It had come down in a series of fitful falls and stalls that Borosque insisted he had complete control over, but which sent Weston’s nerves to pieces anew every two or three minutes. The descender, Borosque had explained, could be guided best while falling, and least while buoyed by its fallstopper. So to hit their target, or at least come near it, he had to repeatedly flood and purge the chamber that held the vessel’s floatstone core. As more air met and reacted with the floatstone, the craft’s fall slowed, and the whole affair leveled out and began to drift with the wind. Then the pilot would throw a lever to fill the holding chamber with water, cutting off the levitant effect and allowing them to fall again at his direction.
 
   Weston’s eyes had been shut tight throughout this ordeal, so he’d gotten no view of Urka Aspenus lurching its way up to meet them. If I can just survive the trip, he’d thought, nothing on the continent will be able to frighten me half as much.
 
   Now, looking out upon his surroundings, he wondered.
 
   On his travels through Warkslinshire, from the Thespic Conservatory to Broulle Byriver to Willowsdale to Gleit, he had seen his fair share of woods. At times, those woods had been far off across plains or farmland; at others, they’d loomed across roads and brushed at the wagons of caravans in which Weston had managed to secure a place.
 
   But he had not seen forests such as these.
 
   Even a mile distant across the lush green grass of the floodplain, the vastness of the trees made itself clear. A few scattered titans with boles the size of buildings stood on the plain, giving a sense of scale. The least of them must have been a hundred feet tall. Their trunks curled and bent in every direction, and their massive limbs sagged under canopies so thick, it looked like night itself in beneath the boughs.
 
   And things took flight from time to time, out of the far, seamless roof of green while he watched. For him to see the wings as clearly as he did, they must have had a span near as wide as the trees were high.
 
   Not even sure how long he’d been staring at this view, Weston turned back to find Jake and Dalfineo Borosque unloading the packs and instrument cases from the nose of the descender.
 
   “That’s it, then,” Borosque was saying, heaving out the lute case. “We’re within five miles of your map’s spot, I’d say. I’ll start loading in the fresh floatstone core right off, and I’ll wait for you till nightfall, if nothing molests me. But I warn you — if any of the bigger beasties around here shows up, I’ll take to the sky before I risk my vessel.”
 
   Jake gave a nod more casual than Weston thought appropriate, and said, “Agreed. It’s not like we could get home anyway, if we lost you or the ship.”
 
   Weston closed his eyes and grimaced, forcing himself to say nothing. We’ve come all this way, he told himself, and The Last Tragedy is no more than an hour’s hike or two off. Everything has come together, and it will continue to come together. All will be fine. If Borosque were coward enough to flee at a twig-snap, he wouldn’t very well be in the line of work he’s in, now would he?
 
   Noxie came out of the ship as Weston opened his eyes again. She’d changed into one of her open-backed outfits, and her iridescent wings spread out from her shoulders. 
 
   Evidently, she’d heard some of the conversation and had some of the same thoughts Weston had, as she smiled warningly at Borosque and said, “Just be sure it’s a good reason you run off for, if you do. Otherwise I’ll fly up after you and demand our money back quite sternly.”
 
   The pilot looked her up and down with surprised eyes. Then he looked at Jake and Weston as well before turning back to her and saying, “You know, even if I were a scoundrel and a cheat, I’d be a fool to just leave behind the most interesting set of passengers I’ve run across in my whole career. It’s bound to make for good business, if I have the end of this tale to tell back on Delvonia.”
 
   With a touch of two fingers to his brow, he climbed back into the descender and pulled shut the hatch behind him.
 
   Weston opened his mouth to ask whether the others thought Borosque could be trusted — but Jake spoke first, looking at Noxie.
 
   “Not even bringing your pack?” he asked her.
 
   “Not even thinking of it,” she said frankly. “I looked out those windows as we were coming down, and whatever you two want to do, I’m traveling light.”
 
   Weston looked quickly all around, alarmed. “Why? What was out the windows?”
 
   “Those woods, for one thing,” she said, pointing west. Then she pirouetted to the southeast and pointed again. “That river, for another — full up with very large, dark shapes moving about in it. And that ... sparkly, shimmery thing. Whatever it is.”
 
   Her last gesture took in the whole of the northern horizon, east to west. There, now that Weston looked, a band of twinkling gold cut across the river, the plain, the forest. At least as far off as the forest to the west, the thing’s details and composition could not be made out. It didn't look to be solid, not a wall or an embankment — and something about it suggested motion, although its outlines remained fairly steady. It’s like someone’s drawn a mesh curtain across the whole continent, Weston thought.
 
   He stared at it a moment, then said, “I don’t know whether to hope our path lies in that direction, or another. There’s at least one curious bone, somewhere in my body — but I have a feeling that if we get too close to whatever that is, there’s a good chance of my curious bone getting picked clean, and all the other ones along with it.”
 
   “Well, let’s hope you’re wrong,” said Jake. “Because unless I’m mistaken, the spot on the map is somewhere to the north of that great hill over there.”
 
   The spot to which Jake pointed would take them off to the northwest. And right up to or into the strange, shimmering layer of gold.
 
   * * *
 
   The unloading of the large descender proceeded rapidly, its three-man crew giving every indication of wanting to seal the ship back up quickly. This suited Celas well. She felt certain they had gained ground on her prey during the fall, and she meant to capitalize on that.
 
   The cylindrical wood-and-metal body of the descender lay flush against the ground, and the men worked briskly to crank open its cargo holds and remove the two long canoes and packs of provisions Dahnur Boldmansson had ordered. Celas stood back and waited, interested in only one piece of equipment — a safety float.
 
   Boldmansson’s plan called for the expedition to take to the river by canoe, paddling downstream until Yolo’s bloodlink alerted them that the other party was near. Celas had been doubly unhappy with this plan — first, she’d very recently had a bad experience by river, and second, it revealed a disturbing vagueness to Dahnur’s knowledge of their destination. He knew the maps led to a confluence of four rivers, but could not say with any accuracy just how close to that confluence they needed to land. As a result, he’d insisted on bringing the descender down twenty miles north of the convergence. This, he said, would guarantee that they’d start off in the right direction. All they had to do was head south until they picked up the magical signal that Yolo would feel from his cousin.
 
   Despite its drawbacks, this plan held one shining advantage. The need to bring the canoes had forced them to look for a larger descender — and larger descenders were subject to much less drag, relative to their mass, than smaller ones. The pilot had indicated that they might fall up to twice as quickly as the four- or six-passenger craft she expected her prey to hire on.
 
   “Easy, there,” said one of the crewmen, when Curm and Palnick hefted the first of the canoes out.
 
   “We’ve got it,” grunted Curm in response. He and his partner carried the boat away from the hold as Boldmansson and Cloothe stepped in for the next one.
 
   Through Yolo’s eyes, Celas watched all of this, purposely standing back with arms crossed. As Boldmansson and the cabin boy got the canoe shouldered, she could see that the lad had to struggle under his end, despite being fairly strong for his size.
 
   “Don’t ... bother to help ... or anything,” Cloothe said, lugging his end of the canoe by Yolo.
 
   “I don’t recall being asked for help,” Celas replied snidely. “And I certainly don’t recall being asked politely.”
 
   The boy made no retort, saving his breath for the effort of carrying his load down closer to the riverbank. Celas smiled and stepped quickly over to the hold, where she had Yolo pick up one of the flotation rings from their stack of supplies. The ring had a slight heft to it, being made of cork within a canvas skin.
 
   Carrying this down the slope, she passed Curm and Palnick as they returned for a load of provisions. Palnick gave Yolo an irritated glance, and Curm — eyeing the flotation ring — said, “Look, don’t bother to help if you can’t carry a man’s burden.”
 
   Celas pointed forward, toward the spot where Dahnur and Cloothe had just set down their canoe. In Yolo’s most pedantic voice, she said, “As I told your younger but equally witty companion, I have not been asked to help. I’m carrying this for my own needs, not yours. I am unable to swim, and I noticed that there are only three of these, not five as there should be. You will recall, I hope, that my magical connection to my cousin makes me the most valuable member of this group.”
 
   Curm opened his mouth, then simply shook his head and went to catch up to Palnick.
 
   * * *
 
   An hour of walking carried them up to the flank of Jake’s hill, and Noxie found herself growing steadily more unnerved as they went. They’d seen little in the way of fauna — other than the distant, titanic flying things that periodically wheeled above the forest to their left. But all signs pointed to this realm teeming with life, and life that included some very large and dangerous creatures.
 
   A mile or so into their hike, Weston had tripped in a large depression, causing Jake to point out that it gave clear signs of being a paw print — one that stretched almost four feet from side to side. This prompted Weston to suggest that they try to use the scattered trees of the floodplain as cover, sneaking from one to the next. But when Noxie had conjured up some viewing lenses, their magnification showed unsettling tremors within the boughs of the nearest tree — tremors that did not seem to reflect wind pushing upon the canopy.
 
   So they’d walked on, straight across the plain through grass that came to Noxie’s waist. To help calm Weston’s fears — and her own — she kept them covered in figmentary bushes along the way, with the hope that nothing might chance to smell them, and that nothing of any intelligence would see them and realize that bushes oughtn’t be moving.
 
   As they reached the hill, the forest loomed close at hand. The nearest of the trees rose up from its western slope, only a few hundred yards away.
 
   “Let’s check the map before we get any farther,” Jake said, throwing a cautious glance in the direction of the woods. Shadows played deep there, Noxie could see — deeper than anything but the thickest of the sprite woods she’d once called home. Gesturing at Weston for the mandolin, Jake went on, “I don’t want to cut into that forest before we have to. But I also don’t want to get any closer to that glittering mystery, either. So let’s see if the east or west flank of this hill takes us closer to our destination.”
 
   Weston handed the mandolin case over readily. The way he rubbed at his forearm thereafter suggested that he’d been tired of carrying it for some while.
 
   “You know, if that was getting heavy, you could always hand it off to me, Weston,” she said. “I haven’t got a pack or anything, and I’m not entirely feeble.”
 
   The young scholar straightened his back at this and nodded toward the lute case Jake had just set down. “If Jake can haul that one about, I can certainly manage the smaller one, thank you.”
 
   She laughed. “Weston, I wasn’t trying to draw a comparison. I’d’ve offered Jake help too, except I’d look rather a bit foolish staggering along under a case taller than I am.”
 
   “Hmn,” Weston said, as though weighing what to think. “Not to be —”
 
   Jake interrupted him, with a single word:
 
   “Listen.”
 
   While they’d talked, Jake had laid the mandolin case down and opened its latches. Now he bent low over it, and gestured them to come and do the same. Curious, Noxie moved over at once. Weston looked about — as though concerned something would sneak up on them — then followed.
 
   The sound-box of the mandolin gave forth a low, pure tone.
 
   Weston made an impatient sound. “All right, so you jostled the thing opening it up, so what?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “The felt of the lid kept the strings muted, up until I raised it. And I hope that you’ll appreciate my ability to handle an instrument with care.”
 
   The sound continued, at the quiet end of audibility.
 
   “The wind?” Noxie asked. “I stayed at an inn once that had a big wind-harp hanging outside ...”
 
   “I don’t feel much wind,” Jake asked, “Do you? And you probably haven’t noticed — that’s a single note. No overtones, no sympathetic vibration from the other strings. A breeze or a bump would set all eight strings humming, not just one. And the sound would have faded by now.”
 
   Noxie looked more carefully at the mandolin in its case, and while it looked no different, she suddenly recalled — no, felt, very strongly — the fact that this instrument was over a thousand years old.
 
   Jake reached down to the narrow end of the case and gently picked the mandolin up by its neck, careful not to touch the strings.
 
