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    I 
 
      
 
    I expected someone to be at the corner table in the Hawkspire Pub when I returned from two months hiding out in the far northlands of Delvonia. But I didn’t expect it to be Shoje Keindan. 
 
    And I expected to be happy to see whoever showed up at that corner table — but I certainly didn’t expect to be as pleased as I was to see Shoje. 
 
    At any rate, there he sat, with his golden Haniman skin and wavy black hair, recognizable in an instant and easily the best-looking man in the room. He spotted me the moment I entered the door, and while I stood working to get my head around this muddle of surprise and pleasure, he smiled and in true Shoje fashion made a broad gesture before him, where an aged-looking bottle of wine stood waiting between two empty glasses. 
 
    Morning sun through the Hawkspire’s windows, tall and clean, made the scene glow. 
 
    I wandered over, trying my best to scowl but having a hard time of it. For two months, I’d been off and alone in the wilderness, so it felt good to enter one of my old haunts, and it felt even better to find someone I liked waiting for me. Still, I couldn’t help darting my eyes about to the tables I passed — had none of my letters brought a response? Had Wemmert the barkeep — usually so reliable — failed to get word to all of the people on my list? 
 
    Why had Shoje alone showed up? 
 
    And what an awful feeling I’d have had if no one had been there at all. 
 
    Shoje rose smoothly from his chair as I approached. He had that light in his amber eyes — I recognized it at once. But he embraced me as friends embrace, and we both laughed and had no need to say anything until the hold was done and we each sat down. 
 
    “You’re looking cunning and pleased with yourself,” I said, taking my seat around the table corner from his. 
 
    He sat just a little more slowly than I did, subtly the gentleman. “Whatever you mean by that,” he said, “I take it as the words of a woman trying to head off a compliment.” 
 
    I laughed again. “All right then — if you see through me so easily, let’s get it over with.” 
 
    “I have nothing original,” he apologized lightly. “Just that you are as lovely as ever, Avelia.” 
 
    This made me break out my loudest laugh yet — some of the Hawkspire’s other patrons glanced around at the noise. A few let their eyes linger, which neither surprised nor offended me. Shoje, the finest-dressed and handsomest man in the room, had just been joined by a towering young woman with odd two-tone hair and a variety of weapons at her belt — and I’ll be honest with my opinion of myself to say that now the two best-looking folk in the room sat at that table. I’ve had a long life of people eying me for my looks, my height, my gear or my bearing, and these stares felt both harmless and familiar — unlike the stares I’d had to watch for when my face adorned a thousand bounty posters a few months back. 
 
    To Shoje, once my amusement settled down, I said, “That’s not exactly the response I’ve gotten from other friends who’ve seen me lately.”  
 
    He leaned forward with his elbows on the table and his chin on his thumbs. “Then either something is currently wrong with their eyes, or something was wrong with their eyes in the past. A face as perfect as yours transcends, regardless of its condition.” 
 
    He said this in an easy tone, but if you’d seen him, you would have had no doubt he meant it. 
 
    And I must admit that I found it more flattering than any compliment he’d ever given me. When last we’d parted, Shoje had been only two or three years past twenty — I’d had fifty-odd years under my belt and the marks of five sunlit, hard-lived decades upon my face.  
 
    Now, thanks to two years spent healing inside of a Kindness Tree, I appeared younger than Shoje himself. For a man to say that my looks then had been a match for my looks now made me feel very good about both. 
 
    Not that I was going to let him know that. 
 
    “So what brings you here, Shoje?” I asked. “It’s good to see your face again, don’t get me wrong. But I was expecting any number of people other than yourself.” 
 
    “If I weren’t so happy to see you, I’d pretend to be hurt by that,” he said. “The answer’s simple enough — Osyrand told me you’d be here, and asked me to let you know he’ll be several weeks or more late. Apparently, Staliss has gotten herself kidnapped, or imprisoned, or something of the sort, and he’s gone to fetch her loose.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “Well that’s two gone off my list. How does that girl manage to get herself into so much trouble? Although, more to the point, why is it that whenever you show up with those happy-whelp eyes, I find I have Osyrand the Nose to blame?” 
 
    It had been Osyrand, eight or nine years past, who’d introduced me to Shoje in the first place — and who, I later found out, had filled the youthful prodigy’s mind with romantic notions of me. 
 
    “Would it be overreaching on my part,” he asked, “to suggest that perhaps the Nose knows more about what you truly need than you do yourself?” 
 
    “Yes, and in this particular case, absolutely yes,” I said drily. 
 
    “Mm,” he mused, his eyes narrowing and a faint smile upon his lips. “So you have urgent need of Osyrand’s talents at the moment — and apparently, of Staliss’s as well. In fact, given that the instructions said I was to meet you at this specific table, which seats six easily and eight or nine if we drew up some more chairs, I expect you sent out a call for quite a few acquaintances. Am I to believe that my unique and immodestly copious abilities would somehow be of no use at all in whatever undertaking you have planned?” 
 
    “It has nothing to do with your abilities, as I’m sure you can guess.” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said. “And that’s what started me to thinking. Here’s Avelia Larkley Warbler, apparently up against something significant. On the other hand, here’s Shoje Keindan, full up with talents and quite nearly fearless — yet he gets left off the list of desirable help. It can’t be for want of utility. So why does Osyrand have to be the one to clue me in? We ran about the whole of the continent, you, me, the Nose and Choldis — for the better part of what, three or four years? And I was a perfect gentleman the whole time. So I asked myself, what would make you expect any different of me now that I’m older and wiser?” 
 
    “Shoje, it wasn’t —” 
 
    He clipped me off with a spark-eyed tilt of his head. “No, no, I said I asked myself. You know, the way you do when you’re trying to figure something out, and the only person around to answer questions is, well, you. And the answer I got, asking myself, was, ‘The fact is, Shoje old boy, she wouldn’t expect any different of you.’” 
 
    Now it was my turn to narrow my eyes. Where he intended to go with this, I couldn’t tell. 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, he continued. 
 
    “Which led me to ask what the true problem might be. My skills and dependability — beyond reproach. My ability to keep a gentlemanly distance — also proven without a doubt. You knew what you’d be getting if you called on me for help. And if you knew what to expect of me, and you still did not ask, it could mean only one thing. That you expected something different of yourself. Naturally, once I reached that conclusion, there was no holding me back.” 
 
    I sat blinking for a moment. “You’re not seriously saying that you think I’ve changed my mind and —” 
 
    “No, I’m saying you’re worried you might change your mind. That’s enough for me.” 
 
    I picked up the wine bottle and pointedly examined its cork, which I found to be firmly waxed in place. “Have you finished off one of these already this morning?” 
 
    Then, before he could reply, the vintner’s mark raised my eyebrows and I said, “Gods in the clouds, you really spared no expense here, did you?” 
 
    “You don’t toast the reunion of two such unstoppable forces with cheap wine,” he responded off-handedly. “Shall we open it?” 
 
    I have an experienced enough palate, and was thirsty enough from my morning’s ride across town, that my answer wanted to be a quick “yes.” But I put aside my knowledge of the Whisper Hills Winery, put down the bottle, and locked eyes with my friend and would-be suitor instead. “Shoje, look. I don’t know that I’m ready to uncork this particular bottle. The simple fact is, I’m here on extraordinarily serious business. I need people who will be professionals in-and-out no matter what. This task may very well require that I put myself up in a sacrifice play near the end — and if it does, I have to be surrounded by people who will let me, and whom I know will then finish the job. I can’t for a moment be worried that someone might take his eye off the target in order to save me.” 
 
    He leaned forward again. “If that’s meant to put me off, you’re doing a terrible job of it. Even as you dash icy well-water on my desires as a man, you entice my professional curiosity beyond containment. What in the world could set Avelia Warbler into such a state of urgency? Surely, it must be a challenge that any man of my abilities could only dream of.” 
 
    I saw that it would take the true answer to get him out of this flippant mood. So, knowing him to be a proficient lip-reader, I put my hands to either side of my mouth and with my most serious expression and no sound at all, formed that answer with my lips: 
 
    “I mean to steal the Empress Herèse from the royal castle of Delvos.” 
 
      
 
    II 
 
      
 
    He opened his mouth as if to laugh, and then closed it again, eyes growing large. 
 
    “So you see,” I told him, “there’s nothing that can be taken lightly about this particular venture.” 
 
    “No,” he agreed. “No, indeed.” 
 
    He let that agreement sit for a moment, then went on in a very careful tone. “Which is why I’m surprised to find that you’ve let your emotions throw a mist across your normally clear thinking.” 
 
    “I — ?” 
 
    Shoje held up a hand, his face quite serious even though I could only take that last as a joke. 
 
    “Avelia,” he said, “I’m going to be completely straightforward here, even though you may mistake it for self-serving. You are acquainted with, and I’m sure you’ve invited here, a number of people who are adept at getting into places. But the goal you’ve just spoken, and the place where it rests — well, that’s not something that you find your way into.” 
 
    “I’m well aware of —” 
 
    “I don’t think you are. Look here.” 
 
    He slid the bottle of wine from its place between us to my edge of the table. 
 
    “Could you open this with your hands? Of course. You have strong hands, and if you were willing to risk cutting yourself badly, and spilling a good bit of the precious contents inside, you could break off the neck, I have no doubt. But you know as well as I do that the vintners at Whisper Hills are literally wizards at winemaking, and that the drink inside would spoil instantly if opened without the proper respect.” 
 
    Pulling the bottle back toward him, he raised a hand and summoned the Hawkspire’s serving boy over. 
 
    “A corkscrew, if you please,” he told the lad. Then he drew out a knife from his belt and returned his attention to me. “There are things that you can break into,” he said, lifting the knife up to the bottle’s wax seal. “And then, there are things that you have to find your way into.” 
 
    Gracefully, he cut the wax seal and worked it loose cleanly, leaving no remnants on bottle or cork and no cut or scar from his blade, either. “And then — there are things that you find the way in, to the way in, to the way in.” 
 
    The boy returned with the corkscrew, which Shoje took and began to apply to its purpose. “That is what I do, Avelia. I don’t just ferret out a simple secret and use it to traipse into a place — not often, anyway. I look for places where even the secret of how to solve the mystery of where to find the key that lets you trick your way in — is itself a closely guarded treasure.” 
 
    He popped the cork loose as if doing so gave him no trouble, and then tipped the bottle up at the rim of my glass. Although I could see the wine turn within the heavy green wall of the bottle, nothing came out. 
 
    “Do you see?” he asked, setting the bottle down before him. “The best of the Whisper Hills’ stock will pour only when its owner speaks the phrase that breaks the wizards’ final, magical seal.” 
 
    He leaned forward, cupped a hand about the mouth of the bottle, and bent to bring his lips in close to it. With his eyes on mine, he whispered something, and at once I heard a faint sigh out of the bottle and saw a mist of cool condensation rise up from the now-open glass throat. 
 
    Straightening and lowering his hand to the table, Shoje went on, “To drink from this particular bottle, one would either have to be the person it was intended for — which is you — or steal the bottle from me, find the location of the Whisper Hills Winery, find something that would be a suitable bribe for the vintner who prepared the bottle for sale, and convince him to betray his office and give up the secret phrase that I just spoke.” 
 
    I understood what he was getting at, but my eyes stayed on the coiling mist from the bottle’s green mouth. 
 
    “Well that’s a nice show, Shoje,” I replied. “But frankly, what it has mostly done is make me terrifically thirsty. How about if you just pour some of that damned stuff and let’s see if anyone else shows up.” 
 
    “I am thoroughly unable to refuse you,” he said, and quickly decanted two full glasses without even a drop spilled or left to meander down the side of the bottle. 
 
    I lifted mine by the stem, held it to the light where it appeared to be no less than a rose-colored sea, and then savored the gentle, energized smell for a moment before raising it back up. 
 
    “To success at the task that’s in the offing,” I said, “regardless of who is in the party when it finally ventures forth. And to seeing good friends who’ve been too long away from each other.” 
 
    “To the return, at last, of two wild spirits to the same path,” he replied, touching his glass to mine, “although, in truth, only one of us ever parted from the other.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head — but however much I might chafe at Shoje’s intentions, when that wine crossed my lips, it proved to be the absolute best I had ever tasted. 
 
      
 
    III 
 
      
 
    Wemmert, the principle barkeep and proprietor of the Hawkspire, showed up in advance of the noon hour, having apparently been out on some errand. He found us halfway done with Shoje’s bottle of wine, though we were pacing ourselves by working at a loaf of bread and a couple of the pub’s fine cheeses. 
 
    “Avelia Warbler,” said Wemmert with a sigh as he walked up, looking a bit heavy beneath his years. “Overly punctual, as usual, and showing me a bad host for not being on hand when you arrived.” 
 
    I got up and clapped forearms with him, which made him split his rich red beard with a grin. 
 
    “My apologies, Wemmert,” I told him. “I know I said afternoon when we set this thing up, but I got to hoping that maybe one or maybe several of the lot might get so eager to see me that they’d come early. A woman wants to fancy herself well liked, you know.” 
 
    Shoje cleared his throat behind me. “While reserving the right to be particular.” 
 
    The barkeep pulled out a chair and turned it around to sit leaning on the seatback. “And how was winter in the northlands?” 
 
    “Not bad,” I said, “if you don’t mind the taste of bear meat or the regular sense that your privates are going to ice over and fall off.” 
 
    Shoje tore off a hunk of bread and popped it in his mouth. “Wouldn’t a man’s parts be the ones likely to freeze over?” 
 
    “That’s what I mean about how cold it was.” 
 
    Wemmert laughed, then gave the impression of remembering something suddenly, and sat back to pull a set of papers from the inner pocket of his red-and-gold-striped vest. 
 
    “Ought to have given these to you first thing,” he said. “Sorry. I’ve been keeping them close for weeks and I guess I’ve gotten used to the feel of them scraping against my ribs.” 
 
    The papers proved to be letters, three in all. I can’t say my heart rose any to see them. Shoje and Wemmert quieted themselves, watching in silence as I opened and read through each message. My own letters had gone out months earlier, dispatched by Wemmert in early winter, calling on a handful of very special folk to meet me back at the Hawkspire on this first day of spring. I’d spelled out clearly that I planned to keep very low to the ground in between, since I’d just gotten an imperial warrant lifted from my head, and it would take time for the posters to come down from the warrant offices throughout the Delvonian lands, both home and far territories alike. 
 
    So the only likely reason for anyone to send a letter in response was that they didn’t intend to come. 
 
    When I’d finished with the letters, I reached for Shoje’s bottle and poured myself a glass filled almost to the lip. 
 
    “Bad?” Shoje asked, his voice and face as rich with concern as the wine I knocked back was rich with flavor and potency. 
 
    I swallowed and let the taste and scent and warmth in my belly carry the moment. My friends would not want me morose over their absence or their travails, and I tried to honor what I knew their feelings to be. 
 
    “Tuenne writes to say he’s lost a leg,” I said, tapping the first of the letters where I’d spread them on the table. Then I slid my finger over each of the others in turn. “Earild and Seremis Longweal are taking turns using their magic to contain a possessing spirit that one of their enemies set loose on them. They’ve got Hestrin Parg researching a long-term solution, but for now the two of them are alternating four-hour shifts of sleeping and keeping the spirit bottled up.” 
 
    “And the Lost Man?” Wemmert asked, eyeing the last envelope. 
 
    I raised my glass. “We can toast him finding himself. His appointment at the Crypt of Postponement was two weeks ago. I wish I’d known it ahead of time — I’d certainly have sought him out to say goodbye.” 
 
    Wemmert picked up a glass of his own and touched it to mine. “A private fellow, that one.” 
 
    “Mmn,” I agreed. “He’s finally told me his name, in the letter. Said I could find his spot in the Crypt to pay my respects, if I really felt I needed to.” 
 
    “Will you?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, taking another sip of wine, “but there are one or two things on my list ahead of that.” 
 
    I went over the names again in my head, those accounted for and those not. Osyrand the Nose, off rescuing Staliss — which put me down one amazing tracker, one extremely talented ingressionist, and two excellent sword folk. Tuenne — the greatest jack-of-trades I’ve ever known — out of commission with a missing leg. Lady and Mister Longweal tied up in spirit dealings, removing two clever sorcerers from my bag of tricks. And the Lost Man — well, any mission is more likely to succeed if one of the members is invulnerable to death, even had his other abilities amounted to nothing special. But such a gift comes with a high price, and apparently it had been time for Lost to pay up. 
 
    On the other hand lay the unaccounted-fors: Belenoirya and Choldis, either of whom could whisk a team across miles or through walls of the ordinary sort with her wizardry; Enk the insectivist, whose vermin-controlling abilities might be very useful for gaining intelligence on the castle’s interior; Baito Hillespointe, another cunning lock-picker; and Jake and Noxie, whom I’d last seen on that wonderful night when they stole me loose from the Cimonites’ torture chamber. None of these gave me great hope of showing up. Last I’d heard, Belenoirya was dead, although she’s proved such rumors false so many times in the past that I thought it worth chancing a letter to her most regular alias. Choldis, much as I love her, has a self-indulgent streak that often causes her to miss appointments. Enk and Baito — well, they’re both among the more mercenary of my friends, and since my letter had mentioned no loot or spoils, they may simply have had better things to do. 
 
    And had the Cimonites managed to track down Jake and Noxie? Was my nephew even now in a pit of torment like the one he’d rescued me from? Did he look across a haze-filled room at Noxie, the way I’d looked across at her grandfather over the course of unending months of flensing knives and cauterizing irons? Did the cold, soulless technicians of that cult set upon the two of them with hooks and whips and vials of caustic ooze? Or did they safely remain in whatever far-off hiding spot they’d fled to, once they’d come to understand the relentless quality of Cimonite vengefulness? 
 
    “Someone else will show up,” Shoje told me, quietly. “It’s early yet in the day, and surely they can’t all of them have fallen upon such bad luck at the same time.” 
 
    I’m not one for somber moments — not usually, anyway — so I looked back at him with an attempt at wryness and said, “Although surely, you wouldn’t complain if fortune saw fit to put the two of us together alone on this endeavor?” 
 
    “But in fact I would,” he said, smiling as he saw me nearer my normal humor. “My goal is for the two of us to be alone on the basis of my charm and aplomb, not simple chance.” 
 
    Wemmert stood from his chair and slapped me on the shoulder. “Well, I’ve the lunch mob to get ready for. I’ll leave you two to your sparring. Give a call if you need anything. And have no fear — I sent the word out to fill this table up, and surely I’ve not lost so much of my touch as a host that it would stay empty.” 
 
    But the table did not fill, and by late afternoon when I’d run through my stories of hunting ice bears through the hard winter of northern Delvonia, I found I had to take solace in the warmth of Shoje’s eyes and the rich color of his laugh as he hung upon each word. 
 
    Winter had ended, and if spring brought only a trickle of the company I’d expected, at least the cold had gone. 
 
      
 
    IV 
 
      
 
    I walked with Shoje toward the heart of the capital, the heart of the empire. In the waning afternoon of spring’s first day, the royal castle stirred a great many feelings in me. It and I had about the same number of years under our belts, and in spite of time and occasional rough handling, we both stood tall, hale, and unscarred — thanks in no small part to sorcerous repairs. I’d gone once into the castle, in the company of my great friend Fingold, to receive a commendation for my part in the Battle of Huassir Gulf. An advisor to an advisor to the Emperor had presented me with an engraved token of appreciation from His Exalted Majesty. 
 
    So I admitted the first among my thoughts to Shoje as we walked. “You know,” I said, “There’s a sacrilegious feeling to what I’m planning,”  
 
    He followed my gaze up to the pennanted spires of the castle. “Well, you’ll have to explain that. From my perspective, it’s exactly the opposite.” 
 
    “The opposite of sacrilegious?” I asked, a bit surprised. “To get into that place, and take what I’ve told you I mean to take?” 
 
    “To get into the place, is all I meant,” he said. “I have no feeling one way or another about your quarry, except that I know that something very bad must have been done to set you on such a person’s trail. But the place — it’s a challenge upon a challenge.  Don’t get me wrong, I’ll throw a gold Imperial into a collection basket at one temple or another from time to time. But to me, there’s nothing holier than accepting the challenge of a wall and then not resting until you’re inside it. Any interior becomes hallowed ground, when you’ve breached it without breaking it.” 
 
    “Hmm.” A number of bad places I’ve been in passed through my head, and I found myself out of agreement with his notion entirely — though I had to appreciate the reverence with which he expressed it. “For me, it’s just hard to overlook the pride that a great nation takes in its most impenetrable monument. I’m no patriot of the empire — there’s a Warkslinshire girl inside this mail coat. But a strong people look over there daily and take comfort in the dauntless majesty of the place.” 
 
    The folk I referred to flowed by us on all sides — tradesmen and merchants and laborers alike. They had broad streets to walk along, here in the capital of their vast empire, and even the least of them seemed to tread with a certain confidence. 
 
    “Nor is that a prize I would choose to take from them,” Shoje replied. “Let the place symbolize strength — let it stand and speak of might to the uncounted masses who need that reassurance. What I’m describing is the private moment when I know that I am free — that no wall bars me but the wall of my own conscience, that no gate speaks the word ‘no’ in a voice that I must heed. Because in that moment of freedom, in that space of unfettered achievement, the choice to do good instead of ill has more meaning than all the trumpeted glories of an empire.” 
 
    I smiled at that and shook my head. “You know, I’m not sure why I always need to be reminded that you’re more about getting into a place than about what’s inside it.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why you need to be reminded either,” he said, cocking an eyebrow as though mildly offended. “There are enough wonderful things outside of places to keep one busy for a very long time. So getting inside a place really ought to be its own end.” 
 
    We walked along that sunlit border between afternoon and evening, and it struck me, not for the first time, what a shame I found it that Shoje had such serious designs upon me. The light of the falling sun played wonderfully off of his golden features, and he always showed himself to be such a bright, clever fellow in his words. Here on the eve of a very serious undertaking, I could have dallied with him quite readily, if he’d had dalliance in mind. 
 
    I sighed, and said, “Unfortunately, in this case there’s a great deal larger an end than just getting inside the place.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t care to hear about it just yet,” he said frankly. “We’ve had a nice day of swapping stories, drinking good wine, eating Wemmert’s food. Now we’re walking up on a place that must be one of the five or six most impossible ingressions in the world. I’d like to savor being here, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    He raised a hand toward the castle, still a mile or more away and yet dominating the cityscape. “She stands there, so tall, so near, so utterly proof against the advances of those who would steal their way into her heart — and you walk here beside me, identical in every characteristic.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “I’d like to think I’m not quite so flat-fronted as ‘she’ is.” 
 
    Shoje laughed. “You see? My metaphors glance off of you just as a flight of arrows would glance from her walls. And yet you have brought me here with the promise of doing what arrows cannot, what armies have not, what no thief or assassin has ever managed. I have to believe that you and I will stand inside those walls, not so long from now — and if that entry is to be had, why should I despair of breaching the fortress of your heart?” 
 
    “It’s an old place, Shoje,” I told him with a good-humored shake of my head. “The walls are in ruins — the world has trudged through it with muddy boots. The wildflowers have crept in and grown over everything. As much as you’d like to think differently, it doesn’t need a tenant.” 
 
    “You can’t scare me off with wildflowers and vines and crumbling stone,” he said lightly. “I happen to know that there’s a broad blue sky over the scene you’ve set.” 
 
    “But stormclouds on the horizon,” I said, looking pointedly ahead to the imperial castle, whose mistress I knew to be as evil as any thing that has stood upon the earth. “Stormclouds and worse on the horizon.” 
 
      
 
    V 
 
      
 
    The nearness of the castle now angled us both toward business.  For Shoje, I think reaching the royal plaza and confronting those high, concentric walls sent his professional mind inescapably into motion. Like a jeweler seeing uncut gems in a heap, like a dairyman hearing the lowing of a herd, he could not help but exercise his thoughts in the direction of his occupation. 
 
    I, on the other hand, could think of little but the woman within those walls, and the reasons why I had to wrest her loose.  
 
    Her Majesty Herèse Anpharre Iravos had taken up her station ten years past, in a sumptuous wedding that had filled this grand plaza with revelry for six days straight. She came from a house of minor nobility, and the Emperor’s engagement to her had set many hands to scratching heads among those who follow the titled castes. But her astonishing beauty, and the lavish, overgenerous fête that accompanied her installation beside His Imperial Majesty, quickly swaddled the public imagination in covers of down and silk. 
 
    The notion of a happy Emperor, of a glorious Empress, of perhaps a dynasty in the borning, lent itself to uplifting talk throughout the land. 
 
    And when certain laws underwent mild changes, and when the imperial airway ramped up its expansions, and when diplomatic affronts began between the empire and Thaellen Aosk, the months and years in between rendered all these happenings disconnected. But those of us who keep an eye on such things found it curious how much in motion events seemed to be after that wedding, as opposed to before. 
 
    My dear friend Fingold had been among the puzzled onlookers, but unlike most — unlike me — he had begun digging, to see if there might be an explanation for the changes in the air. His investigations led him to suspect the manipulative fingers of a twisted sect: the cult of Cimone. And despite his age and several chronic infirmities, he’d taken it upon himself to ferret out the truth. 
 
    As I looked now upon the high walls of the Emperor’s castle, rosy in the colored light of early evening, I did not see the magnificent challenge that Shoje beheld, nor the proud emblem of an empire’s might. Instead, I saw the home of a woman who had visited torture and death upon the most important person of my grown life, and who meant to treat the rest of the world to the same fate. I saw not a pure wall faced with marble and reaching splendidly to the sky — but a blood-spattered stretch of stone where Fingold had hung in manacles, his weakened old frame traced inch by inch with the marks of flaying knives and brands and small wriggling eaters of flesh. 
 
    “If this were a lesser place,” Shoje said, gesturing toward the grand stone bridge that spanned the castle’s dry moat, “I’d have a long eye out for how to climb across the underside of that bridge, or sneak aboard a carriage bound for the inside of the wall. The bridge looks pretty shadowed underneath, and there’s no want of traffic across it.” 
 
    I’d made these observations myself as we came across the wide circular plaza that surrounded the castle. The Emperor’s five best legions dwell inside the fortress walls, so in addition to the occasional coach pulled by an elegant team of horses, supply wagons trundled across the span on a regular basis. How hard would it be to get hold of a few spare uniforms and stow away on the undercarriage of one? No doubt, someone had tried it a time or two in the sixty years since those walls went up. 
 
    “And if I happened to know of the three wizards they have combing over every buggy or tumbrel that goes through the barbican,” he went on, “I’d be thinking about hiring an air mage, or finding some arcane device for wafting myself across the balustrades on a night wind.” 
 
    The innocent tone in his voice made me chuckle — a bit of a dark chuckle, since I knew that the fate of anyone who tried such a thing would be grim. “You know, Shoje, I’d almost think you’d been here before.” 
 
    “Me?” he asked, angling to the right well before we approached the near end of the bridge. “Whatever would make you suspect me of walking the finely paved streets of Delvos, swooning at those high parapets as I came closer? Me, circling about this plaza for hours, snacking on meat pies from the vendors and dreaming of a daring nighttime climb up that wall?” 
 
    “So when was it?” 
 
    He laughed. “When I was ten. And even then, I had sense enough to know it couldn’t possibly be that easy.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you thought of scaling a hundred-foot wall as ‘easy’ when you were ten?” 
 
    With a modest shake of his head, he said, “No — I knew getting into the castle wouldn’t be as easy as scaling a hundred foot wall — which was something I thought of as moderately difficult.” 
 
    I reached over and pinched his cheek. “What a cute child you must have been. Did your parents tell all their friends how precocious you were?” 
 
    With a cool smile, he said, “Now, I’ve told you before that I don’t talk about my parents.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “But were you a cute child?” 
 
    “Adorable.” 
 
    We bantered on and walked on a while, and it helped me push aside my deadly-serious, purposeful musings of the Empress and her cult and what that cult had done to my friend, to me, and to my family. But even from the far side of its stone-bottomed moat, the castle loomed. And eventually, we came to the spot that Shoje meant for me to see. 
 
    “There,” he said, tilting his chin at an ornate mausoleum standing alone upon the plaza’s broad surface. “That is where we’ll start.” 
 
    “A crypt?” I asked, eyeing the place. Columns ran about its sides, supporting a sweeping roof of angled stone. The windowless façade and marble icons of spirit-folk said plainly what sort of building it was, and something else quickly said how important it must be. Only a few seconds after Shoje had pointed it out, a pair of guardsmen came into view, marching ceremoniously in a circuit about the tomb. 
 
    “The burial monument of Ezmere Ceete,” he said, turning casually toward a nearby fountain whose lip faced both the mausoleum and the castle, now haloed by the setting sun. “Arch-fabricationist and master architect — the man who built the greatest citadel of our age.” 
 
    He sat down on the fountain’s rim and patted its stone edge for me to join him, so I did. 
 
    “And you think or know that the architect’s tomb is a way in?” 
 
    This brought a grimace from him. “What a rather terrible listener you are today, Avelia. It’s a way in to the way in to the way in. And as you can see, even it is kept under constant guard.” 
 
    In the deep shadows of our Emperor’s fortress, we sat and watched the guards make their rounds. The pennants high above fluttered in the wind beneath a darkening sky. 
 
    “All right,” I said, weighing curiosity against my sense of the ominous. “So what is it that’s in the tomb?” 
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    “I’ll tell you what I’m pretty sure is not in Ezmere Ceete’s crypt,” Shoje began, and continued directly: “Ezmere Ceete.” 
 
    “Go on,” I said, intrigued. The failing light of sundown and our position near the mausoleum nicely emphasized my friend’s flair for drama. 
 
    “Well, of course, the official story is that immediately upon completion of the castle, Ceete collapsed and died — perhaps from sheer exhaustion at having personally fabricated so much of the structure with his own magic. Out of gratitude for the magnificent job he’d done, the Emperor ordered this shrine be built to house the wizard’s body, allowing the architect an eternal view of his greatest creation.” 
 
    I looked upon the crypt, then past it to the castle, and found it entirely plausible that the creation of the grander edifice would be rewarded with enshrinement in the smaller one. In all my travels, nothing I’ve seen speaks as eloquently of dominion and regality as the imperial keep. To Shoje, though, I said, “But you don’t buy the official story.” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “Nor do I put much credence in the popular legend that often gets told in its place — that the Emperor had his architect killed as soon as the castle was done, so that no one but the Emperor himself would know all of its secrets.” 
 
    “And what’s so implausible about either of those scenarios?” I asked, my eyes wandering over the statues of gods and spirits that adorned the monumental tomb. 
 
    “In the case of the first one, the coincidence,” he said. “Ezmere Ceete labored for three years on those walls, on the halls and quarters within, on the spires and gables and moat and bridge. He had only a single assistant helping him through most of that — although a veritable army of laborers hauled in the stone and steel and wood and gold that he used to shape the place from. If Ceete had died two weeks shy of the thing’s completion, or two months after, I could almost swallow the timing. But for a magician of that power to keel over at his very moment of triumph strikes me as mythical in its convenience.” 
 
    “I would tend to agree,” I said, turning curiously toward him as we sat. “Yet I would think that only makes the second version more believable.” 
 
    “Ah,” he said, scooting closer and lowering his voice conspiratorially, “and if I were an Emperor, and I hired you to perform some great and secret task for me, and if the details of that task could spell my undoing should they ever become public knowledge, would you blithely carry out the job for me, leaving your back unprotected all the while, out of trust in the purity of my sovereign motives?” 
 
    The twist of my mouth suggested that I probably would not. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “And I think you’ve known enough wizards to have a sense that the best of them are at least moderately cleverer than you or I.” 
 
    “So you think Ceete’s death was faked. But to what end?” 
 
    “As a compromise, of course,” Shoje said. He turned up the palm of one hand. “Here I am, Ezmere Ceete, having labored for three years fashioning every nook, cranny and secret alcove in the royal palace. I know that my knowledge represents the single greatest weak spot in the castle’s defenses. The Emperor cannot afford for that knowledge to be available to his enemies. How do I protect myself from the Emperor’s logical course of action, once construction is complete?” 
 
    I thought for a moment, then said, “Obviously, you have to provide a greater incentive for the Emperor to keep you alive than to kill you.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said happily. “Now, let’s imagine conversely that I’m Emperor Orozt. Having planned for three years to kill or imprison Ceete as soon as my castle stands finished, I now find myself trapped by some ingenious extortion that the wizard has revealed at the last moment. Perhaps he’s woven an enchantment through the stone and beams, to bring the whole place crashing down if harm befalls him. Or perhaps, more mundanely, he’s squirreled away a set of plans, with instructions to a confidant that they are to be unearthed and delivered to my enemies, should he ever disappear. Now I find myself stymied. I cannot finish Ceete off — but I also dare not let him walk about freely where an assassin or the spies of Trelthamland might get hold of him. So what am I, the Emperor, to do?” 
 
    The answer seemed simple enough. “Fake the man’s death and pay him enough to keep him happy for the rest of his life.” 
 
    Even with the shadows of dusk coming on, I could see the twinkle this brought to Shoje’s eye. “The natural solution. So we’ve made our deal, you and I — the Emperor and the architect. But we’ll need a body, won’t we? Someone to inter in the shrine for verisimilitude.” 
 
    “Your assistant,” I said — then raised an eyebrow. “Or my assistant — I’m not sure whether I’m the Emperor or the wizard. He probably knows more than either of us wants anyway.” 
 
    “You’re uncanny,” Shoje replied, his smile serene. I could hear more than just friendly praise in his tone, and see more than a mere compliment in his expression. But he somehow folded his emotions directly into the business at hand, looking smoothly over to the mausoleum before the moment turned in any way awkward. “Now, can you tell me what it is about that crypt that turns all of this from pure conjecture into reliable deduction?” 
 
    Peer as I might at the tomb, with its small contingent of guards ever-circling, I came up with no answer. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ll just have to tell me,” I said. 
 
    He shook his head as though disappointed. “It’s out here, of course. Your average sorcerer isn’t worth digging up from his grave any more than the next man — but an archmage like Ezmere Ceete, who could shape rock by the ton and spin lattices of gold with a snap of his fingers, well, that fellow’s bones would be worth a great deal. To say nothing of the possibility that rare and obscure magic might one day be able to coax the palace’s secrets directly out of the corpse.” 
 
    I nodded, a bit chagrinned that I hadn’t thought of it myself. Several times, in the last few months, I’d made use of exactly the kind of magic Shoje implied. Only a very few magicians can tease knowledge loose from the remains of the dead, but it can be done, and that meant that the Emperor would have been a fool to bury his architect here outside of the castle walls. 
 
    “But where does all this leave us?” I asked, gesturing at the fine white stone of the crypt. “I have an in with the Post Mortem, and they’ve supplied me with corpsequills before, when I needed to get answers out of cadavers. Only it seems you’ve just proved that the body inside that tomb likely has nothing useful to write about how to get into the castle.” 
 
    He stood up and put his fists on his hips, casting an impatient look down on me. 
 
    Sighing, I levered myself up, pushing hands against knees in a manner that hadn’t really been necessary since the Kindness Tree cured me of my true age some while back. “All right,” I said. “So what’s this old woman missing?” 
 
    Shoje just continued to look at me, like a tutor who’s given the same lesson one time too often. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “It’s only the way in to the way in to the way in, right?” 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, with a relieved roll of his clever amber eyes. “Ezmere Ceete’s assistant was known as an architect and fabricationist of no mean skill himself, and in fact the design of this tomb is attributed to him. But instead of going on to a storied career, his tale ends abruptly with the completion of his master’s crypt. Logic and a close examination of the style both suggest that Ceete himself designed the tomb. I think it’s a very good bet that the assistant is in there — and I think it’s likewise a good bet that he’d have some idea of where Ceete retired to. No one knew the arch-architect better.” 
 
    I began to see the intricacy of Shoje’s approach to his work. “So you’re proposing that we break into a solid and well-guarded mausoleum in hopes of using a corpsequill to question a body that we suspect is the architect’s assistant, in order to get a lead on the sixty-year-old trail of Ezmere Ceete himself, so that we can then question his body as to how the castle can be breached.” 
 
    “You have the broad outlines of it correct,” he said, nodding. “Although you left out the fact that the mausoleum, in addition to being solid and well-guarded, is undoubtedly thoroughly trapped. And that Ezmere Ceete, being an archmage, might very well be alive even today, which would make him even more of a challenge to get answers out of than if he’s dead.” 
 
    “Is there more?” I asked, taking a step back in the direction we’d come. “Because I’m feeling very much like I need to get back to the Hawkspire and have another drink.” 
 
    “Lead on,” he replied, stepping jauntily after me. 
 
    I paused, though, just a moment later, and put a hand to his chest to stop him. “And let me be clear on this — you parsed through all of these mysteries and came to this conclusion when you were ten years old?” 
 
    My handsome young friend laughed. “No. As I told you, when I was ten, my dream was to simply climb over the wall. But when I was fifteen, and far away across the lands, I thought back on those dreams and did some reading and research. Which led me, over a few years of pondering it, to the notions I’ve just spelled out.” 
 
    “It sounds like you were every bit as focused a lad as you are today,” I said, not adding that I felt a touch of kinship at that idea — I myself had taken up swordplay at the age of nine and was sparring with the local constables by eleven. 
 
    He laughed again. “Oh, you have yet to even dream of the focus I can apply. It is my defining characteristic.” 
 
      
 
    VII 
 
      
 
    After a fine dinner and a considerable amount more wine, I could no longer deny Shoje the truth of what he was getting into. So with an adamant disclaimer against any romantic intentions, I suggested we take the rest of our final bottle up to his room and finish it in private. 
 
    “This is the part,” he said, throwing himself casually across the room’s impeccably made bed, “where I assume you’re going to warn me of the deadly danger I’m involving myself in, of the gravity of the stakes, whatever they are, and of my complete lack of obligation to continue further, once full knowledge is bestowed upon me?” 
 
    I swung the door shut and walked over to the room’s small writing table, where I deposited the half-empty wine bottle, pulled out the chair and sat. 
 
    “Six letters,” I said. “Starts with ‘C.’ Dwells in the Dark Below.” 
 
    I let him process that, and he apparently came up with the answer pretty quickly, since he sat up against the headboard and looked considerably less comfortable than he had the moment before. He did not give any answer for confirmation, though — the name Cimone carries a freight of omen that prevents most sensible folk from speaking it aloud. 
 
    “That is who our Empress serves,” I told Shoje, seeing his eyes widen at the notion. “And she serves in the capacity of high priestess.” 
 
    With a deep breath, he looked from me to the bottle on the table. “If I’d known the conversation had a turn like this in it,” he said, “I would have suggested we bring up something stronger than wine.” 
 
    “I’m not sure there’s anything strong enough,” I said. “But then I’m a lot better acquainted with these opponents than you are.” 
 
    Shoje nodded slowly. “Well — congratulations, I suppose. You’ve somehow made this affair sound even more dangerous than just kidnapping the Empress of Delvonia. Two minutes ago I wouldn’t have believed that was possible.” 
 
    “And I can make it sound more dangerous still,” I said seriously. “The question is whether you want me to.” 
 
    Regaining some of his cavalier demeanor, he said, “Whatever is spoken by your lips, my ears are ready to hear.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with raised eyebrows. “Because it seems to me that my lips have said, ‘No,’ a number of times that you’ve ignored altogether.” 
 
    He raised a single finger. “I have never ignored it — I just have the patience to continue checking whether it has expired.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes and moved on to briefly run down the events that had led me to the Empress. How my friend Fingold had disappeared investigating the cult of Cimone, darkest of the dark gods. How I’d gone out searching for him, and been captured myself. How the cult had tortured us for over a year — Fingold to death, myself near enough to it. (A steely anger played at the corners of Shoje’s mouth as I related those events, though his face remained calm. I must confess that I found it charming, that he should so instinctively respond to a description of my torment.) I told how my nephew Jake had rescued me and arranged for me to go into the Kindness Tree for healing. How I’d come out of the tree to find my whole clan vanished, rushed off into hiding because Jake had gone on to foil the Cimonites’ most unholy prophecy. How I’d set my sights on destroying the cult, as the only means of diverting them from the revenge they sought upon my family. 
 
    And how, through many months of difficult and at times distasteful effort, I had learned the name of the Identity — she who commands Cimone’s relentless army of followers. 
 
    When I’d finished, Shoje looked at me briefly, and I could see in his eyes that he understood the weight of what I’d said. The Delvonian Empire ruled every inch of this continent, from Trelthamland in the west to Pendlethorne in the east. By treaty, it had an uneasy dominion over the continent of Hiisia, five hundred miles below across the Gulf of Huassir — and its skyships and descenders carried a steady stream of troops down to Thaellen Aosk, working toward a conquest that would put the Emperor in command of all the known civilized lands. The Cimonites, meantime, had plotted and connived through the mists of time, surviving all attempts to expunge them from the world, whether holy war propagated by the pure-hearted Church of Yensha, or secular eradication undertaken by ancient Jueln.  
 
    “You said you could make it sound more dangerous,” he told me after his pause. “You didn’t say you’d make it sound hopeless. Is it even going to make a difference, if you can get to the Empress and cut the head off the snake, so to speak? Surely, the cult has lost leaders before, in all the campaigns against it through the centuries?” 
 
    “Undoubtedly so,” I said. “Which is why we’re going to kidnap her, not just kill her.” 
 
    “You don’t think you can make her talk,” he began to ask, then stopped himself. “But then, you don’t need to, do you?” 
 
    “No, and for two reasons,” I said. My story had included a full description of the memory distiller I’d acquired in the Caverns of Mind — a rare piece of magic that could draw recollections straight out of a living mind. I’d used it to search my nephew Yolo’s catatonic brain for the Identity, after I learned that he had seen her prior to his affliction. “First of course is the distiller, although I’d be leery of imbibing any memories that came out of that woman’s head. Just the things that Yolo recalled disturbed me profoundly, and I never got to the memories of whatever sent him over the edge, into his stupor. She has undoubtedly done and seen things that would unhinge any sane person. But if we could distill her thoughts, we might be able to go back to the Caverns of Mind where I got the thing in the first place and see if the remembrancers there could safely parse through that knowledge for us.” 
 
    “And the second reason?” 
 
    I smiled, rather grimly. “Well, the Delvonian Empire either is or at least rivals the most powerful nation in all of history. If any entity could actually wipe out this cult, it would be the empire, once appropriately motivated. And since the Emperor is, by all indications, utterly devoted to his wife, the solution seems pretty simple to me. When we kidnap her, we just have to make sure he thinks that she was taken by the Cimonites.” 
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    I found it difficult to call the evening to an end. Although the talk remained serious and practical — aimed mostly at planning out the first steps toward plundering Ezmere Ceete’s tomb — there was a comfort to it that I knew would be gone once I went back to my own room for sleep. 
 
    Shoje, being a perceptive fellow, caught on to this eventually. 
 
    “That’s three times you’ve done that in the space of two sentences,” he said, after a particularly long and loud yawn on my part. “We can get back to this over breakfast, you know.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, rubbing at my eyes and wondering if fatigue would stay with me when I climbed into my bed — or if, as I fully expected, it would prove fickle and abandon me to lie alone and restless. Still, it seemed clear that I hadn’t the head for continuing our plans, so I gripped the arms of the chair and made to stand up. “You’re right, of course. I’m pretty done-in.” 
 
    As I rose, he watched me from his place on the bed, leaning casually back against the headboard, his feet crossed at the ankles and arms folded upon his chest. At no point had he shown any signs of exhaustion — perhaps because he’d not been up at dawn this morning as I had, starting the last leg of my trip into the capital. I couldn’t help but feel that his whole air had a whiff of self-satisfaction to it. 
 
    “What?” I asked, narrowing my eyes — less piercingly effective than I would have liked, I’m sure, because as soon as I did so, they blinked closed from weariness. 
 
    “I’m just enjoying seeing you fight with yourself like this,” he responded. 
 
    I sighed — an act, I was starting to remember, that Shoje provoked in me more often than most people. “Like what?” I asked, then continued, “I hope you’re not dreaming that I’m anguishing over dewy-eyed feelings for you, Shoje. I really don’t know how many times —” 
 
    He shook his head, smiling. “No, you know yourself better than that. If the point comes when you’re struck with those emotions, you’ll assess them and act on them, or you’ll push them aside for practical reasons, I have no doubt.”
This made me cross my arms and wait, as I couldn’t imagine what else he might think I had to quarrel with myself about. 
 
    “Usually,” he went on, “I’d say you know your own limits pretty well, Avelia.” That assessment, I certainly couldn’t argue with. I think most of my acquaintances would say the same of me. But Shoje said it in a way that reminded me that he and Osyrand and I had been close comrades for several years, and that whatever I thought about his youth and his infatuation for me, he understood me better than many of those acquaintances. “And since you know yourself, and you know your limits, I’m guessing that in this case, what you’re fighting against is the knowledge itself.” 
 
    “Shoje, I’m too tired for this. What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m talking about the fact that you don’t want to be alone. You’ve been off in the wilds lying low for months, waiting for that imperial warrant to be cleared away. And for months before that, you were basically on your own hunting down Yolo and the cult. And now, when you expected to have a room full of friends for companionship, you’ve got only me, and so you’re feeling stuck. For whatever reason, you’ve decided that because I want more than friendship, you have to stay more removed than you would from any of your other friends. Honestly, if Osyrand or Choldis were here, wouldn’t you already be asleep in that chair? And more comfortable there than in a soft bed by yourself?” 
 
    He had me, which I found irritating. The only thing he’d missed was that if this room had been Osyrand’s, I would already have been in the bed, probably hours since. But I wasn’t going to rub that against Shoje’s nose. 
 
    “So what exactly are you suggesting?” I asked. 
 
    “Just this,” he replied seriously. “I may have been a child by your standards, when last we ran the same trail — though of course I disagree with that assessment. But I’m a reasonably solid twenty-nine now. So if you’re so entirely secure about what your end of our relationship will be, I’d like you to pay me the respect of letting me worry about my end. I’m your friend, and if I can’t be more than that, I at least want to be that. If you’re too tired to keep your eyes open but you don’t want to go alone to your own bed, then have a pillow and blanket and stretch out in that chair. Or if it won’t make you uncomfortable, come and take half the bed. You certainly know my hands can be trusted to keep to themselves.” 
 