   As the instrument came up and out of its felt-lined nest, the note sounded momentarily louder, then fell off almost to silence. Jake froze, bent awkwardly over the open case, holding the mandolin at a graceless angle. Noxie held her breath.
 
   Though almost inaudible, the note held steady.
 
   “What do you think it is?” she asked.
 
   “Well it’s obvious,” Weston replied. “Coeldoetta meant these instruments to lead her two musician friends to her. The sound has to be a guide.”
 
   Jake looked up and over at him as though impressed. “A fine notion, I’d say. Let’s test it.”
 
   Slowly, he eased the mandolin back across the arc through which he’d raised it. When the neck swung just east of the crown of the hill, its fine hum rose in a crescendo. Further west, the sound fell off again.
 
   After testing the sound’s volume against direction several times, Jake nodded and said, “Good job, Weston.”
 
   Weston appeared exceedingly pleased with himself.
 
   “Of course,” Noxie pointed out, “that direction is also the straightest line toward our weird screen of shimmery gold sparkles — it could be the music is meant to warn us off from dangers.”
 
   Weston’s smile faltered, at which Jake laughed, then rose to clap the scholar on the shoulder.
 
   “Not to worry,” Jake said. “There’s no gold line on the map, and that note is much too soothing to be meant as an alarm. I think as long as we point the neck in the direction of the loudest tone, we’ll be headed for our destination.”
 
   Up and across the hill’s eastern flank, they headed — Jake now carrying the mandolin while Noxie and Weston each lugged a case. Noxie’s, being empty, did not encumber her much. But the big lute-case clearly took its toll on Weston’s arms, and he kept switching it from one hand to another.
 
   Fortunately — or unfortunately — they hadn’t far to go before they stopped.
 
   As they crested the eastern slope, they saw before them both their destination and the mysterious obstacle barring them from it.
 
   “That’s got to be it, doesn’t it?” Weston said, pointing.
 
   Jake maneuvered the neck of the mandolin — east, west, up, down. Its loudest note sounding straight in the direction Weston pointed.
 
   Unhappily, Noxie said, “So I suppose we’re going to be finding out what in the world that thing is.”
 
   Across the land below and before them ran the golden strand, stretching from one horizon to the other, with its nearest point perhaps half a mile away. It appeared to make a path some eighty or hundred feet across — except in the spot indicated by the mandolin’s song. There, it bulged out almost twice as wide.
 
   One fact made itself clear from this distance: the band was no single object, but a stream of flashing airborne streaks moving from west to east.
 
   A low, low rumble pierced Noxie’s awareness as well, like a deeper and much farther version of the note from the mandolin. She didn’t know whether it had just reached her ears, or if she’d only now recognized it. But its wavering and direction both tied it to the bizarre, moving track of gold before them.
 
   “It certainly looks like we’re headed into the bulge,” Jake agreed. “But I can’t say I’m eager to find out what it is by walking right up to it.”
 
   Noxie sighed, and put down the empty mandolin case to free up both of her hands. Until this point, she had deliberately avoided using her lens trick to see what the golden strand was made of. If the revelation had proved bad, it might have undercut her already-frayed nerves — and she certainly didn’t want to give Weston anything more to quail over. But now the time had clearly come.
 
   “I’ll get us a closer look,” she said, beginning her gestures.
 
   “Carefully,” Jake suggested with a cautionary tilt of his head.
 
   “Not to worry,” she assured him, nodding up and to the east. “The sun’s high up in the sky, and I won’t be making them as large this time.”
 
   Weston set the lute-case down and stood rubbing his arm, while looking about warily. “Look, you two,” he said, “if you’re going to have dangerous secrets, would you please not even allude to them in my presence? I think I’d much rather just be out of the know altogether, at this point.”
 
   The lenses sprang up at Noxie’s command, one the size of a plate and the other big as a wheel. She eased them back and forth until the golden strand and bulge became clear, and then she threw a dull grey covering between them and the sun, just in case.
 
   What they saw through this arrangement made Weston sit down, heavily.
 
   Speeding across Urka Aspenus in front of them, and surrounding entirely the spot they wanted to reach, was a swarm of horrific vermin. With glittering golden carapaces and blurring, buzzing wings, the creatures ranged from rat-sized to as big as a horse. In a scattered cloud, they moved — separated by mere feet here, or yards there — nowhere sparse enough that a sane person would try to run through them.
 
   “Interesting,” Jake said after a pause. “Now that I look, I can see where the swarm cuts into the forest canopy, and even down into the trees.”
 
   “Interesting?” Weston asked. “We’ve come a thousand miles, only to get stopped dead a few hundred yards from The Last Tragedy, and all you can say is that it’s ‘interesting?’”
 
   “Well don’t give up just yet, Weston,” Jake said, unruffled. “We haven’t determined for certain that we’re blocked.”
 
   “Oh,” Weston retorted, “of course not. Even though you’ve just mentioned that they’re capable of gnawing down hundred-foot trees, perhaps at the moment they’re just not in the mood for three tasty little morsels such as ourselves.”
 
   “Obviously, we’re not going to take that chance. But look where the sun is. In another hour or two, it will have moved up behind Delvonia, and we’ll be cast into twilight. The things may go dormant then.”
 
   “Right — and they may cuddle up in an even thicker nest around Coeldoetta’s house, if that’s what we see diverting their route. Or if they don’t, and we stay in the house even a moment too long, they’ll wake back up and prevent us getting out. Then we’ll have to wait for nightfall to leave, by which time Dalfineo Borosque will have taken off without us.”
 
   As the men debated, Noxie swept her frame of view along the stream of flying vermin. The big ones let her see enough detail to know they must be dangerous — great, jagged mandibles hung from their many-eyed faces, and their forelegs had the look of a hunter’s traps. If she came across one of these bugs just the size of her finger, she’d want to stay away from it.
 
   But then she saw something that gave her a moment of hope.
 
   “Jake, Weston,” she said, interrupting their discussion. “Look here.”
 
   She centered the view on a mass of insects that had lunged suddenly groundward. One of their fellows had apparently reached its end, faltered, and dropped to earth. In an instant, the others mobbed it, hundreds of them converging in a ball, gnawing and sawing its carcass into fine pieces until it had been utterly consumed before their very eyes.
 
   “That’s horrible!” Weston said, aghast. “Do you still want to argue that we’re not completely blocked?”
 
   “Well ...” Jake began, dubiously.
 
   Noxie cleared her throat and moved the view slightly eastward. “I said, look.”
 
   As she tracked the view to keep pace with the swarm, her point could be plainly seen. Just ahead of the spot where the vermin had fallen, the lower edge of the swarm looked markedly less dense. Second by second, the thin spot evened out, until it could no longer be distinguished at all. But the delay was enough to be noticeable.
 
   “That was one of the middle-sized bugs,” she said, feeling cautiously excited. “If we could bring down a bunch of the big ones, say, a dozen or two, I bet it would stop almost the whole swarm. We could run across the gap while they settled in for dinner.”
 
   Weston snorted. “Wonderful. I’ll look about for some rocks we can start throwing.”
 
   Jake, however, gave her a knowing look. “I think Noxie has something else in mind, Weston.”
 
   And indeed, she did.
 
   * * *
 
   By the time they reached the bottom of the hill, Weston felt near to panicking. Scarcely a hundred yards away the swarm of giant insects whisked by, the noise of their wings now a menacing growl. The smallest individuals appeared as mere shimmering specks — but the vicious, chitinous claws of the larger ones could be seen clearly. And every once in a while, a titan of a bug roared along through the stream, big as a wagon, with jaws fit for rending an ox.
 
   For Noxie’s plan to work, they needed to get in close — close enough that she could use her lens trick, and close enough that they could all run for the safety of the house while the swarm remained distracted. So they snuck downhill, keeping low to the thigh-high grass, with Noxie’s phantasms raising the growth up to form a screen that fully covered them.
 
   Personally, Weston had less than full confidence that the gambit would work at all. While he had yet to see any of the vermin detour far from the main swarm, there was no telling what might happen if the things got wind of three people creeping along nearby. A second stream might quickly split off from the first, and make even shorter work of Weston and his companions than of the ill-fated bug they’d recently watched being devoured.
 
   Yet what choice did he have? The mandolin pointed straight to the bulge in the swarm. Noxie had a plan. The Last Tragedy awaited.
 
   And so he found himself at the northern foot of the hill, looking out through waving fronds of figmentary grass at a flying colony of predators — vicious, relentless, and numbering in the thousands or even millions.
 
   “How much closer, do you think?” Jake whispered to Noxie as they paused.
 
   “Close enough to feel the wind from their wings, if we dare it,” she said, pointing. “Say, right about there. I don’t know that they’re flying as fast as they can right now. But at the point you two make your run for it, we’re going to want them to be at least ten times as far from the gate as you are.”
 
   “Not that we can actually see the gate to know where it is,” Weston muttered gloomily.
 
   “You’re welcome to hang back here,” Noxie said with a raised eyebrow, “while Jake and I go in and search through Coeldoetta’s house.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes, and she returned to her point.
 
   “Anyway, if pull my trick a quarter-mile upstream from here, and it works, that should give you enough time to find the gate, play the song that opens it, and get inside just as I’ve caught up — and hopefully, before the swarm recovers and catches up too.”
 
   “Fine,” Weston said. “I recommend we get going, then, before I lose my nerve.”
 
   And he meant it — Noxie’s stratagem called for Weston and Jake to lie in the grass not fifty feet from the hideous vermin that droned across their path. They would be covered by a crude illusion — a static one that Noxie swore would last a few minutes, even without her maintaining it. But there would be nothing to block their scent, if the wind should shift northward. 
 
   It was a gamble more dangerous than falling a thousand miles from Delvonia, he reckoned.
 
   But it won’t take ten minutes, he told himself, and then you’ll be inside, and the treasure of a thousand lifetimes will be yours.
 
   At a nod from Jake, the three of them began to creep forward once more.
 
   * * *
 
   The five-man expedition paddled downriver at a good speed, staying offshore where the current ran strong but avoiding the river’s center, where dark and deep waters might hold dangers unseen.
 
   Yolo Warbler sat in the lead canoe, with Curm in front and Palnick behind doing the paddling. Celas made sure her grip on the flotation ring was solid. By force of will, she kept her attention focused through Yolo’s eyes and ears, and searched his coursing blood for any tingle of Jake’s presence at the edge of the bloodlink’s range. This had become easier over the hours, but even a mild distraction could bring her own body’s senses faintly into play, and it would be deadly for her to drift off into the sounds of rituals back on Delvonia, if the canoe should tip at just the wrong moment.
 
   The others remained quiet, ostensibly because Dahnur had ordered them to. But something about the wide, fast river — and the untamed continent that spread about it — put an uneasiness in the men’s hearts. The tension could be seen plainly on their faces, the worry clear in their darting eyes. Although the captain had insisted that river travel would be safer and quicker than going overland, it appeared that his men were less than certain of his judgment about their security here on the water.
 
   What must it be like to be one of these poor fools? Celas asked herself. Trapped by the constant fear of death — ever alert for that which might prey upon them?
 
   Celas too, remained alert. But it was the alertness of the predator, intense with the knowledge that no beast, regardless of size or strength, could out-prey Man — and that no man could out-prey those favored of her goddess.
 
   These musings could have occupied her for some while — except that a sudden throbbing sensation cut them short.
 
   She drew in a breath. And despite herself, the breath shot inward through both Yolo’s lips and her own.
 
   The bloodlink.
 