    I had no arguments against any of this. In our previous adventures together, this young, gleaming-eyed man had often stated his intentions toward me, but had never forced his attentions on me. In truth, I was too exhausted to think of a single objection to his suggestions. And yet the logical choice somehow would not let me cozy up to it, and I said, “And where has the chivalrous Shoje gone, that you’re not offering to take the chair and leave me the bed?” 
 
    He accepted the banter with good humor, not with a laugh but by replying frankly, “I’m much more a creature of comforts than you, Avelia. So if we’re friend and friend, not man and woman, then all things being equal it makes more sense for you to take the chair — if sharing the bed is not to your tastes.” 
 
    Cornered, I reached out one hand and said drily, “Toss me a pillow and blanket, then.” 
 
    He obliged — with a look in his eyes that implied a sense of victory. 
 
    In short order, I had slouched my way asleep. 
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    I woke the next morning from dreams of high northern Delvonia, where I’d spent the last two months of winter. I have a cabin there, and my dream hung rich with memories of the place. Six feet wide and eight long, it was a wonderful place to visit in one’s sleeping life, because the flexible world of slumber lets you have a sense of roaming about within a space that is impossibly confining in reality. 
 
    If you’ve lived through a winter in that climate, you know that a small cabin is its own blessing and curse.  
 
    In my dream, I caught glimpses of myself here and there, although the room had no mirror or other surface suitable to reflect an image back at me. The me that I saw still had all of her years — a heavily lined complexion showed sun-browned and age-spotted beneath long grey-white hair. Sunlight shone in through the one small, glass-paned window. It had a brightness that spoke of snow outside, of white drifts bouncing the sunbeams in to brighten the tiny space. No fire burned in the small iron stove — a detail at odds with reality. The inside of that cabin went frighteningly cold in wintertime if the stove wasn’t properly fed. Living there, I had quickly developed the knack of waking up every few hours to throw in more wood. 
 
    But I felt neither cold nor cramped as I ambled about the cabin, waiting for the person I expected to meet me there. 
 
    He would be coming with news about the posters — the reward posters that had gone up all across Delvonia back in autumn, bearing my likeness and offering up an obscene amount of coin for anyone who could produce me, living or dead, for remand into imperial custody. The cult of Cimone had arranged a series of false charges so that the whole might of the Delvonian Empire would help them catch me, and it had taken some dangerous and tricky work for me to get the charges undone without having to face either a court or a headsman. But it takes time for a clearing of one’s name to travel, and so I had retreated to that distant northernly spot to wait. 
 
    In my dream, the waiting was almost done, and I had left the fire out because I expected the news to be good — that my visitor would proclaim the last of the placards pulled down, dissolving all worry that I could be set upon by constables, bounty hunters, or imperial troops at any moment. 
 
    This is the sort of silly anticipation that could happen in a dream: that despite complete isolation in the wilds, I could know to the day when to expect my visitor, and that any mortal person could ascertain the disposition of hundreds or thousands of printed scraps of paper strewn across the breadth of an empire. In life, I had left my cabin when my count of days reached sixty — a number that meant the imperial warrant houses were due to have finished their quarterly audit of outstanding bounty posters. A few of the reward announcements might still be up somewhere, or might be rolled in the pocket of some ambitious bounty hunter. But I had business to attend to, and knowing that the bulk of the posters would have come down on the orders of Imperial High Magistrate Alszhain, I would just have to chance the existence of a few straggling sheets. 
 
    Dreams, though, package things in ways that, while bizarre and surreal to the waking mind, seem tidy and proper to the dreamer. So in this case I waited on the appointed day for my friend, who would tell me that the world at large now lay safe for me to reenter. 
 
    A knock at the door startled me in spite of my attentiveness. I moved quickly to answer it, but in the way of dreams it took me some while to maneuver through the room, and I became concerned that the delay would strike my visitor as overlong, and that he would leave, thinking me not at home. 
 
    Eventually, though, a distance that should have been three strides at most was crossed, and my hands gripped the bolt to lift it from its braces. 
 
    When the door swung open, there stood Fingold. 
 
    And I woke with a jerk, my right hand going immediately to a tightness below my sternum. 
 
    Shoje lay in bed directly before me, and at the sudden movement, he put down a book he’d been reading and said, “Good morning. Are you all right?” 
 
    I eased my hand up from the pang it had gone to and used it to rub the back of my neck, which declared itself unhappy with having been forced to sleep half-upright in a chair. “Fine,” I said, rolling my head back and forth to get rid of some of the stiffness. “Bit of a dream woke me. Have you  been up long?”
That last I asked because he lay on top of the primly made bedclothes, fully dressed himself. 
 
    “Not especially,” he said. “Was the dream fit for sharing?” 
 
    “Not especially,” I replied. 
 
    He nodded, taking my tone with good grace and letting the subject drop, since I clearly did not want to talk about it. 
 
    “We could go down and get some breakfast, then,” he said. “Or we could head straight out on the day’s errand.” 
 
    “Or,” I said, “I could go and have a bath, and then we could have some breakfast, and then we could head out.” 
 
    He looked at me for a moment, and then shrugged. The gesture seemed natural and light, and he followed it by picking his book back up. “I’m more than happy to get a little farther into this. Have yourself all the baths you like.” 
 
    “One will do,” I said, standing and stretching. 
 
    I really did need a bath, being road-rank from a couple of weeks’ worth of travel. And I’m sure that Shoje actually did want to read more of whatever tome he’d gotten his hands on. 
 
    But the way he watched me, instead of cracking the book back open as I moved to the door, gave me a sense that he knew full well what I knew full well: that my dream had turned me totally around from the night before, and that I now greatly wished for some time alone. 
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    Scrubbed clean and in a fresh set of clothes, I rejoined Shoje for breakfast an hour or so later. Hot water and herbal fumes had cleared away most of my dream — and a full-length mirror had shown me such a young, sopping-wet Avelia as I toweled off that the weight of my years and the loss of dear friends had receded somewhat. It is a strange thing to find oneself at a clear break from sixty years of life. But I had been granted a new youth, and with it came an inescapable new phase of my existence. Bathed, and beautiful, I felt at the start of something instead of at the end — which is where my dream had seemed to push me. 
 
    “You look well refreshed,” Shoje told me as I sat down across from him. “I’m glad to see you in a brighter mood.” 
 
    “And I’m glad to be there,” I said, dropping a napkin into my lap, “so please don’t ask about what got me so sour as I woke up.” 
 
    “I didn’t recall you being sour,” he said. “But then, that’s not a flavor I would ordinarily give you.” 
 
    He gestured to the plate of cut melon and bread that sat in the table’s center. I picked up an aqua slice of melon and tried it, finding it a little to sweet and crisp for my breakfast tastes. 
 
    “Where did we leave off, last night?” I asked, waving for the serving boy. 
 
    Shoje spread some butter on a hunk of bread as he replied. “Information on the tomb’s traps,” he said. “You were saying it’s likely that someone has tried to get into the place over the decades, and that we’re better off learning from their mistakes. I was saying it didn’t seem too fruitful an avenue to me, as those sorts of mistakes tend to be fatal. Also, it’s not exactly the sort of thing you can go and look up in the library — not even as good a library as they have here in the capital.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, recalling the thread of the conversation now. The serving boy showed up, and I asked him for some sausages. “Swimming in white gravy, if possible.” 
 
    “That’s a bit heavier than I remember you eating,” Shoje said, slightly piqued. “I was quite pleased with myself for ordering the melons and bread off of five-year-old memories of your habits.” 
 
    I patted my stomach a bit proudly. “If your memories had been about thirty years older, they’d have known what my guts could cope with in my prime. Now, as to your assertion about the library, I think you’re pondering the wrong sort of archive. There are folks who keep records of plundering, whether successful or not.” 
 
    He chewed and swallowed his bite of bread before answering, although his furrowed eyebrows told me ahead of time what to expect in his reply. “If you’re thinking of one of the various syndicates,” he said, “then I don’t know whether to be pleased or dismayed.” 
 
    “I assume you mean dismayed because you think it’s impossible,” I said. “Why pleased?” 
 
    “Because infiltrating the syndicates deeply enough to gain access to their archives would take us months or years, and I’m happy to contemplate working in close quarters with you for that long a period of time.” 
 
    “I’ll fling a sausage at you if you keep talking like that,” I said drily, reaching for the bread and butter. 
 
    “Then I’ll be happy to get a sausage,” he replied, “since my thoughtfully ordered breakfast has been snubbed, and it wasn’t what I wanted in the first place. In the meantime, you don’t look at all crestfallen about having to weasel our way into the company of thieves and scoundrels, which suggests that perhaps you know something I don’t.” 
 
    I chewed my own bit of bread now, smiling at him with my eyes and feeling, I must admit, smug. 
 
    “In fact,” I said after I’d cleared my mouth, “I do.” 
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    “I can’t say I like the territory you’re leading us into,” Shoje said, as we passed beneath the southwestern aqueduct and entered a quarter of the city I had not been to in quite some years. 
 
    I patted the truncheon that hung from my belt loop and said, “It’s a polite enough neighborhood, unless things have changed since I was last here. And I’m pretty sure I can knock the sense into anyone who decides to prove me wrong on that score.” 
 
    Shoje gave a subtle harrumph through his nose. “I’m not worried about getting into a fight — as I hope you would know.” 
 
    I smiled and continued walking along the throughway. The source of his discomfort was not lost on me, but I did enjoy toying with him. Ordinarily, he would have had good reason to be concerned. Though most crime in Delvos is covert, and all of the syndicates operate with caution and subterfuge, some of them have a reputation for being much uglier and more spiteful than others. Of the wickedest guilds, none is considered more dangerous than the Watermen’s House, which controls all criminal activity in the part of the city that now surrounded us. 
 
    Few of the Delvonian guilds go beyond graft or extortion, and most, when crossed, find means of revenge that are largely financial. But the Watermen tend to maim and kill their enemies, rather than just bankrupting them. This puts them higher on the imperial marshals’ lists for eradication — but the top ranks of the Watermen are a crafty bunch, and they’ve proven elusive for the better part of century. 
 
    “Our next turn is coming up here on the left,” I told Shoje. “Would you like to know where we’re headed and why I’m content with our safety?” 
 
    “I’ve guessed where we’re headed,” he said, “but with every step, I find myself more and more interested in our safety, so please educate me on the subject.” 
 
    I smiled, and began a quick rundown of the story. 
 
    About twenty years earlier, my friend Staliss had brought me in on a kidnapping she was hired to do. Now, kidnapping for hire doesn’t normally suit either me or Staliss, but the circumstances in this case had an unusual slant to them. The “victim” was a member in good standing within the Waterman’s House syndicate, and in fact had been rising steadily and quickly through the ranks there for a couple of years. Her progress had been aided by the misfortunes of several key superiors in the organization — master thieves who suffered untimely arrests or even demise at the hands of law enforcement. She had also cultivated an amorous relationship with the syndicate’s junior archivist. My reading of all of this, when Staliss told it to me, was straightforward: the woman either served in the constabulary herself, or meant to make a killing by feeding the authorities inside information at a price. But our client — the junior archivist — had a different view, namely that his lover had simply made some unwise decisions in how she furthered her ambitions within the guild. An assassin or thief or extortionist might get away with murder during a climb to the top of such an organization, but to involve the police would be unforgivable. 
 
    Whether on a whim, or at the encouragement of his love, the archivist had committed a breach of ethics himself, and actually read some of the documents he had been charged with keeping — and in this way had come to realize not just that his woman must be an informant, but also that the syndicate’s leaders were perilously close to identifying her. He tried without success to convince her to flee; she laughed at his concerns, too sure of her own subtlety to believe that she might be caught.  
 
    And so the desperate young man had hired us — two freelance adventurers without connections to either law or syndicate, and with reputations of upright character. We would kidnap his paramour, fake her death, and leave evidence that she’d been taken out by members of the Slinkers’ Guild from across town. 
 
    “Our pay was what convinced us to take the job,” I told Shoje. “Each of us would get a passcode to the archives, usable only once, but with unlimited access. Both Staliss and I felt that quite a bit of good might be done, down the road, with that kind of information. So we agreed to sully our hands by helping these two somewhat distasteful characters.” 
 
    With a furrowed brow, Shoje pointed out a seeming flaw in that arrangement. “I’m afraid I don’t see the value in it. Such a code would be useful only for documents that your young archivist himself had encoded, correct? And the Watermen would surely recode and destroy all of his archiving as soon as he disappeared to rejoin his woman.” 
 
    “That would be true,” I said, “if he’d intended to rejoin her.” 
 
    I went on to describe how, despite being young and infatuated, our client had a canny streak and no insignificant ambition himself. It had been bad judgment on his part to involve himself with this woman to begin with, and worse judgment to poke his nose into guild information that had been entrusted to him. Whatever his affections for the girl, her cavalier attitude about her life and his own put him in an intolerable situation. He could leave his work after the kidnapping, hope that she would forgive him for spoiling both of their careers, and try to build a new life with her elsewhere — knowing now that he could not trust either her loyalty or her judgment. Or he could arrange it so that she simply never returned. 
 
    “He chose to choke down his puppy love and have us take her far away, leaving him to go on with his career. So we stole into her room one night, drained an almost-fatal quantity of blood from her, and used it to cover the walls with the word ‘informant’ in the cant of the Slinkers’ Guild. Then we had Belenoirya transport us out of Delvos to Treltham, stopped in at a healer’s, and gave her the full story once she’d woken up.” 
 
    We’d made several more turns at this point, and both of us slowed our gaits as the building we aimed for came into view up ahead. I saw Shoje nodding as he worked through the scenario in his head. 
 
    After a moment’s thought, he gave an impressed look and said, “Seamless. The girl’s been marked for a stooge, so she can’t return to Delvos without sure forfeiture of her life. By employing non-guild adventurers and throwing the blame on the Slinkers, the archivist keeps himself free from suspicion — and while the Watermen would normally take umbrage at any venture into their territory by a rival syndicate, in this case it appears the Slinkers have done them a favor. And if they try to verify her death by contacting the Slinkers, it’s sure the Slinkers will say, ‘Oh yes,’ and take full credit, in order to have a card in their hand to call in against the Watermen.” 
 
    “Staliss and I thought he’d worked it out well too,” I agreed. “And of course, we each kept a lock of her hair, so we could turn the tables on the archivist if he tried to weasel out of his deal once we came back to collect.” 
 
    Ahead of us now stood a windowless building, squat and unimposing in its place midway along a block of shops and storehouses. 
 
    “The only loose end,” Shoje said, “is spite. What if the lovely young informant grew so enraged at being excised from her own life and simultaneously jilted, that she sent a letter back to Delvos explaining to her former bosses just what had happened? It would mean the archivist’s death, and would render your passcode moot.” 
 
    I smiled. “That was even more easily fixed. Before Staliss and I left her, I simply made it clear to the young woman how very unhappy that turn of events would make me.” 
 
    He peered at the unmarked door of the building ahead and took a deep breath. “All right, then. Let’s go on inside and see if your threatening presence has kept her quiet these past twenty years.” 
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    The green eyes that appeared through the peep-slot in the door had wrinkles around them where my archivist had had none, but the way they went wide with recognition told me that I’d found my man. The door quickly unbolted, and the fellow ushered us in hastily while casting nervous glances up and down the street. 
 
    “Good morning,” I told the man as he shut the door behind us and threw a series of heavy bolts into place. “Is it Archivist Tren or Master Archivist Tren at this point?” 
 
    A sour expression rode his features as he turned to face me. “Archivist Tren. The old Master clings to his health as a miser to his purse. I’ll be lucky to be Master before I’m sixty.” 
 
    I smiled and said, “Sixty is not such a bad age.” 
 
    This made him look me up and down and run a hand through his thinning hair. I could see that his work had already stooped him as he moved into middle age. With an unhappy sarcasm, he said, “Perhaps that’s so for those of you who lead a blameless life. I admit that you look even younger than I remember — and I remember everything very clearly, as I’m sure you’re aware.” 
 
    By that he referred to his eidetic powers, and also, subtly, reminded me that I could ask him for nothing beyond the exact agreement we had made two decades earlier. Syndicate archivists are always eideticists — individuals who have mastered a sorcerous knack of preserving their own memories. What an eideticist saw or heard, he would remember forever, including the details of a contract such as ours. 
 
    “Through here,” he said, moving without further discussion toward a curtained doorway on the other side of the foyer. Shoje gave me a look as we followed that said, I will be very upset if a ring of assassins lies in wait for us behind these drapes. 
 
    But the room beyond held only a few coarse tables and their accompanying chairs, along with a cupboard on the far wall and a cask sitting next to it. A stack of cards and some gaming chits on one of the tables suggested the same thing as the old smell of tobacco and looseweed in the air — that low-level members of the Watermen’s House used this place for relaxation or for business meetings. Through an open doorway could be seen another chamber, much smaller and with a couple of cots in it. 
 
    “Sit at the table with the cards,” the archivist told us, pulling closed a sliding door behind himself. Once he’d securely locked it, he joined us and picked up the deck of cards, from which he quickly dealt three hands without shuffling. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, feigning consternation as he lay down his cards. “One more and I would have had quoits over altars.” 
 
    The phrase and his action apparently triggered something, as a section of floor beside our table ground stonily aside to reveal a ladder leading down. He picked the cards back up, leaving his hand atop the deck, and said, “Follow me, quickly if you please.” 
 
    A warren of narrow rooms awaited us at the bottom of the ladder. Shelves of ledgers and books spanned every wall, further constricting the space. Archivist Tren led us around half a dozen bends to a slightly less cramped room in which a work table and benches stood. 
 
    “You can sit here while I fetch what you need,” the man said, pointing us toward the benches. “I’d request that you keep any conversation oblique — my junior archivist is around one of these corners transcribing his daily allotment. What is your passcode and request?” 
 
    “We want any documents you have relating to ingression attempts on the Tomb of Ezmere Ceete,” I replied. “My passcode is, ‘heart, astray.’” 
 
    Tren gave three measured-looking blinks and then left the room without further comment. 
 
    With our host gone, both Shoje and I glanced about at the surroundings. Light came from a glass fixture above the table, where a glowstone rested, beaming without emitting any smoke or heat. The walls could not be seen, on account of the floor-to-ceiling shelves. 
 
    “It’s too bad these are all gibberish,” Shoje said, waving at the meticulously ranked books. “I imagine we’d learn a thing or two if we could spend the wait reading.” 
 
    I had been thinking along the same lines. “But,” I said, “if it weren’t for this very clever system, we wouldn’t be here in the first place.” 
 
    “True,” he admitted. “It must be a peculiar thing indeed to live your life as a syndicate archivist.” 
 
    “No doubt.” I pondered silently the twenty years Tren had spent since I’d seen him last. Each day would have been filled with new encodings or transcriptions of old ones, and at the end of any given day, he would recall none of the information he’d memorized — at least not consciously. The ledgers and files of the syndicate archives contained nothing but trigger words. As the archivist committed each line of accounting or extortionary contract to memory, he captured its mental location in a code word, and then sealed the memory off even from himself. Upon being given an appropriate passcode — or a general access one such as I had used — he could locate the appropriate volume requested and use its trigger words to unlock his memories of the original document, long since burned. 
 
    This kept the Watermen’s House records utterly secure against pilfering by other guilds, or seizure by the police, even if the archive location could be found. Only the guild masters had the passcodes to unlock the archivists’ memories, so no amount of effort could decrypt the books or convince a captured archivist to provide witness against his employers. 
 
    Only if the archivist violated his trust — and read a document without putting himself into his encoding state — could he gain knowledge of what his day’s work had involved. 
 
    This struck me as very similar to the workers in the Caverns of Mind, where each day’s effort was blanked out by memory manipulation, in order to make their month-long shifts of hard labor seem to pass more quickly. I told Shoje a little more about my time in the Caverns, to make our own wait seem shorter. 
 
    “Eerie,” he remarked, after I’d described the long lines of workers having their day’s memories of wearying duty pulled out of their heads by the city’s memory distillers. “But the Cavern folk, at least, can indulge in any blissful memory out of time historic, once their off-time comes round. What does Tren have to show for his unremembered days? Can the syndicate’s wages really compensate for that?” 
 
    I laughed. “Once in a while, your naïve side surprises me, Shoje. In a nice way, of course.” 
 
    He cleared his throat and said, “Well, I gladly suffer that embarrassment for the sake of pleasing you.” 
 
    Archivist Tren returned before our discussion could go further. In one hand he carried a thin journal — in the other, a writing case. 
 
    “These are our triggers for Ceete’s crypt,” he said, setting the slim book down and opening his writing case. He took out a quill and ink bottle, then pulled several sheets of paper over from a far corner of the table. “I can write the encoded script down for you, or speak it aloud. But several of the ciphers indicate drawings, and I presume you’ll want physical copies of those.” 
 
    “My memory is good,” Shoje told him, “but not as good as yours. Considering the probable consequences of misremembering, I think we’ll take the written version.” 
 
    “Very well,” Tren said. He then spoke a series of unintelligible phrases, and his movements became trancelike as he opened the archive volume and began to write. 
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    The quiet scratching of Tren’s quill across the page managed to fill the small space for a while — I think both Shoje and I heard something momentous in its brisk but hushed movements. 
 
    But as the archivist moved on to his second sheet of notes, and as we each peered from our respective seats at the narrowness of his writing, and at the relatively small number of trigger words that he had so far worked through, the notion of sitting in respectful silence grew less and less attractive. Clearly, we might have a wait of hours ahead of us. 
 
    Under his breath Shoje said to me, “You don’t think we’ll break his concentration by talking, do you?” 
 
    “My concentration cannot be broken at all,” Tren said before I had a chance to answer. He neither paused in his work nor looked up as he spoke. “If I had to consciously manage this task, then I would inescapably remember it, which would destroy the desired effect. Speak freely to each other or to me as I write — only the parts of my mind that engage my sight and my hands are occupied.” 
 
    Oddly enough, this invitation threw us back into silence. Shoje looked mildly perturbed, and I guessed that the archivist’s seeming entrancement had given him a false sense of privacy.  
 
    “Sorry,” he said to Tren after the quiet had deepened into awkwardness again. “I hadn’t meant to speak as though you weren’t there.” 
 
    “I take no offense,” Tren replied. “I merely wanted to head off any conversation I might not want to remember. I am ordinarily happy to file away the things I overhear while my employers await a transcription. But in this case, I think the less I know of your business, the better for all of us.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Shoje said, watching the man write. I could see my young friend thinking, as the three of us sat there in the close, quiet room. The mellow lamplight and the musty smell of a thousand books drenched the scene in moodiness, a sense of age and corruption that tried to weigh down Shoje’s youthful optimism. Before him worked a man who had once been young and in love, who had chosen the company of illicit paper over the company of a woman. The notion that Tren might be content in these dreary, loveless surroundings could not sit well with Shoje’s own romantic leanings. 
 
    The archivist blotted and set aside his fourth sheet of notes at this point, and turned to the next page in his ledger of memory triggers. 
 
    I noticed Shoje’s brow furrow still further, and as I mused about what he might be thinking, two facts suddenly leapt to my attention: first, that I had been aware of very faint sounds of activity, off around some corner of this underground warren — and second, that those sounds had now stopped. 
 
    “What’s that?” Shoje asked, pointing at Tren’s ledger. 
 
    “I don’t know,” answered Tren, still writing and sounding only half curious. “Something that had stuck the pages together. Not an ink drop, I think ...” 
 
    My own eyes needed less speculation than Tren’s did. The instant they swept across the paper, I recognized the irregular blotch, mirrored in both outer margins of the open folio: a spot of dried blood. 
 
    Immediately, I touched Shoje on the arm and gestured for him to get up, draw his blade, and take an ambush position just to one side of the room’s single door. Then I slid to take his place on the bench, closer to Tren, where I could turn my head slightly and show my profile, not my back, to the doorway. 
 
    In my campaign against the Cimonites, I have seen their blood magic only a few times. But the results have made me deeply suspicious of blood spots where one would not expect blood spots to be. 
 
    “I suppose,” Tren said, continuing his transcription, “young Weldwic might have cut himself trimming a new quill, while working with the trigger book. I know that I wrote this volume out for him to memorize last year ...” 
 
    By this time, Shoje had his knife out and stood guard just to the left of the door. The bookshelf there was little wider than his body, but wide enough to conceal him from the view of anyone who ventured down the short connecting hallway. 
 
    I kept the corner of my eye on that hallway, and casually moved one hand next to the sheaf of blank paper that Tren had been drawing from. 
 
    A momentary spot of light winked at me from the corner down the hall — a tiny hand-mirror perhaps. It withdrew after only a moment, but that moment would have been long enough. My picture had adorned wanted posters all across Delvonia for the whole winter and a good chunk of autumn prior to that. Every Cimonite agent would have committed that likeness to memory, and they’d spent the money to make sure it was a very good likeness. 
 
    I don’t know whether I actually heard the words of junior archivist Weldwic, or if I only imagined them — carefully breathed incantations that summoned his cult’s wickedest magics. He would be straining to keep the awful cadences below the range of hearing, but potent magic cannot help but call a certain attention to itself. Still, the only sound I could be sure of was Tren’s continued writing. 
 
    My hand moved further, fingers atop the stack of paper and thumb sliding beneath. 
 
    The attack came whipcrack fast. 
 
    A head, shoulder, arm came out from around the corner down the hall. The hand flashed in an arc toward me — in a manner I had seen before. 
 
    My own hand with the thick stack of paper came up as well, even as I sprang upright, my calves toppling the bench to its side. 
 
    Across the space between us flew a drop of the apprentice archivist’s blood, hurled forward by that lash of his arm. 
 
    The paper spat out a gout of sickening smoke as I swatted the drop aside. With my other hand, I’d already drawn my knife and now threw it. My aim was good — but the angle prevented me from putting real strength into the throw, and he had time to duck back and let the blade whistle past. 
 
    Which gave me time to duck below the table and upend it into a barrier turned toward the door. 
 
    “Everybody behind the table!” I bellowed, yanking Tren in next to me. The archivist spat out a series of sorcerous phrases, and his eyes refocused to stare widely at me. Before he could speak, I snapped a single finger up against his lips. Shaking my head very deliberately, I said, “Come on, let’s get our weight into it and block the door!” 
 
    I heaved at the table just enough to scrape it loudly against the floor and bench — and heard two things in response: the rush of quick footfalls, and the smack and hiss of something caustic striking the tabletop before me. 
 
    Then the footfalls reached the doorway, and I heard two things in response to that. 
 
    The quick punch of steel through flesh until it ground bone. 
 
    And the graceless slump of a body flopping lifeless to the stone floor. 
 
    I vaulted over the upturned table, my cudgel drawn and ready to lash out if, somehow, the junior archivist had managed to get the better of Shoje. But I found what I expected to find — the handsome gold-skinned Haniman pulling his knife free from Weldwic’s corpse. 
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    “What in the Dark Below was that?”  Tren asked in a shaky voice, peeping out from one end of the table just long enough to see the dead body, then disappearing behind it again. “You’ve killed him, Weldwic  — but —” 
 
    “Come look here,” I said to the archivist, and when he slunk hesitantly from cover, I pointed out the smoking pits in the tabletop, and in the stone of the floor where Weldwic’s fingertip rested. “That’s blood magic, a spell I’ve seen before. A touch of that stuff would kill you dead — very painfully, and not quite as quickly as Shoje’s blade did Weldwic in.” 
 
    “Blood magic — then you mean the blood spot in the trigger book ...” 
 
    “Put there by Weldwic, I’m sure. It set off some alarm for him, let him know that someone had opened up a record his masters considered important.” 
 
    Tren looked from the corpse to the bookshelves all around, his lips sagging open. “But ... to mark the trigger book, he would have had to break his oath — fake his encoding and memorize the records directly. We have tests, to check whether a new archivist is performing dutifully.” 
 
    Shoje wiped his blade carefully on the body’s shirt, then sheathed it. “Didn’t you yourself find a way around those tests, for at least one document back in your youth?” 
 
    The archivist cleared his throat. “I believe I asked you not to make reference to that sort of thing.” 
 
    Shoje nodded down at the body. “Yes, but I don’t think young Weldwic here will be telling anyone on us now.” 
 
    “No,” Tren admitted with a sigh. Then his brow furrowed. “But who was he working for? I’m going to have to explain all this to the guildmasters, which is going to be highly awkward ...” 
 
    “Possibly worse than awkward,” I said. “Tren, I’m here because I seek a way to hurt my enemies. When Weldwic saw me — recognized me — he obeyed his real masters’ orders, and tried immediately to kill me. But he wouldn’t have been planted here to watch for me, and I assume that he must have marked a great many other volumes besides the one we asked for. That means that your work here, this archive, and perhaps the whole Watermen’s organization, has been compromised by the people I’m trying to bring down.” 
 
    He looked uncomfortable at this notion, but also uncertain. “And why exactly would that be worse than awkward for me?” 
 
    “Because the people I’m trying to bring down are worshippers of Cimone.” 
 
    Tren blanched at that, looking from me to Shoje as though hoping one of us would indicate that I’d just made a very poor joke. When neither of us blinked, he said, “You’re serious.” 
 
    “We are,” said Shoje. “And I see where you’re going with this, Vee. Who placed Weldwic here? There’s no way to know that the upper reaches of the Watermen aren’t chock-full of cultists. So reporting this breach carries a heavy risk. If you tell someone who turns out to be party to Weldwic’s betrayal, they’ll kill you to keep the secret from the rest of the syndicate leaders. On the other hand, if you try to cover it up, well, that’s not the sort of thing the Watermen are known for countenancing.” 
 
    The archivist stared down at his dead apprentice as though thinking intensely. 
 
    “If it were me,” Shoje went on, “I think I’d be inclined to finish transcribing the notes for us and then light out of the city for good.” He glanced over at me with a smirk. “Of course, I’m a hopeless romantic, so I’d probably head for Treltham in hopes of finding my long lost love. Who knows? Maybe Avelia’s coming here today was meant to be the spur that brings you and the woman of your youth back together.” 
 
    “Or,” said Tren, narrowing his eyes and still looking down at Weldwic, “perhaps she came just to give me the chance to move up to master archivist at last. If I cut Master Ouron’s throat now, it will render me indispensable for at least as long as it would take me to train a new archivist and reduplicate the library — twenty years’ work or more. To both your enemies and my employers, it would look as though I simply carried out an ambitious double murder for the sake of advancing myself.” 
 
    His gaze snapped up quite suddenly, as though accompanying a decision. 
 
    “Come on, then,” he said in a livelier tone, moving over to the table. “Let’s get this righted so that I can finish your notes and be about my business. If I’m not mistaken, Master Ouron is due to arrive no more than an hour from now. 
 
    “I’ll want to be ready for him.” 
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    We walked away from the syndicate’s archive with a dozen sheets of notes and diagrams in hand. The weight of the stack felt promising, but neither Shoje nor I had a sense of unalloyed triumph about what we’d just gained. 
 
    My young companion shook his head as we walked. “I suppose it should come as no surprise,” he said. “If you enter and leave a place like that, you’re not going to feel entirely good about it, even if you got what you wanted.” 
 
    I made a falling-leaf gesture with my hand. “You might — if the place is burning to the ground when you walk out. Unfortunately, in our case that would have risked making us some powerful enemies at a moment when I happen to have a surplus of those.” 
 
    Shops and storehouses eased past us as we moved along the street, causing me to wonder how many people would have their lot greatly improved, if the Watermen’s ledgers had all been reduced to ash. What graft and contracts of extortion would have gone up in smoke, if Shoje and I had put a torch to archivist Tren’s workplace before going? 
 
    “Do you think he’ll really kill his master?” Shoje asked, in a tone more philosophical than troubled. “And if he does, are we to blame? Have we already acquired the taint of innocent blood in this quest? I’ll have you know that I expected this whole kidnapping-you-know-who thing to be a lot of good, clean fun.” 
 
    I chuckled. “The master archivist of the Watermen’s House wouldn’t be my first choice to call ‘innocent.’ As for whether Tren will kill him — well, I suspect he’ll try. He may find that a man who’s spent decades of service in that particular organization can smell treachery from a long way off.” 
 
    The southwestern aqueduct loomed ahead. Shoje looked up at it, squinting a bit as the sun dodged in and out of its high granite pilings. 
 
    He sighed, and cast his eyes groundward again. I saw a tremor roll across his shoulders. 
 
    More seriously, I said, “You know, it won’t be too early for a drink, by the time we get back to the Hawkspire.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ll be fine,” he responded, looking about the street. “It just makes me angry, when they do that.” 
 
    “Me too,” I said, knowing what he meant even though it had been Shoje’s knife, not mine, that had slipped between the bones of junior archivist Weldwic’s back. We’d walked off our breakfast on the way to the archive, yet the day was still golden and early, and already Weldwic had forced his death on us.  I thought about the contrast between what I felt — what I assumed Shoje felt as well — and what Weldwic would have felt if he’d succeeded in killing me. What Tren would feel if lunchtime came round and saw him Master Archivist of the Watermen’s House syndicate at last. To Shoje, I said, “You’d think the bigger picture would not be so obscure, to so many.” 
 
    “I wish I could think that,” he replied. “Weldwic makes twelve, for me. Which I’m sure is a small number in your eyes, but it colors each day ever so slightly, in a way that makes me assume that the count will keep growing and growing, unless one of them finally gets me.” 
 
    A tightness got hold of my throat for some reason. It had been a very long time since I’d made my own decision to stop counting, and while I usually found myself at peace with that decision, hearing ‘twelve’ spoken out loud gave me a tinge of envy, or perhaps guilt. It would have been nice to give him a figure for comparison, though I don’t know that my score being so much larger would really have lent him any comfort. “There are no small numbers, once you’ve started that tally,” I said, thinking that the next best thing to say. “Even ‘one’ is a giant amount. In some ways, I think that’s the largest number you can ever live. From there out, as the count gets bigger, each addition seems smaller and smaller. I stopped keeping track after the fight that took me from forty-six to forty-nine. If those three fellows had gotten me to fifty, I thought, they might have seemed more significant — and once I realized that, I decided I’d better start taking each death on its own, letting it be more about them than about me.” 
 
    “Is it easier that way?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “It’s harder. But making sure it stays hard is the only sensible approach, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    We walked on, neither of us saying anything more for a while. It being midmorning, the streets had gotten flush with city folk, and I took a measure of comfort in their routine and unsuspecting expressions — a man grimacing beneath a bushel of potatoes on his shoulder, a lazy-looking fellow driving an ox cart, two women talking brightly as they carried a great bird slung from a pole between them. These people had no clue that our morning had already been full of blood and blood magic and the plotting of a murder for personal advancement. Most of them probably had no notion that any morning might be full of such things. 
 
    “It was good work, back there,” I suddenly thought to say to Shoje. “That fellow might have been real trouble, if you hadn’t dropped him as quick as you did. I’ve probably got my life to thank you for.” 
 
    He nodded, then gave me a look and half a laugh. “You say that like you didn’t deliberately position yourself as bait to lure him in. Really, when I think about it, I shouldn’t feel any particular guilt at all — the man chose to kill himself. He didn’t really know that’s what he was doing when he chose it, but still. He thought a fly had tumbled into his web, and when he moved to pounce, he found the fly had planted a barb right where he’d land on it.” 
 
    “Are you comparing me to a hairy-legged fly?” I asked. “I can’t say I find that especially flattering.” 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, some of his good humor returning. “I suppose you’re just not at your most alluring when you’re taking me into a den of thieves and forcing me to dispatch blood-magician assassins. But I suppose if you mention having drinks at the Hawkspire again, I may become more pliable and court-some.” 
 
    I cleared my throat as though unamused, and said, “A drink is sounding better and better with every word out of your mouth.” 
 
      
 
    XVI 
 
      
 
    Back at the Hawkspire, we each tossed down a quick shot of whisky and then sat nursing a second one at the bar. The hot sting of the stuff in my throat and belly helped ward off any tendency to brood, and I quickly felt warmly and peaceably alive, sitting in good company next to Shoje. He remained quiet and possibly pensive, and I thought about what I might say to bring him out of any mood that might be holding him down from the morning’s business. But before anything came to mind, we were interrupted. 
 
    “It’s before lunchtime,” spoke a blank but familiar voice from behind me. “Is the occasion good news, or bad?” 
 
    “Bele!” I said, spinning around to find her standing not five feet away. I sprang up and gave her a hug, which she returned in her typically unresponsive fashion. 
 
    “I apologize for being late,” she said when the embrace ended. “I had some reasons.” 
 
    “Pay it no mind,” I replied. “Shoje, this is my good friend Belenoirya. Bele, this is Shoje, whose reputation precedes him, I’m sure.” 
 
    They shook hands, with Shoje looking a bit askance at Belenoirya. He had reason for doing so, and not just the fact that as a hopeful suitor he’d prefer to spend as much time alone with me as he could. Belenoirya is a tall woman, almost as tall as I am, and so lean that she looks as though she might break in half at any moment. She appeared before us now in her usual garb — a plain but closely tailored outfit of grey linen that emphasized her gauntness and her pallid complexion. More to the point, she has disturbing eyes — deeply hollowed, their shadowy sockets lending her an unhealthy cast. And after noticing this, one’s attention is quickly distracted by her pupils, which are not circular but oval. 
 
    “You’re an ellipsist,” Shoje said to her. Then he seemed to realize that he was staring, and went on, “Avelia’s spoken fondly of you on a number of occasions.” 
 
    Belenoirya nodded. “She does that sort of thing.” 
 
    “Well come on,” I said. “Sit and join us. What will you have?” 
 
    “A half glass of sharp cider,” she replied. “at that table over there in the sun.” 
 
    I caught the bartender’s attention, conveyed her request, and picked up my drink to follow her toward the spot she’d indicated. Shoje gathered up his own glass and a small bowl of dates he’d been picking at, then came along as well. 
 
    “Your letter suggested urgency,” Belenoirya said, taking her seat efficiently and with formal posture. “I have been beyond communication for some while. Should I know anything about our various acquaintances — has one met with misfortune, and sparked this situation?” 
 
    I looked at my friend, her short hair greyer than last I’d seen. Despite the dryness of her speech, I knew this represented real concern from her, and I hoped that it hadn’t fallen to me to bring her bad news. “Have you heard about Fingold already?” I asked. “If you haven’t, he’s three years dead, now.” 
 
    The serving boy came over with Belenoirya’s drink. She took it and held it up to the late-morning sunlight that fell in through the window, then positioned it carefully before her on the tabletop. 
 
    “I had a notion,” she said. “We exchanged so many letters over the years, I doubted they would stop as suddenly as they did without a dark reason.” 
 
    Shoje fought off a curious scowl at this, but said nothing.  
 
    “You wonder why I did not investigate?” Belenoirya asked him. 
 
    He raised his hands and looked apologetic. “Please, I try to make a habit of not telling others their business. I’m sure you had your reasons.” 
 
    “But an ellipsist such as myself could easily have skipped across the miles, yes?” 
 
    Shoje appeared genuinely regretful. “I’m sorry. I’ve offended you, and at a moment when you’ve had terrible news —” 
 
    She shook her head. “I do not offend easily. But note: Avelia was also missing, four years and more.” 
 
    Her eyes moved from him, to me, and back again. 
 
    Not for the first time, I marveled at Belenoirya’s ability to say so much by saying nothing. As Shoje blinked and absorbed her meaning, I took another sip of my whisky and felt how strangely like life the drink was: warm, rich, potent, vaporous, and fading all at once. I thought of Fingold, my feelings for him, Belenoirya’s feelings for him, the way we’d both kept ourselves in check for so many years and for such different reasons. Had Belenoirya’s longing for Fingold been like whisky on the tongue all those years, as mine had? 
 
    And had Shoje spent the last four years nursing his heartfire the way I now nursed the half-inch of mellow spirits in my glass? 
 
    Sometimes just the feel of a sip inside you can make a small measure of liquor last and last, because the look and smell of it in the glass holds more promise than the drinking of it would command. 
 
    Despite my head being full of memories of Fingold, I suddenly felt a keen empathy with Shoje, for the courage it took him to persist in the emotions he felt toward me. I reached over and patted his forearm, saying to Belenoirya, “Take it easy on poor Shoje. He means well, and he doesn’t have the benefit of our complicated histories. Besides, how do you know he didn’t go searching for me?” 
 
    Belenoirya tightened her lips in what passed for her smile, and said, “Because you’ve told tales on him just as you’ve told them on me. If he’d gone to find you, you would have been found. That is his skill, where unfortunately mine is only to be in one place and then in another.” 
 
    I thought it a bit wicked of her to relay my gossiping back to its subject. But I suppose that is what I get for sharing confidences with Bele. She has never hesitated to urge me toward relationships. 
 
    “Told tales on me, has she?” Shoje asked, sending a narrow glance of intrigue my way. “Well, for that tidbit, I’m glad to have trod across the archery field just now.” 
 
    I cleared my throat. “Let’s move on from that kind of talk. Bele, I can tell you how things went with Fingold, at the end, if it’s something you want to hear.” 
 
    “It is,” she said. “But not until sundown nears and I can take the story home with me for the evening. You wrote me because there is business at hand, and I would rather hear of that without any distractions for my thoughts.” 
 
    As ever, I marveled at the woman’s efficiency. To honor it, I told her what we had set about doing. 
 
      
 
    XVII 
 
      
 
    “She is a very strange woman,” Shoje told me, once Belenoirya had winked out of view. 
 
    Our morning had been finished off telling the ellipsist our plans. The afternoon had been spent in three different cities across the continent, gathering items and entities that Shoje and I would need for our ingression at Ezmere Ceete’s tomb. Having an ellipsist on hand certainly makes shopping for arcana a far easier trick. 
 
    Over dinner, I had told Belenoirya how Fingold had met his end. Then she went home, before the last rays of sunlight could fade and render her powers unusable until dawn. 
 
    “Strange in what way?” I asked him, as though I hadn’t the faintest notion of what he meant. We’d turned back toward the Hawkspire’s doors, and now entered the place again as dusk came upon the city. 
 
    “Well, to pick one way,” he said, pulling the door closed behind us, “I’d say she’s probably the most reserved individual I’ve ever met. She listened to that whole story — Fingold’s disappearance, your capture, the tortures the cult put you both through — without the faintest hint of expression. And then she walked away with nothing more than, ‘I will see you both in the morning.’” 
 
    I nodded, although of course he was wrong about her lack of expression. I’d watched her eyes carefully throughout the telling of that awful tale, and they’d blinked at least half again as often as I was used to seeing her blink. 
 
    “That’s always been a mystery to me,” I said frankly. “She is a woman of feelings, and she refers to them obliquely from time to time, but usually only to say that she’s taking them home with her. When you see her the next day, she always seems the same.” 
 
    “What’s the story about her and Fingold?” he asked. “And if you don’t mind my prying, about you and Fingold as well? She made some implications there, and I’d never heard you refer to him as anything but a friend.” 
 
    I smiled and took a jab at him: “He’s dead, you know. There’s no use feeling jealous of him.” 
 
    We’d reached our table again, and Shoje sat down — this time without any subtle delay that would permit me to take my seat first. “I’m not jealous,” he said, picking up his wineglass. “I’m nosy. The two conditions sometimes work well together, but in this case they’re unrelated.” 
 
    I picked up my own glass and rang it lightly against his before sitting. “Well, here’s to jealousy anyway.” 
 
    I tossed down the last quarter or so of the glass and slid it toward him to refill, since he’d had the keeping of the bottle through dinner. He obliged me and eased the glass back across the table toward me. 
 
    “Fingold was married for near on twenty years,” I explained, with an image of Csiuste vivid in my head. “It could have been me, if events had fallen out a little differently. Or it could have been Belenoirya, if they’d fallen out very, very differently. But it wasn’t either of us, and that’s been something we’ve shared, the whole time we’ve known each other.” 
 
    Shoje frowned — I suppose unhappy at the idea that I might have been pining for another man since before he’d needed to shave. 
 
    “His wife, then — is she still ... ?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” I said, waving away Csiuste’s ghost casually. “She died about eight years back. That was the funeral, you might recall, that forced me to dodge out of the surveillance you and Osyrand put together on the Western Warlocks’ Guild.” 
 
    This deepened his frown, and he took a drink from his glass as I recalled that sad trip alone — away from adventure, from the pursuit of justice, toward the suffering of a good friend and the grave of a good woman. 
 
    “If you need an explanation,” I said, “it’s that I valued his friendship too much, and honored his mourning too much, to rush to court him. I’d been waiting for a long time — in that way of waiting where you tell yourself that you’re not waiting at all. To wait a bit longer meant nothing to me. And — I’ll admit to a little vanity, that I hoped very much for him to recover, and look about himself, and notice me waiting.” 
 
    “But he never did?” 
 
    I shrugged, surprised that I could speak as calmly as I did of it: “I don’t know. I’d like to think he did — that when the Cimonites had us both on the racks, with barbs in our flesh and spiked gags in our mouths, that what I saw in his eyes was a late, late awakening to how much more than friends we had always been to one another. But if it happened, then it happened that way, in those circumstances, when neither of us could speak the truths of what we wanted, for fear of arming our captors with yet another weapon to use against us.” 
 
    Shoje looked out the window, at the glooming streets of Delvos where lamplights had begun their evening’s glow. I could see a tenseness in his throat, possibly even a slight, wet shine to his eyes, and I confess to being moved at his emotions. In my more jaded moments, I might think of him as a romantic fool — but in the end, we’re all fools to not be romantics. The world so quickly moves in to crush you, that you must grab what you can when the moment is there. And believe in beauty that never quite finds its way to you. 
 
    “You’re a strong woman,” he said, looking at me again after a long breath. 
 
    “I haven’t had any other option, really,” I replied. “And if anything, Belenoirya’s stronger than I am. I waited because I wanted Fingold to be happy in his marriage. And then I waited because I wanted him to have the space he needed to grieve. Belenoirya waited because she was my friend, and she meant for me to have first crack at him.” 
 
    He raised his eyebrows, perhaps not quite believing me. “That makes her an even stranger person than I’d already gathered.” 
 
    I nodded. “She’s a rare one.” 
 
    “You seem to attract them — I’ve noticed more than one of your acquaintances who could be described that way.” 
 
    This made me laugh a little. I picked up a half a roll that remained on the table from our dinner and bit into it. Chewing, I said, “We’re all rare, if you want the truth of it. Every man and woman in this room, all the folk out on that street. It’s just a matter of finding the angle from which we look special.” 
 
    “No,” he said, shaking his head but smiling. “Some of us are definitely rarer than others. But the fact that you believe that is a part of what makes you so worth examining from all angles.” 
 
    I snorted and put down the last remnant of the roll.  
 
    “Come on,” I said as I rose  from my chair. “Let’s go up and get all the tools in order for our night’s work.” 
 
      
 
    XVIII 
 
      
 
    Among the Watermen’s House notes we’d found a schedule for the changing of guards on Ezmere Ceete’s tomb. It had come near the end of the sheaf of pages, and had a recent date, which gave us reason to hope it might still be current. Nonetheless, as we made our way to the great plaza by dark of night, our stated goal was surveillance.  
 
    “What’s our threshold for action?” I’d asked Shoje as we’d reviewed the notes earlier. 
 
    “This one here,” he’d replied, pointing to a ledger entry. “‘Tall left-hander guard takes a break at eleven bells to smoke his pipe.’ If that’s still accurate, I say we go in tonight. Otherwise, we confirm the whole thing and pick our time for tomorrow.” 
 
    I felt lightly outfitted for dangerous work as we closed in on our destination. I’m used to going about in mail with a heavy piece of steel at my side whenever there might be fighting involved. But as Shoje rightly pointed out, any real fighting tonight would mean we’d blown our entrance and would need to run, not weather a prolonged battle. So we dressed for freedom of movement and for quiet, each in a jerkin of quilted cloth sewn with iron rings, our feet shod in soft leather. Shoje had a knife strapped to one leg, and I had my truncheon with me again. 
 
    Ceete’s tomb stood far from cover, in a lonely spot upon the royal plaza. Nothing lay any closer to it than the fountain where we’d sat the night before, which I estimated at about ten seconds’ run from the crypt. Of course, we’d be ill-advised to run full out, on a quiet stone plaza with guards in the area. Shoje could manage such a thing without making a sound, I knew, but I’m not quite as light of foot as he, and at anything above jogging speed, a good ear will hear me. Beyond that, we each bore a light pack with the equipment we’d gathered during the day. Even as tightly and carefully packed as they were, they might shift and let out a sound if we ran. 
 
    But stealth and sneaking still lay some hours in our future — if we decided to make the attempt tonight.  
 
    For now, we strolled casually across the plaza as though we had every right in the world to be there. Gaslamps spattered the cobblestoned esplanade with islands of weak green light here and there — in a city as rich as Delvos, miscreants could not hope for total dark to conceal them. Fortunately for us, a well-lit metropolis also supports foot-traffic until well into the evening, and the guards would think nothing untoward of two pedestrians strolling across this most public of public forums, even at a late hour. A few other figures could be seen upon the plaza — some closing up shops along its perimeter, others ambling about seemingly as we did, to take in the night air. 
 
    In particular, I kept an eye upon the distant pool of light that surrounded Ezmere Ceete’s burial monument, with its pair of circling guards. They gave me a cold, clutching sensation in my belly, those two. It’s a feeling I rarely get when contemplating a fight, because I mostly avoid fights with those who don’t deserve them. But even with all the precautions Shoje and I were taking, a fight might somehow present itself, and that put me in an unhappy position. 
 
    Through my own choice, I was putting lives at risk tonight. 
 
    Unsuspecting lives, lives of men who wanted nothing more than to earn their wages through duty to their empire — and while I would fight only if some quirk of bad luck threw our plan awry, and while I would strike to incapacitate if forced to strike at all, the breadth of a finger can often make the difference between a glancing blow and a killing one.  
 
    We timed our trip carefully, so that we reached the fountain when the guards had circled behind the tomb and had no view of us. Once there, we dropped to the flagstones of the plaza and lay with our backs to the fountain’s low retaining wall. 
 
    Distance and shadows would now keep us invisible to the guards at the tomb, and if any passersby approached our position, we could crawl about the fountain’s edge to keep hidden from their view as well. 
 
    We rested on our sides — he on his right and I on my left, the crowns of our heads separated by only a few inches. I felt at once very alone and very accompanied. My reunion with Belenoirya had brought back memories — two decades of strange and exciting escapades that she and I and Fingold and a mélange of other associates had been through together. I weighed these against the memories of other dangerous pursuits, with Shoje and Osyrand and Choldis. Lying in the cool spring night so close to one of these many people, I felt visited by the ghosts of the rest, even those who had no ghosts because they were still alive. 
 
    They and I are simply not ghosts yet, I thought, not in a particularly gloomy way, but just acknowledging the dark facts of existence. 
 
    Around and around the tomb marched those two guards, in slow, solemn step with one another. And they, too, will pass beyond. Hopefully, some other night than tonight, and by some other hand than mine — or better yet, by no hand at all but time’s. 
 
    “I count sixty paces in their circuit,” Shoje whispered, his words fitting nicely into the pause at the end of my rumination. 
 
    “That’s my count too,” I breathed back, since I had been counting as well, not just lying idly in contemplation. 
 
    A clock tower on the far side of the plaza chose that moment to toll, in a weak and distant voice. With the enormity of the castle between us and the bells, each peal seemed to get lost in its own echoes. But we knew well enough what time the ringing signified — another hour lay between us and the real test of the Watermen’s notes. 
 
    “Did I ever tell you,” Shoje whispered again, once the reflections of the bells had died into silence, “that I wrote several poems for you, before we ever met?” 
 
    I stifled a chuckle — not to protect Shoje’s feelings, but simply as a measure of care for our circumstances.  “So let me understand this,” I replied when I could be quiet. “Osyrand told you everything there was to know about me, until you had fallen madly in love with a woman you had never seen, but he neglected to say I’m not the type who’s susceptible to poetry?” 
 
    “Why do you think I never read them for you? Of course I knew they’d be worse than useless. For one thing, four out of the five were simply appalling, and the fifth fell short of wretchedness only because I made it mercifully brief.” 
 
    “Well then why did you write them?” 
 
    Across the yard, our two guards had passed behind the tomb, leaving us in what seemed total isolation. Shoje explained himself: “You could pick any number of reasons, and they’d be at least partly correct. I was young. I was foolish. It was something to do to fill the time until I actually found myself in your presence.” 
 
    I recalled, suddenly, my first meeting with Shoje — when Osyrand had brought him to my house in Wherrydon, looking for an extra sword-hand to join a bounty hunt they’d lined up. An illness had put my housekeeper to bed, and so I’d answered the door myself to find the welcome smile of my good friend Osyrand the Nose, along with the equally welcome visage and form of a breathtaking young stranger. That first sight had been the only moment in which my appreciation of Shoje’s looks remained untainted. With fifty-some years under my belt, and most of those spent sampling whatever I found myself with a serious taste for, that gold-skinned young Haniman easily ranked as one of the two or three handsomest figures I’d come across. But all too quickly, Osyrand introduced us with a smirk that roused my suspicions, and Shoje uttered those words that had made me put up an instant and good-hearted wall against him. With a simple shake of my hand, he’d said, “I think it only fair to warn you that I am completely in love with you.” 
 
    There had been no kneeling, no kissing of the hand, no bow — and certainly no poetry. 
 
    Only the striking, pure fire in his eyes that had told me both how serious the young man was and how irresponsible it would be for me to make any breeze to fan that fire. 
 
    Recalling all this, I asked him now, “You were young — and foolish — but I remember well enough to doubt that either of those would have caused you to take up poems. So what was your real reason, since you’ve obviously brought it up for some purpose?” 
 
    “The truth is,” he whispered back, “it’s something that lovers do, and so I did it. And I thought I’d best get it out of the way before I actually met you, so that I didn’t end up making an idiot of myself.” 
 
    A breath of humor escaped me. “I’m not sure you succeeded in that last.” 
 
    “You’d be sure if you’d ever read or heard those poems.” 
 
    “Aha,” I said. “Now I’m gathering your motive — you’re trying to get me to ask to hear them, so that you’ve an excuse to bring them out again to work their magic, which I’m sure you’ve understated.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” he replied. “I’ve never lied to you, Avelia, and I wouldn’t start by hatching a plan like that. No, those were terrible, terrible doggerel verses, and you will not hear them until after you’ve told me you love me and I feel very secure that it’s true.” 
 
    “Or perhaps you’ll share them with me after you’ve met someone your own age and settled out of this bizarre obsession into the same simple friendship I’ve always looked for from you.” 
 
    “There is no one my own age, Avelia. I was old when I was ten, and you are young now that you’re sixty. Time will tell which one of us is denying the truth of things between us.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, resisting the urge to sigh. “And in the meantime, what made you tell me about these poems of yours?” 
 
    “Whim,” he said. Then, after a pause, he went on, “Here in the dark, close and still on the ground, we are all but touching, and I felt like sharing a secret. I’m old enough now to mock myself for that one, and so it seemed like a good candidate.” 
 
    We had not looked at one another through this entire whispered exchange, and I did not look at him now. My eyes stayed on the tomb, on the circling guards, but in my head wrestled two different images of Shoje: the amber-eyed naïf on my doorstep with Osyrand, and the thoughtful, astonishingly patient young man who now lay inches away, having embarked with me upon a long and deadly-serious mission to destroy an evil larger than either of us. 
 
    Now that’s a silly thought, Avelia, I told myself. If the last couple of days have shown anything, it’s that Shoje is just the same fellow now that he was then. 
 
    And then an even sillier thought came unbidden into my head — was there any possibility that, far from being right about him now, I had been wrong about him on that longago day in Wherrydon? 
 
    It took entirely too long for eleven bells to come round and the left-handed guard to lay down his halberd and take out a pipe. 
 
      
 
    XIX 
 
      
 
    With the accuracy of the schedule confirmed, we made our preparations to steal into Ezmere Ceete’s crypt. Each time the guards passed behind the mausoleum, we rose from our hiding place along the fountain’s rim to stretch, limber ourselves, and practice a few quiet steps upon the paving stones of the plaza. We kept these routines brief, as we had to return to the shadows before the two guardsmen circled round again, but after a half-dozen or so we felt ready, and told each other so with a nod. 
 
    According to plan, we crawled out a few body lengths from the fountain. Lying still and flat in the dark, we wouldn’t likely catch the guards’ eyes, but the extra distance toward the crypt would be needed. 
 
    Then we waited and watched as they came again from the far side of the tomb, made their turn at the front left corner, and marched along its face. 
 
    Just after they passed even with us, we crept noiselessly forward and began a slow spiral in behind them. 
 
    It took a light jog to gain on the two, since we had a much larger arc to move through than they did, and we had to keep to their right flank if we hoped to stay out of sight with each left-handed turn they made. Two and a half passes they made around their perimeter, as we hurried in toward our goal. 
 
    I winced at the fact that I could hear one or two of my own footfalls. Shoje might as well have been the breath of a mouse. 
 
    At last, we had closed enough of the distance that we could slow to a walk, readying ourselves for the moment when they turned the last corner of our plan. 
 
    The crypt door stood twenty feet away to our left. The guards turned the front right corner and slipped out of view. 
 
    We rushed like goose-down on the wind. 
 
    Now just forty of the guards’ paces remained before they would again come into sight of the door. We had to spring it open, enter, and reclose it before then — and all without a sound. 
 
    Shoje had the hands and the experience for working the mechanism. I would provide the muscle. 
 
    Both of us were at the mercy of the directions some canny thief of the Waterman’s guild had worked out years ago and submitted to the archive. 
 
    I braced my palms against the left edge of the stone door. Shoje found the imperial lion carved upon the door’s center, and counted three claws over on its foreleg, then searched diagonally up for the third ray of sunlight beaming forth from behind the lion’s head. He pressed a trigger in each location, and I put a steady, measured force against the highly engraved stone beneath my hands. 
 
    The door pivoted slowly in, with a scraping that I could half-hear and half-feel through my palms. 
 
    I widened the black gap just enough that I knew I could fit through, and we both darted in. 
 
    From the syndicate notes, we knew the size and layout of the crypt’s antechamber. Shoje moved quickly across it as though he could see perfectly well, though only a thin wedge of lamplight from the plaza fell in behind us. By the time he reached the far side, I’d narrowed the wedge to a sliver, and then to nothing at all as I pushed until I felt the slab click back into place. 
 
    Setting one ear to the door, I listened hard for the guards outside. If they had turned the corner and seen the door swing shut, it would mean the worst kind of trouble for us. While they could not enter the tomb to investigate, they would undoubtedly have standing orders to alert their captain immediately, and that would mean a large contingent of imperial troops awaiting us once we’d finished our business. 
 
    Several inches of stone baffled any sound from outside — the guards marched ten feet out from the building, and the seamless marble door left no crack for the clink of their armor or the click of their boots to waft through. But that very seamlessness also meant that the rock of the door touched the rock of the crypt’s foundation — itself in contact with the paving stones of the plaza. So the tread of heavy boots, even yards out from the tomb, carried well enough through those connecting stone slabs that I could hear two sets of footfalls grow steadily louder and again steadily softer as the guards passed the closed door. 
 
    Relieved, I put my teeth together and breathed through them, signaling my partner that we had escaped notice. A muted popping sound came in reply — Shoje closing his lips and then opening them again. He had his task in hand, apparently, so I stood waiting in the dark. 
 
    According to the notes, an enchantment would bring poisonous vapors out of the ceiling if any light appeared while the outer door stood shut. The walls had been lined with engraved plans for the castle, presumably to entice intruders into striking a light. Shoje now traced those plans with his fingertips, searching for a diagram of the upper barbican. Though the maps were false in most of their details, the line that indicated the portcullis could be pressed to open the way into the next chamber of the crypt. 
 
    Despite the muting effect of the stone walls, wisdom forbade me from asking how the task went. The first rule of ingression, Shoje had told me often enough, is ‘No talking.’ This left me with only my thoughts for company in the darkness. Memory took me back to other darknesses — in the buried city of Thollol where the Red Scarfers and I cut our adventuring teeth; in the scream-filled halls of Mad Morgin’s, which only Fingold and I crawled out from alive; in the charnel pits below Urzel Majoris, where I’d rescued my friend Staliss from a bounty hunter called Cabel Warweun; and of course, in the torture chambers of the Cimonites, where hours or days of utter blackness were among the least of the punishments inflicted upon me and Fingold, before he died. Unbidden, my mind stopped on the last of those. The long stretches of darkness had been an entirely bearable torment, up until Fingold succumbed to his wounds and his age. But once he’d gone, the Cimonites used a clever mimic to fill the blackness with my dead friend’s voice, taunting or tempting or pleading to wear down my will. I came to dread those sessions more than all the hooked chains and metal rasps and racks in their arsenal. Pain, my old, tired body could take in almost any measure — but to have Fingold’s memory defiled in that way made me so angry that I lost all sense of judgment, and had to fight ceaselessly to keep from screeching curses at the vileness of my captors. I knew that any chink in my refusal to talk would have been exploited by those masterful torturers to wear me down. 
 
    But given that I had borne all of that, the wait in this darkness, even with such grim thoughts at hand, caused me no great discomfort. 
 
    Rather, it steeled me, and reminded me of my enemy safely ensconced within her castle — and how determined I was to unseat her from both of her offices. 
 
    A click sounded from across the room. I waited through its brief echo, and then heard Shoje make his signal again, twice in succession. The way had been cleared. 
 
    I counted steps, heel-to-toe, across the breadth of the chamber. At fourteen, I stopped and breathed out once more through my teeth. Shoje’s hand swept through the lightless air to catch my shoulder, and then he soundlessly guided me through the inner door he’d just opened. 
 
    Moments later, with the portal closed behind us, we each fetched out a glowstone pendant for light, revealing the central atrium of the tomb. 
 
    Our pendants threw shadows all about the ten-by-ten space, but after the pitch black of the antechamber, those leaping shades felt downright cheerful. Shoje raised two fingers of his left hand together, a signal of success that matched the intense look on his face. Then he pointed the two fingers at each of the room’s three other walls, indicating the order in which we would need to attack them. 
 
    The Watermen’s notes had captured the room perfectly — four fantastically ornate walls of engraved stone. Each held a stone door like the one we’d just entered through, and each door, according to the notes, had claimed several lives before yielding up its secrets.  Behind one lay a stairway, the only route down to the burial chamber directly below us. But a pair of spirits dwelt in the stairwell — a fire ghost and a dust enteigh — and it would be either fiery or choking death to go through while they roamed free. The adjacent doorway held two urns, which could be used to trap the spirits. Unfortunately, a strangler chain hung from that chamber’s ceiling, and would bind up any intruder, permanently, unless disarmed first. 
 
    So we moved now to the rightmost door, which protected the strangler chain’s winch. 
 
    I marveled at the persistence it must have taken, on the part of decades’ worth of Watermen’s guild members, just to amass the information we now used. I have watched Shoje at work, puzzling through a great many guardian traps left by wizards or long-dead sovereigns who wished to protect their secrets. It is a slow and laborious process, and when one reaches an impasse, the temptation to trust to luck is great — but potentially fatal. Trial in most of these cases ends up being the same thing as Error. I have also watched my friend Staliss engaged in similar activities, adjusting her position minutely, reaching and feeling for an action that does not set off her ‘fate sense.’ Either of them might spend hours on a mechanism of the sort that we now passed easily through, thanks to the hard work having been done by others. 
 
    Had we not known the right engravings to press, this first door might have stymied us for half the night — and the stone deadfall in the ceiling beyond would likely have crushed us. Had we not known of the spring-needles in the handle of the winch, it is possible Shoje would have missed them in his search of the device. Then our attempt to wind in the strangler chain would have bought us a pinprick of death. Had we not known that the winch required two different locking bolts to fix in place, then the strangler chain could have unwound itself upon our entry into the urn chamber. Had we not known that the urns sat on pressure plates that would unlatch those locking bolts — well, you get the idea. 
 
    In short order, then, because we did have the benefit of the syndicate’s archives, we stood each holding a keg-sized urn beneath one arm. I had the lid for mine in the opposite hand — Shoje’s lid rested at an angle against the wall by the final door. 
 
    Ideally, this would have been a three-person job: two of us to hold the urns, a third to quickly open the door and duck behind the first two. But we’d not had a third handy, and so Shoje’s quick reflexes would have to suffice. 
 
    I nodded my readiness, in answer to his questioning glance. Then he reached out and clicked three carefully concealed stone levers within the scrollwork upon the door’s face. 
 
    Out swung the door, and the light in the atrium rippled suddenly red. 
 
    From the widening gap came both spirits — very fast, totally silent. In whorls and loops they blew forth, the fire ghost a roiling band of red flame, the dust enteigh cloudy and grey. They did not know life as we know it, and the alienness of them set my hair on end the way spirits always do. 
 
    My urn had the bottling spell for the dust enteigh, Shoje’s for the fire ghost. So I tightened my grip on the lid and dodged a wraith-limb of fire, angling toward my quarry. A thick, formless bough of motes reacted as though it tasted my approach, and the enteigh surged through the air toward me, spreading tendrils up and out and around. 
 
    The first two came in at a bad angle — I had to bat them away with the inner surface of the lid. Somewhere below the threshold of hearing, the enteigh seemed to sigh in frustration that it had not grasped me.  
 
    Then a great ram of dust the thickness of my leg shot forth from its main bulk, and I knew I had it. 
 
    Just as the attack would have hit me, coating me in a suffocating blanket of spirit-stuff, I twisted so that the mouth of the urn lay straight in its path, and I scooped at the shapeless, grasping thing with my lid. 
 
    When its substance broke the plane of the urn’s mouth, all the living, chaotic writhing of the enteigh disappeared. It swirled into the belly of the great clay pot like a sheet being drawn against the current of a stream. 
 
    I watched for the instant of its complete entrapment, then clapped the lid shut to seal it in. 
 
    A few feet away, Shoje’s urn gulped in the fire ghost — a sight that relieved me now that I had the time to watch. With the scrape of his lid closing, the darting red light of the ghost vanished and left us again in the quiet atrium, its four corners feebly lit by our pendants. 
 
    “You all right?” I whispered to him, seeing a wisp of smoke rising up from one of his boots. 
 
    He set his urn on the ground, carefully, and put a chastising finger to his lips. Then, relenting a bit, he drew close enough to breathe in my ear, “It was going for you, and I had to kick it to get its attention. No worries, though — it’s only fire.” 
 
    Looking down, I saw that the whole front of his boot had been charred to ash. But he kicked it against the floor, knocking away the debris, and wiggled his unscathed toes to show he’d escaped harm.  
 
    I set my own urn down, and looked toward the dark stairway from which the two spirits had attacked us. 
 
    We would count the stairs to avoid a trip-switch on one of them, and then we would be at the door into the burial chamber itself. 
 
    There, the Watermen’s notes came to an end. 
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    We arrived at the bottom of the stairwell intact and hopeful of besting the door that awaited us there. 
 
    While the Watermen’s House notes did not include a means of getting through the door, they did cover a large number of things to avoid. The list of fatal results from previous attempts made me wonder how deep the bodies would be piled here, if the fire spirit did not return each time to burn them to ash, and if the dust enteigh did not incorporate the ash into its form. 
 
    Shoje doffed his pack in the small area before the door, and I stood a step or two up, holding my pendant steady to increase his light. He drew forth several bags from the pack, and from each bag removed a set of six or eight cloth-wrapped brass bottles — none of them larger than my thumb. 
 
    Then, from a pocket, he pulled out a small wooden box lined with felt and containing a crystal lens about two inches across. Blowing on it, he burnished its surface with one of the loose cloths and held it up to the light. 
 
    It sparkled brightly, in a way that said it was more than mere glass. 
 
    The process that followed quickly sent me into a fog. Shoje’s brass bottles contained either pigments of arcanum or cnelligils. The pigments consisted of concentrated essences for individual types of magic: hydromancy, blood magic, geomancy, transmogrifism, and so forth. By painting one of these across the surface of his lens, my ingressionist friend could look through it and see whether any telltale traces of that brand of sorcery might rest latent upon the door. The cnelligils also came arranged by type, each being a tiny wormlike creature that fed upon a specific brand of enchantment. These arcanophages could be used to disarm certain magical pitfalls by literally devouring the energy that powered the trap. 
 
    Shoje’s task, then, was to trace the complicated web of spell-lines to their individual triggers and deduce what effect each most likely had. This meant painting the lens with a pigment, scanning the entire surface of the door, finding the source and the subject of any traces that appeared, and then cleaning the lens and repeating the whole process with the next magical essence. Periodically, he would fish one of the cnelligils out of a bottle using a pair of tiny forceps and apply the creature to a spot upon the door. 
 
    After two or three hours of this, he turned to me with a grin and raised one thumb. 
 
    By that point, I had taken to sitting halfway up the stairs — close enough to keep my light at his disposal, but far enough back that I had no temptation to try to figure out exactly what progress he’d been making, since that endeavor had proved both impossible and maddeningly tedious. Relieved, I made as though to stand up, only to have Shoje wave me back down. 
 
    “That’s got the magical traps,” he whispered. “I’m sure there are still mechanical ones as well.” 
 
    I returned to my seat, amazed once again at the meticulous patience that his craft took. My skills consist mostly of large bodily actions and the flash-quick decision-making that becomes reflex after you’ve lived through enough battles. I can sit and watch and wait as well as the next person. But I don’t have the knack of juggling dozens of minute observations in my head until they fit together into a mental image of the overall puzzle. Whenever I watch Shoje at work, I go through the same set of stages: curiosity and interest followed by growing boredom, followed by amazement that he can remain focused through literally hours of hair’s-breadth tests and feather-light manipulations. 
 
    For this next step, he took out a vial of bell powder — a substance made by noise magicians. With a tiny copper tube, he blew an even coating of the powder all across the face of the door and the stone blocks that surrounded it. The stuff tinkled faintly as it struck and stuck to the stone, then fell silent again. Once he’d covered the entire door, Shoje painted his lens with a pigment of sonoromancy and took out a tiny gold hammer. 
 
    By striking the bell powder ever so lightly, he sent waves of mystical sound ringing into the stone of the door, and through his lens he could see whether they encountered only unbroken rock, or if they bounced off of something else that lay hidden within. 
 
    This examination took somewhere around an hour — and like the first, was carried out in utter silence, but for the faint song of the bell powder. At the end of it, with no fanfare at all, Shoje clicked four unremarkable spots upon the surface of the door, which slid to one side without unleashing anything to kill us. 
 
    Inside the burial chamber of Ezmere Ceete we found a large stone sarcophagus resting upon a dais of black marble. In four quick steps, we might have stood touching the thing — except that taking even one quick step in a place like this might be fatal. So again, Shoje took out his lens, pigments, and cnelligils. 
 
    Other circumstances might have encouraged me to nap on the stairs while the opportunity presented itself. This had been a long day, from our visit to the archives, to our skip-jumping tour of the continent with Belenoirya, buying fresh pigments and cnelligils, to fetching a corpsequill from the Post Mortem, to surveilling the guards outside the tomb. But despite an ache of weariness in my limbs and behind my eyes, the sight of that sarcophagus kept my thoughts brimming and alert. Who would we find within it? What answers would the body give when questioned with the corpsequill? Then too, it would have been unwise for me to rest. Any mistake Shoje might make would most likely kill him instantly and me very quickly thereafter — but if a chance of rescuing him existed, it would depend on my being ready to act. 
 
    At last, though, Shoje reached the ornate stone coffin, surveyed it with his lens and his bell powder, and came back to the doorway wearing a tired look of self-satisfaction. 
 
    “I’ve cleared it,” he whispered. “If you’ll follow me back across the tiles, I can open the thing up, and we’ll be ready to get that corpsequill of yours working.” 
 
    Relieved, I stepped forward in his wake, and the two of us moved to question the desiccated remains of a dead man. 
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    Twice before, I had made use of a corpsequill. The first time had been to question the dead body of Ordinate Kleras, in a shadowy underground chamber not entirely different from this one. Kleras had been a priest of Cimone, whom I’d put to the sword after interrupting his last sacrifice. Thanks to his posthumous letter, I had discovered that the Empress Herèse Anpharre Iravos, was in fact the Identity, high priestess of Cimone. The route of that discovery had been indirect — it was Kleras’ dead hand that sent me after my nephew Yolo by indicating that the young fool had somehow seen the Identity. When I’d discovered Yolo comatose, unable to speak, my only recourse had been a strange quest in search of memory magic, and then an even stranger quest into Yolo’s head, to see for myself what he had seen. 
 
    The second time I’d placed a corpsequill between lifeless fingers had been to clear my name of murder. An imperial high marshal by the name of Graeden Herrimore — also in the service of Cimone — had taken out a false warrant against me, and the only way to get him to admit to his misdeeds had been to kill him and use the corpsequill’s magic in front of the magistrate who’d signed the warrant. 
 
    In both cases, I’d found myself working with a fresh corpse, still flush with the semblance of life. And in both cases, I had no qualms of disturbing the dead. Kleras and Herrimore had been my mortal enemies — neither would have hesitated to kill me or despoil my cadaver if given the chance, so I’d felt no shame in exploiting their bodies for my own purposes. 
 
    But now, thanks to Shoje’s ingenious work in getting the sarcophagus open, I found myself looking down on a withered, sunken thing that had been quite long at peace, and had never in its life even known me, much less intended me harm. 
 
    The body within Ezmere Ceete’s stone coffin lay dressed in finery, along with all the jewels and gold accoutrements that one might expect to be showered upon a great man who died in service to his liege. The reverence with which he had been placed here, and the stately repose in which he lay upon his pristine cushions, worked to underscore that overwhelming civilized taboo: one does not defile a grave, nor give insult to the dead. 
 
    Of course, it’s a curious taboo, that one. Those who hold to it most are those who give greatest respect to the gods — yet the faithful have all been promised a place in the afterlife by their respective deities, and supposedly all that remains behind, once death comes, is a shell. It’s always seemed to me that if I’ve left a town for good, the town should bear no obligation to hold my old house sacrosanct, just because I once dwelt there. Tear it down, lop it up for cordwood if the rest of the town has a better use for the land — that’s always been my feeling. 
 
    And yet, having recently learned that my actual old house in my actual old town had been burned to the ground in my absence, I now found myself less immune to that taboo than I once would have expected. 
 
    Did Ezmere Ceete lie before me now, or his assistant? Regardless of which, could the one-time owner of this shriveled flesh be looking back upon it with fondness, even now? Would that long-flown spirit feel unease, rage, or horror at my hands reaching into its body’s resting place, guiding a corpsequill into its fingers, and asking the faint, residual energies of its life to spell out answers to my questions? 
 
    Would the eternal creature in the world beyond look upon this lifeless form as an old friend? 
 
    Would the dead feel I had mistreated that old friend — as I had been struck with grief that my old friend and servant Oltud had died in that fire back in Wherrydon? 
 
    Fortunately, I had a long list of reasons for pressing forward regardless of these concerns. Surely Ezmere Ceete or his assistant either one would appreciate someone solving the mystery of his death and acting against the lineage of his murderer. Furthermore, I had received each of my corpsequills from the extraordinarily nice practitioners at the Post Mortem, and their great reverence for the dead gave me confidence that the use of their devices would cause no offense. Then there was my own long-held faith that our perspective in the next existence will be broader than in this one — what use to continue on through eternity, if we remain saddled with the blinders that so constrict our actions in the mundane world? 
 
    And, of course, the undeniable: the followers of Cimone must be stopped — the Empress must be brought down. 
 
    So I opened up the small leathern case that I’d brought with us from Munifen that afternoon, and I drew out the crisp white plume with its nib of carved bone. Ordinarily, one primed a corpsequill with a drop of blood from the body, but the fellow I looked down upon now had none remaining. Instead, I followed the instructions that had been given to me by Lule, a bright young lady at the Post Mortem, and slipped the point of the quill between the corpse’s bare teeth. Removing it, I placed the pen between the dry and brittle fingers of the body’s right hand, curling them gently around it as best I could without breaking anything loose. 
 
    Then, to the leathery ear, I said, “Write for me of two things: first, how to find Ezmere Ceete, if he should be hiding after the completion of the Imperial Castle in Delvos, and second, if the answer is any different, how to find any surviving, accurate plans for the same Imperial Castle. Put your words into the pen.” 
 
    With that, the dry flesh creaked and vibrated, and I saw the nib of the pen tracing out shapes in the air beside the silk-draped corpse’s thigh. 
 
    It wrote steadily for what I considered an encouraging length of time, and then it quivered to a stop. 
 
    “We’re done, then,” I told Shoje as I pulled the corpsequill free and packed it back away. 
 
    He nodded, and whispered back, “Now we just have to tidy up behind ourselves.” 
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    We walked back to the Hawkspire by light of first dawn, the sky working its way from black to grey all about us. Amidst the buildings of the city, of course, we had no view of the eastern horizon, which had probably begun to redden as we rounded the last corner and saw the Hawkspire up ahead. But we could see and feel day coming, nonetheless. 
 
    It felt good. 
 
    “I’m famished,” Shoje said with a nod toward the pub at the end of the street. “Any chance we can get some breakfast before you write out the letter from that corpsequill?” 
 
    “We can get breakfast while I write it out. It only takes one hand to hold a pen, and I’d bet I’m as hungry as you.” 
 
    “Excellent,” he said, stepping up his pace enthusiastically. I matched him stride for stride — my legs are longer than his, after all — but I still had to admire his energy. We’d had no sleep since the morning before, and I would have ambled home at a more leisurely pace myself, if it weren’t for Shoje’s triumphant verve. In fact, I might even have gone through the pub to the adjoining inn and clumped upstairs to put myself to bed. 
 
    These things together meant that Shoje reached the door ahead of me, that I let him hold it for me without argument — and that I actually enjoyed his animated flourish as I passed through. It is difficult to begrudge a friend when one sees him happy, and Shoje is always happiest after a successful ingression. 
 
    In short order, we’d taken a seat at a corner table and asked the serving boy to get us some bread, sausage-tumbled eggs, writing paper and ink.  
 
    “Anything to drink?” he asked, looking a bit curiously at us in our ring-studded tunics and backpacks. 
 
    “Spice brew,” I said. “And honey to sweeten it.” 
 
    He nodded and darted away. 
 
    “Do you know what feels strangest about the night’s work?” Shoje asked, when the boy had gone and we found ourselves alone in the pub, its first customers of the day. 
 
    “I don’t know — pulling it off just the two of us, with no Osyrand or Choldis along?” 
 
    He shook his head. “The fact that we didn’t take any notes. We got into the place because the Watermen’s syndicate kept decades and decades of meticulous records, and now that story will never be complete in their books.” 
 
    I rolled this about in my head for a moment, having failed to consider it over the course of the night. Then I said, “Well, it might be complete someday, if they keep trying. Or if you really want to, I suppose we could anonymously slip them a list of instructions — just to round out their ledgers?” 
 
    He chuckled. “And we should buy your archivist friend Tren an enormous box of sweets for so generously helping us out. They’re fine people, those Watermen.” 
 
    I laughed too, and then we quieted ourselves reflexively at the sound of approaching footsteps from the back. 
 
    The serving boy returned with a loaf of bread, which he set before us along with knives and a dish of butter. “The pot’s just now on for spice brew,” he explained. “Cook’s getting the stove warmed up, and the eggs shouldn’t be long. I’ll nip over to the inn for ink and paper in the meantime.” 
 
    I thanked the lad with a smile and nod. 
 
    Smiling awkwardly back, he turned and headed for the passway into the inn, giving a glance over his shoulder that I’d seen many a time before. It said, Those folk are about something larger than I’m used to. I wish I could think how to ask what it is. 
 
    “Should we have changed out of this get-up?” I asked Shoje, once the boy had left earshot.  
 
    He brushed the metal rings sewn into his tunic, then picked at one as though to work a piece of lint loose. “I don’t know. We seem presentable enough to me.” 
 
    I tore a small lump of bread-heel loose and flung it at him. “You know what I meant.” 
 
    “Strangely enough,” he said, catching the missile with what seemed an entirely lazy movement of his hand, “I do.” 
 
    His expression told me he meant to say more, but first he picked up his knife and nicked a smear of butter from the butterdish. This he spread upon the little hunk of bread and held up for me to see. 
 
    “You can eat your bread with butter or not. But it looks better with butter. And why does it look better with butter? Because it is better with butter. Now, you’re worried about showing off some buttered bread to a fellow who’s used to taking his bread plain. Maybe, you think, if he sees me eating this buttered bread, he’ll imagine he’d rather eat his own bread buttered. But it takes a knife to butter bread, and even a bread knife can be dangerous. By showing off your buttered bread, are you putting this fellow at risk? Might he embark on a life of buttering his own bread, only to slip and gouge a vein with his bread knife? Would his injury then be on your head?” 
 
    I did have to laugh at the image of our serving boy maiming himself on a bread knife. Yet the notion remained a serious one, and I attempted to get at it. “Still, you have to admit —” 
 
    He shook his head. “But I don’t. My contention is that the bread is better with butter. Sadly, some great number of people never bother to try it any way but plain. Of those who aspire to butter, yes, a portion manage to injure themselves in its pursuit. But perhaps they would have carelessly choked on a mouthful of the plain at some point anyway. In eating my bread with butter I show others that a world of buttered bread is out there. My responsibility ends with the setting of that example — unless someone cares to ask my advice on the buttering of bread, in which case I will gladly help to educate them on both its wonders and its pitfalls.” 
 
    “Except that every region’s bread is different,” I said. “What about that flaky pastrybread they make in Gleit? It’s already so rich, if someone saw you buttering a piece of this, and decided to butter a piece of that, you might just have ruined their whole breakfast.” 
 
    The twinkle in his eye as he shrugged made me think I’d just walked into a trap — and I had. 
 
    “The thing about life is,” he said easily, “that no matter what sort of bread you’ve been dealt, there’s some kind of butter out there that you don’t already have, and that would go perfectly with it.” 
 
    With that, he reached out to offer me the piece that I had thrown at him.  
 
    Tired and laughing, I tore a new piece off of the loaf instead. “I surrender the argument,” I said. “You’ve made the buttered bread sound too alluring for me to debate. But as it happens, I know how to butter my own.” 
 
    In case I hadn’t made my innuendo clear, I stuck a particular finger into the butterdish, wiped it clean on the soft, grainy flesh of my bread, and made a show of relishing the first bite. 
 
    Watching me with an undeterred smile, Shoje said, “When the boy comes back with your paper and ink, can we ask him for some jam — or a jar of that honey you asked for with your spice brew? I have some other metaphors in mind, and I’m keen to see how you dish either of those out in response.” 
 
    I snorted and made a rude gesture with my buttery finger. 
 
    But, curse him, once he’d mentioned it, the thought of honey on this fabulous buttered bread made me sorely tempted. 
 
      
 
    XXIII 
 
      
 
    The ink and paper came not long before the pot of spice brew, and I set them aside rather than be interrupted in my use of the corpsequill. One can’t safely stir honey into a pungent cup of brew while writing with the other hand. Outside, the sky had continued to lighten, so I kept a casual watch on the street beyond the Hawkspire’s windows. As soon as full sun lay upon it, I expected Belenoirya to materialize and rejoin us for the day. She would be keen to hear how we’d fared overnight. 
 
    Halfway through my first cup of honeyed brew, the serving boy carried out our breakfast. 
 
    “Is something the matter with the paper and ink?” he asked, setting down the big platter of eggs and sausage that had been whisked together into steaming yellow-and-brown clumps. “Do you need a pen as well?” 
 
    “No, but thank you,” I said. “I’m just waiting until I’ve drained most of this cup so I don’t have to worry about spilling.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I see,” he replied. “Well, can I get either of you anything else?” 
 
    We both declined, and the young man went off again, clearly wishing he could intrude into the secrets of these two unusual folk. I shoveled a fork-full or two of eggs and sausage and then scooted the platter toward Shoje. He started off with a piece of the bacon that lay to one side. 
 
    “Do you find it as interesting as I do,” he asked, waving half the slice languidly as he chewed the other half, “how impatient people can get on your behalf?” 
 
    “No mystery,” I said. “We come in off the street before sunup and ask for something to write on, I think it’s only natural that the boy concludes that we meant to start writing with due haste. Besides — considering the amount of patience the gods seem to have gifted you with, doesn’t it make sense that others would need to exercise their impatience for you?” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, ambiguously. 
 
    I turned in my seat and dragged my pack up into my lap. Inside, the corpsequill rested in its case. I got it out and snapped the lid open. 
 
    Carefully drawing out the enchanted plume, I said, “Are you ready to find out what our acquaintance of last night had to say to us? Or would you rather savor the anticipation a bit longer?” 
 
    He shrugged, and spoke around another mouthful of bacon. “Plenty of meat and eggs and spice brew to savor for now. No need to leaven them with anticipation as well. I have to admit I’m curious — both to read the letter and to see how that thing works in the writing.” 
 
    “Well, the second curiosity will bring you little satisfaction,” I said, uncapping the bottle of ink. “There’s not much of note to see.” 
 
    With paper before me and the food off to my left, I said a brief prayer to Wurina — an important part of activating the corpsequill for writing, since those who made it would not want its power in the hands of the wicked. Then I dipped the nib into the ink and let my hand move to the parchment sheet. 
 
    Shoje peered across the table as the letters and words began to flow out of the pen in response to its scratchings. 
 
    “Are you writing that backwards?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” I said, leaning far away from the paper to take up my cup and have another sip of spice brew. “But the pen is — and upside down, as well. It’s the exact reverse of what the corpse put into the quill when I asked it the question.” 
 
    My hand went back to the inkwell of its own volition, then continued to write. In fact, I deliberately avoided looking at it, using my fork left-handed to get another mouthful of eggs instead. 
 
    “Has it left you spellbound with wonder?” I asked Shoje. 
 
    “Not really, although watching you gives me the idea for a good parlor trick.” He continued to lean forward and squint for a bit, then gave up. “That’s a wretchedly small and messy script you’re writing in — do all corpses have such decayed penmanship?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I assume it writes as the individual wrote in life. The first corpsequill I used penned its letter in High Amnestolian. Try reading that upside down and backwards.” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    The door to the street swung open at that point, and I looked over to see Belenoirya step in, clad in her usual grey. Beyond her, the long shadows of morning still washed the streets of Delvos, so she must have walked several blocks from a nearby plaza where the ground lay in sun. Though her face appeared as placid as ever, I smiled a bit at the thought of Belenoirya behaving so impatiently. Evidently, no one liked to be forestalled this morning. 
 
    She spotted us and came over. I gestured to an empty seat across the table from me. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said, still writing. “There’s plenty to eat, so help yourself.” 
 
    She leaned over to look closely at my hand as it moved with the pen across the page. 
 
    “Interesting,” she said, and then moved to sit down. 
 
    “Bacon?” Shoje asked her, lifting the platter in her direction. 
 
    “No,” she declined. “I breakfasted at home.” 
 
    Not for the first time, I wondered where Belenoirya’s home might lie. I suspected it must be in a desert somewhere, where she could count on the greatest amount of sun throughout the year to activate her power. But she had never volunteered the information, and I had never been so forward as to ask. 
 
    “I congratulate you on your fortune,” she said, looking from Shoje back to me. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “we saw an opportunity and got in ahead of schedule.” 
 
    “And you are still alive,” she pointed out matter-of-factly. 
 
    I laughed. “That too.” 
 
    The pen stopped at that moment, and my hand felt once again free to move at my will. 
 
    Shoje, who had been lounging back in his chair as he ate his bacon, now straightened his posture in anticipation. Belenoirya laced her fingers together on the table before her. 
 
    Since the pub still had no other patrons for the morning, I turned the paper about in front of me and obliged my friends by quietly reading aloud. 
 
    “‘Ezmere Ceete is the most canny individual I have ever known,’” I read,  “‘so you will find him only by way of his single weakness. He is addicted to celid cats, and will never be far from a breeding house of the highest quality.’” 
 
    “A single weakness, but a substantial one,” Belenoirya commented. Shoje nodded his agreement with raised eyebrows. I wondered what a celid cat might be, and how one could be addicted to an animal. But I read on, as we had privacy for the moment and didn’t know how quickly that might change. 
 
    “‘Nearby fanciers of the cats will know him for his outrageous excess and his generosity in passing cats along once he has done with them. And of course his dwelling will be designed to conceal his identity, yet will betray itself by the inimitable hints of the Ceete style in small details.’ That sounds promising at least. ‘As for the plans to the Imperial Castle, one can be assured that he will retain a set for himself. It will be hidden carefully away well in advance of the castle’s completion, as insurance against any treachery by his employer. Only Ceete will be able to tell you where it rests, but if he meets a premature end, it will certainly be delivered into the hands of the Emperor’s enemies.’” 
 
    Shoje rubbed his chin thoughtfully when I had finished. “I feel a bit bad,” he said, “that we didn’t ask the fellow his name.” 
 
    “He is clearly the assistant you speculated,” Bele observed, her tone mildly curious. 
 
    “But he was also a man with his own life and his own moment in history,” Shoje replied. He gestured with a new strip of bacon as he made his point. “In our hurry to get at what we wished to know, we ignored our chance to let him comment on that.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We heard only from the leftover energy in the corpse, which is limited in the first place and has probably been diminishing over the sixty years since his death. Lule at the Post Mortem has repeatedly stressed to me that a corpsequill’s answers will become more and more garbled as the ambition of the questioning increases. That’s why I asked only two questions and tried to make them as clear and brief as I could.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, and bit off half the piece of bacon. “Well then, history be damned. At least we got the answers we needed.” 
 
    “Apparently,” I agreed, although in my ignorance of celid cats, I couldn’t be sure how clear a path the letter had laid out for us. “Do you think it’s enough to go on?” 
 
    Shoje’s eyes lit up at this. “Am I hearing correctly? Does the worldly Avelia Warbler not know what a celid cat is, while naïve young Shoje has a fully formed education on the subject?” 
 
    I turned immediately to my right and asked, “Belenoirya, what is a celid cat?” 
 
    “Celid cats are large felines that have been bred for docility and for certain special properties,” she said. “Each cat exudes a unique secretion, causing euphoria if one engages in congress with the cat.” 
 
    I am not easily shocked, so my expression remained bland as I turned back to Shoje. “And how exactly did you attain a fully formed education on this subject?” 
 
    He laughed. “I had to sneak past a set of them that had been placed as guards.” 
 
    “Belenoirya says they’re docile.” 
 
    “They are,” he conceded. “But celid cat musk is both inflammatory and enticing. These particular specimens had been bred to such intoxicating concentrations that anyone attempting to sneak past them could not help but be ... tempted,  into activities that would both delay the ingression and set the cats to yowling loudly. Eunuch guards would then come to dispatch the interlopers as they lay in bliss.” 
 
    “Charming,” I said. “How did you get past them?” 
 
    “I overdosed on chastity weed just before I crawled into the celid cat den. This left me totally disinterested in the cats — and also curiously able to focus my thoughts for the better part of a month afterwards. But I don’t recommend it.” 
 
    “Because it damped your romantic approach to life?” I asked, stabbing another piece of sausage with my fork. 
 
    “Because chewing the weed left an ironically bitter taste in my mouth for six weeks,” he said, pulling another hunk of bread loose from the loaf. “And deprived of flavor and other satisfactions, I began to doubt that I would ever truly enjoy anything again. Could you pass the butter?” 
 
    I did, and looked to Belenoirya. “And you, Bele? You’re as knowledgeable a person as I’ve met, but this is an area of knowledge I find uncharacteristic for you.” 
 
    “Now, perhaps,” she said simply. Then she brought the fingers of her right hand together in a point, as though to pluck at something. “In my youth, I sampled a number of lifestyles before settling on asceticism. At one point I investigated sybaritic indulgence; a number of acquaintances urged me to try ‘catting.’ I bought two cats sight unseen. Once in their presence, an epiphany struck me — an overwhelming realization that hedonism suits me better as a vicarious pursuit.” 
 
    “You weren’t tempted, then?” 
 