   Faint and far beyond Yolo’s flesh, a pulse came to her — the beating of a heart not Yolo’s own, and not her own. It lay to the southwest, she could tell, at an uncertain, hazy distance. But it was there, and it meant that Jake Warbler lived and breathed and walked less than a dozen miles from her.
 
   “You all right?” asked Palnick from the rear of the canoe. “Hey — is it your cousin? Are we getting close?”
 
   Celas cursed herself for her reaction. She’d let Yolo’s gaze turn abruptly in the direction of the bloodlink, and Palnick — apparently no fool — had caught the meaning of that expressionless stare precisely.
 
   “Shh!” she said, giving him an aggravated glance. “Keep rowing, and keep quiet.”
 
   “But is it working?” he asked stubbornly, his voice only slightly lowered. 
 
   Curm joined in, looking back over his shoulder. “I didn’t half credit it — are you saying it’s that magic bond, for real?”
 
   “Shhh!” she urged.
 
   Palnick nodded, and made one more whispered comment. “Let’s back paddle a moment, Curm, and let the cap’n know.”
 
   Curm opened his mouth to reply, but the thing that came up under the boat cut him short.
 
   A fierce impact tossed Yolo through the air. The whole canoe had been smacked free of the river’s surface. Shouts and cries rattled Celas’ hearing as she saw the sky and water tilting around her.
 
   The ring, she told herself, locking her grip on it.
 
   Then the river smashed into her, cold and deep and all too icily familiar.
 
   Hold the ring!
 
   Up, she bobbed, Yolo’s head breaking into air from the clear, fast current. She threw her glance around, her view tipping crazily. The upturned hull of the canoe floated nearby. Splashing and thrashing sounded from beyond it.
 
   Dahnur Boldmansson’s voice rang out, “Don’t panic! We’ll be there in a —”
 
   But a mouth came up from the deeps — lifted straight up out of the water, catching Palnick cleanly between its teeth and ending his sudden scream with two quick bites.
 
   Celas got Yolo’s head and shoulders through the ring and began kicking madly for shore.
 
   Behind her, chaos splashed and spattered and roared. She did not look back to see what fate her companions were meeting.
 
   But she did dip her face in the water and peer down, to see if anything followed her.
 
   Was that a vast, black form swirling up toward her? Or just a dark streak on the distant bottom?
 
   The bank remained yards off. She could not leave the distance to chance.
 
   “Come,” she said, through her own lips, a thousand miles away. “Danger. Water. Come, quickly.”
 
   Then she forced herself back into Yolo’s body, where every jot of her concentration went into propelling him and the flotation ring shoreward. She ignored the shifting sequence of ritual chants where her true ears received them. She ignored Boldmansson’s voice behind Yolo — whether it was a scream or a command or a plea could not matter at this point. She ignored the cold hand of the river and the warm hands upon her own native body alike. 
 
   And then screams sounded at once around both of her bodies, and magic surged and flung itself through her, and the cold stone of the altar beneath her vanished, and the river gripped her and Yolo at once.
 
   Her hands lay suddenly in his hands. She gripped tight with both pairs. Her own head went under. She kicked with both sets of legs. Panic all but overwhelmed her ability to command all these disparate limbs.
 
   But — with Yolo’s open eyes, she saw that her own body had not come alone across the miles. Other heads rose above the surface too. And when her own eyes opened, beneath the water, she saw a cleanly muscled figure diving down through the current, a spear in its hand ready to meet an uprising maw of vast proportions.
 
   Other hands gripped her — grabbed tight to the Celas body and the Yolo body too. Strong forms surged about her. Her head breached the river’s surface into air.
 
   “Relax, Abscissa.” The voice in her ear carried both deference and command. She did as it said.
 
   In moments, the team of powerfully built men and women had reached the bank and hauled her onto dry earth.
 
   Celas jumped to her feet at once, instinctively using her own body — though Yolo’s clumsily mimicked the motion and she had to spend a moment keeping him from falling over.
 
   “My companions,” she said breathlessly. “Kill them as they reach the shore.”
 
   Four Points stood about her now, she saw. Three men and a woman, they wore short tunics that left their limbs free, and all of those limbs showed hardened, trained muscle.
 
   The leader, the man who’d spoken in her ear, pointed out across the river.
 
   “We have two spears, left, mistress. We might be able to make that cast. Do you wish it?”
 
   In the direction he pointed, the lone remaining canoe was striking for the far shore. Aboard it, Dahnur Boldmansson and Cloothe swung their paddles furiously, driving the craft forward as fast as they could. A dark shape cut through the water behind them, easily triple the length of the canoe.
 
   “No,” she said, watching. Would the canoe reach shore before the leviathan behind caught up? It mattered no whit to Celas, as Boldmansson and his cabin boy would not dare to recross the river even if they lived.
 
   Four Points now stood by her, two with spears and short swords at their waists, the other two with broadswords belted across their backs. The Identity’s plan had called for six Points to transport through with Celas’ body, which meant a third of her force had already been lost to the river creatures.
 
   “Let’s get away from this bank,” she said, her thoughts quick and purposeful. “Then we’ll follow the river south a bit, until and unless the bloodlink tells me we have to go into those woods.”
 
   She felt her own limbs afire with ritual magic, and asked, “Were the rituals complete? Are we all well augmented?”
 
   “Yes, mistress,” said the lead Point. “With three Takings for each of us.”
 
   Celas calculated this in her head. It meant inhuman strength and speed for days, perhaps a week. Or, if they chose, a briefer flash of almost godlike exertion.
 
   “You,” she said to the largest of the Points. “Take Yolo’s body over your shoulder to start.”
 
   The man obeyed instantly, scooping Yolo up as though he were a pillow. This left Celas free to concentrate fully upon her own limbs, instead of trying to manage two bodies in step.
 
   “Now,” she said, “we run.”
 
   * * *
 
   Jake lay next to Weston in the grass, waiting and watching tautly.
 
   Noxie could not be seen. She’d turned herself the bright blue of the sky before flying off, and the sound of her wings had been quickly drowned out by the buzz of the swarm close at hand.
 
   They had gotten within fifty feet of the swarm’s edge before stopping. At this distance, the viciousness of the creatures’ mandibles and ripping claws could not be missed. Weaker members of the migration regularly dipped or fell, and when they did, the others thronged about them and devoured them in half a minute or less.
 
   There could be no thought of talking during the wait. As Jake looked about, he saw that Weston remained as still as if he’d been paralyzed, not even turning his head. The humorous part of Jake’s mind wondered if the young scholar might need a reminder even to blink. But the serious side kept that notion an idle one.
 
   Despite lying prone, Jake could feel his own heart beating at a great pace. If at any point the golden vermin noticed them, he and Weston would surely be dead. Worse yet, he had no clue whether Noxie had reached her goal farther up the stream of insects — or if the things had somehow gotten wind of her and already torn her to bits.
 
   He urged himself to be calm.
 
   Through the haze of the swarm, some details of Coeldoetta’s house could just barely be made out. Although a thirty- or forty-foot thickness of bugs swarmed past the outer fence, the creatures flew several feet apart in most cases, and when occasional fatalities had to be cannibalized, momentary windows opened through to their destination.
 
   Perhaps, Jake realized, this was Weston’s real reason for staring so fixedly: the nearness of their goal, and the tantalizing glimpses of it through the cloud of speeding golden wings.
 
   The place appeared to be of good size — a bit larger than Avelia’s house back in Wherrydon. It rose up two stories, he could see, and the roof looked thatched. Plainly, some magic kept the swarm at bay, since the insects’ train bulged out into a dome where they swept past and over Coeldoetta’s plot of land. Certainly, the waist-high picket fence that ran about the place was not what held off the ravenous vermin.
 
   Jake left it to Weston to peer out these details, though, and kept his own view focused mainly on the swarm itself, where it came in from the west.
 
   Any time now, Noxie, he thought, as he searched for some hint that she had begun.
 
   Then, he saw it.
 
   High up in the air above the golden stream, something else caught the light. It hovered in place a good thousand feet west of Jake’s location, disk-shaped and clearly the very largest that Noxie could make it.
 
   Only a few seconds later, a sound reached his ears — a loud retort as of something exploding. Another such sound followed it, and then another, each noise being preceded by a slight shift of Noxie’s giant lens.
 
   The swarm began to thin.
 
   Then Jake saw the lens sway, and he momentarily felt his heart beat even faster. But the swaying appeared regular, as if Noxie were sweeping the light more quickly across her targets. Though the popping sounds stopped, the cloud of bugs continued to thin, and at a more rapid pace.
 
   At length, only a straggler here and there swept eastward past Coeldoetta’s house, which stood peaceful and quaint upon the wild plain of Urka Aspenus.
 
   “Let’s go,” Jake hissed to Weston, and they both jumped to their feet.
 
   Here the plan was at its most dangerous. Weston knew how to get into the gate — by counting the pickets and playing both instruments beside a fencepost with some significant number from one of Coeldoetta’s plays. But they had a run ahead of them to get to the gate, and then had to do their counting, and then the playing — all before the swarm recovered.
 
   And if a straggler came by, or one of the eastbound insects for some reason decided to return, well, neither of the men had the right weapon or speed to properly defend himself.
 
   “There,” Weston said as he jolted toward the picket fence. His hand pointed for a decorative arch that appeared to mark the gate, well around on the east side of the property.
 
   They ran quickly, since their lives absolutely depended on it. Jake held the lute by the neck, its strap over his neck and shoulder. Weston carried the lighter mandolin, and, unlike Jake, had shucked his pack before Noxie had left them.
 
   They reached the southeast corner of the fence and rounded it. As they did so, Jake held out his left hand cautiously, and found that it brushed an invisible but utterly solid-feeling pane instead of passing freely over the corner post.
 
   Glancing east, he felt relief — the swarm in that direction continued to buzz away into the distance. The sight to the west, though, left him less certain. A great, roiling heap of the beetle-like creatures writhed there, several stadium-lengths away. How many of the things Noxie had taken down, he could not be sure. He also could still see no sign of her.
 
   At the gate, Weston stumbled to a halt, wheezing.
 
   “Which picket?” Jake asked.
 
   Weston rolled his eyes skyward for a moment and moved his lips as though recalling verse.
 
   “The twelfth,” he said. “To the right.”
 
   Jake hurried along the fencerow, counting. “Here.”
 
   Swinging the lute up into playing position, he pointed at the mandolin Weston held. “Hold it by the neck, like I showed you. Brace the body with your other forearm.”
 
   Breathing hard and apparently shaking as well, Weston got the instrument into place.
 
   “All right,” said Jake. “Just the top string — you don’t really need to do anything but pluck it. And one, two, three, one, two, three ...”
 
   With painfully poor rhythm, Weston struck the note slowly from the mandolin’s deepest string. Nodding at Weston to try to guide him into time, Jake fretted out a quick melody on the lute.
 
   The gate gave no appearance of responding.
 
   “You’re sure there was no specific tune mentioned in the letter?” Jake asked, growing worried.
 
   “None,” Weston said, his rhythm faltering even worse as he spoke.
 
   Jake glanced to the west, keeping up the tune. But from this angle, the house blocked their view of what lay beyond.
 
   “Try alternating the top string with the bottom one,” Jake suggested. “Your thumb on the top, and one finger on the bottom. One, two. One, two.”
 
   This high-low alternation in a different time signature actually made for a more pleasant harmony, but even as Jake improvised over it, he found himself growing more certain they had missed something.
 
   A buzzing hum shocked them both out of their playing — but when they jerked their heads around looking for a deadly flash of gold, Noxie appeared literally out of the blue overhead. 
 
   She alighted beside them, eyes wide, and said, “You should have seen how they went off, when I put the focus right on them — like a tree getting hit with lightning! Pieces everywhere! But then I noticed I could singe the wings off them a lot quicker, and that did just as good. A bit beastly of me, I guess, since it wasn’t as quick an end — tumbling down to crack into the ground and try to skitter away on busted-up legs as their fellows dove down to devour them —”
 
   “Very nice,” said Weston nervously. “But I hope you grounded enough to keep them busy a while, as we’re having a bit of a problem here.”
 
   “Oh, mounds and piles of them,” Noxie said. “What’s the matter?”
 
   Jake found himself much more relaxed with Noxie safe, and said calmly, “Well, it’s either Weston’s memory of the right lines from the play —”
 
   “It most certainly is not.”
 
   “— or it’s my ability to count to twelve, or it’s both of our shoddy playing. We’ve done as the instructions said, and with no apparent effect.”
 
   Noxie looked from one to the other, and then to the gate.
 
   “So it won’t budge?”
 
   “We haven’t actually tried it,” Weston said. “But the letter in the museum was explicit — play these instruments at the twelfth picket, and the gate will open.”
 
   A droning sound came into the sky overhead, and they all looked up from the gate.
 
   Swooping down toward them buzzed a wolf-sized vermin, its forelimbs cocking open as if for a grab. Noxie immediately conjured up a lens half the size of the house, whirled it up between the sun and the insect, and yelled, “Duck aside!”
 
   As the unbearably bright light shot down from the lens, Jake did as she said, dodging leftward as Weston dodged right.
 
   With just a moment’s focus of the light upon them, the insect’s wings crinkled and bent, and then tore themselves to shreds while trying to beat. The creature tumbled awkwardly to earth, several of its legs emitting loud cracking sounds as it fell.
 
   But it had three walking legs and one barbed forelimb left, and with frightful speed it gained its feet and rushed them. Jake grabbed at his foil, barely able to keep his eyes on the creature — it moved so quickly and its golden carapace shone so brightly.
 
   Before it could reach him, the brightest of its shining spots suddenly swelled up and popped.
 
   In a spew of ichor, the thing collapsed.
 
   Noxie winked out her lens overhead and said, “See?”
 
   Jake nodded, impressed. Weston had less appreciation, though — he’d turned westward and begun scanning anxiously about the peripheries of the house for signs of further attackers.
 
   “Now,” Noxie said, “Do you two seriously mean to tell me that you both think that ‘open’ always means ‘open?’”
 
   When she skipped over and pushed at the latch, the little white gate swung inward.
 
   Neither Jake nor Weston wasted any time being embarrassed. Instead, the three of them let themselves into Coeldoetta’s property, and Jake clicked the gate shut behind them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-One: House of Ghosts
 
    
 
   A shadow flitted over them as they reached the end of the walk and arrived at Coeldoetta’s porch. Noxie looked up to see one of the bugs flying singly by. Had the feast she’d created for the swarm really been fully devoured already? Or had this particular bug just managed to glut itself?
 
   At least the three of them were in.
 
   The house struck Noxie as eerie, on a great many levels. Here in the wilds of the wildest continent in the skies, it had been built in what seemed a purposefully fragile style. From its picket fence to its smoothly rounded roof of thatch, from the lilac and buttercream colors of its paint to the unshuttered windows that looked out from its walls — the entire place hummed with civility and vulnerability, in a land where any sane person would have built a fortress. Or, better still, not built at all.
 
   More eerie yet was the fact that the building remained standing. And not just standing, but pristine. Fifteen hundred years had passed since anyone had lived here. There should have been nothing left at all, or perhaps only a few cracked foundation stones. Clearly, though Weston had made no mention of Coeldoetta being a sorceress, the playwright had either wielded great power or known some very powerful allies.
 
   And most macabre of all: although the house beamed with an inviting warmth, although its every ivied trellis swam with blossoms and its happy paint shone in the sun of Urka Aspenus — when Noxie looked at it, she saw Death.
 
   It did not feel like a place that would undo the horrible little idol of Cimone that they carried.
 
   It felt like a place that the little onyx baby would like to call home.
 
   “Look here,” said Jake from the porch. “The door’s been forced.”
 
   Two more shadows darted across his figure as he said that. Noxie glanced overhead to watch the golden monstrosities streak by.
 
   Weston was not so easily distracted, moving with alarm to the door. “Forced? How recently? Do you think they’re still here?”
 
   Noxie stepped onto the porch. The door stood ajar by a hair, and when Jake said that it had been forced, he meant that the whole lock mechanism had been melted out, by fire or by a strong corrosive.
 
   “Let’s not get worried too quickly,” she told Weston, although in her heart she felt no such reassurance. “Someone could have broken in a thousand years ago, seeking gold or shelter, with no idea that The Last Tragedy lay inside at all.”
 
   Weston, though, looked frantic. “And they could have burnt it as tinder starting their fire!”
 
   Too quick for Jake to stop him, he reached forward and pushed the door wide.
 
   * * *
 
   The first thing Jake heard, when the creak of the door tailed off, was a distant, anguished wailing from inside. The sound stopped Weston cold, allowing Jake to press forward and block the younger man’s pathway into the house.
 
   “Let’s all have a care,” he said quietly. “I don’t know what that sound is, or from where — but it could be our enemies just as easily as anything else. Weston, you take this. I want my arms freed up.”
 
   Lifting the lute strap from over his shoulder, he handed the instrument to Weston, who looked as though he’d like to simply drop it.
 
   “We’re already in the gate,” the scholar whispered. “What do we need this for, anyway?”
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know,” Jake replied. “But would you like to leave it out here on the porch, to announce our presence to anyone who might come in behind us?”
 
   Grimacing, Weston slipped the strap over his head and shoulder.
 
   Jake nodded, and carefully drew his blade. He looked down to Noxie, saw an anxious look on her face, and asked, “Are we ready?”
 
   She crossed her arms as though cold. “No. But it sounds like someone’s in there, so we’d best get in too.”
 
   He knew how she felt. Behind her, polished stepping stones led back across the prim lawn to its spotless gate — but beyond the gate, the streaming flow of the swarm was slowly, very slowly, beginning to resume. Coeldoetta’s house gave off a fateful inevitability. Even the muted cries of distress from inside had a disturbing, out-of-time sound to them.
 
   He turned and moved through the doorway.
 
   Within, the temperature seemed instantly colder. What should have been a welcoming room — a small and artistically decorated entryway — instead sent a shock down his back.
 
   Two doorless archways led off from the alcove, one straight ahead, one to the right. The one straight ahead let onto a hallway through the house to a back door, its upper window bright with sky. The rightward way ran off into gloom. Yet both corridors seemed fraught with whispers and chills.
 
   Possibly, this was because of the corpse that lay in the archway on the right.
 
   Noxie gasped as she saw it, and Jake reflexively covered it with his blade.
 
   The man sat slumped, his back against the frame of the arch. A pool of dried blood spread about him on the floor, and a knife had been driven to the hilt into his belly. He appeared to have died with both hands on the knife-handle.
 
   Weston coughed briefly, then whispered, “We seem to have come at a busy time. He can’t have been dead past yesterday — there’s no smell.”
 
   Jake shook his head. “I don’t know. Look at the clothes. I’ve seen that style of jacket in museum paintings a hundred years old. And there — the coins.”
 
   Scattered from a pouch on the floor, a strew of coins led off into the dim rightward hallway. They had an octagonal shape, which Jake knew to be characteristic of Amnestos, the kingdom that had eventually grown into the Delvonian Empire.
 
   “I’m not stepping over him to look at the dates,” Weston said bluntly.
 
   “No need to,” said Jake. “The last Amnestole was minted ninety-something years ago.”
 
   Noxie shivered. “Look, let’s just go down this other way. I’m not sure I care how long the fellow has been dead, just now.”
 
   No one objected, and Jake stepped through the forward archway, looking down the hall toward its end. Two doors awaited there — the back door, whose view showed the mass of dead vermin, with occasional members of the swarm flitting away from it, and a closed interior door to the right.
 
   The nearer they drew to it, the louder came the sound of that wracked and weeping voice.
 
   * * *
 
   In an hour, Celas and her team had covered perhaps eight miles, some of it through marshy ground that had slowed them considerably. They had stopped only once — when attacked.
 
   The thing had come down out of the sky, batlike, with one vast eye and a cluster of taloned tentacles on its underside. One Point had fallen immediately, from a gushing neck-wound. Another had been skewered on a tentacle as he drove his spear into the monster’s heart.
 
   This left Celas with two Points and Yolo. The female Point, Antirse, had suffered a wound in the fight, and her left arm now hung useless. The other survivor was Clesk, the massive Point carrying Yolo.
 
   But she would spend underlings like water if it would get her to her destination, and the bloodlink with Jake Warbler pounded so loud through Yolo’s veins that she knew they were very close.
 
   Now they stood looking southward at a strange sight indeed.
 
   At the edge of vision, two or three miles distant across the grassy flats, two apparent structures lay next to a great hill. One looked very much like a small two-story house. The other appeared as a pulsing, twisting ball of gold, almost as tall as the house and twice as wide. From the golden cluster, shining flecks periodically broke free and whipped eastward, to pass the house and continue on across the river a mile beyond. Another, much greater stream of flecks came in from the west to feed the undulant mass.
 
   “They’re in the house,” she said, feeling it with every fiber of Yolo’s body. “We’ll need to move quick — there’s no cover here, and they may see us coming.”
 
   “And the other, mistress?” Antirse pointed at the swirl of gold.
 
   Just as she spoke, the light dimmed, noticeably. Celas glanced overhead, and saw that the sun had begun its passage behind Delvonia, far overhead. In only a few minutes, they would be in full twilight.
 
   “We’ll deal with whatever it is as we have to,” she said to Antirse. “Now — forward, at speed.”
 
   * * *
 
   Weston felt more burdened by each passing second, with the lute hanging at his left side and the mandolin clutched in his right hand. What if Jake turned the knob on that door and some horror burst through, shrieking? How quickly could he make it down the hallway and out the front door, weighed down as he was?
 
   Stiffen your back, Weston, he told himself. Where exactly would you run to, even if you got out the door? Back through the gate, where those bugs would rend you to bits?
 
   Jake twisted the knob, and as if on cue, the house grew suddenly darker.
 
   “Close it!” Weston hissed. “Close it, quick!”
 
   Jake shook his head and nodded upward. In a calm whisper, he said, “It’s the sun, passing behind the continent above. Steady yourself.”
 
   Weston closed his eyes momentarily. When he opened them, Jake had pushed the door inward.
 
   A voice issued forth, distraught. It spoke in Juelnu.
 
   Weston let the lute swing behind his back so that he could gnaw on one knuckle. Who would be speaking that ancient tongue here? And who would be saying what it said?
 
   As he translated, the words were, “Mistress, mistress, no! How could you? How could you?”
 
   Jake had neither stepped into the room, nor addressed the source of the voice. Instead, he shifted his gaze back and forth, from something at eye level, to something else that apparently lay on the ground. The voice wailed and cried, and still Jake made no move.
 
   Noxie edged forward, and peeked around the door frame.
 
   “Skies above,” she whispered. Her face had gone ashen.
 
   They stood this way for an intolerable period of time — probably no more than seconds, but enough to grind Weston’s nerves further into pieces.
 
   And yet he made no move to inch forward himself, nor voiced any question as to what the two saw.
 
   The voice sounded again, repeating its grieving accusations.
 
   We’re at the kitchen, Weston thought, his mind conjuring up the climactic action of the Maid’s Play. We’re at the kitchen, and Jake and Noxie are standing there looking at the ghost of Coeldoetta’s chef.
 