    “I was very tempted. But it would have meant the abandonment of all dignity.” 
 
    I nodded, wondering what it would have been like to see Belenoirya as a hedonist.  
 
    “So, then,” I said, moving on before the notion too thoroughly baffled me, “where would one go, to be assured of a constant source of such sensual abandon?” 
 
      
 
    XXIV 
 
      
 
    Pendlethorne stretches away to the east and southeast of the home provinces. It is the oldest of Delvonia’s realms, the most steeped in strange magics, with some of the most unusual cultures and peoples. 
 
    I would have preferred to avoid the place, although not for any of those reasons. 
 
    Shoje, Belenoirya, and I appeared on the road outside Kadisthaye, linked hand-to-hand in a circle, with the morning sun shining upon us at the same angle it had slanted back in the capital, mere seconds earlier. In between, we passed through the grey detachment of elliptical magic, where the only sensation was the touch of our palms clasped against one another. 
 
    I had taken the southernmost point of our triad, which meant that Kadisthaye now rose off to my right, with its great walls of trellises and ivy. Shoje, to my left, looked past me and upward at the southern sky.  Belenoirya tugged at his hand, and he quickly turned his gaze her way, then mine. 
 
    For my part, I deliberately kept my eyes upon the city, released my grip from each of theirs, and broke the circle to move toward a road just north of us. I could feel the reluctance in Shoje’s fingers as he let go — a faint pressure that I knew he meant as sympathy, not forwardness. 
 
    While I appreciated that, I still set a very quick pace for the town, where walls and buildings would hopefully keep me from having to look at that unhappy southern sky. 
 
    “Tell me more about your adventure of last night,” Belenoirya said as we walked. I appreciated the sound of her voice, and the intent behind her question. She meant to have the quiet morning air filled with notions of recent success — to help me blot out the longago failure that lay upon the dark horizon behind me. 
 
    When I said nothing, Shoje took up her request. “I would rank it as a proud moment in the history of ingression,” he said cheerfully, “if there were such a thing, which there isn’t — unless you count the records of the various crime syndicates, which I don’t.” 
 
   
  
 

 “And what distinguishes such records from history?” 
 
    “Well,” he said, “for one thing, good history is both a celebration of triumphs and a eulogy to tragic mistakes. Syndicate ledgers, on the other hand, are about nothing more or less than the attainment of advantage. While each sort of writing may describe events of the past, they have entirely different intents.” 
 
    Something woke in my heart at that description — a notion of history I hadn’t really thought of before, not in any of my long talks with Fingold in years past, not in my journey to the Caverns of Mind, where throngs of rememberers wade through pools of enchanted recollections, searching long-dead memories for nuances of events and civilizations past. 
 
    I stopped in my march toward Kadisthaye and turned to the two of them, startling both a little, I think. 
 
    Beyond my friends, the sky to the south stood full of the dark sphere that was the Glooming Sea. A hundred miles away, a dozen miles above the Delvonian continent, a floating orb of water cast its shadow thirty leagues wide upon the land below it. I had ridden south from Kadisthaye once, into that shadow to the place called Mad Morgin’s Keep, with five dear companions alongside me. Only two of us had come out alive, and my belly still clenched instinctively at sight of that darkness in the air and the greater darkness beneath it. 
 
    “You two are doing a fine job of distracting me from the surroundings,” I said wrily. “Going on about histories and eulogies and ‘tragic mistakes.’” 
 
    Shoje looked instantly apologetic, and he opened his mouth as though intending to make amends. 
 
    But I surprised the two of them again by stepping forward and sweeping them together and tight against me, one chin over each of my shoulders. 
 
    Looking still at the blackness where four friends had met their end, I said to these two live ones, “History, real history, says that the past is a part of us — a part that helps to make us who we are. There’s no place in the world more than this one where I should keep that in mind.” 
 
    They responded as friends do, even when taken slightly off guard by an unexpected show of affection: each put an arm to my back and returned the embrace.  
 
    I felt a little better for the hug, and somewhat less the coward for facing up to the ugly sight of the Glooming Sea. But I also heard in my thoughts the screams and desperate cries of thirty years past, and I knew that prolonging the moment would undo anything good that it had accomplished.  
 
    “Let’s get along to Kadisthaye, then,” I said, and let them both go. 
 
      
 
    XXV 
 
      
 
    The Werisee Cat Breedery could be detected by the nose from a full block away, even with the morning breeze at our backs. Belenoirya and I arrived there alone — the march to Kadisthaye or our previous night without sleep had apparently weighed too much on Shoje, and he’d begged our leave at sight of an inn not far within the city walls. 
 
    Bele’s nostrils flared at the scent of the breedery, and she nodded. “Even twenty years later, that’s a smell I remember.” 
 
    I understood at once why. My passions are usually my own to command, but the tang that hung in the air along this street made me flush with desire.  
 
    “Well,” I said, a little wide-eyed. “I believe I’m glad Shoje landed himself at that inn.” 
 
    Belenoirya’s expression remained too subtle for me to read as she said, promptingly, “I thought you did not want him.” 
 
    I laughed. “I’ve said I am resistant to his charms. It’s not quite the same thing as not wanting him in that way.” 
 
    “And when has that distinction stopped you with other men?” 
 
    “Never,” I admitted as we walked. “But I’ve never been chased by one quite so young or so intent as Shoje.” 
 
    She nodded. “It would look odd, would it not — someone of your age walking hand-in-hand with someone of his.” 
 
    This sarcasm made me give a growl of friendly warning. “We have business at hand, Belenoirya. I hope you’re not going to distract me from it by interfering with my personal life.” 
 
    “It strikes me that you are the one interfering with your life, while I merely have a notion of facilitating it.” 
 
    “And what do you mean by that?” I asked, stopping in the middle of the street with my nose full of a pulsing smell and several uncalled-upon images of Shoje whisking across my mind’s eye.  
 
    She smiled slightly. “You are asking me to be direct, which is a violation of my typical ethos. Are you ready to compromise your own stoic posture in return?” 
 
    “I’m happy to compromise for you, Bele,” I said, “but don’t see much likelihood of compromise with Shoje, if you’re suggesting such a thing.” 
 
    She nodded, as though this was enough for her. 
 
    “A few years past,” she said, “you described to me this callow individual, Shoje, fresh to manhood and in the grip of a preposterous infatuation. What would a woman of the world, a woman of your age, have to offer such a youth — except for a tutoring hand, an inevitable condescension, and even in the best of outcomes, a short time together that must end in his grief over her descent into elderly infirmity and death? Not having met Shoje, I bowed to your assessment of the situation. At the time.” 
 
    “But ... ?” 
 
    She gestured toward the cat breedery. “You do not need me to tell you the ‘but.’ Investigate it within your own heart or not — I know you well enough to know that my discussion of it cannot possibly influence your decision.”  
 
     “Then why did you bring it up?” I asked, not yet resuming our walk.  
 
     “Sometimes I enjoy conversation.” 
 
    She met my gaze evenly, and those strange, elliptical pupils of hers win any staring match, so I sighed and continued on toward the cat breeder’s.  
 
    A high fence ran around the establishment, wooden for the most part but gated in iron bars at the front. As with many fences in Kadisthaye, including the city’s outer wall, this one had a layer of so-called wicked ivy adorning it. The leaves and tendrils of wicked ivy produce agonizing welts upon human flesh, and its fine, threadlike thorns can penetrate virtually any cloth or glove. I made a note of it to tell Shoje later, in case he had to come back tonight for an ingression. 
 
    Through the bars of the gate, we could see only a modest courtyard and the blank but well-maintained façade of a two-story building. A hand-bell hung from a chain beside the gate. I rang it. 
 
    By this point, the sun had edged high enough to turn the musky air oppressive, so that I seemed awash in unasked-for caresses and damp with sweat that proved no help in cooling me. 
 
    “I’m beginning to feel a little uneasy about venturing into the presence of one of these cats,” I told Belenoirya. 
 
    She shrugged mildly. “Shoje is a very handsome individual, and you have resisted his allure for many years, haven’t you? The cats will task you no more severely. In any event, their price will doubtless restrain you from indulging.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell whether she meant this as another dig at me — although why she should develop such a sudden interest in my relationships, I do not know. But Belenoirya so rarely says anything with just a single meaning that I had to suspect some implication in her words. 
 
    Before I could think how to maneuver her into speaking her mind, though, the door of the building ahead opened up, and a portly young man walked across the courtyard toward us. He smiled and waved as he came, a key to the gate in one hand. Once he drew nearer, I saw that he wore a pair of nostril plugs to keep out the smell of the cat musk. 
 
    “Good morning, ladies,” he said, inserting the key in the lock and turning it round. “My name is Esterliss Buont, and let me welcome you to the Werisee Cat Breedery. Have you come to sample, buy, or merely smell?” 
 
    I gestured to Belenoirya, her previous experience giving her an advantage over me in asking suitable questions. 
 
    “We are curious potential customers,” she said. “I believe we would ask questions first, look if the answers prove intriguing, smell if the look suits us, and sample or buy on the basis of smell.” 
 
    “Most excellent,” he said with enthusiasm. “For twelve Imperials apiece, I can give you a tour, which will include both your questions and an overlook of the main dens. Bedchambers vented for smelling are one hundred Imperials by the hour. Sampling and purchase, of course, are determined by a schedule that accounts for the lineage of the particular cat.” 
 
    A mere five minutes earlier, I would have needed to ask what he meant by “bedchambers vented for smelling.” But here in air thick with cat musk, the question answered itself. Two people with their minds set on pleasurable coupling could obviously achieve greater heights in the presence of the cat smell. And while I found the idea sordid and base, it also dried my throat and heated my belly with a physical desire to attempt it. 
 
    Once again, I found myself glad that Shoje was not here. 
 
    Locking the gate behind us, Esterliss Buont led the way back across the courtyard, up the building’s stone steps, and inside. 
 
    I will tell you now — never go into a celid cat breedery unless you’ve been chewing chastity weed. The moment we passed into the enclosed hallway of that main building, with its erotic statues of intertwined felines, coupled men and women, and cross-species pairings and triplings of every arrangement, I had a fierce desire to do all manner of things that would never have occurred to me in the sixty years beforehand. A glance at the smiling but somewhat flabby Esterliss Buont enflamed me with a hunger to possess him. When I turned away to try to purge that idea from my head, I clapped eyes with Belenoirya, and found in her lips two supple, luring curves that urged me to kiss them. 
 
    She calmly raised an eyebrow at whatever she saw upon my face. But I noticed a fine sheen of sweat upon her brow as well. 
 
    Turning back to Buont, I gestured at my nose and asked, after a heavy swallow, “What, ah, are those plugs that you’re wearing?” 
 
    His smile took on a sympathetic quality, so that I did not find it mocking when he chuckled and answered, “Just a bit of gauze rolled up and dipped in chastity weed squeezings. A man finds it difficult to concentrate on his work here without them. I can get you a pair, if you’d like.” 
 
    “Yes for me,” I said immediately, and looked back to Belenoirya. She shook her head mildly at the questioning look Buont had given us both. 
 
    Our guide moved quickly to one side of the long, dim hallway, whose moody shadows rendered more intimate the brazen statuary that stood in rows down its length. Opening a small cabinet, Buont brought out a copper box and a vial. The box held a roll of gauze and some scissors, the vial a pale green fluid. 
 
    “Cut a strip about so long,” Buont told me, indicating a measurement with his fingers as he handed over the box. “Roll it tight, and I’ll put a drop of the squeezings on while you hold the plug.” 
 
    I did as he said, then repeated the process with a second roll, so that I ended up with two gauze cylinders about as large as the tip of my little finger. Buont carefully tilted the vial over each, so that a single faint droplet spilt out on the cloth. 
 
    “Now put them in carefully, breathing only through your mouth,” he instructed. At the same time, he pointed up at his own nose and its plugs. “The vapor from the drops will find its way into your head momentarily, all on its own. If you sniff, I’ll warn you, it will send you dead-fish-cold to passion for at least two days.” 
 
    “I notice that you breathe freely through your nose,” Belenoirya said to him while I inserted the plugs up my nostrils. 
 
    Buont nodded. “I’ve been wearing these since sunrise, and most of the vapor is spent. I’ll probably be needing a fresh pair by the time we’ve finished your tour.” 
 
    Taking Buont at his word, I breathed in through my mouth as an acrid, lust-dousing bitterness crept coldly up into the passages of my nose. The unsettling urge to throw this young fellow to the floor and have my way with him receded, and I felt relieved that my own thoughts could now wrestle down the unbidden fantasies of a moment before. 
 
    “And for you, ma’am?” the cat breeder asked Belenoirya, turning to offer her the box of gauze. 
 
    She raised a declining hand. “On days when I cannot overrule my passions, I surrender to them.” 
 
    “Then if you’ll follow me,” he said, moving off ahead of us, “I will show you our facilities. Down this hallway are our meeting chambers, where clients who are here to buy can be introduced to their prospective cats ...” 
 
    I glanced at Belenoirya as we followed along. “It looks like you’re made of stronger stuff than I am, Bele — at least in this particular venue.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps it’s just that I’ve come to accept something you haven’t — that experiencing something within my mind is often more satisfying than experiencing it bodily.” 
 
    “I am a creature of the physical,” I admitted. “That’s for sure.” 
 
    We continued down the hallway, where Buont opened up a couple of rooms and let us see where the buying process took place. Each chamber of rich, dark wood had its own censer in which neutralizing oils could be burned, purging one cat’s scent before the next would be brought in. A line of gilt bars split these rooms down the middle, allowing for petting and observation of the cats, which entered through their own separate door within the barred enclosure.  
 
    “And true aficionados can actually distinguish between the qualities of each cat?” Belenoirya asked him. 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Buont. “Every cat has its own puissance, as we say. Its effect upon you will be strongest in your very first exposure, diminishing over time the more often you engage it. Cats of the same lineage will affect you less strongly and for a shorter duration, so experienced buyers must assure themselves that they are getting a variety that is fresh to them, but with the individual qualities that they personally prefer.” 
 
    Thanks to the astringent smell wafting up from my nose plugs, I found even these vague descriptions distasteful and was very glad I’d accepted the offer of the gauze. It would have made me feel unclean indeed to experience an enticement for “catting,” but if my head had still been full of musk, I know my flesh would have announced its curiosity to me. 
 
    Also thanks to the nose plugs, I could think clearly enough to consider some of the implications of what Buont told us now. “Doesn’t this make it difficult for you to hold onto your clients over the long haul?  It sounds like one could quickly become immune to the cats you have on hand.” 
 
    “Oh, no,” he said mildly. “Buying clients, even the more ... enthusiastic ones, rarely go through more than a cat a month. And for budgetary reasons, most will pace themselves so that a cat’s puissance remains effective for half a year or more. So as long as we bring in stud cats of new lineages several times a season, our patrons do not lack for variety.” 
 
    I nodded, thinking. Then I said, “It must require extensive record-keeping to make sure you match clients to cats whose ‘puissance’ is fresh to them.” 
 
    “Of course,” he said, leading us further into the compound. “Even with the neutralizing oils, it takes a half-hour or so to purify a viewing room between cats. If we didn’t have good logs of a client’s contact with each line of cats, the buyer could become most impatient in having to wait and meet and wait and meet through large numbers of candidate animals.” 
 
    Looking at Belenoirya, I snapped my fingers and widened my eyes.  
 
    “Didn’t you say your grandfather bought cats in Kadisthaye?” I asked her. Then, turning back to Buont, I went on, “He was a man they say really knew his cats. If we could find him in your records, I think the two of us would feel much more strongly that we’d come to the right place. Bele, when did he arrive in the city? About sixty years back?” 
 
    Belenoirya nodded, but our guide had already put a regretful look on his face. “We could never allow our breeding logs to be reviewed. I’m sure you can appreciate how important confidentiality is to a cat breeder — and in any case, the Werisee only had its founding thirty years ago. The only breedery as old as that is the Vural, and they have a completely closed clientele. Only by the invitation of an existing client can you get in.” 
 
    I affected disappointment. Then, to avoid arousing suspicion, we continued with the remainder of the tour. 
 
    But those words alone had told me what our next step must be, if we meant to find what had become of the architect Ezmere Ceete after he’d finished building the Imperial Castle. 
 
      
 
    XXVI 
 
      
 
    We walked out of the Werisee Cat Breedery having observed the main breeding den, where several celid cats presented themselves live and in the flesh, and where even the essence of chastity weed in my nose plugs could not entirely fend off the raw perfume of sexuality. Belenoirya remained composed throughout, but I could see that her skin was flushed as we stepped into the sunlight of the courtyard and followed Esterliss Buont to the gate. 
 
    “I hope that you ladies have enjoyed what you’ve seen today,” Buont said, turning the key in the lock. “Please return whenever you decide to deepen your experience with our cats, or even if you’d just like another tour.” 
 
    Belenoirya gave a respectful bow and said, “These sights and sensations may take some getting used to.” 
 
    He smiled. “I assure you that almost every client feels the same way to begin with.” 
 
    I thanked him, and we stepped forth into the street. 
 
    My thought was to get a short way down the block before saying anything, which would let Buont return to the interior of the breedery, well out of earshot. But I have a habit of noticing things that are out of place, and as the gate clanked shut behind us, I spotted something that disturbed me. 
 
    The Werisee Cat Breedery occupied a sizeable compound, surrounded on all sides by storehouses. Not many businesses would care to sit adjacent to a cat breedery — except perhaps a brothel, and the Werisee had been built in a nicer part of town than you’d usually find one of those.  Yet as we came out onto the street, two clusters of men could be seen farther down the way, loitering idly on either side of the pavement. One group knelt about a game of dice while the other seemed engaged in idle chatter, passing a pipe around as they talked. It would have been easy enough to assume them laborers, a crew that had hauled in some lot of cargo and dropped it off at one of the storage houses. 
 
    But when you’ve spent months living under an imperial bounty, you keep an eye out for people who take an interest in you — and one of these fellows had watched me closely as we’d passed him, two streets over and three blocks down, on our way to the breedery. 
 
    So as Belenoirya and I strolled casually away from the gate behind us, I asked her, “What do you think of that green headscarf down the way? A distinctive bit of flair, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    She kept her eyes on the paving stones of the street. “Yes, I saw him too — on the way here and as Buont let us out of the gate.  Of course we’ve no need to walk past them.” 
 
    A couple of the fellows with the pipe cast glances our way, which might not have been suspicious if they’d merely given us the kind of look that men might be expected to give two women walking out of a cat breedery together. But the quickness of their eyes — darting toward us, then away — told me I was not being leered at by simple warehousemen. 
 
    “I count eight,” I told Bele, as though making idle conversation while we walked. “By my reckoning, that’s few enough that we could take them here, where we’ve a clear view and plenty of sun for your talents to work.” 
 
    She nodded. “I will be interested to hear your reasoning as to why we should do so, but I believe you are correct in saying we could. I call blue vest, bootless, and the one with the dice as my first three.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, giving her a battle-ready smile. “Don’t take them anywhere too fearsome.” 
 
    By this point, the game of dice lay only ten yards or so ahead and to our right. The circle of pipe-smokers stood another ten yards beyond them. 
 
    I stopped and called out in a loud voice. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, “This is not a street where I would expect to see men tarry.” 
 
    Gazes left the dice. The pipe stopped its circling. Some of the men looked to me, their muscles tensing as though to act. Others looked to the man in the green scarf for direction. All of them had the dress and feel of common folk, though I saw a knife tucked through a belt here and there. 
 
    “My guess is, you’re humble men hoping fate has granted you a windfall.” I met several of the gazes that came my way as I said this, especially that of the ringleader, who had a tougher, harder face than most of the rest. “But I’m carrying a writ of acquittal. That poster you’ve seen is no longer good. Send one man over and I’ll show him the writ. If you doubt its authenticity, I’ll even accompany you to the nearest marshal’s to verify it.” 
 
    About half the men made expressions of disappointment or uncertainty at these words. But the man in the green headscarf showed no hesitation whatsoever. 
 
    “The kind of money they’re offering for you, I expect you’re pretty tricky,” he said, nodding for his men to get up. Those who hadn’t already done so rose, a couple picking up the heavy boards they’d been using as stops for the dice. “Maybe this is a trick. Or maybe not. Either way, that poster said it didn’t matter your condition, they’d pay as long as you’re brought in.” Here he gave a shrug. “If the thing’s out of date, I doubt we’ll be in much trouble for trusting it.” 
 
    “Not from the authorities,” I said, pulling my truncheon from its sheath at my left hip. 
 
    The men with boards tightened their grips on them. Those with knives drew them. 
 
    “Last chance,” I told them. I held Siege up so that the morning light caught upon its iron-and-amber length, letting them see clearly that I bore an unusual weapon and had no fear of facing down eight strong men. “I hope that you’re all asking yourselves, ‘Are we as a lot dangerous enough that the empire would offer fifty thousand Imperials if we went bad?’ Because if you attack me, it means you think you’re more dangerous together than the empire thinks I am, by myself.” 
 
    The second cluster of men had by now moved up, so that the eight of them pretty well cut off the narrow street.  
 
    “We’re dangerous enough,” said the man in the green scarf. “Right, gents?” 
 
    A few growls and rumbles at this told me they half believed him. 
 
    So there we stood, I with Belenoirya at my left flank, the line of men tensing as they girded themselves to sweep forward. I sized each of them up, keeping in mind which ones Bele had called hers. If the group had any sense, they’d move slowly forward and try to encircle us. And of course, if I had any sense, I wouldn’t let them. 
 
    I broke at a run for the left end of the line, and the fight was on. 
 
    By cutting hard to one side of the street, I guaranteed that they’d reach me one at a time, not in a mass. There might be only half a heartbeat between them, but it would be space I could use. Even better, I saw that a couple of them wavered, startled that I came forward so quickly. 
 
    Kadisthaye’s hard pavement rang beneath my boots. Incoherent shouts from the men, possibly orders from their green-scarfed leader, muddled together in a din. 
 
    A tall, pale fellow reached me first, swinging a board. I ducked beneath it and planted the crystal end of Siege in his ribs. He folded up, unconscious, in an instant. 
 
    Plucking the board from his limp fingers as he collapsed, I spun and used it to parry the next man’s knife. He had to leap to one side to keep from tripping on his fallen comrade — and as he leapt, I saw his eyes go wide at the spot where Belenoirya had been standing before. 
 
    The next man in line behind him had another board raised to club me with, two-handed. I let my grip slide up to the amber end of Siege, and whipped the iron end round to meet the board. The cold magic of my truncheon’s metal shattered the wood to pieces; agony squeezed the man’s face into a rictus as the force of the impact jarred every bone from wrist to shoulder. As he staggered aside, I saw Bele appear two men farther back, touch her target’s shoulder from behind, and disappear with the man she’d called “blue vest.” 
 
    Now that the first knife-wielder had sidestepped my first victim, I had two men on me almost at once. I caught one in the throat with my board and blocked a cut from the other one with Siege. The knife splintered as easily as the previous man’s club had.  
 
    Siege is a wonderful weapon to fence with — even blocking an enemy renders his weapon and the arm that wielded it useless. 
 
    I’d now put two men down and left two others with numb, tingling arms. Belenoirya blinked into place again and snatched away her second man, a burly fellow in bare feet. 
 
    Almost upon me were Green Scarf and the man who’d been tossing the dice. 
 
    I threw Siege end over end for the man with the dice, even though Belenoirya had called him. The amber butt got him smack in the forehead. 
 
    Now with two hands on my crude club, I shunted aside Green Scarf’s long, slashing knife, then brought the length of wood down and around into his shin. 
 
    The man whose knife I’d shattered made a left-handed grab for Siege where it had fallen, but before he could reach it, Belenoirya materialized, saw that “dice” had already fallen, and whisked the limp-armed fellow off with her elliptical magic. 
 
    Green Scarf stumbled but did not go down, despite my having hit him a pretty good whack in the lower leg. Grimacing, he lurched about to face me with his blade held ready. The fellow who’d broken his club on Siege ran off, arms dangling useless at his sides. 
 
    “You’re down from eight to one in less time than it takes to count it,” I told him. 
 
    Belenoirya appeared again, saw the man I’d hit in the throat trying to get up, blinked over to him, and carried him off across the void. 
 
    “You’re devils,” breathed Green Scarf, his expression tight with frustration. I could see him favoring the one leg as he shifted his footing, contemplating what to do next. 
 
    “No,” I said. “I’m just a well-skilled old war-dog, and my friend is an ellipsist.” 
 
    Belenoirya reappeared once again, on the far side of him. 
 
    “Hold back a minute, Bele,” I told her, not wanting her within reach of that knife. This man struck me as the most dangerous of the batch — and possibly unwise enough to stab at a wizard in mid-transport. 
 
    Green Scarf shifted sideways and began backing up so that we weren’t flanking him. His head jerked from me to Bele and back again as he pointed his blade to warn us back. 
 
    “Let me go, then,” he said. “You’ve got me outmatched, but there’s no need for you to risk getting cut. Let me go and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There’s no risk of me getting cut, and I think you know that. But if I let you go, there’s every risk you’ll try something stupid again, perhaps with more men, or perhaps with a crossbow from behind me. Now you can drop your knife and let Belenoirya jump you thirty miles down the road to Mirygash, or I can hurt you with this board.” 
 
    He had a cornered-animal look to him that told me what his response would be. 
 
    With a snarl, he launched himself forward, forcing me to break his elbow and knock him cold. 
 
    “Amateurs,” Belenoirya said, picking up Siege and examining it as she walked over to me. 
 
    I made sure Green Scarf was really out, then stood up and nodded. “I assumed as much from the start. But I’d rather operate on certainty than assumption. Do you mind transporting this lot to Mirygash?” 
 
    “We seem to think alike,” she said, handing my truncheon back. “That’s where I took the others. Close enough that they’ll be able to make the walk and take their lives back up, but far enough that we’ll be gone from town before they do. Was that the only reason you chose to fight them? To know for sure?” 
 
    I returned Siege to its sheath. “That, and because they’d seen us inquiring at one cat breedery. If you’d just skipped us away, they might have come looking for us at the next one, armed with the knowledge of what you can do.” 
 
    “Sensible,” she said. Then she began cleaning up our mess. 
 
      
 
    XXVII 
 
      
 
    “Do you wish, then,” Belenoirya said when she reappeared from her last trip to Mirygash, “to visit the next breedery — the Vural?” 
 
    I gave a light laugh and a shake of the head. “I certainly do not wish it — but it might be advisable, since Shoje is going to have to make an ingression there and would probably appreciate us doing a little advance casing of the place.” 
 
    She took my arm, and the grey nowhereness of elision surrounded us. When it vanished again, we stood before the inn where we’d dropped Shoje off two hours before. 
 
    Passersby upon the street started at our appearance out of clear air. I felt a certain kinship for them. 
 
    “I take it you’ve a different notion about what we should do next?” I asked Belenoirya, with an eyebrow raised. 
 
    She stepped toward the door of the inn. “You are operating on very little sleep. I am familiar with your reserves of strength, and they will certainly last you through the day. But if you’re going to ingress the Vural Cat Breedery tonight with Shoje, you should rest now. I can do the preliminary scouting myself, and without fear that bounty hunters will interrupt.” 
 
    Amused, I did not move forward when she held the door open for me, but crossed my arms instead. “And who exactly said I was going along for the ingression?” 
 
    “I did, of course. Just now. Perhaps you are more tired than I thought.” 
 
    I laughed. “Let’s go in and have a drink, then, and you can explain your reasoning in greater detail.” 
 
    She shrugged, continuing to hold the door. 
 
    Inside, we found our way to the inn’s common room, where tables and a bar awaited. A quiet nook in the corner suited us well, and we took seats at a table there and waved over a serving maid. Quickly enough, a mug of sweetroot tea stood before each of us, ready to lessen the thirst we’d acquired in our morning’s efforts. 
 
    “You’ve been acting odd all day, Bele,” I told her, looking across the top of my mug as I raised it. “I’m more than a little curious as to why.” 
 
    She sipped at her own tea, then glanced down into its cloudy brown depths. “Sweeter than I like.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And yet, I will drink it,” she said, tilting the mug up again and letting several swallows pass her lips. Somehow she maintained her usual elegance while drinking thus. Then she placed the mug before her and left her fingertips upon its rim. “Why? Because even sweeter than I like, it is good, and I have a need. Our walk and the fight have made me thirsty.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I took long pull from my own tea and said, “May the gods save me from any more food or drink metaphors. Shoje was going on about butter over breakfast this morning, and I suppose you’re now going to imply that, like the tea, Shoje might satisfy some need that I have, even if he’s not quite as sweet or quite as something as I would like.” 
 
    She smiled and looked thoughtfully into the air for a moment, then said, “Actually, no. I only meant to launch into a discussion of my own needs. They are few, but one of them is to see my friends happy.” 
 
    I sighed. “Bele, do you recall the task at hand? We search for an architect whose plans may help us in stealing away one of the most dangerous women in the world. If we fail, her minions could end up tracking down and killing my whole family, not to mention eventually returning a dark goddess to the world to rule it in blood and blackness forever. I’m not looking to be happy right now.” 
 
    “Ah. And therefore, you should look to be unhappy? You should wall yourself off from a source of joy and strength, when it stands beside you and asks only the chance to enrich your life?”  
 
    “Yes, actually, I should — if that enrichment would distract me.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a bit, looking at one another. I found the whole conversation quite aggravating, since the celid-cat smell still lingered close in my memory, and I knew Shoje lay abed upstairs, and I’d had all manner of thoughts swirled into my head during our tour of the breedery. 
 
    She picked up her tea suddenly, and lifted it almost to her lips, pausing just long enough to ask, “How long are you going to wait, Avelia?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Honestly, I really am not waiting. I have no intentions on Shoje, Bele, whatever you may —” 
 
    The focus of her eyes upon me cut me off. She put her mug back down, rotating it slowly on the table before her. “Did I ask about Shoje?” 
 
    My breath caught a little at that question, a tiny twitch of panic. Avelia, I asked myself, how do you always manage to forget that Belenoirya is smarter than you are? 
 
    “He married Csiuste, and you waited,” she went on. The images that had been flickering in my head all morning burst forward as she spoke: Fingold, with his wild black hair in youth, with his balding pate in middle age.  
 
    She could see it in my face, even though I kept my features calm. On, she went, “Csiuste died, and you waited.”  
 
    Fingold, laughing on the wind between continents as one of his contraptions whirled us up and up to explore the wild ruins of Jueln.  
 
    “Do you think you’ll find another like him?” she asked. “Or do you think that your happiness would sully his memory?” 
 
    I cleared my throat, then took a heavy swallow of tea when that didn’t do the trick. 
 
    “What would you have me do, Bele?” I asked. “Throw myself at Shoje while my head is still full of a dead man?” 
 
    “If it is full, it’s because you’ve packed it that way. Let it unpack itself.” She reached a hand across the table to touch mine — a very uncharacteristic move for her.  
 
    “Shoje can never drive Fingold from your heart, Avelia. But he can drive him from your brain, loosen up your thoughts. And once that has happened, I know that your heart is great enough to hold more than a single love.” 
 
    I took up her fingers in my own and said, “Bele, thank you. But I know what I want, and what I want is gone.” 
 
    She withdrew her hand and took up her mug again. “Some things go well with a touch of bitterness. Yet after a few sips, sweetness can remind your tongue of its own advantages. The problem is not that Fingold has gone — but that you have not let him go.” 
 
    Suddenly weary, I stood up and threw a few coins on the table for the drinks. 
 
    “You’re right in at least one thing,” I told Bele. “I need some rest. Perhaps when I wake up, all your wisdom will have launched me toward Shoje like an arrow.” 
 
    She smiled. “Just go with him on the ingression tonight. And chew only a small sprig of chastity weed before you leave. There is nothing wrong with letting yourself want.” 
 
      
 
    XXVIII 
 
      
 
    I had no trouble getting to sleep, despite its being the middle of the day, and despite Belenoirya’s imposition of troublesome thoughts into my head. To be truthful, the thoughts had already been there — just fluttering about in the form of images and half notions that I’d managed to ignore. But I’d had a full day and a half without sleep, including the ingression of Ezmere Ceete’s tomb, the tour of the cat breedery, and the fight with that pack of amateur bounty hunters. 
 
    Old yearnings and young frustrations do not keep me up long in such situations. 
 
    So when the afternoon slanted long shadows across Kadisthaye, a knock at my door woke me, breaking off a muddle of a dream in which Fingold and Shoje had been playing cards for reasons I found myself unable to remember. 
 
    “Avelia,” came Belenoirya’s voice through the door, along with another knock. “It’s less than an hour until I depart for the day. Are you awake?” 
 
    Groaning a bit, I moved to the door and opened it. Bele stood waiting patiently, her oval pupils large and deep in the dimness of the hallway. 
 
    “Someday,” I told her, “I’m going to make you tell me where it is you go every evening, and why it’s so important that you go there. Come in and sit while I get my boots on.” 
 
    “I believe I’ve explained it before,” she said, following me in and closing the door. “I go home to refocus myself. After too many elisions, one grows scattered.” 
 
    “I would not exactly call that an explanation,” I said as I tugged my first boot on. “Although it has a ring of familiarity, as though perhaps you’ve used those exact same words on the other occasions when I’ve asked you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I could show you my home, if you really have a need to see. But it would reveal me to be a stranger creature than you think. I prefer to keep it as a place where I can simply be with myself.” 
 
    Picking up the next boot, I struck a smile her direction and said, “Well, then. Be careful about pushing me any more toward Shoje, or I’ll rudely invite myself over to your sanctuary and intrude upon your isolation.” 
 
    Her only response was to tilt her gaze away as though in thought. 
 
    Soon enough, we stood down the hall at the door to Shoje’s room, upon which I knocked four uneven beats in the fashion he and Osyrand and I used to wake one another back in our traveling days together. 
 
    He answered immediately, although he wore only trousers and had done nothing to calm the black tangles of his hair from the day’s sleep. 
 
    “Avelia, Belenoirya,” he said with a smile. “I’ve just risen and am still getting dressed. Come in if you care to, or go downstairs and order up some dinner for us if you’d rather. I’ll be ready very quickly.” 
 
    Shoje with his shirt off brought back a few wisps of my dream — golden skin upon a strong, lean chest. I glanced over at Belenoirya, suspecting that she might have snuck to this door first and arranged for him to present himself thus. But of course, there would be no hope of reading such a thing in her impeccably composed features, so I said nothing of it. 
 
    “We’ll go down and order dinner,” I said instead. “The sun’s getting low, and Belenoirya has things to tell us before she leaves for the evening.” 
 
    He looked from one of us to the other, showing a flash of teeth. “Excellent. I’ll be along in an instant.” 
 
    Downstairs, we had some good, rich Kadisthaye beer, and Bele sketched out the Vural Cat Breedery compound on a sheet of paper while we waited for food and Shoje to arrive. 
 
    “Beer and not wine?” Shoje asked Belenoirya as soon as he showed up. “From our previous dinners, I was beginning to expect a constant refinement from you at every turn.” 
 
    She raised the mostly full flagon from its place before her and replied, “In Pendlethorne, even beer has a certain elegance — this is a region where most things are deeply refined. Also, I let Avelia do the ordering, and she is currently irritated with me.” 
 
    “Why?” he asked, pulling up a chair. 
 
    “I am sure she would rather I not say.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and pointed out the drawing Belenoirya had been working on. “That,” I told Shoje, “is the Vural Cat Breedery, which you and I shall be visiting tonight.” 
 
    “Through the front gate, or over the wall?” he asked, looking with interest at the paper. 
 
    Bele looked curiously at him. “You do see that I’m drawing a schematic?” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes — the first option was a sly piece of innuendo aimed at Avelia.” 
 
    “To be more clear,” I said, “that is the Vural Cat Breedery, which you and I shall be ingressing tonight under the influence of chastity weed.” 
 
    “Delightful,” he said, laughing. Despite myself, I noticed that he’d pulled his unruly hair back and tied it up with a leather cord, in a fashion that showed off the clean, sculpted angles of his face. I made a note to upbraid Belenoirya about her meddling again the next time we were alone. 
 
    Our food came, stew and boiled eggs, and we ate while Belenoirya outlined for us all she had seen  of the Vural’s structure and defenses. 
 
      
 
    XXIX 
 
      
 
    Celid cats are delivered late at night, in fully enclosed wagons. This hides the nature of the delivery from anyone watching, and prevents the widespread disruption that might result from hauling a cat reeking of sensual musk through crowded city streets by day. 
 
    It also means that, on nights when a delivery is to be made, the personnel within the compound are at a minimum — and that the back gate of the breedery must be opened to make way for the wagon. 
 
    Thanks to our good fortune, Belenoirya had overheard mention of a delivery during her surveillance of the place that day, and had made certain to note the location of the gates on her map. So Shoje and I positioned ourselves near the rear gate shortly after nightfall, chewing occasional sprigs of chastity weed until our moment came. 
 
    I had the keeping of the weed tin, and it did not escape me that Shoje helped himself to a reed of the stuff less often than I did. In the dark of the alley where we hid behind a rubbish pile, I had little else to notice through the hours in which we lurked. Was it because he wanted the cat musk to have some effect on him, or because he’d had a bad experience with the bitter-tasting weed in his first encounter with celid cats? We both knew a tapping code that I could have used to ask him without speaking, but it would have required me to lay a hand upon him while we sat there nested in night, and even I had not chewed enough weed for that to be a sensible action. 
 
    Instead, I performed a few stretching exercise to keep myself limber as we waited. 
 
    Eventually a sound came from within the compound — a muffled door noise, then voices. Little could be made out through the compound’s fence. Though made of wood, it stood swathed in wicked ivy, just as the Werisee’s fence had been. But I could imagine two men moving across the ground inside, and then I heard a scrape and groan that certainly could have been the opening of a coach-house door. The shod hooves of a workhorse made distinctive sounds, and my mind’s eye tracked the dray beast as its masters led it from its stable to the wagon, where I pictured them harnessing it to the traces. 
 
    Shoje’s hand alit upon my arm. 
 
    Ready? he tapped quickly, in no more than twice the time it would have taken to speak the word. 
 
    I nodded, having received enough of a jolt at his touch that I did not want to respond with a tapped word of my own. Even here in the shadows, I knew his eyes were keen enough to make out the dip of my head. As he readied himself in a crouch, I took out the tin of chastity weed once more and pinched a small sprig loose. With the acrid flavor refreshed and damping any unnatural impulses, I sealed the tin back up and dropped it into a pocket. 
 
    Heavy lifting was now going on inside the compound. We could hear the grunts and workmanlike complaints of at least two men struggling with a significant weight. A solid clunk and throaty growl told us the cat had reached the wagon, where its cage would be hidden away inside high, thick wooden walls. 
 
    I too crouched. Our stack of rubbish stood twenty or so feet from the gate, and two possibilities existed. First, the wagon might exit the gate and turn into the alley headed our direction. In this case, we would have to press ourselves into the trash heap to hide and wait until the wagon returned to make our entrance into the breedery. In the second case, the wagon would exit the gate and turn away from us, its bulk covering us from the view of the man who would be holding the gate. We’d then have a few seconds to rush inside, our footfalls covered by the horse’s hoofbeats and the creaking of wagonwheels. I very much hoped for the second of the two. 
 
    With a rattle, chains on the inside of the gate were pulled free of their hoops. Then came the clank of the gate catch and a long, slow creak as someone walked the gate open. Light from a lantern pierced the alleyway, filtering around the rubbish pile so that Shoje changed from a barely seen outline to a clear figure before me. His face held that eager excitement that I’d come to expect of him in situations like this, and he gave me a quick grin. 
 
    Hooves and wagonwheels sounded. The light brightened further as the wagon moved forward. And then it cut dim again. 
 
    The wagon had begun to turn away, blocking its lamp from our position. 
 
    Without hesitation, Shoje launched himself forward and around the rubbish. I followed as quick and quiet as I could. 
 
    With only a narrow space to turn in, and heavily loaded to begin with, the wagon moved slowly. But the enclosed box of it stretched only ten or twelve feet long, so we had just seconds in which it would hide us from view. 
 
    Forward, cutting quick around the gate post, throwing ourselves into the shadow of the fence — as the wagon cleared us completely, I had an open view over my shoulder of the man holding the gate. But as luck had it, he was turned away, watching the back end of the wagon to make sure he had room to begin closing the compound back up. 
 
    Along the wall we went, fast and silent. Ten feet gained us the dark space between the coach house and the fence, where we threw ourselves to the ground in shadows and watched the gate being pulled to. 
 
    The lone man inside the fence fixed a bolt and padlock in place while the wagon rolled away into the night. Sharp eyes or a few steps nearer to our position would let that gatekeeper spot us easily. But he whistled lightly to himself and moved away with the ease of a man performing the ordinary business of his day, and soon enough he had reached the main house of the breedery and gone inside. 
 
    Shoje stood. I followed.  
 
    “Now that we’re in,” he whispered, “and I see how the lamps are hung, I don’t like crossing the yard to the viewing house directly.” 
 
    I nodded. On Belenoirya’s map, the distance had looked slight enough. But it had been easy to imagine the whole yard cloaked in nighttime shadow, whereas the breedery’s workers had left lanterns burning at the wagon’s shed, the horse’s stall, and the doorway that led into the mansion-like central house. So to pass through the broad yard would risk exposure to anyone who might look out a window of the viewing house or out its back door. 
 
    “What do you propose?” I asked. 
 
    He slunk along the back side of the coach house and peered around the far corner, then returned. 
 
    “A couple of trees over here. If we’re quick and keep to the fence, we should be able to get alongside the dens without risk of being spotted.” 
 
    I nodded for him to lead on, and he did. 
 
    The Vural’s main building consisted of two wings, set at right angles to one another. Our original plan had us crossing the yard to the back door that opened into the north-south wing. Now, instead, we rushed along the fence from tree to tree and reached the gap between the breeding dens and the compound wall. The dens blocked line of sight to the viewing house and had no windows, so we were safe from observation. But our path to the main house now ran along two sides of the Vural’s cat menagerie, and the scent here made me rue the decision. 
 
    Shoje apparently had the same reaction — in the lee of the dens, he turned to me, took quick hold of my wrist, and tapped out, Tin! 
 
    I fished out the chastity weed and passed it to him, and while he opened it up for another sprig, I rubbed my wrist where he’d touched it. With Shoje here, close, a handsome shadow in the night and the echoes of his fingertips dancing up my inner arm, I had no dueling images of him and Fingold, as I’d had during my trip to the Werisee breedery that morning. When he gave me the tin back, I pulled out yet another weed and slipped it into my mouth, wishing for Esterliss Buont’s concentrated essence of the stuff. Chewing it did not seem as effective, although I could feel my pulse slowly decrease its insistence as the seconds passed. 
 
    We stole down the east wall of the dens, turned a corner, and moved quickly along the northern side. The growls and murmurs of celid cats drifted to my ears from within. How their sounds might have stirred my imagination without the chastity weed, I’d rather not venture. 
 
    Now we came to the gap between the breeding dens and the eastern end of the viewing house. Fortunately, as Belenoirya informed us, an underground tunnel joined the two buildings, so that transfers could proceed without workers marching the animals across the yard. This let us dart over to the shadows of the main house without fear that someone might be walking a cat or wheeling its cage from one building to the other. 
 
    No windows showed along the first floor of the viewing house. As Belenoirya and I had seen at the Werisee, the sampling and smelling and viewing rooms of a cat breedery are built to contain the individual aromas of the cats being shown or used. Here at the Vural, elegantly sculpted scenes in low relief had been carved to prevent the expanse of blank wall from appearing too stark. I was glad we hadn’t enough light to see exactly what those carvings depicted. Shoje was glad that they provided more than enough protrusions for him to scale. His ingressionist’s eye had immediately spotted an open window on the second floor, and after boosting me up where I could reach its sill and giving me time to haul myself in, he scurried up the surface as quickly as I could have crawled across a similar stretch of ground. 
 
    We found ourselves in a large, dark room. Furnishings gradually resolved out of the shadows as I peered and stared, trying to see what else lay nearby — couches and settees and large, cushioned chairs. Shoje took me by the upper arm to guide me safely through this maze of furniture. His touch remained professional, although not all of my thoughts did, and I at last gave up on minding that. 
 
    The door we reached had been locked — evidently by someone more prudent than whoever had left the window open. Shoje knelt by the mechanism and quickly had it undone, using one of his various lockpicks and making no more sound than my breath. 
 
    When he cracked the door open, a faint light showed the hallway beyond to be long and empty. After a pause for careful listening, we made our way forward. Each room we passed suggested that we’d entered a nexus for the most elite sort of cat aficionado — smoking chambers and sitting rooms and even a small ballroom opened off of the hallway, all currently dark and unused. I’ve been in palaces with finer décor, but never before in a place of business to best the Vural. 
 
    At the end of the passage, a mezzanine opened onto a grand entryway below. Here, light from the ground floor made it easy enough to see the richness of the mezzanine’s carpentry and the deep velour of the draperies we’d been brushing past on our way along the hall. A substantial erotic mural took up the entire back wall, masterfully composed and painted. I could not help but find the setting far more elegant than the Werisee’s tight corridors and tawdry artworks, and despite myself I had to respect someone so appreciative of a pastime as to devote this level of invention to it. 
 
    Stairs swept down in a graceful arc to the building’s foyer. But looking down from the corner we’d crept to, we could see a doorman standing just inside the entrance. To descend would have been to reveal ourselves to him. Instead, we crept along the back edge of the mezzanine near the mural, shielded from the doorman’s view by our floor and the facing railing. 
 
    A door at the far side stood locked, but its mechanism tried Shoje’s skills no more than the previous one had. 
 
    Beyond, we found more practical atmosphere, less ostentation, and, most importantly, a set of rooms designed for the business of managing the breedery. In the third of these, we came upon the Vural’s breeding logs. 
 
    I smiled at Shoje, he smiled back, and we quickly began searching for a log that would date back to the completion of the imperial castle. 
 
      
 
    XXX 
 
      
 
    “Here,” Shoje whispered. I put down the log book I’d been poring over and moved quietly to see what he had found. The faint light of his glowstone ring showed what most of these pages had shown us — faded writing on pages yellow and brittle with age. But he tapped at an entry dated not too far off from the year of my birth, and indicated the name of the client written there. “I think this one is it.” 
 