   “Let me through,” he said suddenly, feeling a horror and outrage entirely different from any fear of ghosts. He did not even bother to whisper it, but pushed past them and found that he had been exactly correct.
 
   Before him spread a ghastly tableau. For a house of this size, the kitchen looked grand indeed — well stocked and immaculate, clearly the workspace of a valued professional.
 
   That valued professional lay dead on the floor, a bloody knife in his hand, a ruinous cut across his throat. The front of his apron showed almost pure red, and not from any butchering he’d been doing as he prepared a meal.
 
   In the air just above the corpse, its identical specter hung. The face turned upward, eyes seeing nothing. It alternated between grievous wails and the same endlessly repeated beseechment of its mistress.
 
   “How could you?”
 
   Hearing the words again, Weston gave an inarticulate cry. The mandolin dropped to the floor, and he put both hands in his hair, as if to tear it loose.
 
   “It’s all true!” he choked out. “The legends — the cook reading the final page of the Tragedy and cutting his own throat! The man in the foyer — he must have read it too! The Last Tragedy is here, and I’m about to find it, and if I read it, it’s going to drive me to kill myself!”
 
   “Weston, calm down,” Jake said, taking him by the shoulders. “I don’t know much about spirits, but why don’t we close the door and avoid attracting this one’s attention.”
 
   Weston turned, agog at the suggestion. “Attract his attention? Jake, he’s been fifteen hundred years wailing over the same thing! Look at him. He can’t see you. He can’t see me. The only thing passing through his mind is the unutterable woe of Coeldoetta’s final work. And that means that this whole trip has been a grotesque waste! It’s a death book, nothing anyone will ever perform!”
 
   “Or,” Noxie said uneasily, “maybe he and that other fellow were just ... overly delicate. Maybe it’s just not for the faint-hearted.”
 
   He could only stare at her. But instead of daunting her, the look seemed to raise Noxie’s hackles.
 
   “All right, then, Weston,” she said vehemently. “Just give up and go back outside if that’s how you feel. In case you don’t recall, Jake and I aren’t here on any personal quest for our own fulfillment or enrichment. We’re here because we’ve been told the world just may be brought to an end by this thing we’re carrying, and we’ve decided to do something about it. So either shut up and be helpful, or shut up and get out!”
 
   The force of this outburst snapped Weston loose almost as much as its substance. He had not seen Noxie shaken before, or certainly not as shaken as this. She was actually sobbing as Jake knelt down to wrap his arms about her.
 
   A flush crossed Weston’s face as he eased the door to the kitchen closed once again.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. Looking at the two of them, he realized what they had — a bond that he and Amblisse would never share, now that The Last Tragedy appeared beyond his grasp. And they were putting that at risk, putting their very lives in jeopardy, for something larger than themselves. It made him feel ashamed. “Let’s go back through the foyer,” he said, “and try to find whatever it is we’re here for.”
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie forced herself to be calm as they stood in the entryway once more, contemplating the body that lay there and how to get past. Jake’s hand on her shoulder helped, but only a small amount. From up the darkened hallway came other voices — muted and intermittent, but no less mournful than that of the cook.
 
   How many spirits are in here? she wondered. How many have read this gruesome tale and killed themselves?
 
   “Nothing for it but to walk over,” Jake said bravely. With a downward salute to the dead man, he added, “My apologies, sir.”
 
   Slowly, careful not to brush the corpse with a boot, or put his foot down on any portion of the dark red stain, he stepped across. Noxie held her breath as he went — and a glance to Weston made it clear that he, too, half-expected a shrieking wraith to spring up from the body any moment.
 
   But Jake crossed without mishap, and then turned to reach a hand out for Noxie.
 
   “Come on,” he said. “Give a little jump, and I’ll lift you the rest of the way.”
 
   She felt that she ought to feel silly taking this offer. Even her smaller stride could get her across the width of a man’s torso. But avoiding the spread of dry blood would be tricky, and she had no desire to feel her soles stick against the floor in someone else’s mortal effluence. So she took Jake’s hand gladly, sprang up, and let him swing her across and tight up against him.
 
   “I almost wish I were of a size for that,” said Weston, as though trying to make light. But the way he kept his eyes upon the corpse belied any humor. Hesitantly, he gripped the frame and stepped past with an exaggerated stride.
 
   Once safely beside them, Weston gestured forward, and Jake turned to lead the way.
 
   Into deep gloom, they went. The light outside had faded rapidly, and no windows let in upon this hallway. If it got much darker, Noxie thought she might have to conjure up a phantasmal glow for them to see by.
 
   A few steps farther down the hall, though, she found herself very glad for the darkness. The way opened up on a stair to the left — a stair that climbed to the still-dimmer second floor.
 
   From a balustrade at the top hung yet another body.
 
   “Do you want to gauge the date on this one?” Weston asked Jake.
 
   “Shh,” Jake replied, pointing upward and to the right. “More voices.”
 
   It was true. Sometimes-soft and sometimes-shrill words came from the part of the house above and beyond the dangling figure, muted beyond comprehension by intervening walls or doors.
 
   To Noxie, Jake whispered, “We’ll need a light, to go up.”
 
   Eyeing the shadowy form beside the stair, Noxie asked, “Can we get up first? And light the way once we’re at the top? There’s a rail, and it’s not entirely black yet.”
 
   “I’d say yes,” he replied frankly, “but what if there’s another body at the head of the stairs? I really don’t care to trip over one in the dark.”
 
   The image gave her a shudder, and she immediately gestured a faint globe of illumination into being just over Jake’s left shoulder.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, and started up.
 
   Noxie kept her eyes away from the rail and its burden as she climbed. But unfortunately, Weston did not. In a low voice, the scholar said, “With his own belt, no less.”
 
   “Shh!” Jake repeated. 
 
   They reached the top quickly and with surprisingly little noise. Whatever the other morbid features of the house, its stairs did not creak.
 
   Noxie looked about at the room the stairs let onto — walls ranked with bookshelves, comfortable furniture on a beautifully woven rug — everything suggested many hours spent here by the house’s occupants, reading or chatting or perhaps admiring the vistas of Urka Aspenus. Two windows looked out to the west, though their drapes hung closed. Down a short hall to the left she spotted two open doors — bedrooms, perhaps. But these gave off no sounds of any kind.
 
   Along the right-hand wall, a single door waited ajar by perhaps two inches. Through it came a cycle of talk and weeping that had become more and more plain as the three of them had climbed the stairs. 
 
   For the moment, sobs and moans prevailed.
 
   Weston surprised Noxie by slinking toward the door. This took him past both Jake and the back of the hanging corpse, its belt looped about the top rail of the balustrade. Jake showed no inclination to intercept him. What would be, would be, evidently. Noxie could sense that both men felt, as she did, that some sort of end was near at hand.
 
   As Weston maneuvered one ear to the crack of the door, a softening came over the cries from beyond — as though, almost in time with one another, the voices overcame the most intolerable part of their grief.
 
   A few more sobs from one voice, and a short fit of blubbering from another, and the sounds wound themselves almost to silence.
 
   Then, Noxie heard actual, comprehensible words — spoken in a thick accent, and in a tone of dull fatalism. “We’re never gaing t’ get past th’ line. Never.”
 
   Another speaker, struggling with emotion, said, “So near ... So near the end,” and descended again into a childish whimper.
 
   “Again,” said a third voice, its tone pained.  “Again, from the line, ‘I cannot.’”
 
   “I cannot, I cannot, I cannot!” wailed the blubberer, though it was unclear whether this was a refusal or a recitation.
 
   The pained voice followed, with a deliberate cadence — though it quailed and trembled as it spoke. “‘And failing — of strength, would you kill us all? Let loose — she who hungers? Unleash hell’s maw?’” 
 
   A pause followed. Noxie wondered what was being asked of the blubberer, in this play that could only be The Last Tragedy. And how many times have the ghosts in there run through these lines?
 
   “‘What spiteful, gross gods would ask this of me?’” the blubbering voice recited, every word intercut with an intake of breath. “‘Not to give up my love, but to slay her?’”
 
   “‘Nae gods, indeed,” droned the fatalist, “‘faer th’ gods dae no care. We’re but beasts slaying beasts, nae less — nae mare.’”
 
   Another pause.
 
   And then the pained voice spoke. It stuttered at first — a sibilant “s” that hissed out several times before taking hold: “‘Strike home, here, my love,’” it said, tightening and rising with each word. A keening sound began to swell from the blubberer, as the line continued “‘Make it quick — I plead. I — I — casthus iel quei, Cimeldolusce farinae!’”
 
   The shrieking wails returned instantly with those last words in Juelnu. And worse, Noxie felt as if her own heart had been struck a physical blow by the line, even though she had no idea what it meant.
 
   When she turned to ask Jake to translate, she saw that he had tears streaming down his face.
 
   A banging noise jerked her gaze forward again — where she saw that Weston had thrown open the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake moved cautiously into the study behind Weston. He kept his foil at the ready, though he felt almost foolish for doing so.
 
   That the room was a study leapt out at him immediately: although amply sized, the whole of the room’s focus centered on a writing desk at the far wall.
 
   The presence of yet another body in the chair before the desk did not surprise him. Nor did its slumped posture, the arms hanging limp toward the floor — nor the bloody stains upon the floorboards, directly below the slit wrists.
 
   What surprised him, even after the recital they had just heard, was the cluster of three translucent figures that stood before the room’s unusually large fireplace.
 
   Unlike the cook, these three turned their heads when Weston burst in through the door.
 
   And the looks upon their wisps of faces went from anguish to horror.
 
   The nearest ghost, Jake recognized as the man in the foyer downstairs. His distinctive jacket showed no real color here, but its cut was clear — as was the wound in his belly. Behind this shade, stuttering and bawling, stood the ghost of some footman in livery. The ligatures around his neck, and the awkward tilt of his head, suggested that he must be the man who’d hung himself from the library railing. The third man’s cut wrists marked him as belonging to the corpse in the chair.
 
   The footman immediately buried his face in his hands, turning slowly in a circle and crying, “Here! They’re here! No, I can’t bear to see it played out!”
 
   The man in the jacket stared with his black pools of eyes past Jake to Noxie. In a grieving voice, he murmured, “So beautiful.”
 
   This left the man in the chair as the fatalist — the accented voice that had despaired of getting past the fateful line. He looked at Jake and begged, “Don’t do it. I beg yae, don’t!”
 
   The ghastliness of the scene buried Jake with a freight of hopelessness. They’ve read what we came for, he thought, barely able to believe his eyes. They’ve read the Tragedy, and look at them, they’ve been translating and regurgitating it a hundred years or more. Do they truly know, already, what’s going to happen to us here?
 
   He shook himself, tried to steel himself. But the meaning of that line in Juelnu kept bobbing into his head, cutting into his will: “‘In death shall I keep Cimone’s child unborn.’”
 
   What other conclusion could he reach? 
 
   The Last Tragedy demanded that some horrific sacrifice be made.
 
   Weston moved forward to the ghosts as though without fear. Or rather, he moved as though he feared something more terrible than a spirit.
 
   “Is that it?” he demanded, pointing to a disheveled stack of pages upon the desk. “Is that The Last Tragedy?”
 
   “Don’t read it!” shrieked the footman, spinning off into a corner to hide his face. The other two floated slowly backward from Weston as well.
 
   “From act one, scene one,” said the jacketed man to the fatalist. “Quick, quick! If we throw ourselves into it, it will shield us from having to see ...”
 
   The fatalist nodded, and the two began rapidly murmuring lines back and forth, drifting as they did toward the footman in the corner. Nothing intelligible could be heard in their hushed recitation.
 
   Noxie’s small hand found Jake’s, startling him.
 