    I stepped close and leaned down to see, excitement putting a flare of heat in my chest. The name meant nothing to me — but I assumed Shoje had good reason for keying in on it. 
 
    “What makes you think so?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Look,” he whispered, leaning across in front of me to pull over another volume that lay open upon the desk. His elbow brushed my arm as he reached, and I became very aware that the bitter taste of my chastity weed had soaked away almost to nothing while I’d been digging in the Vural’s breeding logs. “This one is from thirty years ago. The name is different, but the address is the same. And here —” he dragged over another book “— a third name, fifteen years before that, at the same address. I’ve skipped through a dozen volumes across three decades, and this one place of delivery shows up once or twice a month in each of them.” 
 
    Returning to the first of the books, he pointed again to the notable entry. “This is the first time that address appears. And look at the date.” 
 
    I did so. It indicated that the owner of Kuir Hall had taken delivery of his first celid cat one month after the entombment of ‘Ezmere Ceete’ — almost to the day. 
 
    A rush of triumph seized me, and wrung a quiet “Hah!” out of my throat. Then, just as quickly, I leaned over and kissed Shoje on the cheek. “You’re brilliant. And here I’ve been stuck in the books from that one year, with no idea what I was looking for.” 
 
    He gave me a dry look. “Perhaps you would have thought of it if you weren’t unfairly distracted.” 
 
    We stood close, to hear each other’s hushed words, and I knew of course that he was right. For some reason, he seemed to need less of the chastity weed than I did to keep a straight head with the cat smell around. In that moment, it would have been very easy — physically — to step even closer and pull him tightly to me for a real kiss. His golden face and amber eyes, underlit by the light from his ring, fed kindling onto the fire that the celid cat musk had set within me. 
 
    But before I found out just how much that temptation might test me, Shoje turned half away and held the book up between us, prodding my belly with it just below the ribs.  
 
    “You take this,” he whispered, looking amused, “and pull out the most recent logs, to see if they’re still making deliveries there. I’m going to start cleaning up all these others we’ve pulled out.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him in the dim light. “I’m not saying there’s an opportunity for you here,” I said, smiling and curious. “But if there were, you seem to be very deliberately not taking advantage of it.” 
 
    “A gentleman does not take advantage,” he whispered back, softly. Then one corner of his mouth turned up, and he added,  “And the first thing a true scoundrel learns is how to imitate a gentleman when it serves his purposes.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh and moved to find which shelf held the Vural’s current breeding logs. 
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    You wake up some mornings regretting the things you’ve done while under the influence the night before. I found my way awake the next morning into a mild regret for what I hadn’t done. A cool spring sunrise and a soft bed are wondrous when you feel content. They are something else when you feel alone. 
 
    But I am not a morose individual by nature, so I rose and got dressed rather than lying beneath the covers and wondering whether Shoje would have accepted an invitation to join me there at the end of the previous evening’s adventures. A different person might have spent some considerable time imagining the possible outcomes of giving in to those musk-driven impulses. A different person might have imagined it breaking Shoje of his infatuation, when reality proved to be only a base but enjoyable physical activity instead of glorious, loving passion. And then that different person might have gone on to imagine the opposite — a Shoje made even more beholden to his obsession with me. 
 
    A very different person might have wondered, at least briefly, if waking up next so Shoje might have woken something within me, as well. 
 
    Any of those different people, though, would have ended up with nothing to show for it but a gloomy, longing mood. Whereas I ended up downstairs having a healthy breakfast that pushed most of my light regret away into the past. 
 
    Shoje had not yet come down by the time I finished eating. I thought about waking him, thought about simply waiting, but eventually just asked the innkeeper for pen and paper, and left a note: When Belenoirya shows up, bring her to the address. I’ll meet you at the best vantage point I can find for observing. 
 
    Pleased with myself for thinking of it, I set out unaccompanied for the address that I assumed held either Ezmere Ceete or his heir. 
 
    This course of action had several things to recommend it. First, it got me up and walking instead of sitting around thinking. I’m generally in favor of thinking, as a pursuit. But I try to avoid thinking too much about my own feelings — I’ve found it to be unproductive. 
 
    Second, by leaving the note as I had, I made it likely that neither Shoje nor Belenoirya would have a crack at me alone for a while. They would probably show up together, half an hour or an hour after I did, and I would be able to launch directly into a discussion of what I’d spotted while meandering about the location. That, I imagined, would head off any sarcasm, attempts to embarrass me, or sly innuendo. 
 
    Third, the walk alone, toward a spot that might very well be quite dangerous, would help me center myself on the task at hand. Very quickly, in just a few days with Shoje and Belenoirya, I had grown comfortable enough, complacent enough, to let Belenoirya goad me into foolishness. Instead of a great mouthful of chastity weed, I had chewed sprigs and strands the night before, and the cat musk had therefore made a far greater impact on me than I should have tolerated. A mission of that sort held no room for passion, no room for distracting desires. At any point in this quest — a quest to abduct the Empress from her safely sinister world — people around me might start dying. I needed to be constantly ready for that. 
 
    So I strode along the antiquated boulevards of Kadisthaye in search of an address, but also in search of alertness. The tight streets and looming storefronts helped me in this, because they spoke in the style of an elder age. Kadisthaye is a place of dark wood under slanting tile roofs — a place where ornamentation is considered obligatory, not indulgent. So the face of every building has dozens of nooks and crannies from which a hidden assassin might lunge — great posts engraved with pictographs in honor of the gods, clay statues in ceremonial niches, and deep, arched doorways full of shadows. 
 
    A person might walk down such streets and come to no harm. But it would not be prudent for one to make such a walk unmindfully, when her face had recently graced a thousand bounty posters across the empire. 
 
    In the course of an hour, then, with only a few stops to ask for directions, I came to my destination. 
 
    It sat at the corner of one very exclusive street and another even more exclusive street, where traffic appeared so sparse that I chose not to approach too closely. My unusual height and reach have often lent me great advantage in a fight; my looks have offered other advantages that I have usually been less inclined to exploit. Together, though, they tend to get me noticed — something I did not desire on this particular morning. 
 
    From a block away, then, I saw the mansion that might or might not belong to Ezmere Ceete. Very high stone walls ran all the way around its extensive grounds. None of Kadisthaye’s traditional wicked ivy adorned the walls, nor did they feature the same kind of frieze work carved into their broad, flat surfaces as could be half-seen along neighboring walls, through veils of dangling ivy. As a result, the whole place appeared both newer and more forbidding than the rest of this very wealthy district. Set well back from this imposing bulwark, the elegant body of the mansion itself rose to three stories with an even higher tower at one end. Again, the style appeared out of place, with none of the tiering or steeply angled roof tiles that I saw elsewhere along the street. 
 
    Still, I am no scholar of architecture, and I could not have begun to say whether any of these details spoke of Ezmere Ceete’s handiwork. 
 
    A long, slow circuit of the surrounding blocks revealed other angles of the property, but little more information. I found a small park two blocks to the southeast, with a bench that gave me a view of the estate’s distant front entrance, and I sat there to wait. 
 
    Having recently had forty years of wear and wrinkling stripped away from me, I did not find it surprising that an archmage like Ceete might still be alive, six decades after his heyday in imperial Delvos. But I did have to wonder — could he really have spent all that time lounging in obscurity and indulging his erotic decadence, ignoring the life of accomplishment — literally monumental accomplishment — that he had once seemed to thrive on? Having smelled the potency of celid cat musk, I could understand, queasily, why someone might engage in such debauchery. But could such a life of bestial gratification sustain itself month upon year upon decade? I felt an itch to stop a passerby and ask who lived at that imposing address, along with what repute the owner might have in the city.  
 
    But of course, the streets here lay clean and deserted, except for the infrequent rumblings of elaborate horse-drawn coaches, and even if a pedestrian had approached, I’d have been a fool to bring notice to myself with that sort of prying. Much better to let Shoje handle the investigation of just who dwelt within those walls. I knew him to be far more skilled and subtle than I at uncovering such things. 
 
    And soon enough, an enclosed carriage rounded a nearby corner and cantered to a stop right in front of me. When its door opened, Shoje himself gestured me in, and I joined him and Belenoirya for a drive closer by the mansion. 
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    “So I get up early and go out to hire this nice carriage,” Shoje said as we rolled along the street, “and when I come back, not only have you eaten without me, you’ve left without me as well. If I were the type to get my feelings hurt, I’d certainly be glum right now.” 
 
    “We’re about to pass the front gate,” I replied, pointing to the window of the coach. “Shouldn’t we peek out through the curtains and have a look at the place?” 
 
    He smiled and pointed to a slender thread that dangled from the rear window of our vehicle. “In a moment, I’m going to pull this cord, and one of the travel cases lashed to the back will tumble loose. The driver will have to stop to retrieve and secure it, giving us our leisure to observe the property for several minutes.” 
 
    Belenoirya, who’d been sitting quietly, chose this moment to speak. “I must say, Avelia, Shoje’s plan for surveilling the place appears to be much better thought-out than yours.” 
 
    “Possibly,” I replied. “But mine gave me peace and quiet in a nice park, where Shoje’s is getting me harangued.” 
 
    She smiled, and Shoje simply pulled on his thread. The carriage gave a slight shudder — from behind us came the sound of a heavy trunk crashing to the pavement. Almost immediately, the coachman brought us to a halt, and we heard him dismount and hurry back to inspect the damage. 
 
    The location of our stop could not have been more perfectly chosen. As I peered through the gauzy curtain that hung across the rear window, I had a perfect view of Ezmere Ceete’s front gate — assuming that’s what we’d found. Framed in the window on Shoje’s side was the main building, its top floor and tower visible far back from the looming stone wall.  
 
    For the next few minutes, the banter of a moment before disappeared, and the only sounds were those of the man outside wrestling the trunk back into place and securing it. Within the coach, Shoje moved between the two windows, lifting aside the curtain on each by a razor’s breadth, in order to absorb whatever he could of the mansion’s details. I knew better than to disturb him in this work, and Belenoirya simply waited with her usual calm poise. 
 
    When the driver clambered back up to the coach’s front bench and gave a loud “Heyup!” to the horses, Shoje let his curtain drop back into place.  
 
    “That house,” he said happily, “was built by Ezmere Ceete.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” I asked him. Despite the swaying of the carriage, Shoje appeared entirely steady and relaxed. 
 
    “Early in Ceete’s career,” he explained,  “the architect designed a marvelous tower for the duke of Cloisethe. All who saw the plans said it was stupendous, but the duke rejected it before a single stone was laid. He had asked for a square tower, and Ceete’s design was round. So Ceete built the duke a square tower — but he built it with a hollow central chamber in the exact shape of his original design. I’ve been to Castle Cloisethe, and the tower we’re looking at now is a perfect miniature of that square tower’s interior void.” 
 
    “Excellent,” I said. “So now I suppose we need to start searching for a ‘way in to the way in to the way in?’” 
 
    “Psh,” he said, with a wave of his hand. “We found the way in last night.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “We did?” 
 
    “Or I did,” he said slyly. “Those breeding logs went all the way up to the Vural’s newest litter of cats. A delivery is scheduled for this address next Yornday.” 
 
    Here Belenoirya looked intrigued. “You don’t propose sneaking in while the gates are open, do you? Or hiding under the wagon somehow? A formidable mage like Ezmere Ceete has not lived so long through incautious habits.” 
 
    “I don’t propose sneaking in at all,” Shoje replied, putting both hands behind his head and leaning back against the cushions. “I propose that we have ourselves delivered directly to Ceete himself — as celid cats.” 
 
    I coughed and sat up from where I too had been lounging. “As cats?” I asked. While I knew a variety of means by which sorcery could accomplish that, it sounded very far from appealing. “And what will we do, wait until he’s sated himself on us and then nuzzle his ears until he tells us where the plans are?” 
 
    Belenoirya gave me a subtle but chiding look. “Avelia, the plan is brilliant. You go in as something the wizard expects and wait to surprise him when he’s rendered himself his most vulnerable. I know for a fact that you’ve undertaken more distasteful circumstances for less cause — perhaps you’d like to share with us the reason for your sudden fastidiousness?” 
 
    She looked slowly from me to Shoje as she asked that last question, and of course it was painfully obvious that she was right: I did not so much mind being magically transformed into a voraciously lustful animal as I minded being transformed into one side-by-side with Shoje. I had already felt an uncomfortable heat of desire for him just from the smell of these cats — what would I feel as a cat? 
 
    And yet the Empress awaited, in her high towers and regal halls. She waited, and she and her Cimonite underlings planned, hunted, tortured, and sacrificed — all toward ends which I could not allow to continue. If Shoje had seen fit to suggest this course, I knew it must be the quickest and safest way to get at Ezmere Ceete. Sixty years’ worth of the Watermen’s notes had been needed for us to sneak into a tomb Ceete had built to house his assistant’s corpse — how long would it take to similarly overcome the defenses Ceete had built up for himself? 
 
    Mildly, Shoje said, “If it’s any concern, I promise to be the best-behaved feline you have ever been locked in a cage with.” 
 
    I snorted. “If that’s the case, you may want to take some practice first. I suggest we acquire a cage and shut you in it while Bele and I go to hire a transmogrifist.” 
 
    “Ah,” he replied, “but you have me imprisoned already, and I think that you know it.” 
 
    “Please, Shoje, you’re embarrassing Belenoirya.” 
 
    That actually brought a laugh from my ellipsist friend. She gestured as though raising a sword in salute, and said, “I would not have expected to see a duel in which Avelia Warbler’s extraordinary reach failed to serve her — but that, dear Avelia, was really a reach.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have never minded being bested in a duel of wits.” 
 
    What I left unsaid, though, was that I had no intention of losing to Shoje in his duel of hearts. 
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    Shoje’s plan had the advantage of extreme simplicity. It did not require us to surveil Ezmere Ceete’s mansion. It did not require us to learn and overcome each of his estate’s magical safeguards. It did not require us to avoid sentries, nor dig a clandestine tunnel. It did require us to hire a very good transmogrifist — one who would perform some questionable services while asking no questions — but that took only an afternoon’s trip to the Magickers’ Club in Cluiremelath. 
 
    Beyond this, the plan called for overcoming the crew of the delivery wagon, replacing the cats with ourselves, making the drop-off of cargo Ceete would be expecting, and then waiting for an opportune moment to change back to our ordinary shapes and seize him. 
 
    And it required one other thing, as does most any plan you wish to execute successfully: practice. 
 
    So for the three days remaining until that Yornday delivery, we holed up in a warehouse in Delvos on which I’ve helped pay the lease for a number of years. The mornings, we devoted to various scenarios with the delivery wagon — everything from the deliverymen simply turning their vehicle and fleeing, to having them summon fire ghosts and wind spirits to stop us. In the afternoons, we let our transmogrifist, Brenlin, change us into a series of steadily more peculiar forms, so that we could acclimate to seeing the world through inhuman eyes, and so that we could master the knack of shifting back at a moment’s notice. 
 
    “A shorter or taller version of yourself is a good place to start,” Brenlin said in the first of our sessions. “A short person made tall will find himself flinching as he approaches doorways, which will suddenly seem unnaturally close and confining. A tall person made short will have difficulty adapting her stride length, if she needs to step over an object or jump across a gap.” 
 
    To demonstrate this, the man shot downward, then upward in height, mimicking each of the motions and mistakes he described as he spoke. I found his ability to change so quickly unnerving, and also a little curious. Brenlin appeared to be a thoroughly unimposing fellow. Balding with a portly physique and plain features, he had little to distinguish him but his bright red hair and moustache. Was this his true form, which suggested him to be a person completely at ease with his own unattractiveness, or had he deliberately put a guise, designed perhaps to make others underestimate him? I thought it rude to ask, but kept an eye out for hints of either explanation. 
 
    By the end of the first day, we’d gone through a variety of heights and weights, been changed male-for-female and female-for-male, and at last been transformed into morgs, whose senses of smell and hearing are just different enough from ours to be disconcerting. In each case,  the change away from our natural shapes came at a simple touch from Brenlin, and included a momentary but highly unpleasant twisting of the muscles and wriggling of the guts as metamorphosis swept over us. The change back to ourselves required us to have a focus word in mind during the initial transformation, which we would then concentrate upon in order to release the bindings of the enchantment. While this sounds simple, the trick of it lay in blotting out other thoughts while keeping the focus word strongly in mind. I found this surprisingly difficult — perhaps because I knew that successfully focusing would result in my sinews and entrails reorganizing themselves, and as a result, I gave just enough of a mental flinch to throw my concentration off. But Brenlin forced us to practice the process over and over again, under distracting circumstances like hanging upside down or having objects thrown at us. As our first session drew to a close, I found myself able to activate the change with a tolerable speed, but at the cost of mildly disliking our teacher. 
 
    Each evening, when Brenlin had gone back to an inn for dinner and rest and Belenoirya had elided her way home, Shoje and I would try to anticipate how a master fabricationist like Ceete would react, upon being accosted by two intruders where, only moments before, he had seen his most recent and prized celid cat acquisitions. 
 
    “If he’s smart,” Shoje had begun, on the first day. 
 
    “And he is,” I’d injected. 
 
    “— then he’ll have stacks of building materials at hand in every room. Disguised, perhaps, in statues or decorative columns, but ready for him to seize with his magic and use to build walls between us and himself.” 
 
    “Walls or deadfalls,” I’d said. “Or perhaps even simpler, he’ll have built his mansion on a pit. Every floor will have just the exact support it needs, and if he encounters an intruder, he’ll simply magically remove the braces beneath the appropriate section and send the fellow plummeting to his death.” 
 
    “Death or imprisonment,” was Shoje’s counter. “An archmage will want information from whatever enemy might move against him. Why drop the intruder fifty feet to death, when twenty feet to a broken leg will suffice? Ceete could reform the floor in an instant, sealing the prisoner in. Then he could question her at his leisure.” 
 
    “Her?” I’d asked with a raised eyebrow. “Why am I the one falling, and not you?”  
 
    “Ah,” he’d said, wistfully, “there’s a ring of irony in hearing you ask that question of me.” 
 
    “Business,” I’d growled to remind him, and he’d obliged by avoiding further romantic innuendo. 
 
    By the end of the second day, we’d been through the bodies of a dozen races, and then on to some manlike creatures, ending with marsh apes, which dwell in the sump-lands under the Glooming Sea. Things of deep shadow, they have weak eyesight and rely largely on hearing and smell to sense the world around them. Brenlin thought them a good step toward celid cats, whose senses and urges would bewilder us, he said, if we tried to take their form without preparation. 
 
    I’ve killed marsh apes before — probably a half dozen of them. It felt strange to be in the shape of one, to see the world all grey and indistinct, yet smell it as a wild storm of odors each hanging in space at its own depth.  
 
    Shoje brought the subject up that evening. 
 
    “Being an ape has made me a little more hesitant about being a cat,” he admitted, dropping the bar into place across the warehouse door that Brenlin had just exited. Belenoirya had left an hour before, and now the two of us had the evening to ourselves. 
 
    “How so?” I asked. In truth, I would have preferred to jump right into thinking and practicing on how we would face Ezmere Ceete. But there were hours yet before bedtime, and it’s usually not in me to brush aside a friend’s attempt at conversation. 
 
    “Well — you smelled them as clearly as I did, didn’t you? Gods above, what a stink.” 
 
    I nodded, knowing exactly what he meant. Brenlin and Belenoirya had remained themselves through the day’s exercises — our plan did not require either of them to change out of human form. And the moment my nose had settled itself into that of a marsh ape, the stench of two humans so close at hand had been like a mixture of ash and rot shoved into my head. 
 
    Shoje went on, walking over to our small larder to get out some bread and pickled eggs. “Honestly, Belenoirya is a perfectly inoffensive person, and I generally like Brenlin, though he’s a bit overfull of himself. But the moment I smelled them, I wanted to pull the limbs from their sockets.” 
 
    I took a seat at the small table where we’d been eating during meal breaks. “That’s a marsh ape for you.” 
 
    “Right,” he said, joining me. “You’ve fought them, haven’t you?” 
 
    My brow furrowed a bit — I didn’t remember telling Shoje that tale. More accurately, I absolutely knew I had not told it. 
 
    He took the bread half out of its bag and tore off a hunk, pushing the rest toward me. I could see on his face that he’d noticed my silence. He opened his mouth as though to speak, then closed it again — very uncharacteristic of him. 
 
    “Are you getting into those eggs or not?” I asked. 
 
    He looked chagrinned and set his bread down to twist the lid from the jar. The smell of vinegar and pickling spices swelled out, and I found myself very glad I didn’t still have a marsh ape’s sensitivity. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, sliding the open jar my way. “I didn’t mean to bring up bad memories. I should have thought about that before I mentioned it.” 
 
    I took the knife from my belt and used it to fish one of the eggs out. “No harm. It’s an old, old story, and I’ve learned to live with it. Did Osyrand tell you?” 
 
    He gave a smile that struck me as deliberately disarming. “Will blaming him get me more into your good graces, or the reverse?” 
 
    “Neither,” I said, biting into the soft, bitter heart of the egg. My thought, though, was that two could play at being disarming. Speaking around the mouthful as I chewed, I went on, “I’ve spent plenty of years wondering how exactly he set you on my romantic trail in the first place. It would just be nice to know one particular detail that he might have used to bellows your  infatuation into flame.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said. He’d popped a piece of bread in his mouth while I spoke, and unlike me, Shoje is usually not so crass as to talk with his mouth full. But I noticed that he made no hurry in his chewing. At length, he swallowed, his eyes still on mine and his face contemplative. “I suppose if I deny it, then I have to cast about for another of your acquaintances to declare as the culprit who told me, and that would probably end up getting me in worse trouble than the truth. Yes, Osyrand told me. He didn’t go into much detail, and he didn’t volunteer any of it — I just asked him if he knew anyone who’d ever tried ... that place.” 
 
    I closed my eyes without meaning to. Thirty years later, even such a sidelong reference to Mad Morgin’s Mansion brought screams back into my head — screams that pleaded and begged and would not stop. Screams in a hundred voices, with four of them known oh so well to me, and somehow clear and distinct above the horrific din of all the rest. I don’t ordinarily lie, not as a casual matter, but plainly I had been far from truthful in telling Shoje that I’d learned to live with that particular story. 
 
    The sound of Shoje rising from his chair instantly brought my eyes back open. I had a flash of terror that he’d try to come around the table and put a consoling hand on my shoulder. But I saw instead that he’d started back toward the cabinet again. Once he reached it, he drew forth a couple of bottles of ale. 
 
    Returning with them, he said, “You haven’t much been yourself all afternoon, you know. It’s not my intention to pry — I promise — but if there’s anything I can do, even if it’s simply to shut up, please let me know.” 
 
    “Well, you can certainly start by opening both of those and passing me one,” I said, with a sigh. “I could have done with a drink the moment Brenlin opened his mouth and mentioned marsh apes.” 
 
    He cut loose the wax seals and leaned across the table to hand me my bottle. Then he got the cork out of his own and took a swig. This was fine stuff — worth savoring. It had cost a pretty penny, and from the expression on Shoje’s face as he looked more closely at his bottle, the expense had been deserved. 
 
    I tilted mine up and drained half of it at a go. 
 
    “The thing is,” I said, once I’d set the bottle back down, “I should have summoned up the courage to tell him no, and I didn’t. I should have just said, ‘Look, the last time I saw a marsh ape was the day before the worst day of my life. Let’s try something else, shall we?’” 
 
    “That’s the rub of being a brave person,” Shoje said. “Because you know people expect bravery of you, sometimes you show it in a small, stupid situation where it’s pointless, and then you feel a fool for having made the mistake. That’s one reason I’m so glad to be a coward.” 
 
    I laughed, since we both knew that to be entirely untrue. But the laugh came out weaker than I would have liked. 
 
    “Avelia,” he said, and I looked up from peering at the misty mouth of my bottle. “Is the job at risk? Has it thrown you that much?” 
 
    His tone, and the expression on his face, told me that he asked the questions only to show me how ridiculous they were. 
 
    I shook my head. “Of course not. I’ll be fine. In a moment, we’ll stop talking of this, and tomorrow Brenlin will turn us into celid cats, not marsh apes.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good.” 
 
    “You want to ask me about it, though, don’t you?” I could see something in his face that told me so. 
 
    “I would never dream of doing that. You know, I think, that I would take any step I needed, if it would stop something from hurting you. If the story is really so painful, then the last thing I want is for you to revisit it.” 
 
    I took another swallow of ale. 
 
    “Did you feel how strong they are, the apes?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded again. “I didn’t just feel like I wanted to tear Brenlin limb from limb, when I smelled him. I knew I could do it. Like pulling stuffing out of a child’s doll.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “They’re strong, and they’re even faster than they are strong.” 
 
    He waited, his bottle untouched in front of him. 
 
    “When they came at us,” I continued, “there in the swamps under the Glooming Sea, we fought hard and killed them without a scratch to ourselves. Oh, but we were good.” 
 
    My eyes teared up a little at that “we,” and I had to take another drink. 
 
    “Really,” Shoje said, sounding concerned, “you don’t have to.” 
 
    I looked at him squarely and gave a wide-eyed smile, “Oh, believe me, I’m not going to. My point is just this. We killed a whole, vicious pack of those apes. And more than just proving ourselves terrific fighters, we had the clever realization that they worked off of smell, and the inspiration to douse some rags in the blood of the biggest and toughest of them, as a warning against any more ape tribes that might have a go at us. We were skilled, the six of us, and we were smart. We paraded through ape country like we owned it. And two days later, all but Fingold and I were gone.” 
 
    “But the two of you did make it out.” He meant it as reassurance, I could tell, but of course he had no idea. 
 
    “Pure and total luck,” I said. “Here’s the thing of it: there are places you can go, and hope to best. We’re on our way, twist by twist, to steal the Empress out of her castle. You said Osyrand told you about Mad Morgin’s because you asked him, and I’m telling you — it’s not only not a place to go, it’s not even a place to ask about. That’s not because I don’t want to tell you about it. It’s because you don’t want to know. Believe me.” 
 
    Some momentary calculation went on in his head — I could see that quick mind at work behind his bright, bright eyes. But he said nothing, only raised his bottle in a salute and dropped the subject. 
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    If you’re going to hijack a wagon on a city street — even late, late at night — you’d best be ready to do it quickly and in just the right location. 
 
    Early in our planning, we’d mapped out the most likely routes for the delivery of the celid cats on that Yornday evening. The wagon would need an unbroken path through unpopulated streets — they’d never chance taking it past a rowdy pub, and certainly not past a brothel. Likewise, such a valuable cargo could not be risked in the tougher quarters of town, and the amount of time in Ezmere Ceete’s wealthy neighborhood would need to be minimized in order to prevent his neighbors from taking umbrage. Knowing both the starting and ending points, and factoring all of these considerations in, we could plot with some certainty the path that the cat breeders would take. This let us pick a handful of possible ambush sites, calculate how we might stage ourselves at each one, and practice a good number of scenarios over the three days of preparation that the breeding schedule had afforded us. 
 
    So: at around midnight, Shoje and I took up watch at the head of the alley that ran behind the Vural Cat Breedery. This time we had no intention of sneaking into the place — only of making sure that the wagon headed out in the direction we’d anticipated. Belenoirya and Brenlin waited in place at the first of our potential ambush sites. Shoje and I would pace the wagon, keeping a block over from it as we tracked its course, ready to run ahead and take up our positions if our first prediction proved right — or run even faster ahead and hustle our colleagues off to the next ambush site if it proved wrong. 
 
    The waiting turned out to be a challenge. 
 
    Whether Shoje experienced it as I did, I don’t know. But that afternoon, Brenlin had magicked us back and forth from people to felines of striking ‘puissance,’ and even with a sprig of chastity weed between my teeth now, I had difficulty keeping those images and sensations from my thoughts. 
 
    A celid cat is large and sleek, about waist-high to an average man, with rich, dark fur. Their tails are prehensile, and their claws and teeth have been bred down to nubs. Having seen them, having smelled them, I knew I was in for a difficult time being changed into one — but I had no idea how powerful the experience would be until Brenlin had put his transmogrifist touch upon me, and I felt legions of fresh nerves twining themselves through my body to sensitize my flesh and attune my brain to pleasure. 
 
    As a marsh ape the day before, I’d been heated to a simmer with territorial anger. But as a celid cat, I found myself in the grip of an exhausting fever — a hot, hungry burning that told me to lie down and wait, to enjoy the caress of the floor against my belly and be ready for any touch I might be blessed to receive. Celid cats, I knew at once, live lives of banked coals: glowing intensely and ready to offer up their heat to whatever ventures near. 
 
    I had brought my focus word to mind as quickly as I could, ending that first transformation with my eyes closed, so that I would not look out upon any of my companions and see them as a celid cat would see them. Even so, the act of concentrating proved difficult — while I felt every bit of urgency that I expected to, my thoughts still moved languidly, docile and unhurried. 
 
    Six more times, Brenlin had changed me and Shoje, that afternoon. The longest practice had lasted an hour, and I’ve experienced very few hours that seemed so long. 
 
    Now, waiting with Shoje at the dark mouth of an alleyway, I knew I had another such experience to look forward to. And in the meantime, I had to force patience upon myself, and keep my mind alert for the business at hand — even as memories and urges from the afternoon kept resurfacing. 
 
    We had moonlight, that evening, which I found even worse than darkness. Shoje’s clean, handsome features caught the bluish light very nicely. The look of him gave me a dry throat. I tried not to focus too often in his direction, but for some reason my gaze kept sneaking that way. If our relationship had been different, I would have insisted on having the man, earlier in the evening. It would have released at least some of the tensions that being a celid cat had loaded me up with. And if Shoje had been Osyrand or another of my male friends, I’m sure the effect would have been the same for him. But — ironically enough — Shoje gave no sign of being burdened with artificial desire. 
 
    Most likely, I thought, because he’s so used to bottling up what he feels for me on an everyday basis. 
 
    It gave me a new reason to respect him, I found. My wants of the moment came upon me from outside — a trick of magic and animal humours. I knew that, and I knew them to be temporary, yet they persisted in distracting and disturbing me. Shoje, in contrast, felt something for me that he deemed very real, very true. And he managed to behave himself quite well in spite of it.  
 
    “You know,” he whispered, just as I reached this realization, “you’re free to chew as much of that chastity weed as you like.” 
 
    The wry tone in his voice told me he’d caught me looking at him, though his own gaze never left the depths of the Vural’s back alley. I felt myself color a bit in the darkness, and searched for a tart reply that might let me save face. As it happened, I did not have time to come up with one. 
 
    “Look,” he said, with an upturn of his chin. “The gate’s opening.” 
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    We reached the ambush point a little out of breath, having sprinted to get there well ahead of the wagon. Belenoirya and Brenlin waited where we’d left them, at the far end of a bridge across one of Kadisthaye’s elegant canals. 
 
    “The wagon’s about four blocks behind us,” I told them, my voice kept low in the shadow of the bridge wall. As with many of Kadisthaye’s bridges, this one bore high stone railings on each side, ending in massive, ornate columns where the bridge met with the street at the brink of the canal. “Are you both ready?” 
 
    Belenoirya nodded, and Brenlin gave a gesture of agreement from his spot behind the opposite column. Shoje had joined him there after we’d hurried across the bridge. 
 
    “Up the street with you, then,” I said. 
 
    The two of them moved out, heading away from the canal along the roadway. Their job was to get a block or two up and wait for the wagon to reach the south end of the bridge. As the delivery crew made their way across the canal, Belenoirya and Brenlin would step out into an intersection to the north, playing a drunken couple lost on the midnight streets of Kadisthaye. They would walk along the cross-street, making themselves obvious and pulling the cat breeders’ attentions up and away from the end of the bridge, where Shoje and I remained in hiding. 
 
    With any luck, the men on the wagon would not even notice us until Shoje and I were upon them. 
 
    We waited, then, hearing the distant clop of horseshoes and the creak and groan of wagon wheels. The streets here did not remain lit at midnight, but the bright moon gave us pools of shadow to hide in at the base of the bridge columns. I had my truncheon out and held ready, my hand tight about the cold iron end of it. Shoje carried a needle-whip, whose barbed tip held a sleep poison.  
 
    Closer came the wagon sounds, rolling through the night air. I looked at Shoje, but could see only an outline of him. My fingers, touching the stone column beside me, began to feel the faintest hint of vibration vibrating as shod hooves fell upon the bridge. 
 
    A laugh from up the street told me Brenlin and Belenoirya had begun their crossing. 
 
    Light from the cat breeders’ lantern now seeped across the bridge, oh-so-faintly lessening the shadows in which Shoje hid. 
 
    Louder came the hoofbeats. I could smell the cat musk now, spreading out lustily from the wood enclosure of the wagon. Instantly, I berated myself for not refreshing my chastity weed sprig — the tang of it had long gone, and it might as well have been a piece of straw for all the good it did. 
 
    But the horses’ heads now bobbed into view, and the time had long passed for repacking my cheek with the weed. 
 
    A block away, Brenlin and Belenoirya raised their voices in drunken, out-of-tune song. 
 
    The men on the wagon could be heard mumbling to one another, their voices indistinct over the hooves. 
 
    Withers, waists and tails moved past. I eased myself gently back around the column, staying directly opposite the cat breeders’ lamp until the front bench of the wagon had rolled completely off of the bridge. 
 
    Then, when the light had moved forward far enough that I knew myself to be in the wagon’s flank, I stepped out, oriented myself, and sprang for the man on my side of the bench. 
 
    My respect for the breeders went up a notch in those few steps. Instead of shock or horror, I saw on the man’s face an iron determination as his head and upper body turned toward me. His left hand held steady on the reins — his right brought an open-mouthed vial around to fling at me. 
 
    The man had a good arm, too. I twisted my body in mid-air as he threw, so that the bottle went tumbling past. But I couldn’t quite avoid the arc of spreading liquid, and as soon as a drop of it hit me, I knew what it was. 
 
    Celid cat musk — concentrated and distilled into raw ecstasy.  
 
    If I had not spent several days skulking around cat breederies, sucking on chastity weed, and even being transformed into a cat myself, that drop would have undone me. I would have fallen, twitching, to the ground, eyes rolled back in my head and mind blank of everything but fiery spasms of lust. 
 
    As it was, I managed to keep my right arm straight, knock the amber end of Siege against the fellow’s head, and catch hold of the bench’s edge. 
 
    For the next few moments, it was all I could do to keep myself halfway on the seat. My head roared with the smell of cat musk and of the unconscious man I now found myself pressed against. Every muscle in my body pulsed with pleasure, making it a wonder I didn’t drop to the street and go under the wheels. 
 
    If the full bottle had hit me, I have little doubt my veins would have burst from the pressure of racing blood. 
 
    Shoje apparently stung his man with the needle-whip and got control of the wagon without incident. I remember none of it — my senses returned only after he’d stuck the wagoner’s nose-plugs into my nostrils and jammed my mouth full of chastity weed. 
 
    The bitter smell and bitter taste snapped me back from mindlessness. I found myself suddenly choking on mashed weed and its fumes. 
 
    “You all right?” Shoje asked as I coughed and spat the stuff out. 
 
    “Drive,” I croaked. “Need to get off the street and into an alleyway.” 
 
    He laughed. “We already are. Brenlin took the reins while I was plugging weed down your throat.” 
 
    I became aware of our physical arrangement. I lay across the unconscious driver’s lap, half on my side and half on my back. My legs dangled uncomfortably from the side of the bench. Shoje had sprawled himself across the wagon’s other crewman, to get at me and jam the chastity weed in my mouth. 
 
    Standing on the footrest of the bench, reins in hand, Brenlin nodded down at me. His posterior rested awkwardly against my hip and the driver’s knees. 
 
    “If it’s not out of line,” said the transmogrifist, “you smell wonderful.” 
 
    Belenoirya came round the corner of the wagon at that point. “Are you all right?” she asked. Then her eyebrow went up by a reed’s width. “Hmn. You do smell good.” 
 
    “Give these two some chastity weed,” I told Shoje as I wrenched myself back upright. “And then let’s get the plan back in motion.” 
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    In the dark of the enclosed wagonbed, I had nothing to do but think. 
 
    Brenlin’s magic had turned me into a celid cat, and Shoje as well. We now occupied two separate cat-cages, whose locking mechanisms Shoje had cleverly disabled. They would hold fast against a light tug, but not against a firmer push. 
 
    The previous occupants of the cages had been turned from cats to snails and bottled up along with another pair of snails that had been the wagon crew.  
 
    Brenlin and Belenoirya rode up front on the bench, now clothed in the faces and forms of the cat breeders. 
 
    To keep the natural inclinations of a celid cat from spinning other, very different thoughts, I focused my mind on these things and on every element of our plan. After that drop of cat essence, I fully understood how someone like Ezmere Ceete — extraordinary, talented, and wealthy enough to choose any pastime he cared to — could pick a life of debauchery with these creatures over something more constructive. And understanding that, I had no desire to imagine whether I might be capable of it myself. 
 
    So for upwards of an hour, I blocked out the enticing scent of my wagon-mate, pushed aside insistent visions of how he’d looked when changed into a cat — and suppressed even more firmly all the years’ worth of adventures that had placed his handsome features so readily accessible to my memory. 
 
    In case you could not guess, I arrived at Ezmere Ceete’s mansion very eager to get into a fight with the archmage and have the satisfaction of trouncing him for the deviant he was. 
 
    Servants let our wagon in through the gate. I could hear their voices and the creak of the great metal portal swinging open before we rolled forward and onto the estate grounds. Despite my feline laziness, I had an urge to pace about the inside of my cage. Instead, I lay still and played my part. 
 
    On, we rolled, presumably to the mansion gates. More voices sounded from outside, until at last the back of the wagon opened. 
 
    Strong men stood ready at hand, four of them. Each taking a corner, they lifted my cage from the wagonbed and carried me up broad, sculpted stairs to an arched doorway that led into the manor house. Having nothing better to do, I sized the men up. They wore crisp and well-cut uniforms, the cloth perfectly suited for the environment into which they now bore me. Though I weighed as much as any of them, and the cage as much as I, they moved with straight spines and dignity. Even without looking about at the statuary, the colonnades, the bright and glittering chandeliers, I could have told the degree of Ezmere Ceete’s wealth by the bearing of these men. 
 
    We passed through an antechamber that could have swallowed my entire house back in Wherrydon, and then we mounted a grandly curving stairway to the next floor. Still without a tremor or a flinch, the servants marched their way upstairs, keeping me dead level the whole way. Whatever they might think of their master’s predilections, they knew he wanted his beasts handled like the delicate treasures he considered them. 
 
    Down a broad, magnificent hallway, we came to a room whose purpose I could instantly see — and scent. 
 
    The servants eased my cage down within a raised alcove along one wall, sliding me back into the recess so that the cage door faced the room. Then they left, and I had the space to myself as they went to fetch Shoje. 
 
    Couches and divans lounged in various arrangements about edges of the room. Walkways of polished oak and cherry divided up the floor, running between great swards of satin-skinned cushions. An alabaster pool took up the far side of the chamber, lamplight reflecting off the water that filled it. 
 
    Would Ceete have company here tonight? Certainly, the room spread wide enough for it — for quite a great lot of company, in fact. But no, a man so fixated upon indulging himself would need at least one night alone with his prized new acquisitions before he deigned to share them. 
 
    And if not, I thought, then Shoje and I will just have to club our way through the whole orgy to get to him. 
 
    The alternative would be to stay in our role as cats until the guests had all succumbed to sleep, and I found myself entirely unwilling to do that. 
 
    In came the second cage, with Shoje the cat inside. I felt reassured to see him — and also to see that a couple of the cage-bearers had at last broken a slight sweat. When dealing with archmages, one has to be concerned that they might employ things not quite human in their households. 
 
    Shoje’s cage went into the alcove next to my own. We had a partition between us, so I could not signal my happiness at seeing him. Or at least, I could not do so consciously — I realized after a moment that my scent had changed slightly, and that his, a moment after that, responded. 
 
    If I’d been wearing my own face, I would have grimaced.  
 
    Well, let’s just hope that’s the most humiliating moment of the night, I thought. 
 
    A sniffing sound reached my ears. I briefly thought it might be Shoje, having a laugh at me for the unavoidable reactions of my cat form. But celid cats have excellent directional hearing, and as my head turned toward the chamber door, I found the source of those quick, inward breaths. 
 
    “Beautiful,” said the man in the doorway, looking directly at me. His regally narrowed eyes moved from my cage to Shoje’s, and he walked forward carrying the brass key we’d taken off the wagon driver before our transformations. 
 
    This, then, was Ezmere Ceete: a man of moderate height, fit looking but with a belly that spoke of a love of good food. He wore only a blue silk robe and padded slippers. His hair and skin had a look of extreme cleanliness — I could smell a gentle mix of soaps and bath oils, with just the faintest hint of his own natural scent underneath them. On the whole, he might have appeared soft, even effete, except that I recognized in his face the face of power. 
 
    Some men have strong features, and Ceete bordered on that. But only a very few individuals project the kind of calm certainty that Ceete did, unconsciously, with his expression. His intelligent eyes, while bright with appetite, spoke of a man at ease with mastery of the world around him. 
 
    My petty aggravation and desire to do battle with this man had vanished, replaced in an instant with battle-wariness.  
 
    History is unclear about Ezmere Ceete’s age at the time of his greatest accomplishment — the building of the Imperial Castle in Delvos. But he looked to be about fifty now, as he walked the wooden path from the door to our alcoves. Did he maintain himself in this state, I wondered, or did he grow old as most people do, and periodically rejuvenate himself to youth? 
 
    In any case, I kept it in mind that my adversary here had quite possibly hundreds of years of experience to my sixty, along with the power to move and shape ton upon ton of rock into walls and parapets that would stand for ages. 
 
    An instant’s wrong move, and he would destroy us. 
 
    He reached my cage and looked admiringly in on me. I followed my instincts, rose to four padded feet, and glided the sleek umber of my pelt against the front bars. Ceete’s fingers brushed tantalizingly against the fur, for a moment. When I circled round again, I saw him raise the hand to his nose and breathe deeply of it, eyes closed. 
 
    This decided him, apparently, as he quickly moved forward, teeth bared in a grin, to clatter the key into its keyhole. 
 
    Ceete swung the cage door open, then backed away, gesturing to me with both hands. 
 
    “Come,” he said, eyes fixed upon mine. “You are mine, and I want you.” 
 
    I sprang easily down from the cage and padded halfway over to him. There I stopped. 
 
    Ceete had left the doorway into the room wide open. I let my eyes be drawn to it now, took an investigatory step in its direction. 
 
    “Here!” said the archmage, his voice curt. 
 
    I ignored him, slinking curiously toward the open door. In my head, I began rolling my focus word about, not quite concentrating on it, but holding it at the ready. 
 
    A sound of annoyance came from the man behind me, and I suddenly saw the wooden panels of the door flex, split themselves to flinders, and then weave across the open space to reform, sealing off the doorway. 
 
    Turning, I saw an unnatural light in the eyes of the fabricationist. As it dimmed, a blaze of anger remained. 
 
    I also saw, behind him and to his right, the human figure of Shoje quietly easing down from the open door of the other cage. He had his needle-whip coiled in one hand, just as it had been when Brenlin magicked him into a cat hours before.  
 
    But in the second that it would have taken for my friend to unlimber the whip and strike, Ezmere Ceete’s gaze flicked away from me, to Shoje. 
 
    With a snarl, his eyes burned again.  
 
    I leapt, and focused. 
 
    The wood parquet about Shoje’s feet swept up his legs. The brass bars of the cage behind him coiled out to entangle his arms and torso. 
 
    In mid-jump, I returned to my natural state, each hand tightly gripping a very different weapon. 
 
    Ceete’s incandescent gaze jerked back toward me. 
 
    I made my decision, and struck him in the forehead with my left-hand armament. 
 
    The memory distiller. 
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    “I’ve just stolen one month’s worth of your memories,” I told Ezmere Ceete, getting around behind him before his stunned moment ended. I kept the distiller’s stylus against his brow, while my right arm went round his neck and held Siege to his temple. “I’ll take the rest of them, all of them, if you don’t release my friend now.” 
 
    I could feel the terror in Ceete’s body — not from any trembling, but from the catapult-tense rigidity of his muscles. With the touch of the memory distiller to his forehead, he’d lost thirty days of his life. What he’d been doing, exactly thirty days earlier, I had no idea. But from his point of view, he’d suddenly jumped from that experience to this one, with no recollection of what had happened in between. 
 
    “You have only a moment more,” I said, turning dials on the mechanism as I spoke. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked, and his voice betrayed a bit of tremor that his body did not. 
 
    “Release him.” 
 
    Ceete’s eyes glowed, and the wood fell away from Shoje’s legs and the metal bars unwound themselves from his arms. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “Now, as to what we want — we want the plans. I’ve spoken to your assistant by way of a corpsequill. I know that you’ve kept a set. I need to know where they’re hidden and how to get to them. In particular, I need to know any keys or special phrases that might be required to get at them and use them.” 
 
    Carefully, the archmage said, “If you know what you’re talking about, then you also understand that I cannot possibly risk telling you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, smiling. “Which is why I’m glad you don’t have to.” 
 
    I touched the memory distiller to his forehead once again and depressed its button. 
 
    Even as I did so, Ceete strained against me, his eyes starting to glow. But I tapped him with Siege’s amber end, and he went limp. 
 
    “Is that it, then?” Shoje asked. He stood rubbing his shoulder, dubiously eyeing the unconscious Ezmere Ceete. 
 
    I lowered the architect to the floor. “Possibly.” 
 
    The question now was, had Ceete done what any ordinary person would have done, when asked about his most important possession — had he thought immediately of where he’d put it, and had his safeguards over the plans flashed through his head the moment I spoke of keys and codes? 
 
    I adjusted a switch on the body of the memory distiller, whose glass vial now roiled with foglike memory-fluid. The gauges remained set exactly as I had adjusted them — to two minutes’ worth of memories. But now, the device would dispense instead of absorbing. Lying down upon the cushioned floor, I closed my eyes, set the tip of the stylus upon my tongue, and pressed the button once again. 
 
    For two minutes, I was both Avelia Warbler and Ezmere Ceete. 
 
    The sensation of being two people at once hit me as eerily as it had every other time I’d used the memory distiller. Perhaps the remembrancers who dwell in the Caverns of Mind grow used to having the thoughts and dreams of someone else run through their heads alongside their own. After all, they had invented the devices, and worked such magic daily. Perhaps one of them, having imbibed Ezmere Ceete’s memories, would have calmly lived through those recollections with only an observer’s casual interest. 
 
    But I found it queer and alien, and felt glad I had only two minutes of it to put up with. 
 
    We started, Ceete and I, at his desk. He sat sketching a fanciful series of intersecting arches, repeatedly amused by the groins between vaults as he drew them. Then, without warning, he found himself upright, dressed in his silken night robe, with a cold metal spot pressed against his forehead. A black-garbed figure holding the device swept around behind him, locking his neck in the crook of an elbow. 
 
    “I’ve just stolen one month’s worth of your memories,” came the figure’s voice, startling me, because it was female. “I’ll take the rest of them, all of them, if you don’t release my friend now.” 
 
    In front of me now, I saw the most beloved wall in all of my house — the greeting wall of my playroom, where I’d built a set of alcoves for cat cages. Two cages now rested there before me. But they held no lovely felines, and one of them had been twisted into a nightmare shape to restrain another black-clad figure, a dark mask upon its face. My neatly parqueted floor had also been disrupted, to lock up the man’s feet and legs. 
 
    “You have only a moment more,” the woman holding me said, her fingers expertly clicking a series of tumblers on the strange mechanism that hovered in front of my face. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, terrified, but working hard to avoid showing it. If creatures such as these suspected weakness, I had no idea what they might do. 
 
    “Release him.” 
 
    For an instant, I thought of fabricating a spike from the wood of the floor, of driving it straight up and into this frighteningly tall, steel-muscled woman. But in addition to the device at my forehead, she held some other weapon beside my left ear. And I suspected that the strength of her arm alone could break my neck, if she had even a moment to act before she died. 
 
    So I unwound the wood and metal from her partner, nervous as it made me to do so. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said. Peculiarly, I sensed that she meant those words. And what she said next made me realize that a very strange set of interlopers indeed had snuck into my home this night. “Now, as to what we want — we want the plans. I’ve spoken to your assistant by way of a corpsequill. I know that you’ve kept a set. I need to know where they’re hidden and how to get to them. In particular, I need to know any keys or special phrases that might be required to get at them and use them.” 
 
    The number of thoughts that flooded through my head can barely be described. First and foremost, of course, that these two could not be allowed to leave the room alive. Never mind that they might get to the office of my solicitor, Jephise, and actually steal the plans from her safe. Never mind that the plans would be useless without their activating mnemonic, “The builder is avenged.” The mere fact that they knew me, and had learned of the plans at all, required them to die. Curse me and my sentimental attachment to Wrescombe — we could have buried any pauper in that tomb, but I had to go and show my appreciation for all his hard work and loyalty by burying him in my place, once the Emperor’s men had poisoned him. And now it turned out that instead of tying up the last loose end by having him killed, I’d only left a giant, attractive thread dangling in the middle of the Royal Plaza. 
 
    Hoping to buy time for more thought, I told the woman who held me, “If you know what you’re talking about, then you also understand that I cannot possibly risk telling you.” 
 
    I expected another threat, but this person proved cleverer than that by far. 
 
    “Of course,” she said instead. “Which is why I’m glad you don’t have to.” 
 
    The cold metal touch of her magical device told me exactly what she meant. In a panic, I tried to jerk free, willed my fabricationist magic into motion — 
 
    And found myself ... myself again, lying quietly on the pleasure-room’s mats. 
 
    I sat up. 
 
    “Well?” asked Shoje. 
 
    Glancing over at the unconscious form of Ezmere Ceete, I said the first thing that came to mind. “Well, I didn’t like him much when I thought of him as nothing but a hedonist and a degenerate. Now I wish that that’s the worst I’d experienced inside his head. The man’s a stone-hearted killer.” 
 
    “Hardly the first one you’ve met.” 
 
    “No,” I admitted. “But meeting one’s different from being one, even if it’s just for two minutes.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he mused. Then he raised both hands in a shrug. “So I’ll ask again — well?” 
 
    I smiled and tapped the memory distiller. “This was not cheap. In fact, I think I paid a dearer price for it than for anything else I’ve ever bought. But it’s proven to be very, very handy. Let’s give Ceete back all of his memories except the parts with us in them, and then we’ll go.” 
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    The celid cats had been returned to their original form and shut in the back of their wagon. The men from the Vural Cat Breedery had also been changed back, and left on the wagon’s bench. Brenlin had been paid, after which he graciously took his leave. 
 
    And while I had watched over the wagoners, from a block away, to make sure that no scoundrels happened upon them before they woke up, Shoje had ventured off to find a solicitor named Jephise and have a look at the contents of her safe. 
 
    Before daylight the next morning, Ezmere Ceete had his cats — along with a headache, undoubtedly, and a mystery over why they had been delivered twice, the second time without cages, and why his playroom had been vandalized. The Vural Cat Breedery had a black mark upon its record of perfect deliveries, but no more explanation of what had happened than Ceete possessed, since all of those involved had been relieved of any memories that included me or Shoje. 
 
    And we, very happily, had the plans to the Imperial Castle in Delvos. 
 
    Shoje came in with them just ahead of sunrise, regaling me with the difficulties he’d faced in locating Jephise’s offices in the dead of night, along with the further difficulties of getting past the office’s security measures. In a legalistic society like Kadisthaye’s, where both magic and officious regulation are plentiful, anyone worthy of being counsel to an archmage must have a very well protected place of business. It had taken Shoje over three hours to break into the place, find its vault, and retrieve the plans. 
 
    “And that was with a lucky start finding the place,” he said. “I’d still be looking for it if I didn’t have some very good sources of information here in Kadisthaye.” 
 
    “I wasn’t aware you’d spent that much time here,” I replied, picking up the long wooden tube in which the plans were stored. I did not look inside — we currently sat in the common room of an inn, waiting for the breakfast fire to be stoked. 
 
    “A trip or two,” he said. “It’s quite a city, with a number of interesting destinations in the neighborhood.” 
 
    “I suppose so.” I’d stayed away from Kadisthaye myself, for the most part. To me, it will always be the jumping-off point for the Red Scarfers’ journey to Mad Morgin’s, which I never care to be reminded of. “Shall we go up and rouse Belenoirya, then, to have a look at these? Or would you rather wait until we’ve eaten?” 
 
    Neither Shoje nor I had been to bed yet that night, but our ellipsist friend had come back to get her rest as soon as the main business at Ezmere Ceete’s was done. Belenoirya is not a night person — her powers do not function without the sun, and she tends to wind down very quickly on those rare occasions when she does not disappear off to her sanctuary before dusk. 
 
    “I hate to wake anyone from a well-deserved rest,” he said, looking lightly conflicted. “But I also hate to wait to see the fruits of a well-executed ingression. What’s your feeling?” 
 
    “Honestly?” The answer came to me without a moment’s thought. “I’d like to be as far away from Kadisthaye and Ezmere Ceete as I can, as soon as I can. I’m for turning Bele out of bed and having all of us ready to go the moment the sun hits this building’s roof.” 
 
    I half regretted this as soon as I said it — the words seemed to dampen Shoje’s flush-with-success spirit just a bit. But he smiled anyway and pointed toward the stairs. “Getting her up is your job, then,” he said. “I try to make a habit of not rousting women from their sleep when I’ve only recently made their acquaintance. I find it makes them cross.” 
 
    I stood up, handing the tube back to him. “Very little makes Belenoirya cross. But I’ll get her up if you’ll order breakfast.” 
 
    He nodded and smiled, and I walked upstairs. 
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    “There,” Shoje said, pointing a finger at a spot on the paper. “That’s it — the Empress’ chambers.” 
 
    I moved quickly to peer over his shoulder, and he obliged me by angling his lens a little, to better suit my gaze. Sure enough, his fingertip rested just below a label reading exactly what he’d said. 
 
    Here in the warehouse in Delvos, we had unrolled the diagrams drawn by Ezmere Ceete sixty years before. The thick sheets, a yard wide and two long apiece, had been covered in incoherent scribbles that caused Belenoirya to muse that she’d seen clearer diagrams drawn by a pigeon. But as soon as we’d spoken the code phrase, “The builder is avenged,” tangles of lines and curves came alive. Meaningless loops unwound themselves. Angles narrowed or widened. Splotches became symbols. Scattered dashes reformed into words. Across the broad, tan paper, walls and moats and towers took shape, laying themselves into place. In extraordinary detail, the Emperor’s palace revealed itself to our eyes, individual rooms and hallways drawn so small that we needed a magnifier to distinguish them. Fortunately, Shoje keeps all manner of equipment for detail work in his pack. 
 
    With a hand lens each, the three of us had set to work, absorbing as much information as we could about the general layout of the castle, but also searching for the Empress’ rooms in particular. 
 
    Shoje had scored what appeared to be our first success. 
 
    But Belenoirya called out a moment later, and the truth of the situation grew clearer. 
 
    “Wait,” she said from across the table, where she worked on another sheet of plans entirely. “I’ve found one here too. Ah. In fact, I’ve found a whole string of them.” 
 
    It quickly became obvious that the Emperor and his wife each had bedchambers enough to sleep in a different one every night of the month. Scattered through different levels and wings of the palace, they would take hours to search through, even for someone familiar with the castle’s layout. 
 
    “Must make it hard for the two of them to arrange liaisons, when they’re working on an heir,” Shoje said. 
 
    I found the situation less humorous, and I sat back in my chair to think. “There has to be a schedule of some kind. Servants and advisors would need to know where to find her, if something arose in the night. I guess the map was just another link in the chain of ‘ways in to the way in to the way in,’ and now we must get hold of a person who knows the Empress’ schedule.” 
 
    “You sound so disappointed,” Shoje remarked with a smile. “I would hate to see you have to wait for us to ferret out a source of information in the castle — if that should even prove possible.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. “You have a different idea?” 
 
    He began moving aside sheafs of plans until he reached the one on the bottom — the deepest level of the castle complex. Most of the lines here were drawn in green ink, not black, meaning that the spaces could be accessed only through secret paths concealed from the ordinary eye. Buried in the stone foundation, the chambers here lay much farther apart than those above, and were fewer in number. Shoje scanned quickly from one to the next to the next, until he found what he was searching for. 
 
    “Aha,” he said. With a grin, he tapped the paper and again held the lens for us to look. “There had to be one.” 
 
    When I bent to examine the spot he indicated, I found that its tiny label read, Empress’ Safe Room. 
 
    “The one thing I noticed about the royal bedrooms above,” Shoje explained, “Each of them connected to the web of hidden corridors, and in every case close at hand to a stairwell leading down. This is where they will bring the Empress if there is a threat within the castle grounds.” 
 
    Belenoirya tapped her chin meditatively. “Are you suggesting that a wise plan would be to alert the guards to our presence while we’re attempting to steal their most precious charge?” 
 
    He laughed. “That would be counterproductive, wouldn’t it? No, I don’t think that’s the best course. But there’s another situation in which the Empress would be moved, aside from known assassins or interlopers within the palace.” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked, seeing in his eyes that he already had a clever though possibly outrageous plan. 
 
    “A massive attack upon the fortress itself. One serious enough to breach the outer walls.” 
 
    Belenoirya let her eyes sweep around the warehouse, then looked curiously back to Shoje. “At the moment, I count three of us.” 
 
    He smiled. “And we’ll need at least four.” 
 
    That raised my eyebrow. “Who’s the fourth? He’ll have to be quite a fellow.” 
 
    “No doubt,” he said. “Avelia, I believe you’re familiar with the history of Furelam’s War?” 
 
    Belenoirya looked at me and said, “That’s when Glavendreng was made, wasn’t it?” 
 
    I nodded, a bit unhappily — my favorite sword had been taken from me almost four years earlier, when the Cimonites captured me and sent me to the dark pits of their torture chambers. Glavendreng was a wondrous blade, and one of countless powerful magics created during the legendary conflict of empires known as Furelam’s War. Being reminded of its loss did not sit well with me, and neither did the notion that Shoje might have in mind another, even more powerful remnant of the struggle that had devastated whole kingdoms twenty-five hundred years ago. 
 
    “I can think of several weapons from Furelam’s War that would do the trick,” I said. “Which one do you have in mind?” 
 
    He looked at his fingernails in an affectation of humility. “Just a little thing I found when I visited Arsenal Deep.” 
 
    Those words smote me with awe’s own fist. Several times in my years of knowing Shoje, I’ve been struck with the realization of what a pure genius he is. This outdid them all. For twenty-five centuries, scholars and treasure seekers and gluttons for sheer, raw power have all been seeking the location of Arsenal Deep — the burial place of things that nearly broke the world, in a war whose ambitions for destruction almost matched the War of the Gods. For twenty-five centuries, that hiding place of hellish instruments has lain unfound. And to the relief of all right-thinking people. 
 
    Even Belenoirya looked impressed. Glancing my direction, she said, “I’d been told that you’re resourceful, Shoje. But it appears my source undersold you.” 
 
    “Well,” he said modestly, “I did find the place, and I did get in and out. But I was only able to retrieve a single artifact for my troubles.” 
 
    Half fearful and half amazed, I asked, “And that was?” 
 
    Once again, Shoje grinned. 
 
    “The golden circlet of Hyphaera’s Juggernaut.” 
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    Everyone knows where the most dangerous weapon in the world can be found. It stands a hundred and twenty leagues west of Delvos, facing away in the direction of an empire long dead. The river Kuer flows swiftly past the bluff on which it looms, ready, eternally, for the approach of any remnant of Furelam’s mighty army. A hundred feet into the air, the juggernaut towers. Its skin is a metal the color of sky, and to behold the clouds overhead reflected in its surface is to wonder that anything so old could remain so untouched by the hand of time. 
 
    And to behold it at all is to ask the question, What if the circlet that rules this colossus should ever turn up? What havoc will there be, and will I or anyone be safe from it — if this behemoth walks again? 
 
    Standing in our warehouse hideaway, the plans of the imperial castle laid out in front of me, I nonetheless felt the same chill of menace that I’d experienced upon first seeing Hyphaera’s Juggernaut twenty years before.  
 
    But as ominous as the thing might be, I could not argue against its perfect suitability for our needs. 
 
    “We’ll need a figmentist to get it to the castle unseen,” said Belenoirya. She was right, of course. If they knew hours ahead of time that the juggernaut was moving on the royal palace, the Empress would not flee to her safe-room, but to one of the dozens of satellite keeps strewn across the empire. 
 
    “We’ll also need the uniforms of some imperial officers,” I said, “and several extra sword hands to fill them. I’m betting that some of the Empress’ advisors are Cimonites as well, and if we can snare a couple of them along with her, it will suit my designs nicely.” 
 
    “People we can trust,” Shoje said. 
 
    I nodded. “Which means Osyrand and Staliss. Do you think there’s any way to help speed up Osyrand’s rescue of her?” 
 
    “Hard to say. The Nose didn’t seem all that concerned that getting her out would be difficult, but he did say it would take him a number of weeks. He was headed for Lenk when I spoke to him, but I don’t know if it was to get Staliss, or to procure something he’d need to fetch her loose.” 
 
    Something in Shoje’s bearing slowed my thoughts down. Having the plans in hand, seeing where the Empress’ safe room lay, knowing that we had access to a thing of power that would surely drive her to her sanctuary, my head had begun to rush at a breakneck speed. But my handsome young ingressionist friend displayed little of the excitement I would normally expect. 
 
    I watched him think, his eyes cast down upon the architectural sprawl before us. 
 
    “Are you seeing wrinkles, or opportunities, Shoje?” I asked him. 
 
    He looked up, his expression mildly distracted. “What? No, neither one. I was just mulling over efficiencies. First, of course, we need to comb over these plans far more thoroughly, instead of rushing into the assumption that we need Osyrand and Staliss, or anyone else. Then, once we’ve weighed a good many approaches and settled on the best few, we should work at tracking down the needed resources. And at the proper time, I’ll have to go and retrieve the circlet too. One doesn’t carry a thing like that around casually.” 
 
    “It makes you nervous, I take it?” Belenoirya asked. 
 
    He looked quickly between the two of us before answering, “Shouldn’t it? The thing slew a hundred thousand of Furelam’s men before their king finally called retreat. I hope you’re not keen on having that sort of power walking around again.” 
 
    “And yet you took the circlet from Arsenal Deep.” 
 
    “I was in a race, at the time,” he said, “with another ingressionist who would have sold it to the highest bidder. I got it out and put it somewhere very unlikely to be plundered.” 
 
    I found this casual back-and-forth about an object of such deadly power almost diverting. Belenoirya might as easily have been poking at Shoje over a wrong turn he’d made on the way to a pub. Yet beneath his equable reply, I thought I detected some other tension. On impulse, perhaps because I knew it to be bad form, I asked, “And where would that hiding place be?” 
 
    The way his eyes turned to me told me I’d hit on something important. I sensed hesitation in that glance, an uncertainty over whether a truthful answer should be dealt. On the other hand, there’s a certain spark that you see, when someone’s been asked something he wanted to be asked, and I saw that as well. 
 
    Whatever the source of these contrasting emotions, his only response was, “I’m not saying, at the moment.” 
 
    It occurred to me that this might be a lure — a mystery meant to tantalize me, with the eventual result that I follow him to a secluded and perfectly chosen spot, where he would reveal the circlet and also some other wonderment intended to win my heart. Yet his gaze turned back to the table with a hurried hint of guilt or regret, I thought, not at all the expression of a man laying romantic bait. 
 
    Of course, that could just be another layer of mystery meant to rouse my curiosity ... 
 
    I shrugged the pointless speculation off and moved back to the diagrams myself. The maze of intricate passageways and secret corridors laid out before us held more than enough challenge, and bore far more pertinence to my goals than whatever Shoje had on his mind — of that, I could be sure. Even with Hyphaera’s Juggernaut assaulting the castle walls, we still needed to find a stealthy, little-traveled way in. I found a tunnel that looked promising — stretching all the way from the inner wall past the courtyard and outer wall and under the moat. But it appeared filled in with solid red ink. 
 
    “What’s the red mean?” I asked. 
 
    Belenoirya, whose sheet bore the convoluted key, looked over to the chart of different colors and symbols, and then said, “Hmh. ‘Modifications post-completion.’ Evidently, rearranging themselves from scribblery is not the only trick these plans have been taught.” 
 
    I scowled. While I appreciated Ezmere Ceete’s sorcerous guarantee that his plans would never go out of date, it appeared that my ideal tunnel had been reconsidered in the decades since the building of the castle. Had Ceete put it in for his own purposes, only to have it discovered by the Emperor years later? Or had it been intended as a discreet exit for the royal family and their agents, perhaps later compromised by spies and thus rendered unsafe? 
 
    I moved on — and not two minutes later found another passageway that seemed to have met the same fate. 
 
    “Well, the original seems to have had no lack of ways in,” I grumbled. “But I’m beginning to think they’ve all been closed off in the years since.” 
 
    Shoje gave a brief, ironic laugh. “I was just thinking the same thing.” 
 
    I looked up at him again. No sign of humor could be seen on his face, which remained pointed toward the diagrams, but showed a less intense focus than usual. “You’re in a strange mood today.” 
 
    “I am beset by conflicting emotions,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “I’m sorry. It should not be yours to worry about.” 
 
    “If there’s something that’s likely to affect your performance on our task, then it is mine to worry about,” I said, folding my arms. “And I’d much rather know what it is than just shrug it off. More to the point, you’re my friend, and if something’s bothering you, I’d like to think you could trust me to listen.” 
 
    He sighed, and turned apologetic eyes to meet mine. “You’re right, of course.” 
 
    As I’ve mentioned before, you can see a lot of emotion in Shoje’s eyes — or at least, I see a lot of his feelings for me in them. At that moment, the thing I saw in them was concern. Whatever bothered him, he thought it would bother me too — or perhaps what bothered him was the mere notion of upsetting me. 
 
    “Now when I tell you this,” he said, attempting a wry smile but looking not very brave as he did so, “keep in mind that it’s something I did before I’d ever met you. I expect you’ll be unhappy regardless, but maybe if you focus on that, you won’t take my head off.” 
 
    I had an instant of wondering what Shoje could have done, before we’d met, that had a bearing on our present circumstances, and that might be expected to disturb me. And as quick as I wondered, it came to me. 
 
    Gods in the clouds, I thought. He’s hidden the circlet near Mad Morgin’s. 
 
    “The thing is,” he said, “at the age I was, and as dangerous as the circlet is, I figured a good way to keep it safe would be to bury it in the courtyard at Mad Morgin’s.” 
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    I felt cold, and not just cold in my soul, but cold in my thoughts toward Shoje. He has annoyed and irked me, from time to time — he has steadily exasperated me with his single-minded determination that the two of us must someday be together. But he had never before that moment done or said anything to bring hurt into my life. 
 
    Mad Morgin’s. 
 
    “So you were right,” I said, “that Belenoirya and I jumped the starting pennant, with our blather about needing a figmentist and needing to get Osyrand and Staliss into play. Because what we’re going to need is a different plan altogether.” 
 
    Shoje opened his mouth as though to object, then shut it and took a breath. I felt a bit bad for the harshness in my tone, but it couldn’t be helped. 
 
    “Let me make it clear,” I went on. “No one is going near Mad Morgin’s for any purpose related to me.” 
 
    In a mild tone, Belenoirya asked, “Can we afford to discard the juggernaut so easily?” 
 
    “Easily? So easily? Bele, did you really just say that?” 
 
    A silence hung itself up to dry in the dusty air. About us, the warehouse hideaway now had a shadowy gloom to it that I’d not noticed before. 
 
    “If it makes any difference,” Shoje said, “I did try to go and retrieve the thing without you finding out. When we first got to Kadisthaye and I saw how you looked at the Glooming Sea, I knew I was in trouble. That’s why I begged exhaustion while you two were investigating the cat breeders — I actually ran off to try to find a twixter to carry me to Morgin’s, in case the juggernaut might figure into our plans later on. Unfortunately, the only twixter I could find wouldn’t go near the place.” 
 
    “No, not ‘unfortunately,’” I said. “Very fortunately. And he or she had twice the sense you do to turn you down.” 
 
    While those chill, angry words echoed out into the warehouse corners, Belenoirya tapped idly at her chin as if in thought. I didn’t like the looks of that, and I liked her next words even less. 
 
    “Avelia, is the courtyard of Mad Morgin’s dangerous?” 
 
    I clenched my teeth. “What kind of question is that?” 
 
    “I believe it is referred to as a ‘yes or no’ question.” 
 
    I turned away, my head full of sounds and images from thirty years earlier. 
 
    “Avelia,” she went on, “Shoje has been there before. I know the legends, and what little you’ve told me of the story. The courtyard is harmless. When Shoje picked the place, he could not possibly have known it would one day have this affect on you. And once he realized, he tried to rectify his error. You have no reason to be angry at him, which leads to a substantial question — who are you angry at?” 
 
    I do not cry easily, and I did not cry then. But it took some force of will to avoid it. 
 
    While I was thus occupied, I heard Shoje take a step toward me and then stop. 
 
    “From the deepest, warmest blood of my heart, Avelia, I’m sorry. I should never have mentioned it. I should have found a way to sneak the circlet out from —” 
 
    “No,” I said with a sigh. “No, and please do not consider putting yourself in any form of risk in an effort to save my feelings.” 
 
    I turned back to them, looking first to Belenoirya. Her narrow, elegant features held the exact expression of patience that I expected — dispassionate, serene. “You’re right, Bele. I am mad at myself, with an old, old anger that doesn’t even make particular sense.” 
 
    Shoje’s face, of course, held the opposite of dispassion, and I felt bad when I looked on him and realized what a ridiculous wringer he had put himself through about this small piece of information. 
 
    “And you, Shoje,” I told him, “are the one who should be getting the apology. I’m sorry I took that dig at your sense a moment ago. But if you’ve set foot in Mad Morgin’s courtyard and resisted the temptation to walk through that open front door —” Here I had to pause a moment to keep control of my throat. I went on strongly, “If you did that, then you’ve clearly got more sense than I did when I was your age.” 
 
    “I keep telling you that I am wise for my years,” he said with a smile. 
 
    I found it difficult, liking him as much as I did, and seeing the genuine, gentle quality of that smile, to avoid returning it. But again, I kept control of myself. 
 
    “What I must insist on now,” I said, looking from one of them to the next, “is that we all agree to say whatever needs to be said, in the pursuit of constructing this plan and carrying it out. My feelings are not important — and frankly, I am not important. There is a human devil at the right hand of the Emperor, working her sickness into the fabric of this land, and for the sake of everyone, and especially my family, I am doing something about it. In the future, if you know something that pertains — even if you just think you know something — please tell me.” 
 
    Shoje nodded, and Belenoirya lowered her eyelids briefly in a gesture that meant the same thing. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “And now let’s figure out how to get at this bitch.” 
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    We spent two days poring over the map and planning. This gave us the broad outlines of our strategy, and a few of the tactical details. But we reached a point beyond which we could proceed no further without knowing the exact capabilities and numbers of the team we would assemble. 
 
    And that meant I had to decide who to bring aboard next. 
 
    Osyrand and Staliss might be counted on to show up in their own time. If Shoje’s information were correct, the Nose was busily scheming to set Staliss loose from some confinement or another, and if Osyrand had not felt the need for help in the matter, then I felt confident he could probably manage it by himself. 
 
    Several of the others on my list had clearly been taken out of consideration — dead or incapacitated. 
 
    That left the missing. Those who had failed to show up at the Hawkspire in response to my letters, and who had made no reply either. 
 
    I had a fair idea how to find two of them, and they happened to be the two my heart most wanted to find: my nephew Jake and Fingold’s granddaughter Noxie. 
 
    “Noxie’s a figmentist,” I explained to Shoje and Belenoirya over breakfast, the morning after we wrapped up our plans and started discussing who to call on in order to implement them. “She’s a good one, too — if it weren’t for her illusions, she and Jake could never have gotten me out of that Cimonite abattoir. Jake’s a keen swordsman — I taught him myself — and he knows some Songs of Power. Also, he’s as clever as you could ask for. They both are, actually.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Shoje said, pausing with a chunk of biscuit halfway to his mouth. “We’re not going to find ourselves with an overequippage of cleverness, are we? Sometimes too much of that works against itself.” 
 
    “As I’m sure you’re painfully aware,” I remarked, in the same dry tone he had used. “But however clever our group manages to become, I assure you our enemy is just as sharp, so we’ve no need to worry on that account.” 
 
    Bele speared a bite of sausage neatly with her fork and said, “The fact that you’re proud of them tells all, Avelia. They’re sure to be assets.” 
 
    “And how do we find them?” Shoje asked. “Last I heard, you had no idea where they’d gotten off to — and you were just as glad, because if you couldn’t locate them, the Cimonites likely wouldn’t be able to either.” 
 
    I chewed some bacon as I primed myself to answer. I knew in my head what had to be done, but proposing it out loud required some working up to. 
 
    “The means I know for finding them isn’t one I would approach lightly,” I said, swallowing. “I’ve wanted to track them down, and the rest of my family, since I came out of the Kindness Tree last fall. But I didn’t need to find them until now. So I’m prepared to take steps at this point that I wasn’t before.” 
 
    Belenoirya washed down her sausage with a bit of hot cider, then said, “Your hesitation suggests that these means are either unusually risky or somewhat nefarious.” 
 
    I shook my head. “There is a third possibility — that it’s simply something I do not want to do. My guess, Bele, is that you won’t want to either.” 
 
    She took another bite of sausage and chewed, waiting. 
 
    “Blood magic can be used to track a person down,” I said. Bele nodded slightly. Shoje raised an eyebrow, but I continued, “I’ve done this before, to find my nephew Yolo, and I know a blood magician who can be trusted, as unlikely as that sounds. But we’ll need a sample of blood from a direct relative. My blood won’t do, since I’m a foundling, not born of my mother.” 
 
    “Ah,” Shoje said. “So we’ll have to track Yolo down and collect a vial-full from him. I understand your hesitation, given what you’ve told me of the fellow.” 
 
    Again, I shook my head. “It would be a chore to track down Yolo and his father, although I have a general idea where they are. More to the point, their blood could help us get to Jake — but if Noxie is elsewhere, we would still not have acquired our figmentist. What we need is a sample of blood that will take us to Noxie, and that means the blood of her grandparents, Fingold and Csiuste.” 
 
    “Oh,” said Belenoirya. Clearly, she understood my meaning. 
 
    Shoje, on the other hand, hadn’t the knowledge that Bele and I shared. Unhappy at being out of the know, he gave an expression of narrow puzzlement. “Aren’t they both years dead?” 
 
    “Yes. And I’ve no idea where Fingold’s body even lies.” I took a deep breath. “But Csiuste is buried in a shrine northwest of Gleit, along with a number of items that Fingold placed there with her. Among them is a heart-shaped locket — one of a pair that they each wore. It has a mingled sample of blood from the two of them.” 
 
    “I see,” he said. And I could tell from his eyes that he did. Shoje knows enough about unrequited love — thanks, I suppose, to me. He could undoubtedly guess how I felt. Csiuste had spent twenty-some years married to a man I had secretly longed for, and had been a friend of mine herself. Now I meant to visit her grave — along with both of their memories — and take out something that had been precious and shared, an embodiment, in fact, of their marriage. 
 
    The whole idea had an ugly feel to it, shot through with jealousy and grief and guilt over committing an act of disrespect to the dead. 
 
    But of course, it had to be done, and I knew for a fact that neither Fingold nor Csiuste would begrudge the use of their blood for the cause we pursued. 
 
    Shoje blew out his cheeks. “Well. An unusual number of tombs to plunder in this particular undertaking. It’s making me feel a bit insecure about my own eventual burial arrangements.” 
 
    Thankfully, I found myself able to chuckle at that, and the mood lightened faintly for the rest of our breakfast. 
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    Gleit, the famous City on Several Hills, lay in the distance southeast of us. I have a fondness for that town, where Fingold and I first met in a tavern called the Brooding Barnacle — yet it carries an ache for me too. We fell in with Berice and Fauldano not long after, and they introduced us to Maudlin Maurie and Surthur. And when the six of us had trained and provisioned ourselves for a bold attempt on the ruins of Thollol, we chose as our symbol a red swatch of cloth, after the pennants that flew at the city’s western gate. 
 
    Westward, young and foolish, we’d gone. And when we’d returned we’d been young and rich and foolish. 
 
    And from our next outing, not all of us did return. 
 
    Csiuste’s dying wish had been that Fingold bury her someplace dear to him, and so he’d chosen a tall hill not far from Gleit, from which both the western road and the city’s walls could be seen. Now the imperial skyway had marched across the land, and the hill Fingold had chosen lay almost in the shadow of its high rails. But the place itself felt very much the same as it had on that foggy morning eight years before, when several dozen of us had gathered for ceremonies and eulogies. And the humble structure of carved stone, sheltered in its little copse of trees, looked no different for the passing of time. 
 
    “Should we wait here?” Shoje asked, when my hand let go of his and broke the circle that he and Belenoirya and I had made in order to journey here by elliptical magic. “Or more to the point, I suppose, should I wait here, since both of you knew her?” 
 
    “Avelia knew her better than I,” Bele said, releasing her hands from ours and then clasping them behind her back. She made no move to climb the hill. 
 
    I would have liked, I suddenly realized, to undertake this journey alone — to set off on horseback from Kadisthaye and ride across Pendlethorne and the home provinces and Warkslinshire on a pilgrimage to this steep-shouldered but gently crowned rise. To confront these ghosts by myself. 
 
    To have a long solitude, ahead of that confrontation, to prepare for it. 
 
    “I’ll go alone,” I said to the two of them. My eyes strayed to Belenoirya’s longer than Shoje’s. “If that’s all right, Bele. You’ve certainly every right to pay your respects as well.” 
 
    She remained where she was, and waved me uphill with a simple flick of her eyes. 
 
    So up I went. As I closed in on the stand of trees about the shrine, I found them taller than I recalled, and perhaps a little wilder of limb. The shrine itself showed no hint of age — a simple dome atop six columns, harboring a granite dais and a small altar to the goddess Wurina. Though beautiful, the whole thing appeared quite modest. If I hadn’t bowed my head respectfully as I entered, the low rim of the dome would have forced me to duck anyway. 
 
    I felt the breath of spring in the wind, as I knelt before the altar and thought of what to say. Morning sun, cool Warkslinshire air and the buds of leaves upon the trees made it difficult to think of this as a place of death. 
 
    “The Way is open,” I said to the altar, which, like all symbols of Wurina, was fashioned in the shape of a doorway, its door invitingly ajar. No further liturgies came to me — although raised to follow Wurina, I’ve never been especially devout. “Not like you, Csiuste. I’ve always been about breaking open barred gates and making entrances where entrance was denied me. ‘The Way is open,’ you would say — much like my mother used to say it. With such a ring of truth. So why — why have I always found so many things so unjustly shut away?” 
 
    I sighed. Csiuste had been a beautiful soul, with a glad heart even in those last years when sickness made it falter and eventually fail her. To resent such a person would show a remarkable lack of character. Yet I had, in my weaker moments, resented her — even as her laugh buoyed my heart and her kindness helped shore up my faith in the mortal races. A gentle servant of the Open Door, she had stood like a mighty barricade between me and my heart’s greatest longing. 
 
    Fortunately, the woman had been a marvel, and her husband had been a marvel, and the love between them had been such a marvel that it beat down my jealousy with its radiance and kept me from doing anything rash. 
 
    “So here we are, then,” I said to the dais, brushing its cold granite surface with my fingertips. “I, needing something you have, and you, generous beyond life, more than willing to give it.” 
 
    Not for the first time, it occurred to me that Csiuste might actually have been generous enough, if asked properly, to have shared Fingold with me while they both lived. In a sense, she did share him — gave him up for months on end as we dashed off on one adventure or another, while she remained in her healer’s cottage, mending those who needed her talents. If he had wanted me, and if all three of us had known it, I do not think she would have denied him. But Fingold never leaned close to me, as a man leans close to his woman, on any of those trips. And several times each day, he would fish out from within his shirt a heart-shaped locket of gold and rose-red porcelain, and he would use its magic to send his thoughts across the miles to his wife, and while the two of them conversed without words, the happiness upon his face would be more than enough to keep me from ever, ever saying anything that might disrupt it. 
 
    Something more than just a pair of magical lockets joined those two, through all those years and no matter what vast continents might lie between them. To make an assault on that bond, for no reason but my own needs — well, that never proved to be the sort of thing I could do. 
 
    In fact, I found myself hard-pressed to even do the thing I’d come for now. 
 
    Twice, since Csiuste’s death, I’d visited this shrine with Fingold. So I knew the spot to press and the words to say, so that the altar would shift aside. Each time, I’d watched him add another memento to the offerings that rested in the small hollow there. Each time, I’d watched him lift forth Csiuste’s locket, touch it to his lips, then hold it silently in one hand as he gripped his own identical pendant in the other. 
 
    To open that chamber in the dais would not be grave-robbing. Fingold had told me specifically that, once he was gone, I had permission to take anything I might need from the various magical charms he had entombed there. And Csiuste’s bones rested deep, deep below, where I could not disturb them with my borrowing. 
 
    But I still hesitated, and might have remained at pause for hours, if it hadn’t finally occurred to me how rude I was being to my comrades down the hill. 
 
    So with a brief glance to see that Shoje and Belenoirya still stood there, watching and waiting patiently, I performed the motions and spoke the phrases that unlocked the shrine’s tiny altar. 
 
    “I’m sure you would say there’s no cause for apology,” I told Csiuste. “But in case you have not passed quite so fully through that Open Door — in case some deathless filament of love still ties your heart to Fingold’s through this locket, I do apologize for taking it.” 
 
    Then I carefully eased the stony mass of the altar to one side and, after shutting my eyes for just a moment, looked in for what I sought. 
 
    They lay on top, resting across a book of poems, their fine gold chains spilling down its spine. 
 
    It took me a moment to realize that I’d fallen back, that my rump had smacked hard against the stone I’d been kneeling on. Two lockets occupied that little cubby where I’d expected to find one — and I’m not sure anything in the world could have surprised me more. 
 
    Don’t think about it. Don’t think, I told myself. But of course that was impossible. 
 
    Fingold had worn that heart-shaped pendant about his neck every day for at least twenty years while he was married, and I never saw him without it in the three years after Csiuste died. He had treasured it so deeply that when I went out in search of him, and was caught by the Cimonites as he’d been caught months before, and they hung me up in chains upon the wall across from his tortured, naked form, I had been startled — yes, irrationally startled, that I did not see that locket hanging at his breastbone. After an instant’s thought I’d assumed the Cimonites had taken it from him along with all his other gear, and I’d felt more sorrow for him at that defilement than at all the indignities their wicked implements of torture had inflicted on his flesh. 
 
    And now I found that Fingold himself had set the locket aside, lain it here beneath the altar with its mate, and ridden off bare-necked to hunt the worshippers of Cimone. 
 
    Well, of course that’s why he left it, I told myself. He had an inkling, I’m sure. He knew he’d likely never return here. He couldn’t let this pair be split by his death — he certainly couldn’t risk letting something so precious fall into the hands of those horrors. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    The voice was Belenoirya’s, soft and ginger, and at a glance I saw she’d moved up the hill within speaking distance. 
 
    “It looked like you fell,” she said. “Shoje suggested I check on you — in case you’d made a mistake with the opening phrase, and been stricken by one of Fingold’s warding spells.” 
 
    That suggestion made me give her a more solid look. 
 
    She returned my look with nod and a faint, consoling smile. “No, I didn’t think it likely. But I also didn’t think you’d be unprepared to open that thing up and look inside. So again — are you all right?” 
 
    “I don’t know if I have an honest answer to that question,” I said. 
 
    Something on my face must have given her a moment of understanding. The smile quit her face and she walked in long strides across the hilltop to my side, to look down into the altar’s alcove. 
 
    I got to my feet too late to stop her, but not too late to see a single slight tremor cross her cheek, and not too late to see a wet sheen sparkle briefly at the corners of her eyes. I felt guilty then, that I’d let my own feelings keep me planted on my seat upon the cold ground, instead of pretending to be fine and keeping her back from that sight. 
 
    “He must have come back here and left it,” I said, putting my hands upon her soft grey sleeves and turning her away from the dais. “He knew it wouldn’t be safe, carried along with him on that last trip.” 
 
    She shook herself, then took three deep breaths. In twenty years, I’d never seen her so discomposed. 
 
    “Of course,” she said, meeting my gaze with her own. The emotion seemed to have passed from her face, but her eyes with their strange elliptical pupils remained somehow wild. “Of course. We both know he would not have willingly set aside that part of his life.” 
 
    I nodded, since my throat felt unreliable for the shaping of words. 
 
    Then I stooped down and retrieved the two lockets, put the altar of Wurina back in its place, and strode away from the grave. 
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    On the continent of Hiisia, hundreds of miles below and to the west of that little shrine, Shoje and I took passage on a riverboat to Tur-au-Wusiin, where I expected to find the blood magician we needed. Belenoirya saw us off, promising to await our return at an inn, one week hence. 
 
    It felt good to be traveling by mundane means again. In the company of an ellipsist like Bele, far-flung cities become instant neighbors, and you lose all sense of scale and distance. Hands join, your magician works her will, and all the world skips by you. It is convenient, true — but for a wanderer like me, with a heartfelt love of the road, it seems like a cheat, after a while. 
 
    Because of the great distance and the geometries of Hiisia and Delvonia, Belenoirya had reached the limits of her range in getting us this far. She could elide back home to her “place of focus” in an instant, but she could not carry us even ten leagues farther into the Hiisian southlands. And while I regretted seeing her dwindle with the riverbank behind us, I also felt relieved that two or three days would pass here in which I could think — and be — without the press of my mission or my goals. 
 
    On a road or river, you can move toward accomplishments without really having to do anything. The patient person finds that a wonderful gift. 
 
    I turned away from the boat’s railing once I saw Belenoirya vanish from the bank. Shoje, standing at my side, continued to watch the shore. A bit wistfully, he said, “Well, at least one of us will sleep comfortably for the next few days.” 
 
    “At least two,” I said cheerfully. “Boats and I get along very well, thank you. And why so glum? We’re not that far off from your homeland, here.” 
 
    “Actually, we’re about as far off as you can get,” he replied, with a slight toss of the head toward the main bulk of our wooden vessel. 
 
    I followed the gesture and spotted several of the morg crew gazing at us with their sharp blue eyes. That frightfully intense blue, and the inch-long tusks that jut from a morg’s lower jaw, make any look from a morg appear to be a glare. But I nodded to them pleasantly, and they nodded pleasantly back — or at least gave a polite approximation of doing so. 
 
    Looking back to Shoje, I said, “I hope you’re not going to disappoint me by sharing that fabled Haniman disdain for the morgs.  
 
    “Of course not,” he said. “I’m more likely to share the morgish disdain for Hanimen, which I’m sure you’re aware is equally fabled, and which I rather expect to experience myself in no small measure while on this trip.” 
 
    About that, he was probably correct. In centuries past, the morgs and Hanimen made incessant war upon each other — or rather, the morg made incessant war and the Hanimen fended them off with a superior grasp of magic. Now they live in uneasy peace, but the Hanimen still view the morgs as dangerous savages, and the morgs still view the Hanimen as decadent intruders to the morgish continent of Hiisia. 
 
    I clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll weather a few resentful looks and be none the worse for wear. The days of lawless danger went out of Hiisia with the coming of Vajer and the Aur-Ben church — we’re safer here than on the streets of Kadisthaye or Delvos.” 
 
    He nodded. “And certainly safer than in the Haniman north. But I’ve still felt disdainful eyes on me from the moment Belenoirya got us here, and it doesn’t sit well with me, being disdained for something I’m not.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Something you’re not?” I asked, with a lifted eyebrow and a poke at his ribs. “You may be less degenerate than your countrymen, Shoje — less idle, less sybaritic. But you’re certainly no paragon of industry and rectitude, either.” 
 
    “What I am not,” he said, shying away from my prod, “is morally deficient. Not any moreso than you, anyway, and they’re not looking at you the same way they’re looking at me.” 
 
    “But at least they’re not looking at you and sharpening their knives, as they would have been a few hundred years back.” 
 
    He shrugged. “A knife I can defeat. A supposition is a much hardier foe.” 
 
    “Why, Shoje,” I said with feigned surprise, “are you shying away from a challenge because it’s too hardy?” 
 
    This ruffled him a bit, though he tried not to let it show. “No. Are you suggesting that I alone might overcome the residue of six hundred years of war and spite?” 
 
    “No,” I said, and put an arm around his shoulders to guide him forward, where the rest of the boat’s passengers had gathered amidships on the broad deck. “But why don’t you and I together step up and see if we can find the way in to the way in to the morgs’ better graces?” 
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    Two days later, when we stepped onto the docks at Tur-au-Wusiin, Shoje carried himself with far greater comfort than he had upon our arrival in Hiisia. The Kuvei river flows through some desolate terrain as it winds its way across the Hiisite badlands. But in that harsh, hot, rocky land, we found that the application of a little charm and sincerity is a balm against even very old grievances. By the time our waterway rolled out of the Shirso Defile and presented us to the squat, burly architecture of Tur, Shoje was chatting with most of the morgish crew as easily as he would have with any Delvonian. 
 
    The ship’s head porter stopped us just before we crossed the gangway, to thank us for our company. “It has brought pleasure to speak the tongue of Saint Vajer, outside of services and prayers,” he said in his thick-throated accent. “I wish the light of Aur-Benefice upon you both.” 
 
    Shoje deliberately gave a deep and willowy Haniman bow — something I’d not seen him do before — and replied, “If understanding is light, then our trip has been a bask in the sun for me. You have my thanks.” 
 
    I thanked him as well, pleased to yet again be able to look past the tusks and the great mane of bristles and see a person of goodwill. Then my young friend and I set off through the winding Turian streets to find Hiisia’s largest cathedral, the Temple of Vajer. 
 
    This city sprawled much wider than Ur-jo, where Belenoirya had put us down. And we had the whole city to cross, whereas in Ur-jo, we’d started off almost at the docks already. So our walk showed us more of morgish culture in this Age of the Church than we’d seen previously. 
 
    I was glad to have had two days to work up to it, even though my friend Kua Aiddo had described a great deal about her people during our journeys the previous fall. 
 
    “The laborers with the brass circlets about their necks,” Shoje asked, after we’d passed several worksites, “are those ... ?” 
 
    “Slaves,” I said, nodding. “But not in the sense you or I give that word. There are no prisons in Hiisia. Those convicted of crimes can choose between a period of servitude and a session of public torture. Despite their legendary tolerance for pain, very few morgs choose the torture.” 
 
    “Yet they have no chains, and I see no overseer,” Shoje said. His brow had a furrow of thought in it. “What’s to prevent me from choosing servitude, and then simply dashing off the first chance I get?” 
 
    “The penalty for breaking servitude is called the Death of Fifteen Days, which is how long Vajer was supposedly flayed upon the wheel before his ascension.” 
 
    Shoje blanched a bit and made a show of crossing his arms to put his hands close by his ribs. “You will of course let me know if I stray in some direction forbidden by local ordinance.” 
 
    I laughed. “Let’s just both follow my usual approach for places with unknown customs: Do nothing, and you will do nothing to offend.” 
 
    “Not very comforting,” he said. Then he loosened his posture and went on, “I’m certainly glad I got to know a few morgs before this place hit me full in the face. Slavery, torture, death — I wonder if that’s what the hallowed Saint Vajer had in mind when he came forth to convert the morgs?” 
 
    “Not likely,” I said. Then I gestured at something I’d just seen through the gap between two large buildings. “But I don’t think he had that in mind either.” 
 