   “What are we to do?” she asked quietly.
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. We can’t read the thing, apparently. Not unless we’d like to kill ourselves. And even if we could — these fellows don’t make it sound like the prescription is a kind one.”
 
   “Ridiculous!” Weston spat out. “Even the grisliest of Coeldoetta’s plays has a pure and just core. When ill comes, it comes to those who in one way or another deserve it. Her protagonists fall prey to their own flaws — not to vicious prophecies and self-sacrifice!”
 
   Jake laughed sadly. “But Weston,” he said, “what if we’re not the protagonists? Maybe Dahnur Boldmansson was the Tragedy’s imperfect hero, and his flaw of arrogance put the idol into our hands. Have you thought of that? Plenty of Coeldoetta’s minor characters meet with undeserved catastrophe. Did Oagu's son deserve to die? Or any of Callelus' advisors?”
 
   This gave Weston a moment’s pause.
 
   And then he quoted, “‘Every peon is the hero of his or her own tale. Every destiny’s a waiting sea for those inclined to sail.’”
 
   With that, he strode toward the desk.
 
   “Weston, stop!” Jake jumped forward, too late to get between the scholar and the manuscript, but grabbing for his arm anyway.
 
   Weston, though, jerked loose and glared at him as though mortally insulted. “You idiot, Jake, I’m not going to read — I’m going to write. Do I look a complete imbecile?”
 
   * * *
 
   Across the grassy field they ran, faster than they had any right to, on feet propelled by the blood of sacrifices. Celas felt both the jolting of the earth under her own soles and the jarring of Yolo’s belly across the shoulder of her brutish Point, Clesk. She felt her own heart pounding with the nearness of success, and Yolo’s pulse throbbing with the nearness of Jake Warbler.
 
   In the house just ahead lay her destiny.
 
   At a hundred paces from the out-of-place picket fence, though, she called a halt.
 
   “You two need your weapons out,” she said quickly. “I will take Yolo from here.”
 
   Clesk instantly lowered his burden to the ground and took hold of his broadsword’s grip. Even as the great blade hissed free of its sheath, Celas spotted two glittering beetle-beasts breaking away from the line, and heading for the little party of humans.
 
   Celas walked Yolo’s body over behind her own, and she bent low to let him clamber upon her back. If her strength had not been augmented so fiercely, this would have been ridiculous — she could never have carried him, and certainly could not have run. But with the fire of three Takings in her veins, she could make better speed with Yolo on her back than with him running along beside her.
 
   And, too, if anything got past Clesk and Antirse, Yolo would at least serve to shield her back against an attack from above.
 
   Bent beneath his weight, she wrapped his legs about her waist and ordered the Points to move out ahead. 
 
   Clesk ran off with his broadsword at the ready. Antirse followed, spear in hand, her wounded arm hanging useless at her side. Celas ran after, at a fast man’s sprint.
 
   Down came the first of the golden vermin.
 
   She gauged it from fifty feet off — the size of an ox, easily. Even if Clesk could hack it dead, the corpse would likely crush him.
 
   “Antirse!” she cried. “Spear!”
 
   Without hesitation, the female Point cocked back her good arm and threw.
 
   Celas made ten great strides as the spear hung in the air. The insect seemed not to see it, winging straight for Clesk.
 
   Impact.
 
   Straight through the upper back, Antirse’s cast caught the beast. Half the spear’s length disappeared through golden chitin. It fell in an unguided arc, smashing and cracking as it bounced along the ground.
 
   The next bug looked smaller. Clesk readied himself for its dive as he ran, his sword gripped in both hands and raised back over his right shoulder.
 
   Down and in the creature whipped. No swordsman could have tracked it fast enough to deal a killing blow before it got to him — but Clesk, too, had Cimone’s blessing in his veins. His blade whickered crosswise, and the insect fell in two halves upon the grass.
 
   Forty paces from the fence. Now Celas could easily make out the gate, another twenty yards southward along the pickets. She also saw, very clearly, how the swarm’s path arched up and over the house — not as if by choice, but as though diverted. Individual bugs could even be seen bumping along some invisible curve that held them out.
 
   “Don’t try to hurdle it! Make for the gate!”
 
   One, two, three vermin left their stream and came streaking at Clesk.
 
   Antirse had caught up to him by now, her short sword already drawn. Under Yolo’s weight, Celas hung several dozen feet back.
 
   Blades and wings blurred.
 
   The first bug fell, and the second. The third, no bigger than a cat, latched itself to Antirse’s left shoulder, ripping and biting. With a cry, she impaled it on her sword.
 
   Gouting red flowed down the limp arm. 
 
   “Antirse first!” Celas called out. “Clesk behind!”
 
   Like machines, the Points obeyed, now running along the picket fence. More golden flyers swept over the house toward them. 
 
   Celas cut a little to the east, which would let her swing wide of her warriors’ final stand. 
 
   In a cluster of three, the next vermin hit Antirse.
 
   A single powerful swing of her sword brought down two dog-sized bugs — but she caught the third only a glancing blow, and one of the carcasses tripped her up. 
 
   “Glory to the goddess!” rang out her final cry. Clesk struck her killer’s head off as he ran by.
 
   By now, the sky hung dusky purple all around them. The sun had gone fully behind Delvonia, a thousand miles above.
 
   Could the bugs see as well, in the dim light? Did the swelling wind from the east push them back, just a bit?
 
   Whatever the reason, Clesk managed to cut down three of the four creatures that swarmed him, just feet from the gate. And one of his kills was a true giant, its head the size of a wine-cask.
 
   Ironically, a plate-sized bug made it past his guard and severed something vital in his neck.
 
   Mere yards from the gate, Celas readied herself to drop Yolo if need be.
 
   Six strides away, and then five, and beginning to slow herself at four. More insects whisked down on their buzzing wings — but for the moment, they homed in on the corpses of Clesk and Antirse — and those of their fallen hive-mates as well.
 
   She skidded to a stop, grabbing wildly for the gate’s latch.
 
   Her ears filled with a rising chorus of drones.
 
   She had it, pushed it down, the gate swung in — fiery pain stabbed and tore at Yolo’s right shoulder, then his ribs.
 
   In, she staggered, kicking the gate shut behind.
 
   * * *
 
   The intensity of Weston’s stare evidently convinced Jake. The other man raised both hands and molested him no further. Turning back to the desk, Weston scrupulously avoided even a glance at the single page that lay centered before the corpse in the chair. That would be the fabled last page of The Last Tragedy — the one whose contents by themselves sent the chef rushing downstairs to slit his throat.
 
   Instead, Weston plucked a quill from a holder full of writing instruments and took down a bottle of ink from one of the many cubbies atop the desk. A ready supply of parchment rested in a slot at the back corner of the writing station, and he pulled a sheet out for his use.
 
   What amazing gall I have, he thought, wonderingly. Fifteen hundred years ago, Coeldoetta must have cut this quill, must have pulled page after page from the stack of parchment as she wrote, must have refilled this ink bottle or others like it time and again. An eerie magic has kept it all pristine across the centuries since its mistress disappeared. And here I grab at it like the stuff was set here for my own personal use.
 
   Yet even as he noted this, half in disbelief, he was writing.
 
   Four words, he scribed carefully across the page, in his most precisely calligraphed Juelnu.
 
   “Idol.”
 
   “Baby.”
 
   “Break.”
 
   “Destroy.”
 
   He blotted each carefully when done, blew upon the ink to further dry it, and carried the paper over to Noxie.
 
   “These,” he said, “are what we’re looking for. If you can find a page that holds any two or three of these, that will be where we start our translation.” 
 
   Noxie blinked down at them, and Jake came round to look as well.
 
   “I see what you’re getting at,” Jake said, his tone less than enthused. “But even if this gets us to the right scene, how will we translate it? You heard that one line in Juelnu as well or better than I did — it was mesmerizing. The force of the words was unreal.”
 
   “He’s right,” Noxie agreed. “Just the one line almost knocked me from my feet, and I don’t even understand it. If either one of you starts to read it, you’ll be sucked right in. How are you to translate for us, if you’re desperately trying to read the rest of the play?”
 
   “Jake and I won’t be translating pages, or even full lines,” he replied. “You’ll give us single words, writing them in the air with your illusions. Mix them up, out of order, as you show them to us. We’ll tell you what each word means, and then you’ll write down our translations in the proper sequence. The translated version we heard those fellows reciting didn’t make us want to kill ourselves — I’ll bet our translated page won’t do so either.”
 
   Both of them blinked at him. 
 
   “I am capable of a good idea now and again, you know,” he said. “Now, are we going to get started? I suggest going back-to-front from the last page.”
 
   * * *
 
   Safe within the cottage gate, Celas threw Yolo to the ground and pulled loose her knife from its sheath. She winced at the feeling of a claw being driven deeper into Yolo’s shoulder as he landed atop the bug, half crushing it.
 
   With strength and speed, she rolled him over and slashed away three vermin that clung to his back, gouging and biting.
 
   Mentally, she forced Jake’s cousin to clamber to his feet. His wounds appeared minor, although they flared with the heat of some venom or caustic spittle.
 
   But he still has the bloodlink, she thought, and I would rather be two against my enemies than one.
 
   Quickly, she rushed both of them toward the waiting door.
 
   * * *
 
   “It’s either the declarative form of ‘blood,’” said Weston, “or the subjunctive of ‘bleed.’ I can’t tell which without context.” 
 
   Noxie had no idea how to tell a declarative from a subjunctive. But she knew where the word fit, and so she knew that it had to be “bleed.”
 
   With a shaking hand, she wrote it into place. Her chest seemed to fight her as she tried to take in each breath.
 
   “It’s done,” she said weakly. “I think this is the whole of what we need.”
 
   Her translation stretched across four pages, though the original text took less than two. She’d had to leave plenty of space as she wrote, in order to fit words back in where she’d skipped over them. Her fingers were tired, both from gesturing up figments of the Juelnish script and from clutching at the quill as she wrote.
 
   But mostly, her spirit ached with what had slowly come together on those parchment sheets.
 
   She handed the pages across to Weston and sat down upon the floor to cry.
 
   Jake came quickly to kneel beside her. He did not ask her what the matter was, but wrapped both arms around her and pulled her close.
 
   “This is madness!” Weston said, rifling through the pages in outrage. “She can’t possibly have meant this!”
 
   The key section had shown up a dozen pages from the manuscript’s end. It described with terrible clarity the grotesque black carving that they’d found in Thollol. It told of how the Cimonites would use the thing to bring a bodily incarnation of their goddess into the world. And it said how to destroy it.
 
   “‘A man shall undo his dear, truest love?’” Weston read, incredulous. “‘And when into fire the corpse has been thrown / Cast too the onyx child birthed of Cimone / And cry for his loss, and cry for his soul?’”
 
   The ghosts in the corner were wailing again.
 
   “We’ll take the whole manuscript away with us,” Jake told her. “We’ll find someplace safe, translate the whole thing. There’s got to be something else in it beyond this.”
 
   “Listen to them, Jake!” she said, half-angry with him for his stubbornness. “Do they sound like there’s something else to be found? It’s a tragedy! It’s the worst, most horrible tragedy anyone ever wrote! It’s not going to make any difference where we translate it, it’s going to tell us the same thing.”
 
   “The difference it might make,” he said, looking her fiercely in the eye, “is that it might not be us that it’s talking about. It might be someone else — some man at the end of a full life, with a wife already dying of some sickness, or —” 
 
   Shocked, she asked, “Would you really push this off on someone else?”
 
   He closed his eyes. “No. No, of course not.” When he opened them to look at her once more, the grey eyes held a pleading look. “But we don’t have to decide this here, or now. Nothing is forcing us —”
 
   From downstairs, a loud bang announced the slamming open of a door.
 
   “Lost! Lost!” cried one of the ghosts. “The end is here!”
 
   Jake leapt up from beside her and rushed toward the door, whisking it closed and throwing the bolt as soon as he reached it.
 
   “Quick!” he said over his shoulder as he rushed to a heavy cabinet nearby. “We’ll block the door with this and go out that window.”
 
   Weston moved to help him at once, and the two of them wrestled at the massive hutch.
 
   Noxie, though, picked up Jake’s pack — which still held the idol — and moved over to the stone hearth, where a kindling box sat.
 
   “Noxie, what are you doing?” Jake asked her. “This thing is heavy, and even a small help is a help!”
 
   Shaking her head sadly, she said, “Someone’s got to start the fire, Jake.” 
 
   From beyond the door, she could hear footsteps racing up the stairs.
 
   * * *
 
   As they neared the porch, Celas felt she could absolutely pinpoint Jake Warbler’s location through the bloodlink. His heartbeat pounded quick and close, ten feet above and thirty feet northeast of her.
 
   What’s got your pulse beating so fast, you puling creature?
 
   It could only be terror or triumph — and Celas did not dare let it be the latter.
 
   With a fierce kick, she slammed open the cottage door. Apparently, it had not even been latched, as it crashed against the wall inside with enough force to put the knob through the inner wall.
 
   Let them know I’m coming, she thought. I will slay them all before they work their blasphemy.
 
   She had no time to command Yolo’s legs on top of her own. Into the foyer she went, knife drawn, leaving her puppet on the porch.
 
   A hallway straight ahead, another to her right — nothing but a closed door down the forward one.
 
   She leapt over a corpse in the rightward archway and ran down the corridor.
 
   Stairs.
 
   Up in a flash, she went, knowing that her quarry lay to the right at the top. Was that another body, hanging from the balustrade?
 
   No matter. She could hear voices beyond the rightward door.
 
   With the full force of her augmented strength, she threw herself at it, screaming triumph.
 
   * * *
 
   Weston jumped back from the door as something beyond struck it. The force of the impact shook the whole cabinet that he and Jake had just gotten into place.
 
   In the corner, the ghosts were shrieking.
 
   At the fireplace, Noxie had sparked a blaze and now fed wood in upon it as tears cascaded down her cheeks.
 
   Jake stood futilely by her, insisting that she stop. “I won’t do it,” he said. “Noxie, I can’t do it.”
 
   “So did Fingold die for nothing, Jake?” she asked him, angrily throwing another length of wood upon the fire. “Are we going to die for nothing? Are we just going to let whatever it is out there get in here, get hold of that idol, and bring everything to an end? Did your aunt really spend two years being tortured — for nothing?”
 
   Weston listened in disbelief. Their words did not exactly match the ones that had been spoken by the ghosts earlier. But they came close enough. One voice refusing to act, another making the case for its own sacrifice.
 
   How could Coeldoetta have written this?
 
   Jake stood, saying nothing, his breathing visibly fast. The screaming thing outside hurled itself again and again into the door, bringing groans and cracks from the wood. The ghosts shrilled and gasped their anguish in the corner.
 
   “Jake,” said Noxie, “it hasn’t been enough. It’s not fair, and I can’t even believe it. But I love you, and if you love me, then we’re the only way to stop something that would be much worse than either one of us dying.”
 
   Jake closed his eyes at this, his tears rolling freely. Then his hand went to his belt and slowly drew the foil that hung there.
 
   “Stop!” Weston cried. “Jake, you can’t!”
 
   Jake shook his head, staring straight at Noxie. “That thing will be in here any moment, Weston. What else would you have me do?”
 
   Grotesque, Weston thought, standing stunned. Is this life? Is this what’s real — did Coeldoetta spend her whole career crafting noble lies to make fools like me think we understood the great human truths? Did she get to the facts, the true, disgusting facts about the world only at the very end?
 
   Noxie stood waiting. Jake stood tensing his sword arm.
 
   What a hollow mockery I’ve lived! ran the thoughts through Weston’s mind. A bitter image of Amblisse floated into his head along with them. All this way, he’d come, trying to win the heart of a woman who despised him — a woman whose selfish brain could never dream of doing what Noxie was about to do. And she’ll never dream that this has happened, he realized. She’ll breeze along through her prefect life with her nose in the same tomes and treatises I once thought so rapturous. She will break a hundred hearts, and make life misery for whomever she finally allows to possess her. And if the cult of Cimone offers her a good book, she’ll probably join right in with them. 
 
   Bitterly, feeling tears of rage upon his own cheeks, Weston thought that he would choke Amblisse to death with his own hands right now, if it could save Noxie. He would burn down the Thespic Conservatory itself, and the Imperial Library, and —
 
   “Jake! Jake!” he screamed in horror, running toward the desk. “Stop! I know what to do!”
 
   * * *
 
   The wood at the center of the door had cracked in several places from Celas’ repeated battering. But some heavy object plainly stood up against the other side, holding it fast in place.
 
   They must not! she thought furiously, as she drew back to fling her shoulder at it again. 
 
   “OPEN!” she shrieked, hurling her body forward with all of its blood-purchased might.
 
   This time, she felt more than just the crash of the door against her flesh, heard more than just the crack of the paneling.
 
   The lock splintered, and the door gave, and the feet of the heavy furniture beyond screeched across the wooden floor.
 
   The gap that resulted spanned no more than half an inch, but with the lock burst, nothing else would stop her. She pulled back and ran again, smashing into the door and shoving its obstacle back a full four inches.
 
   Now, through the space she’d made, she could see a tiny sliver of the room.
 
   A man stood inside, his blade drawn and pointed at something out of sight. She recognized him at once as Jake Warbler, though she had seen him previously only through the blood-red filter of her homunculus’ eyes.
 
   The look of intensity upon his face made her certain he was about to perform some enormous act.
 
   Then another figure moved across the gap, waving at the first and shouting, “Jake! Jake! Stop! I know what to do!”
 
   Howling, Celas drew back to make her final run against the door.
 
   * * *
 
   Things happened very slowly for Jake, in the eerie moment that he thought was about to rend his heart to tatters.
 
   He heard Weston shouting, heard a powerful impact at the door.
 
   He glanced over, and saw through the gap a flash of face — a crazed, wild eye of death.
 
   He looked forward and down again, to Noxie, beautiful and crying, backlit by the fire she’d made so that her hair and wings spread radiant before him.
 
   He thought, How can I do this?
 
   He thought, What else can I do?
 
   He opened his mouth to tell her goodbye.
 
   And Weston Hart crashed against him from behind, knocking him off balance to his right. He did not lose his grip on the foil — he did not stumble more than two steps.
 
   But the delay gave Weston time enough to reach the fire, with a sheaf of papers in hand. Noxie had turned as Weston ran past her, looking as baffled and angry as Jake himself felt.
 
   And then the papers went in the fire, and almost in the same motion, Weston grabbed up Jake’s pack and threw it in as well.
 
   Right upon the burning manuscript of The Last Tragedy. 
 
   Almost instantly, there came a loud crack from within the pack. Sickening black smoke poured out of its flap and rushed gasping up the flue. From the far side of the door came a wail to make the three ghosts sound calm.
 
   * * *
 
   Celas was taking the last step of her rush when it happened.
 
   The strength of the Takings deserted her.
 
   Her heart-bond to Yolo snapped shut. No bloodlink to Jake could be felt, no doubling of her every bodily sensation.
 
   She smacked into the door without control or force, fell dazed to the floor.
 
   Gone! she realized, once she’d blinked away the stars from her vision. She curled into a ball, crying out with all her soul. She had failed.
 
   She sobbed and shook and rolled over and beat her fists against the flooring.
 
   Gone! The pitiful wretches had beaten her! Cimone’s avatar would not walk the earth this season, or the next, or in her lifetime. Never again would she be the instrument of her goddess.
 
   Gone!
 
   How long she might have continued to thrash and scream, she did not know.
 
   But another scream interrupted her.
 
   Looking up out of pure reflex, she glimpsed a figure rushing straight for her, its hands clenched into animalistic claws.
 
   It was on her in a moment — where was her knife?
 
   She tried to kick and fight back, but the only strength she had was her own.
 
   Yolo Warbler had the strength of lunacy.
 
   He raked at her with his fingernails, drove his knee into her belly. As she doubled up from the pain, he leapt to his feet and kicked her savagely in the face. She felt her shoulder almost give way as he wrenched her around by one arm and dragged her across the floor, his voice an endless shriek the whole time.
 
   And then he flung her down the stairs.
 
   The dark world turned several times about her, as she rolled and tumbled against hard wood. She could feel each bruising blow of a step against her flesh, but found she barely cared. 
 
   Then a loud crack and an amazing pain in her neck announced the end of her fall.
 
   Some unknown period of time passed.
 
   As she became aware of herself again, she found that she could neither move nor feel. She lay on her back, head pointed downward along the stairs, one arm stretched out before her.
 
   Calmly, she recognized the arm, and the hand at its end, as a larger view of an image she’d seen before: in her dream, long ago in Gleit. Long ago? Only weeks. Forever. A different life. When the goddess was mine, and I was hers.
 
   All that was missing, she thought, was the blood.
 
   * * *
 
   Jake clung to Noxie with all his strength, aghast at how close they had come to making the most awful mistake of a lifetime.
 
   Of many lifetimes, he thought, treasuring the feel of her clinging back to him just as fiercely. For fifteen hundred years, ever since The Last Tragedy was written, that was the worst mistake anyone might possibly have made.
 
   He could not tell if Noxie’s shaking came from silent laughter, or the combination of horror and world-tumbling relief that he felt himself. But it did not matter.
 
   All that mattered was that he held her, and could go on holding her.
 
   “You know,” he told her, “the moment wasn’t exactly conducive when you said it, so I’m sorry for not making the proper response. But of course, I love you too.”
 
   Now she did laugh, and leaned back just enough for him to see her face and her eyes, full of joy. Then she came forward again, slowly, put her lips to his, and carried him away from any worry over words.
 
   Eventually, Weston cleared his throat and intruded.
 
   “It’s not that I’m keen to interrupt,” said the scholar. “Or that I’m impatient for a thank-you — although that would be nice. But there’s still something making a sound out there, and I don’t care to find out what it is by myself.”
 
   Jake pulled back from Noxie — unwillingly — and saw Weston near the door, holding a sword. He’d apparently gotten it from the body at the desk.
 
   Or rather, from the equipment that remained there. The corpse itself had gone to dust.
 
   Looking around to the corner, Jake could see no hint of the three ghosts. The only sound — as Weston had noted — came from outside the door.
 
   A feeble, strained whimpering.
 
   “All right,” he said. “Let’s have a look.”
 
   Jake and Noxie heaved at the cabinet, while Weston stood tense and ready with his sword. It didn’t seem prudent to have both men shifting the massive hutch, if a threat remained outside. Fortunately, there was no need for precise maneuvering this time — they were not trying to carefully seal the door, but only to widen the gap enough to slip through.
 
   “I think that’s got it,” Weston said.
 
   Jake picked up his foil from the floor where he’d dropped it, then returned to the door.
 
   “Do you want me to go first?” he asked Weston. “Or you?”
 
   “Oh, you — you for certain,” the scholar replied quickly. “I’ve saved the day enough already, I think.”
 
   Noxie grabbed at his hand just before he slipped out. “Be careful.”
 
   In the sitting room beyond, Jake found the source of the whining. It was his cousin Yolo, huddled in a corner and twitching. As Jake approached and spoke to him, softly, he gave no appearance of hearing.
 