    Rippled by a scrim of heat — for it was very hot here — a vast golden dome rose up on columns of white marble in the distance. A great statue of a wheel surmounted it, indistinct in the wavering air. I knew it to be a sculpture of Vajer Upon the Wheel, but from here it looked like no more than a flickering disk. 
 
    “Imposing,” Shoje admitted. “You obviously know a great deal more of this place than I. Would you care to educate me as we walk?” 
 
    He asked this with a casual pretense — Shoje understands as well as anyone what a weakness I have for the telling of stories. I appreciated both the opening and the mock innocence with which he delivered it. 
 
    So I unlimbered my knowledge of this morgish continent, of this city, Tur-au-Wusiin, and I weighed what I knew of their customs, their history, their fables. Very quickly, I settled upon the story of Saint Vajer himself, and while I’ve heard many versions of it, the one that seemed most fitting was the one told to me by Kua Aiddo just a few months back. We were, after all, on our way now to find her. 
 
    “That statue atop the dome,” I said, for my start, “is no circle standing in for the hot orb of the sun. Nor is it a moon-icon, or a great all-seeing eye. It’s the image in stone of Vajer of Palus, bound upon a torture wheel with a morgish war-axe cleaved deep into his chest.” 
 
    Shoje raised an eyebrow. Few among the gods are reputed to be as kind, gentle, and just as the goddess Aur-Benefice, and the image I had described roundly disagreed with her philosophy of order and peace. 
 
    But I went on to tell of Vajer, the Palusian prince and arch-priest of Aur-Benefice, who gave up the vast landholdings of his family and the high place he’d earned within his church in order to mount an expedition to Hiisia, hoping to bring light to a realm of bestial savagery. Things went awry from the start — Vajer’s skyship missed its landing and wrecked across the Ronanji Desert near Hiisel. They had aimed for the Turian southlands, where morgs knew only other morgs, and had no ingrained hatred of Delvonians or Hanimen. But in Hiisel, the morgs knew and hated men well. Instead of bearing gifts to the sultan of Tur-au-Wusiin, the survivors of the crash found themselves dragged before the morg king of Hiisel, who declared Vajer and his comrades spies, and ordered them tortured to death publicly. He insisted upon slow torture, for maximum suffering and in hopes of eliciting a confession from Vajer or the others.  
 
    For fifteen days, the royal morgish torturemaster and his underlings worked upon Vajer atop a grand dais in Hiisel's central square. The first few days were observed by tens of thousands of morgs, packed into the square to see the spectacle. Vajer's friends died quickly, lasting only a day or two apiece, one of them croaking out a desperate false confession in hopes of ending the pain. From Vajer, though, the torturers were unable to coax a single scream. Instead, he preached to them of Aur-Benefice between every lash, every cut, every burn. At first, the jeers of the crowd drowned out his words. But as the days drew on, and the crowds thinned in boredom, Vajer's ceaseless sermon became audible to those who remained. The king and the torturemaster were enraged by his resistance, and by the fourth day, they both swore that they would not kill him until his sermons turned to screams and to confession. At this point, the damage to Vajer's body was already fearsome and terrifying to behold. The torturer hoped to make him last another day or two at most, by which time anyone should have broken. 
 
    By the eighth day, the torturemaster, Gnaicho, had grown fearful that Vajer could withstand any pain, and would die long before he broke. By the tenth day, the crowds had almost vanished, except for a vigilant few who remained, fascinated by Vajer's unfailing spirit. By the twelfth day, some in the crowd were calling for the priest to be killed out of pity, a concept almost alien to morgs. The king grew fearful that some supernatural power sustained Vajer, and that the whole debacle was making him appear weak in his subjects’ eyes. Gnaicho's confidence in his abilities as a torturer had almost wholly failed, and he took to plugging his ears with wax until the king ordered him to stop the spineless behavior. 
 
    On the fifteenth day, stupefied that Vajer still lived and terrified that the priest might actually be affecting the spectators who had once again grown in numbers, the king mounted the dais with his vast battle axe in hand to kill Vajer. Gnaicho was a trembling wreck by this time, and watched the king step toward the torture wheel with deadened eyes. The killing stroke fell with a curious lack of drama — a sickening, abrupt sound that echoed out across the square and then died. The crowd reacted with only silence. Half-relieved and half-confused, the king began to make a speech of triumph, but it was rambling and unconvincing, and Gnaicho interrupted it, saying, "He has beaten us." 
 
    Infuriated, the king screamed that Gnaicho was a traitor, and grabbed his axe to strike the torturer down — 
 
    But the weapon would not come free of Vajer's body. The king yanked and pulled with all his fearsome strength, but the axe-head held fast in the corpse, which was chained to the wheel. Finally, the king collapsed in a fit of rage, quaking and pounding the dais with his fists until his bodyguards nervously helped him to his feet and led him away. 
 
     Gnaicho became an apostle of Aur-Benefice, and found a surprising number of followers among those who'd stayed to watch the entire fifteen days. Persecution of the sect seemed only to make it stronger. Within ten years, Hiisel was torn by civil war, and within twenty, the Vajerite Church of Aur-Benefice had overwhelmed the country. The surrounding states thought they saw opportunity in Hiisel's internal strife, and wars were waged by An-Gura and Chin'Jii that at first appeared sure to partition Hiisel into oblivion. But the Vajerite armies were fueled by fanaticism, which the mere greed of their morgish enemies could not match. In the end Hiisel not only fought off the invaders, but conquered them in turn. 
 
     With a ruthlessness only morgs are capable of, the Vajerites of Hiisel crushed their foes, destroying those they could not convert. Before Gnaicho died, he saw everything south of the Chin'Jii Mountains under his control as Theocrat of Hiisia. 
 
    I rounded this tale out just as we reached the Holy Plaza of the Temple. A quarter mile of paving stones still lay between us and the huge gilt dome, but now the viciously abused form of Vajer could be plainly seen, graven upon that vast wheel at the dome’s peak. 
 
    “Do you think it happened that way?” asked Shoje. 
 
    “Something happened,” I said with a shrug. “Perhaps Gnaicho had the knack of sorcery, and cast a spell to fix the axe in the corpse, immovable. Known history tells us Gnaicho was both brilliant and ambitious. It’s possible that he founded his church purely as a means of gaining power. The facts are that thousands and thousands of people died and that we now see civilization where raw brutality ruled before. Is that evidence of some divine plan? Fingold always said, ‘I’m leery of gods who, looking to lead the world toward peace, can find no better tool than catastrophe.’ And elements of the story ring false to those with a little first-hand experience in torture.” 
 
    Shoje passed a sympathetic look my way. Though I bore no scars from it, my own time on a torturer’s rack had lasted well over a year. If Vajer’s fifteen days had been a miracle, it could only mean that the morgs were far clumsier at the work of torment than my Cimonite captors had been. 
 
    “But at the same time,” I went on, “we know Vajer was an actual man, and we know that he tried to do a good thing, and that good came of it. I guess I’d rather take that lesson away than worry my brains out over the puzzle of the ‘real’ truth.” 
 
    “Fair enough, I suppose,” Shoje said, looking warily up at the giant statue of a savaged priest. “When we get in there, though, I believe I’ll politely let you do all the talking. Seeing as how you’re better acquainted with the ‘good’ that came of Vajer’s sacrifice.” 
 
    I laughed, and we continued forward to the temple. 
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    They brought us to Kua Aiddo in a small garden behind the temple. As we entered, she rose calmly from her work at a stand of halewort, brushed the dirt from her hands, and moved to greet us. 
 
    “It is a blessing to see you again,” she said, clasping her forearm to mine in the morgish version of a handshake. Her fiery blue eyes looked me up and down, and then went briefly to Shoje, before she spoke again. “You are well, and in the company of a friend. It pleases me to see both of these truths.” 
 
    “No more, I’m sure, than it pleases me to see you. Kua Aiddo, this is Shoje Keindan — a disreputable Haniman I’ve known for some years.” 
 
    She bowed to Shoje, and he to her, and they exchanged pleasantries, although I did not miss the look Shoje gave me at the word “disreputable.” 
 
    Nor could I overlook the change in Aiddo since I’d seen her last. She still had a strong morg physique, but it showed noticeably thinner than I recalled, and her pilgrim’s traveling robes had been replaced by a simple brown shift, coarse-woven and less than comfortable in appearance. 
 
    “Come,” she said. “Let us seek shade, and drink to ease the heat while we talk.” 
 
    With a bow to the two church functionaries who’d led us to her, Aiddo turned and took us into a covered portico nearby, where chairs and a pitcher of bitter tea awaited. Two sides of the portico were bounded by the cool stone walls of the temple, so the extraordinary heat abated somewhat as we took our seats. 
 
    “You come for several reasons,” Aiddo said, pouring a tall glass of tea for each of us, but not for herself. “I see no simple purpose in your eyes, as I would expect if you had finished your mission and sought me out only to tell the tale of it.” 
 
    I nodded. “A great deal remains of the undertaking I’m on, and unfortunately, I’d still prefer not to burden you with the full breadth of the matter.” 
 
    She spread her hands placidly. “You see the price of aiding you, a known fugitive: only blisters on fingers and dirt on palms. Let me say again: no penance daunts me, that helps move you toward a just goal.” 
 
    As much as I would have liked Kua Aiddo to join our small company, my conscience would not allow it. It had taken interviews with two Intercessors and an Undercurate to get me permission for this visit. Because Aiddo had knowingly helped me while an imperial warrant called for my arrest, she had been sentenced to six months’ penitence here in the gardens. The Undercurate informed me that nothing could be done to lessen her punishment, even though I presented him with the writ remanding my fugitive status. What’s more, he said that if the same events had taken place in Hiisia, with regard to a Hiisian legal warrant, her religious sentence would have been followed by a civil one, including no less than two years’ hard labor with a brass circlet around her neck. 
 
    Asking her to help kidnap the Sovereign Empress of Delvonia would be asking her to willingly lock herself into slavery for half a lifetime once we’d finished the task. 
 
    So instead of telling her our goal, I said, “I would prefer only to get your help on a small matter, and let you know that my name has been cleared of the warrant.” 
 
    “The first is a joy; the second I expected. Yet you withhold the full story. Please do not think that I press you for it. Yet if there is a chance for me to do good, I open myself to opportunity. Hesitate not out of any worry on my behalf.” 
 
    Here Shoje apparently could not restrain from comment, and said, “We rather expected that Avelia’s writ would clear your slate as well.” 
 
    Aiddo looked at him, her face as mild as a morg‘s can ever be said to look. “I worked in conflict with a lawful order of the territory through which I passed. That transgression is not changed by later events, like the order being undone, or by unrelated facts, like the justness of the order.” 
 
    “Unrelated —” He stopped and stared into his tea as though collecting himself. “I have difficulty comprehending  it. My apologies if I seem to question your ways, but how can you so calmly accept punishment when you’ve done no true wrong?” 
 
    “The good person,” she said, inclining her head and lowering her eyelids, “is always willing to take more blame and suffer more penance than is deserved. How else are we to be certain that we have done all we can to be good?” 
 
    With a frank expression, Shoje said, “I suppose I’m less keen on certainty and more keen on getting on with my life, including whatever my next attempt at doing good might be.” 
 
    She smiled and looked to me. “Your friend has less patience than you, I think.” 
 
    “About some things,” I agreed with a laugh. “About others, he shows an endless and sometimes irritating capacity for waiting.” 
 
    Aiddo smiled and said, “I would enjoy learning more, once my labors here are done. But you have business with me, before I resume my business with the weeds.” 
 
    At that gentle reminder, I pulled out the two lockets that we’d brought from Csiuste’s memorial. Placing them on the table between us, I explained, “These two pendants hold a small mixture of blood each. I was hoping that you could work a blood link for me, so that I can find a relative of the original owners.” 
 
    She picked up the lockets gently, by their chains, and draped them across the palm of one hand. 
 
    “They are small,” she said. “But there may be enough for a spell of blood linking, if neither sample has gone dead and dry.” 
 
    “I doubt they will have,” I said. “The lockets are magical, and I knew their maker. The seals should be perfect, and he would have warded them as best he could against the effects of time or damage.” 
 
    The focus of her eyes remained on the lockets’ smooth,  gold-and-rose shapes. “Beautiful, and precious — you knew a craftsman.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Yes, I did.” 
 
    Then she looked plainly up to me and over to Shoje and back to me. “And when they have emptied, do you wish me to refill them? I sense the bond between the pair — a very useful magic, I would think.” 
 
    The offer startled me. I hadn’t even considered the lockets for their original purpose; something about the idea felt both disrespectful and morbid. 
 
    Into my silence, Shoje said, “I suspect Avelia would be less than comfortable with that.” 
 
    “Hush, Shoje,” I told him. To Kua Aiddo, I said, “Would they work for us? Does the magic take only the mixing of blood?” 
 
    Again she looked from one of us to the other, her eyes slightly narrowed. “If blood alone could work such magic, the world would shrink. These hearts will work only for those whose true hearts are paired. Are the two of you not ...?” 
 
    “No,” I said, half-relieved. 
 
    “Apologies. I thought to observe something in your manner with each other.” 
 
    Shoje put his glass down after a long drink, and said, “My fault, undoubtedly. In my more thoughtless moments, I’m sure my eyes go to Avelia in a way she does not return.” 
 
    Kua Aiddo weighed the two lockets, one in each palm. Her expression remained mild and unreadable to me. I picked up my tea and sipped it, finding the taste harsh and unsweetened. 
 
    “I would ask a favor,” the morgish woman said, “in exchange for my help.” 
 
    “Name it, and I will do it if I can.” 
 
    With her hands cupped and the two heart-shaped pendants nestled within, she pointed her fingers toward me. “I will empty these, to work a blood link. Then, you shall let me refill them, from the two of you.” 
 
    That lowered my eyebrows. “I thought you said —” 
 
    “If he feels,” she said, her hands swinging toward Shoje, “you will be able to hear him, through your locket. To hear without words, and across miles, even in one direction only — this power should not be turned away lightly.” 
 
    “And I would not turn it away,” I said, although in truth I felt unsettled at the possibility of Shoje putting his thoughts into my head. If the trick actually worked, I would have to set some very clear rules about using it. 
 
    “Good,” Aiddo said. “And you, Shoje — is there a question, that raises your brow in that way?” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair, in an effort to appear more composed. But I could see quite clearly that the idea of the lockets thrilled him. 
 
    “Well,” he said, lifting his tea glass, “I’m surprised and pleased, of course, that Avelia has said yes to that — and I hope that it will end up causing me to be forever indebted to you. But I’m also curious as to how it counts as a favor from Avelia to you.” 
 
    She rose, closing one hand about the lockets. “She keeps me distant, that I am not placed in conflict with the strictures of my faith. Between my sacrifice and her own, she chooses her own. This is to be admired — to a certain point.” 
 
    “But?” I asked. 
 
    “But to deny the self is to refuse the greatest gift that Aur Benefice has given us,” she said. “You will brook no distraction from this mission. That I know. But let yourself hear whatever the locket will let you hear. If in this way I help you lead yourself to happiness, then my heart swells with joy, and I do not mind being kept from the other hardships of your mission that I would readily share.” 
 
    I could hardly grumble at that, but I gave Shoje a grumbling look anyway and said, “You see? It’s not just a favor but a mightily big favor she’s asking — although since she doesn’t know you, perhaps she doesn’t know how big.” 
 
    Shoje, though, ignored me and stood up to give Kua Aiddo a beaming bow. 
 
    Before the situation could grow any more intolerable, though, she took us inside the temple in search of a proper chamber in which to work her blood magic. 
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    Our journey back upriver took five days, even on a relatively fast boat pulled by great, ill-tempered river-oxen. For most of the first day, I peered off across the rail while Shoje pestered the driver, learning about the river-oxen and their ways, and how the morg with his chains kept control of them as they galloped along the bottom thirty feet down. The farmlands around Tur-au-Wusiin moved slowly by, great fields irrigated from the river, bearing crops meant solely to feed livestock or yield fibers for spinning into cloth. 
 
    The second day, Shoje regaled me with what he’d learned, and I appreciated both the substance of his lecture and the deliberateness with which he avoided talking about the lockets. 
 
    By the third day, we’d moved well into the badlands — ugly, sere country on all sides. The heat was ferocious, even out on the river. To distract from it, I told about my months in the north, waiting out the recall of that warrant. I told of my cabin there, made by Fingold years back, of its walls of stone and logs held magically in place. I gave some time to the ice bears as well: their habits and character, their great size and strength, and then the two ways I’d managed to kill them. “I recommend the spear over the knife,” I told Shoje and the boat driver, who’d looked back at us over his shoulder when the subject of combat had come up. “The spear requires skill and timing, but the knife takes both of those along with great deal of speed — and even more of luck.” 
 
    The fourth day took us through the rockiest, craggiest part of the badlands, and because we had by this time made the full acquaintance of the morgish driver, he humored us with some tales of the land — wild, colorful legends from the days when raw greed and passion ruled the morgs, stories of kings and caravans and cruel, cruel wars that rolled back and forth across these stark, stony hills from time immemorial. 
 
    The fifth day took us into farmland again and by midday to the docks of Ur-Jo. 
 
    Through all of this, a pulse ran. It had a green and gold taste to it, and it tugged at my veins with the faintest of pressure, pulling me eastward and upward — far upward, somewhere on the Delvonian continent high overhead. It kept me tense, this magical link Kua Aiddo had wrought with the blood of Fingold and Csiuste. It kept my thoughts reaching far ahead of my body’s grasp, distracted me through most of stories and legends and idle chatter. I itched to be following that blood-link, to be closing in on its source, which I knew to be Fingold’s granddaughter Noxie and whom I hoped to find safe in the company of my nephew Jake and the rest of the Warbler clan. 
 
    So my strides, once we reached the docks, were long, and my greeting to Belenoirya, once we reached her at the inn, was short. Thankfully, she is not one to take offense at brevity. 
 
    Four jumps, with Belenoirya’s elliptical magic, got us as far as we would get by those means. 
 
    The first pulled us back to Warkslinshire and the same hilly country north of Gleit where we’d visited Csiuste’s shrine. Once there, I’d let go of Belenoirya’s hand just long enough to turn and point the way, northeast, that the blood-link pulled at me. “That way, some fair distance — possibly a hundred miles or two.” 
 
    The second jump took us most of the way to the border, where a great line of trees called the Picket Woods marked the end of Warkslinshire and the start of Delvonia’s Home Provinces. The shift in scenery was no more dramatic than the change in the strange color-taste of the blood-link. It soared upward in intensity, and flipped sides, so that I now felt it from the exact opposite direction. 
 
    “Too far,” I told Belenoirya. “But not by much. Try thirty or forty miles back in the direction we came.” 
 
    “You know where we’re getting close to, don’t you?” she asked. 
 
    I did, and despite myself, the knowledge surprised me. Would Jake really have led the whole family somewhere so precarious? 
 
    Shoje, less familiar with Warkslinshire but familiar enough with me to read the look on my face, said, “Where?” 
 
    “I think you’ll see soon enough,” Bele said. She lifted her hands, raising my own and Shoje’s with them, and took us back through the greyness of elision. We came out on the shores of Lake Loregaurdele, with the lake and its many islands before us and the far side, thick with trees, barely visible in the distance. 
 
    “How far is the signal now?” Belenoirya asked. 
 
    I felt the green-gold pull with my heart and all my limbs. From previous experience with a blood-link, I knew the source lay no more than miles off. With the lake here being about three miles across, that put Noxie somewhere in the woods beyond. 
 
    “She’s in there,” I said, pointing my chin across the waters to the vast, mounding canopy of the forest beyond. 
 
    “Then I can take you across the lake, but no farther,” Belenoirya said. “They say sunlight is chancy at best in those woods, and even if I could get in to a clearing, the boughs might close overhead and stop me from getting back out.” 
 
    I nodded and reached into my pocket for the small pouch in which I’d been keeping the lockets. 
 
    “Well, Shoje,” I said, pulling the two necklaces out. “It looks like you’ll get your chance here to try these out.” 
 
    He looked at me contrarily, as though he wanted to object, but instead he asked, “If you mean that I’m not going with you into the woods, do you mind at least telling me why?” 
 
    I handed him one of the pendants and looped the other around my neck. “Those are the Sprite Deeps. If Jake and the rest of the family have gone in there with Noxie, it probably means that he’s married her and claimed kin-bond for the rest of the Warbler clan. There’s no more capricious or dangerous folk than the sprites, but if you can claim kinship to them and make it stick, they’re honor bound not to kill you in any direct way.” 
 
    “I see. And into this resoundingly safe wilderness of happy sprite relations, you’re simply going to venture alone?” 
 
    “No choice about it,” I said. “If Jake’s married to Noxie, he’ll be off-limits to most spritely mischief. The rest of the family, blood-kin to Jake, they’ll need to be on guard against trickery, but not against outright attacks. I’m adopted, and I don’t know if sprite-folk will interpret that as a full enough kinship to protect me. But even if it is, there’s no way they’ll put stock in my claiming you as a friend. You’d be fair game — and the thing about sprite arrows is, you don’t see them coming.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he said, affecting lightness, although I could see the concern in a momentary crease upon his forehead. Then he donned the necklace, and gave a mock sigh. “I suppose there’s nothing for it but to give these a try, then.” 
 
    I held up a finger. “I do not want to hear from you on any regular basis through the locket. Take hold of it now and let’s see if it works. Then tuck it away and only use it to tell me if you’re in trouble, or if you’ve found Osyrand and Staliss, which is what I suggest you and Bele busy yourselves with doing while I’m in the Deeps.” 
 
    “I would not dream of abusing such a wonderful device,” Shoje said innocently. Lifting the pendant between his fingers, he peered at it as though concentrating. 
 
    Belenoirya took the moment to speak her thoughts. “If I might make a recommendation,” she said, “there are places within the Deeps where time has no more constancy than the sprites themselves. I think it might be advisable for Shoje to contact you each noon and nightfall, to make sure you have a sense of how much time is passing in the world outside.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond, thinking that she had a point. But before I could agree, a thought came into my head — a thought not my own. 
 
    Do you hear? 
 
    Three words only, in Shoje’s voice. Their tone was of simple inquiry. But alongside them, floating through my chest from the locket that hung above my heart, came a wash of feeling unlike any I had felt in — well, I’m not sure how long. The power of it stuck in my throat, and instead of speaking, as I’d been about to, I only coughed. 
 
    Shoje let go of the locket. A glint of curious anticipation showed in his eye as he awaited my response. A similarly piqued interest could be seen on Belenoirya’s face. 
 
    I could have paused, then, for any number of reasons. I might have contemplated what those emotions told me about Shoje, and whether they told me anything about myself. Or I might have formed an insistent denial — told myself that what I’d felt pouring through the locket had been childish adoration, or the yearnings of a man basely infatuated. I might have thought on the repercussions for our mission, if I should happen to be distracted by such a flood of connection at the wrong moment. 
 
    Instead, I cleared my throat as though the cough had been happenstance, and I replied to Belenoirya’s question exactly as I had originally meant to. 
 
    “Sensible enough,” I told her. Turning to Shoje, I asserted all my will in keeping my expression mild, and I said, “It works. Let’s follow Bele’s plan and I’ll expect to hear from you twice a day.” 
 
    Smiling, he gave the locket upon my chest a prompting look. “You don’t want to try yours?” 
 
    The answer to that came very easily. 
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    XLVIII 
 
      
 
    Not far up from the waters of Loregaurdele, a screen of bushes and low shrubs stood thick against casual entry into the woods beyond. I looked back down toward the shore at Shoje and Belenoirya, and I waved them off as though irritated to still see them watching me. Belenoirya raised one hand mildly; Shoje gave a small bow. Then they joined hands and disappeared off across the continent in search of Osyrand and Staliss. 
 
    I walked along the outskirts of the brush for a bit, listening keenly and keeping an eye out for a game trail that might let me pass through the growth without hacking it aside. Soon enough I found the traces of a path — but I heard nothing beyond the faint lapping of the lake at its shore. 
 
    My way wound quickly through the first outlying trees. As the canopy thickened overhead, the undergrowth quickly disappeared and left me in a shadowy, earthy hall of trunks and limbs, stretching off silent into unfathomable distances. 
 
    Could I see lights, farther on? And if so, were they clearings aslant with sunlight, or the winking illusory lanterns of sprite folk? 
 
    The more I thought on it, the cleverer Jake’s plan seemed. Even the Cimonites would not risk venturing far into the Sprite Deeps, if they somehow managed to track the family there. These woods did not lack for living things — I could see deer spoor along the trail I’d been following, and despite the shadows my eye caught at movement where squirrels or chipmunks slunk upon high branches. Yet the silence and stillness hinted that all creatures were wise to move cautiously through this place. A wrong step, and one could come unhitched from time, so that a half-day’s stroll might let a year pass, outside the Deeps. And the lords of this forest could weave light itself into any scene they cared to show you. No skill at woodcraft would let you track your way back out, if a sprite king took it upon himself to trick you. 
 
    But if Jake’s strategy was clever, it was a dangerous sort of clever, and I did not find myself easy with the notion of my family living for years on the questionable hospitality of sprites — whether the particular sprite tribe was Noxie’s kin or not. 
 
    I moved with care through the shade here, setting as my goal what I thought to be a spot of light far ahead. The better my eyes adjusted to the umbral dimness, the more I noticed beetles crawling here and there, and quiet birds gliding tree to tree. I kept an eye well ahead of myself, trying to look for birds that flew unnaturally slow, or insects that scurried faster than any insect should. These, I’d been told long ago, were the only clues that one might be approaching a pocket of strangetime, where the flow of hours would not proceed as expected. 
 
    No such sights revealed themselves, though, and soon I stood at the rim of a clearing, lush and green and awash in sunlight. Bees darted about the heads of flowers, the hum of their industry sounding louder than anything I’d heard since the lake shore. 
 
    Here was a scene from a thousand tales — a cozy glade rich with green splendor, where a napping wayfarer might sleep and never wake, or a comely lost maiden might find herself wooed with a sprinkling of enchantment. Had I been exploring the Sprite Deeps, with thought of sneaking in and sneaking back out, I would have swung wide of this spot the moment I recognized its beauty.  
 
    In these lands, beauty was not to be trusted. 
 
    But I entered the clearing anyway, because I had no intention of sneaking my way to Noxie. Or rather, I had no delusions of being able to succeed in the sneaking. 
 
    Clover and wildflowers had divided the clearing up into territories, mapping out geographies in which butterbells aligned with stands of broad-leafed ocean’s tongue and kept alert watch across the sea of clover for incursions from kingdoms of honeywort and pinfire. An old and rotten log made a ridgeline between two such floral duchies, but it looked so eaten-up with fungus that I dared not sit on it for fear of having it collapse beneath me. Fortunately, off-center of the glade sat a pair of sizeable rocks, the larger as big as a travel trunk and the smaller about the size of my pack.  
 
    I made for these, sat, and opened up that pack to bring forth a small lunch of hard bread and sausage that I’d packed before leaving Ur-Jo. I also fished out not one but two kerchiefs that could stand in for napkins. The first I spread in my lap, the other I unfolded carefully and laid upon the surface of the smaller rock. When I hewed off a hunk of bread for my own napkin, I also cut a smaller one for the second setting.  I did not put a share of the potent morgish sausage alongside that smaller piece of bread, but I did find a tin that I like to keep filled with dried dates and nuts, and that went on the little stone alongside the bread. 
 
    The springtime sun, the crisp air and the beauty of this place should have made for a perfect meal, even though the food had a certain coarseness to it. But I remained alert, even as I ate the sausage lazily, admiring the breeze upon the blossoms and upon my skin. 
 
    Presently, a voice spoke out of the air, high and musical. 
 
    “Who are you expecting, that you lay out that tiny portion? A friend of meager appetite, or some prey so feeble-minded that even scraps will lure it?” 
 
    I did not look about for the source of these words; I knew I would not find any. Instead, I raised up my bread and said, “Neither friend nor prey, but family. As to the portion size, kin always know they can ask me for more, if what I’ve offered proves too little.” 
 
    “And who might these kin be?” 
 
    Casually, I said, “The Warbler family, or their sprite relations.” 
 
    “Sssss,” said the voice, and I felt a little jerk of fear in my chest. I’m not easily frightened, but I had little means to defend myself against an angry sprite with the power of illusion. My ears strained hard for any faint creak of bowstring or scrape of arrow from a quiver. But after a moment, the voice went on, “I smell iron on you, Warbler-kin. What friend or family of sprites brings iron into the Deeps?” 
 
    Despite its challenge, the question actually relieved me somewhat — mostly because it was a question, and not an arrow. I now knew that the speaker had heard of the Warblers, which suggested that my guess had been right. Noxie and Jake had brought the clan here, and word of big folk in the Deeps had undoubtedly spread quickly.  
 
    “Ordinarily,” I said in a calm tone, “I carry steel at my side. But my enemies have lately stolen or broken my best steel weapons, so I’ve fallen back to this one, which is iron and amber and magic. It is called Siege, and it will stay in its holder until I leave the Deeps. Or, if you care to trade, I will gladly let you take it and destroy it in exchange for a suitably sized blade of sprite-carved darkwood.” 
 
    The voice gave a short laugh. “If I had such a blade, why would I trade it for something useless and poisonous? If I slavered so frothily to break your weapon, better to kill you and do it at no cost to myself.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You could try, and see whether I exacted any cost from you in the attempt. Or you could think of my kin, including the spritely ones, and think whether they might ask a price of you upon learning you’d killed me. Or, better still, you could think how much you dislike these Warblers intruding into your lovely Deeps, and ask whether my quest is likely to keep them here longer or hasten their return to the crass world outside.” 
 
    After a brief silence, the voice said, “Well? Which is it?” 
 
    I took a bite of sausage, chewed it, and said, “The second. We Warblers have a town we love called Wherrydon, and only persecution by our foes has driven us from it. I have a plan to undo those foes, which will free my clan to trouble the spritelands no longer. But I need to pass through and find my family first.” 
 
    Lilting, untraceable, and irritated, the voice said, “I must consult with the elders.” 
 
    I gestured toward the small rock and the untouched food there. “Are you sure you wouldn’t care to fortify yourself before you go? The bread is a bit stiff, but I promise the dates are excellent.” 
 
    The voice gave no reply. Eventually, I decided I’d been left to myself and, after finishing lunch, walked on through the Deeps.  
 
      
 
    XLIX 
 
      
 
    One feels watched, in the Sprite Deeps, at all times. The unnatural quiet carries a hint of faraway laughter or bells, and the shadows move and glide at the edges of one’s vision, though they stay docilely still when looked at directly. These things may be tricks of the mind, or tricks of the sprites, or the soul of the forest itself. But in any case, the lush beauty does not lend itself to tarrying. 
 
    The going was neither easy nor straight: dense stands of trees and wire-nettle periodically forced me to detour from my path, and the land of the Deeps is hilly. I came once upon a pocket of strangetime, which I recognized only because a fallen tree there left a gap through which a slant of sunlight fell. After so long in gloom and grey, any traveler would naturally be drawn to the brightness, but as I moved toward it I realized that I could actually see the angle of the sunbeam changing, ever so slightly.  I backtracked at once, to skirt wide of the area, keeping watch as I moved for any other signs of time running at breakneck speed. Any of these impediments might have been spritely illusions — the only way to test them would have been to walk up and touch, and I had no more desire to feel a wire-nettle than to walk through strangetime. 
 
    Hour by hour I drew closer to the pulsing signal from which the blood-link sprang, its constancy the one sensation I knew the sprites could not bespell with figments. The source lay no more than a mile away when I reached a small stream that formed the border between two sprite kingdoms. 
 
    And I knew it for a border because of the procession awaiting me on the far side. 
 
    Ten sprites floated in the air above the bank, their small forms held up by subtle tremors of their wings. The smallest stood no taller than my hand, the largest perhaps as high as my knee, but it would never do to estimate these creatures by their size. Each of the foremost bore a long-hafted axe of darkwood, which cleaves steel and wards away magic. Behind these hung several archers, their bows taller than the sprites themselves. They had arrows nocked, but not drawn back, and the glint of the arrowheads seemed brighter than the light here would account for. Their garb was a wild clash of furs and feathers and silks, no two alike in any way. Some wore jewelry of horn and withe, others had draped themselves in ivy. Only one, though, had the distinction of any metal in her accoutrements — a fair-haired female in birch-bark robes, about whose skull ran a silver band set with fiery opal horns. 
 
    I describe these things about the sprites because I have no way to capture their startling physical beauty. If you meet one, its image will cut itself into your memory forever. Until then, you have no way of imagining it. 
 
    “Cross the stream, Warbler,” said the sprite in the silver crown. “Be quick — you pass now from Ixi lands into Cziembrudale, which crossing bears you from seething sufferance to grudging tolerance.” 
 
    In a half-dozen strides, I reached the stream and stepped over its narrow flow without having to wet my boots. Once upon the far bank, I bowed to the Cziembru queen deeply, and said, “I thank you for your welcome, and for the honor of your presence.” 
 
    At that she laughed, a high, disdainful sound that would have been quite ugly coming from a less lyrical throat. “I believe you were granted an invitation just now, which is entirely different from a welcome.” 
 
    Her vanguard made no laughter in response, and given the reputation of sprites as a wry, mischievous folk, I gathered I was in a serious situation. 
 
    “My apologies,” I said. “I mean no offense with my intrusion into your realm, but I am on business of the utmost urgency.” 
 
    She nodded, and I saw what I thought to be flecks of gold in her periwinkle eyes. “So it always is with the big folk and their business. But in this case, word has flown before you and I find myself in agreement to one extent: if your mission frees the Warblers to leave our Deeps, then the Cziembru, too, find it urgent. We are laconic and easygoing sprites — long have the Ixi to the north and the Ylle to the west been our allies. But our kin-bond to these Warblers and their presence beneath our boughs would strain the ties of any sensible friendship, and now the Ixi fling scorn at us, and the Ylle hoot and laugh, and the Thwyphe, seeing us alone, have begun to entertain idle musings of war.” 
 
    “Good Queen,” I said, bowing again in my alarm, “I assure you my clan would never dream to bring such a catastrophe upon you.” 
 
    “Catastrophe — an excellent word for it,” she said, “though you doubtless understand little of which you speak. War is nothing we fear. Sprites are long of life and gleefully fruitful. Something must thin our numbers from time to time or these woods should be choked with our shite. But to go to war for such an embarrassing reason?” 
 
    She made a sound of disgust, and the expressions on her subject’s faces spoke with equal eloquence. 
 
    “Then I beg your patience,” I began, only to have her cut me off with a sharp gesture and a roll of her glittering eyes. 
 
    “Speak no more,” she said. “The word ‘patient’ and the word ‘dimwitted’ are identical to a sprite. Already I have thought of twenty things I could have done, rather than hold this conversation with you. Euldra shall fly before you and show you the way to your clan. When your business is done, she will escort you back. Be quick, as quick as your trudging kind can be.” 
 
    I bowed again, saying nothing because she had told me not to speak. One of the archers detached herself from the group and hovered a short distance off. I presumed her to be Euldra. Before I could move to follow her, though, sparks and spiraling lights flashed through the air and into my face. The queen had one more thing to say. 
 
    “Avelia,” she told me, floating in the air only an inch from my nose, “you may step no farther without hearing this: Cziembru kin and Cziembru queen no space nor wall shall have between. With the whole of my heart and the flow of my blood, I pledge you deathless, bough-green love.” 
 
    She said the words quickly, ritually, and with a twist of revulsion and fury upon her features, so that I knew the office of her queenship and the fact of our relatedness required this gesture of her. 
 
    But when her head darted forward to brush her lips against mine, I saw too a moment of pure, unalloyed sweetness in her deep and sparkling eyes. And in the tingling glance of her cool mouth off of my own, I felt mothered, sistered, and beloved of an entire forest and its people. 
 
    Then she spun and darted away through the trees, leaving me blinking and suddenly alone but for the hovering Euldra. 
 
    The sprite tossed her wild brown hair and summoned me with a roll of one shoulder. 
 
    “Come, Cziembru sister,” she said. “Stumble your plodding way after me, and we shall take you to the least spritely hollow in all the Sprite Deeps.” 
 
      
 
    L 
 
      
 
    Our way to Warbler Hollow, as Euldra called it, led through a patch of strangetime called Slow Ridge. Had I been a sprite, we could have flown over dense thickets and a place known as the Gas Bog, arriving much more quickly. But for the ground-bound, Slow Ridge was the only route that lay completely within Cziembru territory. To my eyes and other senses, it seemed no more than a simple climb up one steep slope and down another, accomplished in perhaps a dozen minutes with no undue effort. Yet when we reached the far side, I found the going obscure and dim. Night was falling; I’d lost several hours in the ebb of time upon the ridge. 
 
    Euldra conjured a light at my request, a bobbing sphere whose glow barely pierced the gloom. I kept pace close behind it, watching carefully for roots and rocks that might trip me up. 
 
    And then, with complete darkness enfolding us, I received the first of Shoje’s messages. 
 
    In words, it was brief: Avelia, I’m at dinner in Lenk. Belenoirya has whisked herself home for the night. I hope you’re well. 
 
    Even as the thought landed with two feet somewhere in the middle of my brain, I felt Shoje’s fingers release his locket, and the connection disappeared as quickly as it had arrived. 
 
    But along with that connection came an instant understanding of where Shoje had been and what he’d done since our parting earlier that day. If I hadn’t been paying such close attention to my footing, the surprise of it would have sent me stumbling. Even so, I could not help but reach for the locket and feel its smooth form tucked away inside my shirt. 
 
    “Keep to your speed,” Euldra chided me, for I slowed reflexively at this burst of knowing. 
 
    “A bit more light and I could make a faster pace,” I replied curtly. Since politeness had failed me earlier, it seemed natural to adopt the sharp tongues of my hosts. 
 
    She brightened her figment, and I worked to keep up with it. 
 
    In a short few seconds, I’d come to understand what years of knowing Fingold had left in mystery. How could he and Csiuste be so in love, and yet bear to spend so much time apart? All the times I’d shared a camp with him, watched him settle with his locket by the fire at bedtime — those moments he spent in contact with his wife each day had seemed paltry and few to me. 
 
    And of course, in my carefully subdued envy, I had never asked him to explain why those conversations through the lockets took so little time. 
 
    But now, in the darkness of Cziembrudale, with Shoje a thousand miles away in Lenk, I had half a day’s worth of feelings and events in my head that had come through the locket in the space of a breath. For the first time, I had a true sense of what it felt like to be Shoje. To move as he moved, to see the world through his quick and keen eyes. 
 
    Most of his day rested easily below the threshold of conscious memory, just as most of my hike through the Sprite Deeps had fallen into my own memory. But flashes hit me directly: like the arrival in Lenk, where the cliffs of the Great Stone Valley rose high on either side above the Long Lenk River’s tumult. One moment he’d stood on the quiet shores of Lake Loregaurdele, Bele’s hands in his own as he watched me waving them off from higher up near the edge of the green wood. Then — a moment of grey — and then, Lenk’s promenade, thronged with people and awash in crashing riversounds. The transition had delighted Shoje enough to stay with him all day, a sudden spectacle of rocky vastness, cliff faces carved into dwellings and establishments of every sort, the whole of it cloaked in cool air and spring sunlight.  
 
    I also saw, clearly and powerfully, the moment at the end of the day when Shoje fished out the locket from within his collar, to contemplate it over a rich lamb-stew dinner and a wonderful glass of port. Much had occurred between these two scenes, and flickers of it ran through Shoje’s head as he sat looking at he heart-shaped pendant. But he saw little of import in the details: gliding about town, speaking with known contacts and forming new ones, carefully and discreetly making inquiries after Osyrand the Nose and Staliss. No clear information had arisen, and so none of it interested him in the way that gold-and-rose locket did. I could taste his appreciation of this precious object, as clearly as I tasted the thick broth of the stew and the boldness of the port.  
 
    And as I walked through the dark, earthy wilderness of the Sprite Deeps, I shied away from that memory — and found myself surprised that I could shy away. I had drunk of stolen remembrances before, using the magical distiller from the Caverns of Mind. Through it, I’d relived weeks of my nephew Yolo’s life, to discover the identity of Cimone’s high priestess, Empress Herèse Anpharre Iravos. Later, I’d taken Ezmere Ceete’s memory to get at the location of his magical plans to the imperial castle. Once imbibed, those memories ran their course. They unfolded themselves at their own pace, so that no matter how I longed to leap ahead to some particular event, or skip over an episode I found unpleasant, instead I found myself bound to recall just what the rememberer had experienced. 
 
    These memories, though, were like any of my own. I could focus on one, pull it forth — examine a conversation Shoje had had with his favorite innkeeper in Lenk, for instance — or I could dismiss them all by attending to my own surroundings. 
 
    The latter option appealed to me now. Because of the brevity of his conscious message, and because it had been entirely one-way, I felt sure that Shoje had no clue how much I now knew of his day — how directly I could now peer into his experiences of all the hours since we’d parted. To go digging through those memories would seem very much like spying. 
 
    And I don’t know which disquieted me more: the opportunity — or the fact that what I had already learned, without so much as trying, tempted me toward that opportunity in spite of myself. 
 
    Sighing, I asked Euldra, “Are we near yet?” 
 
    “Chafingly near,” she said, glancing coolly at me. “Except for you, I could rise up above the boughs and skim there upon the moonlit wind by the time you might climb a single tree. But of course, except for you, I’d not be headed toward the wretched place to begin with.” 
 
    She sped ahead just far enough to make it clear she wanted no further conversation, and I labored on behind her in the dark. 
 
    Like anything else that you don’t want to think of, that image of the locket in Shoje’s hands kept bobbing to the surface, much as Euldra’s light bobbed through the air ahead of me. I could no longer deny the truth of what he felt for me. I’d now felt it myself, twice, through the locket. And while I feared very much the possibility that I might be dragged into feeling something similar within my own breast, I am not a person who turns away Truth easily. 
 
    Truth: in the movement of his limbs and the balance of his entire form, Shoje felt natural and at ease. His memory of walking and my memory of walking carried in them the same conscious joy at being alive, at being physical, at having the power to push through the world and make things happen. Yet he felt this in a softer, more fluid way than I did with my greater height, my hardened warrior’s frame. 
 
    Truth: shortly into his visit to Lenk, Shoje had spotted a pickpocket, nudged Belenoirya to make sure she watched, and carefully maneuvered after the fellow to trip him up just as he reached for his next victim’s wallet. Both of us reveled in the way that one subtle, clever twist of his toe had sent the pickpocket sprawling. But I reveled in the skill of it, as I doubted my own ability to move so quickly and stealthily. He reveled in the justness of it, because the skill came so easily that he took it for granted. 
 
    Truth: there is within all of us a desire to be free, to move freely at our own will and whim. In most people, this takes the form of wending and weaving through the strictures that life and law place upon us. Men are conscripted into the army; the law provides certain exemptions. Those who can claim exemption generally do so, even if their true circumstances would allow them to serve. And so with tariffs and taxes, and so with carelessly worded contracts — it’s the nature of people to chafe at requirements and dodge them wherever an excuse can be found. In a smaller number of people, the urge to freedom goes much further. They throw off the law wherever they can, if doing so enriches them or indulges their wants. Frauds and murderers and thieves, to these sorts freedom is a tool of self-satisfaction. The worst of them go so far as the Cimonites go, into predation and then depravity.  
 
    Finally, though, in the smallest number yet, the hunger for liberty turns outward. These rare ones grasp what few others do: that greed and gluttony restrict the self as much as any law, and that real freedom can be attained only when those forces of avarice are undone, both within the self and beyond. While the task is impossible, still the soul who strives to be completely free must attempt to better the world. 
 
    I have known for some time that Shoje is such a spirit. He feels bound by no law, and yet he chooses to do no ill. But knowing such a thing is very different from actually feeling that beautiful desire to free the world, not in your own heart but emanating from someone else’s. 
 
    My drive to cut the head from Cimone’s cult, to undo the Empress in her castle, had led me to place a great many rules and restrictions upon myself. Shoje, in his very nature, the quality of his unfettered love of life, of freedom — of me — struck a tremor through those restrictions, and one that I told myself and told myself I could not afford. 
 
    But ... 
 
    Truth: the firm scent of that lamb stew, the swirl of that port upon the tongue, the gleam of that porcelain and gold heart, and the taste of the emotions that Shoje felt with them were all very, very sweet. 
 
    I felt relieved beyond expression when Euldra brought me over a final hill and showed me lights and the sketchy outlines of cottages nestled in a low hollow before us. 
 
      
 
    LI 
 
      
 
    With the little hamlet in sight, Euldra shot up into the sky and flew off, leaving me to work my way downhill and through the last few thickets on my own. In truth, I preferred this, since it let me absorb the scene free of comment from one who distasted it. 
 
    Land had been cleared there, down in the hollow, and room made for twelve or fifteen houses, just up from a stream that gurgled along in the moonlight. Lights shone from square-cut windows, for the night was not yet late, and a few of the rough-hewn structures showed lamplit porches where figures could be seen in bare outline. Two kinds of music floated up to my ears, faint but clear behind cricket sounds and the mumble of the stream: a lute playing, and children’s laughter. 
 
    I found that I had to steady myself against a tree. The day’s march had been long and tiring, and those sounds were so warm and welcoming — I almost gave in to a tide of emotion that swept down in waves, urging me to rush with it toward that rugged village and find myself, after so long, at home. But it would not do to run pell-mell toward those lights. They signified home and family, but this place had been built for a refuge. A figure clattering in from the dark could not help but alarm, and I had no idea what defenses and preparations they might have made against intruders. 
 
    So I walked instead with quiet care past the last of the trees, where I could stand within full view of most of the houses downslope, and I raised my hands to my mouth and called out a loud Halloo! 
 
    Quiet swam across the little village, so quickly that I knew these were people used to living in caution, even the children. 
 
    One figure broke loose from the nearest lit porch, a hundred yards away. Even in the distance and moonlight, I recognized his shoulders and beard. 
 
    “Who goes there?” he called, strong-voiced and wary. 
 
    “Have the years been so unkind to your ears, Huyn, that you don’t recognize my voice?” 
 