   “There’s another one down here,” came Weston’s voice from the head of the stairs. “It’s the witch from the river crossing.”
 
   * * *
 
   The angle of the body on the stairs suggested that the woman might already be dead. But as Weston climbed slowly down toward her, he thought he saw a slight movement of the abdomen.
 
   He tapped at an awkwardly turned foot with the point of his sword, but provoked no response.
 
   Farther down he went, keeping the weapon angled straight for the body, in case she turned out to be faking and lunged up at him. When he saw the angle of her neck, however, he suspected that no fakery was involved.
 
   But the eyes tracked him as he approached.
 
   And then the mouth puckered and weakly spat a gobbet of saliva in his direction.
 
   “My,” he said, surprised — although he certainly didn’t know why — “you really are a nasty one, aren’t you?”
 
   “Enjoy — victory — while you can, cattle. I am done — but my goddess remains — in the dark below.”
 
   “Just where we want her, I’d say.”
 
   “Gloat. As much — as you like.” He had never seen such hate in a pair of eyes. It was really quite striking, especially given the woman’s immense beauty. She went on, “You’ll find — triumph short and bitter. The strong — win out. Life goes — to those who take — what they will. You others — fodder.”
 
   “The strong win out, eh?” he asked, revolted. “Well do you know what? I’m willing to put that to the test.”
 
   Before he could change his mind, he stepped over close to her, and swung the blade of his sword down into her broken neck. Surprisingly, it did not go very far before wedging on bone, and Weston had to drop the handle when he heard the ghastly choking sound that issued forth from the wound.
 
   Queasily, he staggered back up the stairs.
 
   * * *
 
   Everything had gone very distant for Celas, except sight of the thin, pulsing flow of blood down her outstretched arm.
 
   “Weston!” came a voice from above. “What in the world are you doing down there?”
 
   The blond weakling had already left the arc of her vision — but she belatedly recognized him as the Key Bearer.
 
   “Apparently,” his voice replied, shakily, “proving that I’m not cut out for killing people — not even really bad ones.”
 
   Pathetic, was Celas’ last thought, as she watched the drop of blood gather at her fingertip and fall.
 
   * * *
 
   Noxie saw that Weston had a very shaken look to him, when he came back up the stairs without his sword.
 
   Of course, she thought, I imagine that I do too.
 
   It occurred to her suddenly that Weston’s sacrifice — while a far cry from as gruesome as her own would have been — had nonetheless been enormous, for him. It showed in the lost look on his face, and in the weariness of his step as he reached the top of the stairs.
 
   And yet he still managed to say to Jake, “That’s your cousin, isn’t it? I’ll never forget that face. Is he all right?”
 
   How far you’ve come, Weston, she thought.
 
   And then another thought struck her, as Jake described his cousin’s apparently mindless condition.
 
   “... have to take him home, if I can,” Jake finished up. “I owe his father that much, at least. And maybe he’ll recover somewhat, on the way.”
 
   Weston nodded morosely, looking as if he identified quite thoroughly with the catatonic Yolo Warbler.
 
   “Say, Weston,” she said, in the brightest tone she could manage — which admittedly was not as bright as it would have been at the start of this trip.
 
   “Yes?” he asked, turning slowly toward her.
 
   She gestured about at the library, which was lightening somewhat as the sun came out from behind Delvonia, outside and far above.
 
   “I’m looking at these books,” she said, “and noticing that a number of them look hand-bound. Do you think they might include some journals, or other work Coeldoetta might have written out but never made public?”
 
   The widening of his eyes, and the quickening of his movements as he began to glance about, brought a third moment of sun into Noxie’s heart — not as true as the one outside, or as warm as the one she got from the grin Jake gave her as soon as she’d spoken.
 
   But warm and true enough to matter.
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   Noxie had never been much for parties. The ones held by the sprites had very often ended in her own humiliation, or in actual bodily harm. Jake, on the other hand, had a great fondness for social affairs — especially ones such as this, where the collected folk ran an enormous range of type and temperament.
 
   Weston Hart barely knew up from down at a party, but to his good fortune, this one had been arranged especially for him.
 
   When he spotted Jake and Noxie at the door, he detached himself rather rudely from a conversation he’d been having with Lord and Lady Palacthure — a pair of conceitedly dull aristocrats who’d come a long way for the privilege of saying they’d seen his production, and who had insistently maneuvered their way into this cast party after its debut. As he hurried away, Weston caught the voice of his accountant, Truleth Knorpin, paying a quick compliment in hopes of assuaging the nobles.
 
   Good Truleth, Weston thought. Always on the lookout for future financial backing. I’m sure he’ll smooth everything over for me.
 
   Jake and Noxie caught sight of Weston a moment later — largely due to the frantic waving of his fancily sleeved arms as he pushed his way through the crowd.
 
   “He certainly looks very well,” Jake said, glad to see that Weston had not found the business of producing and directing too much for him.
 
   “Of course he looks well,” Noxie replied. “He’s the darling of every intellectual and theatre patron across whole empire. How could he not look well?”
 
   “Fame — especially new fame — is not for everyone,” Jake explained.
 
   By this time Weston had reached them, and so Noxie had no chance to think up a response. Without pause, the nattily dressed and preened young man swept his arms around both of them in a great embrace.
 
   “You came!” he said. “I know you’d promised, but I half believed you might have gone back to Thollol after the rest of your treasure and gotten eaten by something.”
 
   “Glad to hear you have such confidence in us,” Noxie said, although she laughed as well.
 
   “I only meant that things have gone so well for me, I had to imagine that one of the most important things might go awry as a result.” He stopped and looked from one of them to the other. “Say, aren’t you taller than when we got back from Urka Aspenus? And you, Jake — I know I didn’t have more than two or three inches on you before.”
 
   They each held up their left hands, and Weston saw the faintly shimmering silver bands upon their ring fingers.
 
   “We had an old enchanter friend of Fingold’s make us these,” said Noxie. “While they’re on, I’m a tenth again my normal height, and Jake’s a tenth less than his.”
 
   Weston held up his hands immediately. “All right, very good — I need hear no more. Despite my newfound tolerance of physical embraces, I have not entirely thrown off my discomfort with intimacy. And I certainly don’t wish to know to what use you put this narrowing of the gap in your heights.”
 
   Noxie laughed and nodded her head toward another figure across the crowd. “From the looks you’re getting out of your leading lady, I’d say perhaps you’re exaggerating just how much remains of your ‘discomfort with intimacy.’” 
 
   Weston grimaced and felt himself going red. With a sigh, he told her, “Unfortunately, my leading lady is a fifteen-year-old boy. A great many actual females tried out for the part, but he thrashed them all at auditions, and I had no choice but to hire him.”
 
   “Really!” Noxie turned and stared. The boy in question blew a kiss in her direction, or in Weston’s — she couldn’t tell which. “That’s astonishing. I had no idea!”
 
   “A terrific performance,” Jake agreed, though he’d suspected from the character’s first scene that the part was being played in falsetto. “And only one of a great many excellent performances. You outdid yourself in the casting, Weston.”
 
   Weston rolled his eyes. “Please. I could have stocked fifteen productions with the mobs of actors who turned out, once it became known that a new Coeldoetta had been found. Only a dolt could have cast the play badly, given the press of talent that flocked in on me.”
 
   “I take it the world of academes accepted it quickly?” Jake asked. “You said in your letter that you thought these were lesser plays. I had a concern they’d be greeted with skepticism.”
 
   “Shh!!!” Weston said urgently. In a quick whisper, he went on, “The backers insisted I keep the other two secret for now. I managed to hold the financiers back from billing this one as ‘The Last Tragedy,’ but of course that’s what word-of-mouth is calling it, and these banking types are petrified that news of the others might get out and kill that side of the publicity.”
 
   Jake laughed. “Clearly the fame hasn’t overbuoyed your confidence, Weston. You’re sitting on the literary treasures of an age, and you’re worried about financing them?”
 
   Undaunted, Weston replied, “Jake, putting a play together is hard work. But it’s work I’m finding I enjoy, and I want to do a good bit more of it. And I’d just as soon the finances remain breathtakingly easy for now, which is how my current arrangement has made them. So again, shh!”
 
   “Changing the subject entirely,” Noxie put in, “— and I hope that you appreciate me for it, Weston — did Amblisse ever show up as you expected her to?”
 
   He positively glowed at this. “She did, and begged me to have her in any capacity that I might. But she was wearing another man’s ring and quite heavy with child, and I counted myself more than a little lucky to see the back of her as she stormed off.” Someone caught Weston’s eye just as he said this, and he compressed his lips in frustration. “My set designer, on the other hand, is positively not throwing herself at me, and I’m completely at a loss as to what I should do about it.”
 
   “Where?” asked Noxie, craning her neck.
 
   “Don’t gawk!” Weston said, alarmed. “She’ll see you! There, in the smock. Don’t look at me like that — of course she’s in a smock. She’s a set designer.”
 
   Jake raised an eyebrow. “Not as attractive as your leading lad, I’m afraid, Weston.”
 
   “No,” he agreed in a frank tone. Then he went a little dreamy: “But she’s a beautifully nice person — as kind as you can imagine. And brilliant, and a stunning artist. I’m madly in love with her, but I don’t think she’s noticed it at all.”
 
   “Well then drag her over here and introduce us,” suggested Noxie. “We’ll puff you up with all sorts of tales about how you saved the world and my life in one fell swoop.”
 
   “Glah!” he burst out, horrified. “No, no, no — don’t even begin to think about telling anyone how I did that. If this crowd found out that I burned the — well, I’d be drawn and quartered. No, keep that to yourselves. And I’ll manage with Bruheln myself, too, thank you. Much better for me to work up my courage and succeed through my own efforts than to have someone else trying to shoehorn me together with her.”
 
   “All right,” laughed Noxie. “But if you’re really so smitten, make your move soon. You don’t want her to slip through your fingers.”
 
   “No,” he said. “No, that would be a real tragedy.”
 
   A lull struck the trio at that — nothing uncomfortable, just one of those moments in which no one has the next word to say. All about them moved the crew and cast and attendant marvelers of Weston’s success, and he suddenly regretted even using the word “tragedy” in such circumstances.
 
   “So,” he picked up, shaking off the regret as easily as it had come, “you two are clearly well, and I am certainly well, and your letter suggested there’s reason to hope that your aunt will eventually be well. All has really turned out for the best, then, hasn’t it?”
 
   Noxie squeezed Jake’s arm happily. “I know I have no complaints. But you, Weston — I would have expected more mixed emotions of you.”
 
   “How so?” he asked, puzzled.
 
   “Well, because your idol turned out to be wrong, of course. ‘The Last Tragedy?’ After all the legends and tales, the footnotes and annotations of a dozen ages — nothing has turned out to be tragic at all. At least, not for any of us.”
 
   “Noxie, my dear,” Weston said, smiling and shaking his head, “remember that ‘The Last Tragedy’ was never Coeldoetta’s title. No one has ever known what she intended to call the play.”
 
   “So you’re saying that everyone else got it wrong?” asked Jake. “Every Coeldoetta scholar since the fall of Jueln — even those three ghosts in the house?”
 
   “Of course,” Weston replied with an arch of one eyebrow. “Who would tell and retell legends about a play, much less search through all the centuries for it, if it were called ‘The Last Comedy?’”
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A Note from the Author
 
    
 
   This book is independently published and does not have the marketing resources of a large corporation supporting it. If you enjoyed the book, please recommend it to your friends and consider writing a positive review on the site from which you purchased it. Of course, the same goes for any book that you enjoy, but in this case, I would especially appreciate it. Thank you very much for reading!
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