    I flinched in the middle of this, because a light snapped into being as I spoke — one much brighter than Euldra’s floating orb, and focused on me like an angry sun. A faint buzz of wings reached my ears. Through the magic of Kua Aiddo’s blood-link, I could sense Noxie’s green-gold aura flick up into the air, farther down the row of houses. 
 
    Then the one man began to run forward, with a mob quickly gathering in his wake, and before I knew it I’d been caught up in a press of familiar, disbelieving, wondrous arms and faces. 
 
    Huyn got to me first, the oldest of my three younger brothers. I saw far more white in his rich beard than I remembered, but the energy and delight in his face showed as much life, as much vibrance as I’d seen in him since we were children. He could not speak from emotion, but only laughed and caught me up in his arms. 
 
    Then Gambor barreled into us, nearly knocking the both of us over, and then I was surrounded on all sides. 
 
    If you have a chance to return, all at once, to a great many people who have thought you dead, I highly recommend it. The din of voices full of questions and greetings and love sparkled together there like a sea dancing under summer sunlight. The faces and names — brothers, beloved sisters by marriage, cousins, nephews, nieces — I could not touch or be touched enough, it seemed, and I doubt that a one of us understood a single word being said for a good several minutes. 
 
    Then the crowd rolled back a little, and my nephew Jake stood there. I had no choice but to lunge at him and grip him tight, this precious boy who had sought across the breadth of a continent, rescued me from my Cimonite captors, carried me free of that dank, bloodstained prison where I’d watched my best friend die, and then convinced Quellescor to put me into the Kindness Tree to be healed. 
 
    “I knew you would come,” he said into my ear. 
 
    I pushed back to look him in the eye and replied, “Just as I knew you would.”
Hovering at his shoulder, Noxie gave a mock look of peevishness and said, “I was there too, you know!” 
 
    But her violet eyes laughed as she said it, and I was in no danger of mistaking her humor for the wicked edge that her sprite kin might have given such a comment. I caught her under the arms and brought her close to kiss her cheek. 
 
    “I know, and thank you,” I said. She laughed again, this time aloud, tossing auburn waves through her hair. I pulled her tight once more, and held her twice as long, whispering, “This one is from your grandfather.” 
 
    She shook a little in my arms at that, and we both had glistening eyes when we parted. But it was something that had needed to be done. 
 
    No one could lay exclusive claim to me for long, though, not even Jake and Noxie. In the next moment I found myself swept toward the center of this tiny town, where a gazebo of knotty pine served as a central gathering point. Chairs and stools and benches drew up on all sides about me, beneath a warm light that Noxie provided with her figmentry. A thousand questions assailed me. I met children — six of them — who’d not been born when I left Wherrydon four years before. Two of them were Jake and Noxie’s, and their ages baffled me until someone explained that Warbler Hollow lay in an area of strangetime. By my reckoning, the family had left Wherrydon two years ago — by theirs, it had been five. 
 
    Into the late hours, we traded their story for mine. I had to go first, of course. A sixty-year-old woman does not rejoin her family in the body of a twenty-year-old without owing some explanation. So I spun the tale as best I could, dodging its darkness wherever possible. This occasion deserved a joyful tone, and my story held a great many joyless moments. Starting with the letter I’d gotten from Fingold, six months later than he’d meant it to arrive, I told of my search for him, of a spring and a summer and fall spent tracking down rumors and obscurities. Then I told how I found him — or rather, how the Cimonites found me, after I’d raised one too many questions in the wrong place. Little had to be said of the year and more that followed. Jake and Noxie had already told the family of the condition I was in at the point they rescued me. But my brothers had each met Fingold, and when I mentioned his death, as passingly as I could, Huyn gave me a nod of sympathy which said more than any words might have, and Gambor murmured, “A man to be missed, that one.” 
 
    Before too deep a gloom could clutch at my heart and drag down the proceedings, though, I went on to the day when I came out of fever dreams and pain to find Jake and Noxie in the torture room with me struggling to get me free from my chains and to keep on brave faces despite the ghastly shape they found me in. This story they’d all heard before, but never from my view, and even Jake and Noxie followed it with fascination. 
 
    A round of toasts interrupted me, when I described that sweet, breathtaking moment in which the abattoir lay behind us and I could smell the night air of Delvos and see open sky above. These glasses were raised to Jake and his beautiful half-sprite wife, and I found as I raised my own that Gambor could still brew a mean mead. 
 
    “Really,” Jake said, holding palms up as though abashed, “it was luck as much as anything. And I’m surprised you can remember it at all, Avelia. I thought you were out cold the whole time.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was spent, and dying, but I wasn’t going to miss those deeds for anything. Cut up and diseased the way I was, I figured I had only two choices about what to be: a hindering distraction, or quiet. So I picked quiet.” 
 
    Someone in the back, my cousin Uyne, I think, said, “Quiet? Now that must have been really hard!” 
 
    The uproar of laughter at this shook the gazebo. When it finished, I said drily, “If anyone’s suggesting that I talk too much, I can always save the rest of the story for later.” 
 
    Cries of woe arose immediately, and someone smacked Uyne chastisingly across the shoulder. 
 
    I went on, to the eerie, seemingly endless dreams that had carried me through my time inside the Kindness Tree as it healed me of all the wounds and poisons and sicknesses the Cimonites had inflicted on me as they tried to get me to speak. And I went on to the time I came out from the tree, whole and young again.  
 
    I told of my long search to uncover the Identity, high priestess of Cimone. I told how that search had eventually led me to my brother Pelsimuth and his son Yolo, and how Yolo’s memories had come to hold the key to what I sought. Everyone responded gladly when I said Pelsi was safe, and happy enough. Fewer responded as enthusiastically when I said that Yolo, too, was more or less whole — and in fact, I saw no expressions of surprise when I related that our family’s blackest sheep had ended up dealing with Cimonites. 
 
    “The only marvel,” said my niece, Lilna in a growl, “is that he actually managed to meet someone of such importance!” 
 
    Others nodded their assent, and then came the question I knew must come. Not knowing what she asked, Huyn’s wife said, “So who is it? This Identity?” 
 
    Things fell quiet. I did not want my family to live in fear — no more so than they already did, at any rate. Yet I also knew that no other group of people could support me as these could, not with their skills or strength but with hearts and hopes. And I knew that they deserved honesty, deserved to know the importance of what I was about, deserved to know that they were important enough to be told such a secret. 
 
    So I looked around at each and every one of them in the silence, before looking back to Reisse, who’d asked the question. 
 
    When I said, “The Empress,” the quiet grew even more profound. 
 
    Even Jake, the boldest of all these people, looked a bit shaken by that news. After he collected himself for a moment, he asked, “So what are you going to do?” 
 
    I shrugged my most easygoing shrug and raised my flagon of mead once more, saying across its brim, “I’m going to get her, of course.” 
 
    As they tried to figure out what to make of this, I drained the whole mug and set it back on the floor by my chair. Then Gambor touched his own glass to Huyn’s, and to Jake’s, and slowly, a wave of encouragement built as each man or woman present seemed to decide, Yes — yes, Avelia might well be able to do such a thing. 
 
    How I intended to do it was a matter I left for later conversation. 
 
    With a slap to each of my knees, I stood up and said, “Now I must visit an outhouse — for it’s someone else’s turn at the storytelling, and I don’t want to have to listen with my legs crossed the rest of the evening.” 
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    The family’s story interested me far more than my own did. These were not traveling people, by and large, nor people used to the idea of mortal enemies. In a modest town like Wherrydon, one might have lifelong foes — people are people, after all — but the worst to be feared from them would be a slight at the autumn festival, or perhaps a drunken fistfight. So to be told that deadly enemies meant to kill the whole clan, and that they must flee their homes for a harsh life in the sprite-haunted wilderness, had left many of them reeling. 
 
    In undoing the Cimonites’ greatest prophecy, Jake had placed a burden on his family unlike any he could have dreamed of, since the act had left the cult with no immediate purpose but revenge. 
 
    Jake and Noxie told their part of the story first, how they’d followed the instructions in my will, braved a long, treacherous journey, faced a great many bad folk and had the help of a few good ones. I knew many of the locales in their story: Gleit, the City on Several Hills; dark, ever-colder lands as one goes west beneath the Eaves of Jueln; wondrous, ruined Thollol lying frozen beneath the snow. I delighted to hear of these through Jake and Noxie’s fresh eyes. And when they reached the Red Scarfers’ hidden cache deep inside that wrecked and snowbound city, I made them each describe the whole thing through twice, keeping my eyes closed the second time so that I could see as if it were yesterday that pile of treasure I and my five dear friends had stacked up in our hidey-hole, more loot by far than we could carry, left untouched for thirty years because Fingold and I hadn’t the heart to go back for it after what became of our companions. 
 
    Then came their rescue of me, and then their travels to a place I’d never been: Urka Aspenus, the wildlands a thousand miles below Delvonia. The trials that they suffered and the victory they achieved brought a squeezing pride into my throat and chest, and looking around, I saw the same in each eye that watched him tell the tale, especially those of Huyn, his father. As much as I will always think of Jake as the boy who hung upon my every story and begged for dueling lessons whenever the road brought me home to Wherrydon, he had long ago become a man, and had now become something greater than a man: a leader and protector. 
 
    Nor did the family’s respect decline in those parts of the story where Noxie spoke up. I had seen this tiny, beautiful vision of a woman only once before, on the night when she and Jake plucked me from my captors’ clutches. Deep in the grip of terror and grief, she had mastered them both, although the worst monsters that humankind can produce might have fallen on us at any moment, and she had just learned of her grandfather’s death. Even wounded and half-delirious with poison and fever, I had seen in her that night a person being tempered out of youth and into a mighty form of womanhood. Now, she held herself with a confidence and certainty that had not been there before, and despite being the smallest person present, she could never be mistaken for a small soul. 
 
    With the idol of Cimone’s Child destroyed, the story moved on to a brief happy homecoming and then a sobering graze of death’s fingers. Jake and Noxie had been married in Wherrydon and swept off on a grand connubial tour, only to run afoul of the Cimonites again at a lakeside resort in Forestaun. If Noxie hadn’t turned her head at just the right moment, they both would have fallen to the same drugged needles that had captured me. Instead, with luck and speed and Noxie’s figments, they’d managed to escape and then to spy upon their would-be kidnappers. What they heard left no doubt: the Cimonites knew the name Warbler and meant to strike it from existence. 
 
    It took the both of them to formulate their plan to save the family. Jake knew little of the sprites and their ways, but knew to look to kin for help. Noxie would never have dreamed of asking her childhood clan to shelter her new one — she had been too ill-treated as a clumsy, overlarge half-breed during her youth. But when pressed to think about it, she recalled that in the sprites’ world, blood could always be called upon to defend blood from any sworn enemy. So they had split up, and each hurried home to the place of their respective births: Jake to convince our family that it must flee, Noxie to convince hers that they must honor a kin-bond she had made. 
 
    Each had been mostly successful. The Pine Hill Warblers had always been a stubborn lot, and refused to give up their generational home. My housekeeper Oltud, too, remained steadfastly behind. I had to cut Jake short when he tried to describe his efforts to convince that dear old man. Mention of him brought back all too clearly a view of the weedy lot I’d discovered, full of overgrown beams, fallen chimneystones and emptiness, upon my return to Wherrydon after the Kindness Tree disgorged me. 
 
    Meanwhile, Noxie had reached her own people, revealed her marriage, and declared before high council a blood-feud with the Cimonites. The sprites resisted and resented her arguments, but in the end could not overcome them. Being sprites, though, they would never cede useful land to big folk, and so the Warblers arrived to find their new home a bramble-filled hollow of overquick strangetime. Within its borders they could do as they pleased, but to step beyond would invite the wrath and callous pranks of their grudging sprite hosts. 
 
    Here, the story wound its way through a dozen other voices. Every Warbler had a tale of the hardships that befell them on the long road to the Deeps, or of sprite mischief, malevolent and never mindful that its results might be fatal. How Lilna’s husband had been tricked into the northernmost corner of the hollow, where time sped like an arrow in flight so that he missed six months in what he took to be six minutes, coming home to find his son born and nearly crawling. How Gambor had cut one hand to the bone on razorweed made to look like mushrooms. 
 
    But they had happy tales, too, of the births of Lilna’s Wernmouthe, and Jake and Noxie’s twins, all nearing four years old now. Of the hewing of trees and the building of homes. Of songs and magic that few would have had the patience to learn, if they’d still lived out in the wider world instead of in this confined one. Half the family had taken up figmentry under Noxie’s tutelage, and while they hadn’t her natural knack for it, several could manage distinct if wavering images. 
 
    Thus it was in Warbler Hollow: a constant struggle to avoid the phantasmal trickery of their neighbors, to stave off boredom and a sense of confinement, mixed with the joy of loved ones close at hand and safe, or at least relatively safer than if they’d stayed in Wherrydon. 
 
    They had grown used to it, I could see. The life here had become normal to them. 
 
    And now I had come, a piece of their past, bringing with me the always disruptive future. 
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    There came a point when the children had long ago been put to bed and the adults had begun to feel the hours wearing upon them and any number had either trailed off or dozed off, the mead and wine having flowed freely to the great depletion of Gambor’s stock. A small few of us remained gathered round — my brothers, of course, and their wives, although Reisse had fallen asleep with her head in Huyn’s lap. Jake and Noxie had stayed up too, Noxie leaning close in against Jake’s ribs on the bench they shared, Jake’s arm draped around her against the cool night air. 
 
    It was Huyn who finally broke the question open: “So. Good as it’s been to see you, dear sister, what has brought you and your tales home to us? I don’t expect, at your advanced age, that you’ve suddenly taken up the novel idea of a purely social visit.” 
 
    The other faces all looked slightly relieved, as though they’d each been wanting and not wanting to ask the question themselves and could now be thankful that the fence-sitting was done with. 
 
    “I might have,” I said, and truthfully. “Last time I rode off against these particular enemies, I did so without proper goodbyes, and this time I know the measure of my task far better than I did then. If the finding of you had been any easier, I would have undertaken it just so you’d know where I’d gone and what I was up to, in case I never returned.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and straightened myself up, for I’d been slouching in the chair under the soothing influence of alcohol and comfortable family conversation. What Huyn had raised took me into business, and I find it difficult to slouch through business. 
 
    “As it happens, I need help,” I told them all. But of course, my gaze strayed to Jake and Noxie the longest. “I’ve told you who I’m after, and you know a little of what I’m planning and who I’ve already got in my pocket. But we’re not enough, me and Shoje and Belenoirya, and I don’t know if we’ll be able to find Staliss and the Nose.” 
 
    My nephew drew his wife tighter to him and said, “Whatever you ask, I’ll do, Avelia. I’ve had only phantoms to fence with here in the Deeps, but I have at least kept practice to maintain my speed.” 
 
    “And he’s kept to his Songs of Power too,” Noxie said. “And I’m at least twice the figmentist I was before, thanks to some pointers that I’ve managed to coax out of my father.” 
 
    Jake nodded, gravely. “We’re both at your disposal.” 
 
    “Except that I wouldn’t dream of asking for you both — not after I’ve met Perce and Koe. Someone has to stay here with them, and only one of you is crucial to my plans.” 
 
    The two of them fell quiet at that. From their expressions, I could almost see the faces of the twins running through their heads as each contemplated those two happy boys suddenly left with just a single parent. It was not a weight I cared to put on them, but the truth of the risk had to be made clear. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Jake said. “You know better than anyone that Warblers are good for raising children not their own, and I certainly wouldn’t complain if Perce or Koe turned out as well as you did. But you’re right that I wouldn’t choose that for them. And I’ll certainly keep a clearer head, knowing that if anything happens to me, they’ll still have Noxie.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Jake, it’s you they’ll have, if anything happens to her. You’re a good swordsman, and those Songs of yours are both clever and useful. But Noxie’s the one I must have, or the whole plot could fall apart.” 
 
    There might have been a grim moment there, except that Noxie began humming a tune of triumph and looked at him with an expression that dared him to argue. 
 
    Respect and love and concern had a momentary tussle on Jake’s features as he looked at his wife’s upturned face. He opened his mouth, but she interrupted him. 
 
    “Four years of telling me how wise your Aunt Avelia is,” she said, with a challenging lift of the eyebrows, “and now you’re going to argue against her?” 
 
    He sighed and glanced my way before meeting her gaze again. “Well, I’d sooner argue against Avelia than argue against you. But now that you’re both in league, I’d be a fool to argue at all. 
 
    “You’ll keep her safe, I know,” he said to me — but again, Noxie would have none of that. 
 
    “Keep me safe?” she asked merrily. “Oh, no, it’s you we should be worried about. Staying home with those two boys is definitely the braver and more dangerous task.” 
 
    Everyone who remained awake had a laugh then, and a strangely frank tone in their laughter reminded me that I alone among them had never been a parent. 
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    I stayed through the whole of the next day, knowing that outside of the little hollow, where time flowed more slowly, it would still be night. This gave me more time for visiting, and Noxie time to shore up her husband and children against what might be a long absence. 
 
    And it gave us all a chance to get a full night’s rest, since we’d talked away the wee hours on the evening of my arrival. 
 
    So it was just before my second dawn in Warbler Hollow that I heard again from Shoje.  
 
    “Having lunch in Cluiremelath,” was what he thought to me, through the lockets. “I’m pretty sure where the Nose and Staliss are, and pretty sure of the trouble they’ve gotten themselves into. Shouldn’t be too much of a pinch to extract them from. Be well.” 
 
    He still seemed not to grasp the scope of what came through the magical pendant along with his words. Even if he’d said only, “Be well,” I would have known all that he’d done that morning and all that he’d made plans to do next. 
 
    By concentrating, I could follow him through his memories of the day: the mundane ones, like breakfasting on hot Lenkish porridge, and the more important ones as well. I found my way quickly past a conversation with Belenoirya, reappearing after an evening she’d presumably spent at her mysterious home. Several unproductive encounters followed as they checked in with the dwindling number of people in town who might know either Staliss or Osyrand. Then, around midmorning, they had the luck to run into a constable with whom Shoje and Osyrand had previously dealt. 
 
    “Yes, the Nose was through here a month or so back,” said the man, once a few gold coins had crossed his palm. “Inquiring about recent sentencings to the Isle.” 
 
    Shoje knew at once what the constable meant, and I had a quick glimmer of Lenk’s penal system. Convicts of particular significance went directly from the courthouse to a place called the Isle of Three Ciryns, reputed to be inescapable. Shoje’s immediate and amused thought was, Surely, the Nose and Staliss didn’t both fall for that thing’s silly trick. But whatever trick he meant, his concentration stayed on the discussion at hand, and failed to reveal to me just what that trick might be. 
 
    “Any of the sentences pique his interest?” Shoje asked the constable. 
 
    A shrug. “You know Osyrand. Hard to read his face, when he’s about business.” 
 
    “What about this, then — were any of the sentences questionable?” 
 
    The constable raised an eyebrow. “Well, and if he didn’t ask the exact same thing. No, every case in recent memory has been firm as the stone walls of this valley. I don’t know of any wrong man being sent down the dark river since that stink over Tanguar Husthe.” 
 
    “Remind me, if you would, about Husthe,” Shoje said casually. 
 
    “Brought down two magistrates and Sheriff Ekins, that incident did. Five or six years back? They colluded all of them together to rig his trial and get him sent to the island, though nobody’s ever been able to figure out what they had against the fellow. And since the sheriff’s the only one knows how to get on and off the Isle, it was a pickle and a half getting Husthe set free, once the evidence was produced to show him innocent.” 
 
    “But they did it — freed him?” 
 
    The man shrugged again. “Supposedly. Only Husthe didn’t make it back into the city. Disappeared from the barge an hour after they plucked him off the island, right about the same time Ekins and those two magistrates vanished as well. There’s plenty of rumors say Husthe never made it off the island at all — that the whole affair was arranged to get someone else off the island in Husthe’s place, and that the innocent man’s still rotting there.” 
 
    Both Shoje and I nodded over that. The story all but screamed for Staliss to jump into it with both feet — the woman makes a personal mission of freeing the unjustly accused. If she had gone missing, and Osyrand had come here looking for her, and this tale was the one he’d clued in on, it was a good bet that Husthe remained on that island, that Staliss had gone there to fetch him, and that Osyrand had been caught up in it when her mission had failed. 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of any of this, but Shoje took the news calmly, asked his contact a few more questions, and then bid the man good day. 
 
    From there, he had Belenoirya transport him to Cluiremelath, hundreds of leagues away. He spent the rest of the morning looking up scholars in that city of arts and learning, until he found a middling-old academic who knew something of ciryns. The woman’s information would have given me greater and greater pause, but seemed to affect Shoje in exactly the reverse. I already knew what ciryn was: a sort of living artifact, a singing stone with the power to affect the mind and body of any who listened to it. Some have benign effects, allowing listeners to remain awake and alert without ever needing sleep, or mending wounds with unnatural speed. Others serve as wards repelling intruders — or wardens sapping a prisoner’s will to flee. The scholar knew of two ways to overcome the effects of a ciryn: plug the ears with Colloqin wax, or render the stone mute with a fork of silence. Each of these solutions required rare magic and therefore carried great expense. 
 
    Shoje’s plan for the rest of the day, with this knowledge in hand, was to confirm the scholar’s information through at least one other source and then set off to buy as much wax and as many forks of silence as could be found. Whatever he knew of the Isle of Three Ciryns, he felt confident to face the place, and only a little concerned that Osyrand or Staliss might have been felled by injury or death upon its shores.  
 
    I found that attitude uncomfortable in its nonchalance, and if I’d been able to reply to that brief sending, I probably would have growled severely at Shoje to be careful.  
 
    Yet I apparently wasn’t so uncomfortable, or so desirous of growling, to fish out my own locket and see if I could get it to work. 
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    There were tearful embraces all round as we set off that morning. I would have expected them all to be for Noxie, since my family’s spent a whole lifetime seeing me off on adventures that were likely as not to do me in. I remember plenty of wet-eyed goodbyes from my younger days — parents and brothers and cousins either choking out worried farewells or demanding promises of my safe return. But somewhere along the way they’d come to expect marvels of me — had gotten a sense of me as indestructible, even though I’d never encouraged that. Gradually, over time, their parting words had changed from the likes of, “Come back safe, and soon,” to, “Be sure and fetch us back a good story!” 
 
    Times had changed again, though, and the Huyn who gripped me by both shoulders that morning and looked up into my eyes had a bit of the same look as the twelve-year-old boy who’d seen his sister off to the Warkslinshire Auxiliary Militia four decades earlier. 
 
    “We’ve read your will once, Avelia,” he told me seriously. “Promise me now you won’t make us do it again.” 
 
    I laughed and pulled him tight. “Of course not, Huyn. For one thing, I haven’t written another one out.” 
 
    There was more of the same from Gambor, and from each of their wives — women I’d known twenty- and thirty-some years apiece at this point.  
 
    Yet as unexpectedly emotional as all of them were toward me, the real fuss came when they turned to Noxie. Huyn and Reisse were sending off a daughter, now, and you could see that four short years in Warbler Hollow had brought them to love her dearly. She laughed and spoke bravely, but even knowing her as little as I did, I could hear the quaver in her tone. With her husband, she fared better, parrying all Jake’s doubts and worries, tweaking at his words, and conjuring figments of herself marching home with a great cross-eyed demon’s head upon a stick.  
 
    As she bent to say goodbye to her sons Perce and Koe, her face held brave, her features kind and promising, much the same as I recalled my own mother’s being. She looked them each in the eye and told them not to worry. Then her boldness deserted her again, and she had to quickly draw them to her, hooking her chin across Koe’s shoulder and burying Perce’s cheek against her neck so that they could not see the tears stream from her eyes. They, of course, were all sobs and questions, as any four-year-old in that situation would be.   
 
    Eventually, Jake swooped in to rescue her, plucking Koe up and singing: 
 
    Far and away and off I go, 
 
    Farewell, farewell! 
 
    Ending the day and sinking so, 
 
    Farewell, farewell! 
 
    Yet as I sneak below the ground 
 
    You know I’ll soon come right back round 
 
    To stir the birds who’ll sing their sound: 
 
    Good day! Good day! 
 
    He spun around with each line, ignoring the boy’s complaints of, “No, Daddy, stop,” and “It’s not even sundown, it’s sunup!” But he fretted Koe’s ribs as quick as he would have a lute’s strings, and once he’d gotten the boy giggling, he tossed him to his grandfather and gave Perce the same treatment. 
 
    Then he gathered Noxie up and held her a while, saying something too low for my ears to catch. 
 
    A last round of hugging and well-wishing, and the two of us moved forward by dawn light to the awaiting trees. We did not go without plenty of looking back, and they did not fail in their waving or their calls until the dark and silence of the forest had surrounded us entirely. 
 
    We went unspeaking for a while, enfolded by the night of the forest. It took a bit for me to realize it actually was night, and not just my eyes having trouble adjusting to the shadows of the Deeps. By that time, we’d already crested a hill, so I couldn’t look back to Warbler Hollow and see whether any daylight could still be glimpsed there. 
 
    Noxie appeared casual about it, having summoned a ball of light for us to see by as soon as the fullness of dark had come. 
 
    Thinking that it wouldn’t hurt for us to talk of something unrelated to family, I asked, “Do you get used to it — the strangetime?” 
 
    I’d caught her still in the hold of those farewells, and her pause made me wonder if I’d spoken too soon. But then she looked all about us, her eyes refocusing from one distant thing to another, and the sigh she gave sounded more wistful than grieving. 
 
    “You don’t ever get used to it,” she said, “but you can learn to be happy with it. Strangetime was a special sort of friend to me, when I was a child, and if I could find a bubble where things ran fast, I made sure to remember exactly where it lay.” 
 
    She went on to explain a few of the terrors that her childhood enemies would inflict upon their half-breed cousin — how she was forever tripping over roots because her cousins hid them with illusions, how she had to carry a walking stick and prod ahead of her wherever she went, lest she stumble into a bog they’d concealed beneath an image of sun-dappled grass. As soon as she found that the sprite children disliked the strangetime spots, such places became havens for her. 
 
    “Not only did they let me escape Cialleianus and my other cousins,” she said, “but I could practice my flying, and my figments, for hour upon hour while hardly any time passed outside. It was the only way for me to keep up — being just half a sprite, nothing came as easy to me as it did for the other children.” 
 
    “But you came through well anyway,” I said, impressed with her adaptability. “I don’t know that I would have turned out so well, from such a childhood of persecution and solitude.” 
 
    “Well, I was never entirely lonely,” she said. There may have been a bit of embarrassment on her face. “These are the Sprite Deeps, and if you’re kind and calm then the woodchucks will talk to you, and some of the voles. You’d be surprised what you can learn from a magical vole.” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head, trying to imagine it. The woods lay dark on all sides, quiet and still and yet anything but simple. As empty of noise as this shadowy vastness was, life still teemed all about us. To think that some of that life might sit back on its haunches and start talking ... 
 
    Noxie, though, had a change of subject in mind, and in a cautious voice, said, “Now I wonder if I could ask you a question.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, and not just because that’s how I would always answer a family member who had a question. The mission we’d set out on had causes aplenty to make Noxie anxious, and I therefore had a still greater duty to be strong and reassuring. 
 
    As it turned out, though, her wariness had nothing to do with the danger of our quest. 
 
    “I was awfully happy to see that locket again, when you were telling us how you’d found the Hollow,” she said. “It reminded me of those years when I never saw Grandpapa without it. My first thought, right at the start, was to ask if I might have it, to help remember him by. But then I saw how you tucked it back away, and how your hand stayed on it a moment even after it was hidden, and I thought it might have as much meaning for you as it would for me.” 
 
    Her words had brought an instant awareness to me, of the little heart-shaped pendant’s weight upon my breastbone. I hadn’t been conscious of treating it so tenderly, two nights before when I’d brought it out to show during my tale. But she was right that I had done so. 
 
    “So my question was,” she went on, “is there a chance we could share it? You should say no if you really treasure it — I’ve got a box of Grandpapa’s old journals, and some of his clothes, and maybe you don’t have anything else but the locket. If that’s the case, it’s fine, I promise.” 
 
    I stopped walking and turned to look at her, hovering easily in the air on bright wasp wings, just as sympathy and hope hovered on her face above the pang of leaving her family behind. Who could refuse this beautiful, shining woman anything? And yet I did want to refuse her. 
 
    “You know, I’ll be honest,” I said, “because I don’t know what else to do, and because you deserve an honest answer at the very least. And the honest truth is that it’s complicated.” 
 
    She sighed. “I thought it might be, and I didn’t mean to pry, and I suppose I shouldn’t have even asked. Sorry.” 
 
    Her polite remorse struck me as funny, and I chuckled. “No, Noxie, the apology is mine to make. Because I can’t even explain the situation without going into details that my own shame and stubbornness have stopped me from thinking through. The simplest of it, though, is that I can’t share the locket with you because I’m using it. After Kua Aiddo used the blood from your grandparents to blood-link me to you, she refilled it with a mixture from me and Shoje.” 
 
    Being both perceptive and intelligent, Noxie raised an eyebrow. “That seems like a pretty big thing to leave out of your story.” 
 
    “Let’s keep hiking,” I suggested. “If my mind’s at least partly on the trail, I may have less thought available to dodge around things.” 
 
    Her interest clearly piqued, she set her glowing light in motion and followed it up the next hill. 
 
    “They’ve doubtless told you lots of stories about me,” I said, imagining the whole family stuck in a little hollow in the woods for four years with time on their hands. “But none of those stories would have featured me hand-in-hand with a fetching stranger, or sneaking a kiss with someone at a town gathering.” 
 
    “No,” she said, “in fact, there was plenty of speculation that men were too scared of you to attempt any wooing. Although I remember a night when Gambor was well in his cups and suggested that maybe men threw themselves at you all the time, but that you exhausted them all before any could make it back to Wherrydon with you.” 
 
    “And I doubt those were the only two theories. But the point is, they’ve always prodded and asked why I have a life so full of friends and so empty of lovers. So if I’d told them I was using these magical love lockets with a man, the fuss over it would have been unending.” 
 
    “But they’d have enjoyed making the fuss,” she said. “I wish you’d told them — there are only too few things in Warbler Hollow to celebrate. To be happy for you, on top of happy to see you ...” 
 
    The hill being steep, I put a hand on a passing tree for balance. A little noise of effort escaped me, though not really because the slope taxed my strength. 
 
    “That’s what’s embarrassing about it,” I said. “I’m using the amulet to hear from Shoje. It’s a communication that goes only one direction.” 
 
    “Oh.” She reached the top of the hill and floated there, waiting for me. “Do you not fancy him at all, then?” 
 
    “Noxie, he’s so young,” I said, coming up beside her. 
 
    “You’re young.” 
 
    “On the outside, yes. But —” 
 
    “Oh, no,” she said contrarily. “You don’t think they’ve failed to tell me that about you? That your spirit’s never seemed to age by a day — except when the Red Scarfers met their end?” 
 
    “I don’t wear all of those feelings out in the open,” I said, a little surprised to be argued with. 
 
    “Then did you write them false in your will?” The challenge on her face and the narrowness of her eyes reminded me that, whatever her size, this woman had a formidable side. “Jake knows it by heart, and he’s told it enough times for me to remember his favorite part, the last line: ‘My money goes to the Puley Street Children’s Home, where mama and papa found me such a short time ago.’” 
 
    Looking about, I said, “This is the Slow Ridge, isn’t it? Probably not the best place for us to stop and argue.” 
 
    “Well, if you’ll just admit I’m right, we can move on directly.” 
 
    “I was a different person, writing that will. You saw first-hand some of what I went through, that night you and Jake fished me out of the torture chamber.” 
 
    She smiled just as though I’d stepped into a trap. “I did see. And what I saw was this — I’ll never forget it until the day I die.” 
 
    Before I could respond, she brought an image to life between us. With a few twists of her fingers, she showed me a thing about as horrible as I’ve ever seen — myself, hanging upon that Cimonite torture rack I’d come to know so well. 
 
    I’ve said before that I’m not entirely without vanity. But the sight of that fleshless, ruined figure told me just how deep vanity can run. I had been that creature. I had seen the strips of skin being flensed away, had felt the burning caustic ichors poured upon me, the scuttling feet and the bite of the lice that my captors had sprinkled over my body. I had known month upon month of hunger, of never tasting more than a bite of rancid gruel at a time — just enough to keep me alive and wasting away. Through it all, I had managed somehow to imagine myself as the woman I was used to seeing in the mirror: wrinkled and white-haired, but powerful. The thinness of my limbs and the horrible wreckage of my body had lain within plain sight. Yet somehow, unable to take in the whole view, unable to see my own ruined death-mask of a face clung to by just a few sickly strands of hair, I had still waited patiently for any moment when my captors might leave an arm unshackled, any moment that I might have snatched up a flaying knife and buried it in the torturer’s gut. So often, I had wandered out of the agony of that body into a fantasy of escape, of how I would use my knowledge of that small, evilly stocked room to win free of the monsters who had done this to me. 
 
    But the thing Noxie showed me would not have gone anywhere under its own power. 
 
    And even as I understood how deluded I’d been, I saw the other thing Noxie was showing me. For the eyes of that ghastly figure, that creature whose shape gave it no right to continue living, still moved with life — and not just a little. As Noxie gestured again, I saw a terrible rictus move those abused features, and because of the eyes, I could tell it was a smile. 
 
    “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Noxie asked, reading something in my face. “That’s the first I ever saw of you, and I knew at that moment that none of the stories Grandpapa and Jake had told me were the least bit exaggerated. You can claim to be old if you like, but the moment to prove it would have been that moment.” 
 
    Still staring at the horrific image, I said, “I tried to, if you remember.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You said you were ready to give up, to let go. But you only said it because you thought Jake and I would be slowed down by you, and you wanted us to get out and destroy that idol.” 
 
    “I was weak, or I wouldn’t have let him argue me down.” 
 
    Triumphantly, she said, “So you admit that you ‘let him?’ Even now you can’t quite deny it: if you had wanted death, you would never have left that room. No argument from Jake could have kept you from going.” 
 
    “You can be old without wanting to die,” I said, enjoying her cleverness too much to concede that she was right. 
 
    Her simple reply was, “I don’t think so.” 
 
    And with that, she had won. 
 
      
 
    LVI 
 
      
 
    Shoje’s third message was a mere, Dinner again — alas, alone, that reached me while on the march through the Deeps. It carried little progress on his quest — the afternoon had gone as he expected, with more research into ciryns and some shopping for the tools he would need to deal with them. I found myself grateful for the perilous surroundings of the spritelands, which kept me focused on the now. Because Noxie and I were in jeopardy, and Shoje obviously was not, I could avoid dwelling on this intimate contact with his mind and the way it roiled my thoughts. 
 
    But his fourth message hit me after we’d arrived on the shores of Lake Loregaurdele, and was something else again. 
 
    Noxie and I reached the shore in late morning, much to my chagrin. I had hoped to be there before dawn, which was the earliest we could expect Belenoirya to check back at the rendezvous spot. Our time in the Slow Ridge had delayed us significantly, and then we’d had to wait politely at the Ixi-Cziembru border for an escort. One does not traipse blandly from kingdom to kingdom within the sprite realms, and the Ixi turned out to be in no hurry to answer the figmentary beacon Noxie created to call a parlay. I’m also fairly certain they led us through some deliberate strangetime patches just out of spite. 
 
    So instead of arriving at Lake Loregaurdele by dawn, or even by midmorning, we instead found almost half the day gone before we spotted the broad blue waters sparkling through the trees ahead of us. It gave me an itch of tardiness — but worse, it made me fairly certain that Shoje would call again by way of the lockets before Belenoirya checked our meeting point. 
 
    And still worse than having that proved right was the sending itself. 
 
    The words flitted into my head as easily and calmly as the quiet lapping sounds of the shoreline washed into my ears: Sorry to be brief, and a tad early. But I’ve found Osyrand and Staliss, and we’re busily making our way out of their conundrum. You’ll enjoy the story once I’ve retrieved them. Be well. 
 
    But along with that reassurance came an image of Shoje’s location: The Isle of Three Ciryns. 
 
    He stood upon its northernmost promontory, a narrow, stony spit of land surrounded by the raging waters of Long Lenk River. I could feel the power of that rushing flow through his boots, though I could hear nothing — he must have already put the Colloqin wax in his ears. 
 
    In the gloom far ahead, a ring of figures danced upon the barren rock of the island. The silence, the sole-felt thrum of the water against the rock, and the eerie precision of those dancers gave me a shiver. But as Shoje stepped in that direction, he let go of the locket, and my connection to that scene disappeared. 
 
    “Is something the matter?” Noxie asked, looking at me as though I had a peculiar expression on my face, which I imagine I did. Then her eyes dropped from my face to where my locket rested upon my breastbone — and where I realized my hand had unconsciously moved in that brief moment of contact. “A message?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, letting my arm fall back to my side. “I don’t know that anything’s wrong, but I need to sort through the memories and get a better sense of things.” 
 
    She made a stitching motion in front of her lips, her eyes showing whimsical and sympathetic all at once. Then she looked away to let me think, and I shuffled through everything that had happened to Shoje since his previous message. 
 
    His morning had gone as expected, yet quicker than expected, with Belenoirya ferrying him about for shopping in Munifen, Delvos, and Twern. As the clock tower in Twern rang ten bells, he was just coming out of the last shop. 
 
    Belenoirya gave a nod toward the tower and said, “Time for my second check on Avelia.” 
 
    “Let’s go, then,” Shoje replied. “Although I’m secretly hoping she won’t be out of the Deeps yet, as I’d like to have Osyrand and Staliss wrapped up neatly to present to her when she returns.” 
 
    Then they joined hands and found themselves upon the same shores where Noxie and I now rested, except that the hour was earlier and the woods felt more dark and foreboding through these other senses than they did through my own.  
 
    After a brief wait, Shoje rubbed his hands together and said, “Well, they’re not here. So it’s off to Lenk again, and my daring jaunt to rescue the Nose and Staliss.” 
 
    Beneath the lightness of his words, though, I felt some concern. Shoje could get into anyplace he wished, and he had no doubt that, with suitable preparation, the Sprite Deeps could be delved like any other fastness.  Nor did he doubt me, and I clearly heard him think a chastisement upon himself: This is Avelia. A few knee-high flittering sprites will give her no trouble at all. 
 
    Yet he’d now been nearly two days with no word from me, and it didn’t sit well with him. 
 
    And he missed me. 
 
    How strange that was, I can’t tell you. I’ve spent forty-some years wandering off from people who treasure me, and I’ve always been aware that they regretted my absences. But I’d never before directly felt it. Nor would I have expected it from Shoje, after such a short time apart. 
 
    Nor would I have expected how normal it felt to him, missing me. He had been doing it for years, so that the hole where he thought I should fit took on the semblance of some constant and respected rival — an almost-friend who made a habit of showing up and snatching a prize just before you’d grasped it. 
 
    He had a rueful smile in his head, if not on his face, as Belenoirya elided them both back to Lenk. 
 
    Once there, he made a few preparations and then left his pack at a trusted inn. For his assault on the Isle of Three Ciryns, he took only a jar of Colloqin wax, three of the gray metal forks that, when rung, would counter the sounds of a ciryn, and his pair of magicked sealskin boots. 
 
    “It may be nightfall before I’m back at the inn with our wayward friends in tow,” he told Belenoirya. “So if I don’t see you before morning, rest well.” 
 
    She nodded placidly and said, “Tell Osyrand and Staliss I look forward to seeing them.” 
 
    With a handshake, the two of them parted, and Shoje went to the city’s lower landing to hire a river-bolt. 
 
    Lenk, also called the Hundred-Mile City, lines the two sides of a canyon slicing through the Battlement Plateau. It’s not actually a hundred miles long, just over forty, but the locals double the figure for the two sides of the river and consider it close enough. At a walk, the city is several days in length. The torrent of the waterway can carry a brave, skilled rafter downstream in a few hours, though the many falls and rapids make this less than desirable as a means of transportation.  A river-bolt, though, with its immensely powerful fins and keen sense for hidden rocks, can go upstream faster than a horse could gallop, and can make it from one end of the city to another in less than an hour if the current is with it. The creatures are fish-like, but intelligent, and will let a passenger or several ride in a basket upon their backs in exchange for chrue fungus, which causes them pleasurable hallucinations. 
 
    “Just be sure you pay him after the trip, not before,” said the chrue dealer to Shoje. “Elsewise he’ll go cavorting down into the deep spots, which is a problem for you since the basket’s not watertight.” 
 
    “I make a habit of paying for most services after, not before,” Shoje replied. “But thanks for the advice. And since I’m a bit nervous about the whole prospect of getting into a basket atop a fish, will a nip of this chrue calm my nerves any?” 
 
    “It’ll calm them all the way,” said the fungus merchant. “You’d be stone dead in ten minutes.” 
 
    With a grimace, Shoje looked the man’s handcart up and down, then suggested, “You might want to put that on a sign somewhere.” 
 
    The dealer shrugged and brought out from his cart a fist-sized chunk of knobby, ghastly smelling fungus. “Not too many folk find chrue appetizing enough to try it.” 
 
    Indeed, the scent alone almost turned Shoje’s stomach until the dealer wrapped the greenish nodule away in a thick, waxy sheet of parchment. But then, Shoje had smelled chrue before, and indeed had gotten the same advice several times, on several different trips to Lenk. His hiring of the river-bolt was in large part a cover. 
 
    At the landing, where the river roared past the west end of Lenk, lines three and four people deep waited to hire river-bolts for passage. Mostly, these waiters were headed east, upriver to the city proper. But once in a while a man or woman with bags packed got aboard their riverine steed and took off with the current, making the hours-long journey along Battlement Canyon to the fortified gorge where the Long Lenk River came out onto the plains. Those headed for the lands beyond the plateau carried larger hunks of chrue than the rest, and Shoje was among them, though his destination lay much closer at hand. 
 
    I’ve never been in the basket of a river-bolt, but Shoje felt no worry stepping aboard his, despite the basket’s swaying and lurching as its wearer churned against Long Lenk’s tremendous current in order to stay in place. I found his sure-footedness remarkable — a river-bolt has a mounded back, and the sides of its basket are high, but a film of water still covered everything inside. But Shoje moved easily to sit upon the forward cushion and took hold of the hand-bars at either side. These provided a sense of greater stability and would keep the rider from being thrown as his river-bolt negotiated difficult rapids. 
 
    With the wrapped chrue upon his lap, Shoje gave his carrier a destination, and the mighty creature swirled away from the bank to head downstream. 
 
    Even having done this before, Shoje marveled at the power of the water around him and at the river-bolt’s ability to master it. The sound alone was titanic, a constant, liquid growl echoing back from the stone walls of the canyon. Huge boulders lay amidstream, each surrounded by its own castle of white froth, and the speed of their passage made these obstacles leap toward the river-bolt and its cargo out of nowhere, from Shoje’s perspective. But in every case, a flick of fin or tail let the creature glide effortlessly to one side, with no more harm than an extra spray of mist across Shoje’s skin. 
 
    A mile or two downstream from the city’s end, they came upon yet another such rock. As they sped toward it, Shoje took the chrue in one hand and moved into a crouch upon the seat. With hardly a pause, he leapt out of the basket and sailed toward the rock at a speed that would have horrified me if I hadn’t been experiencing it through his entirely confident view. 
 
    I felt the smashing impact of the wet stone beneath his feet. I also felt every minute adjustment that his feet, ankles, knees and upper body made, to get purchase upon that slick surface, to absorb what momentum he could and to twist the rest into another airborne curve that took him up and over to a second rock on the far side of the first. There he landed, breathing hard and grinning. 
 
    The river-bolt, of course, recognized at once that some weight had gone from its basket. It turned easily and came back to hold pace against the current, looking up him with seeming puzzlement upon its wide-mouthed face. 
 
    “This is far enough,” he said simply, voice raised above the cacophony of the rapids. Then he unfolded the parcel of chrue and held it up meaningfully. 
 
    The river-bolt opened its mouth yet wider, Shoje tossed the reeking clot of fungus in, and the creature disappeared into the flow of the Long Lenk River. 
 
    Turning carefully upon the drenched surface of his rock, Shoje examined his situation. 
 
    Downstream, about a hundred yards off, lay a bend in the canyon that he’d been watching for. Beyond it, he knew that the river would split, the main flow going one direction and an offshoot flowing down into the mouth of a cavern — the cavern that held the Isle of Three Ciryns. A tall outcropping from the southern wall of the canyon overlooked this branching, and was known as the Watchspire because a garrison of Lenkish guards manned it constantly, on the lookout for any vessel or river-bolt that might attempt the ferocious white rapids just ahead of the cave mouth. 
 
    Satisfied that the bend had kept him out of view of the Watchspire, Shoje took several deep breaths and dove into the unrelenting current. 
 
    What he saw, and how the water felt to him, completely defied my expectations. I knew the boots carried powerful magic, that they would let their owner swim and dive and see as a seal would. But I hadn’t understood what that meant until the cold, churning water slipped around us and showed me an entirely different world from the one above. 
 
    The river ran strong and clear here, just a few feet below the swirling currents and foam thrown off by the larger rocks. The light dimmed and brightened with those eddies as they surged, crashed, frothed around the great stones. But the view was like looking through crystal. Silver darting arrows of fish moved effortlessly among the rocks that any raft or boat would have avoided in terror. And Shoje moved as easily as they did. Where nature said he should be tossed about like a sodden leaf, eyes blurred and lungs bursting to breathe, the enchantment of those boots instead let him curve and whisk along with no effort at all. 
 
    The canyon wall stood smooth and high upon his left side. He followed it easily, arms cutting through water that gave no resistance. With tremendous speed he shot around the bend, deep enough and close enough to the wall that no guard in the Watchspire might hope to see him. 
 
    Ahead and to the left growled those deadly rapids. You could feel the water hastening in its course as it drove toward the rocks. A man in the water — even one in a canoe — would have been helplessly dashed among them in an instant. 
 
    Shoje, though, turned and exerted himself against the flow so that he held pace with the current. This let him spy out the route he wished to take — or at least most of it. The stretch of whitewater ran too long to be seen in its entirety, but it had its shallows and depths, and Shoje would stay to the depths as long as he could. 
 
    Spotting a channel he liked between two great boulders, he flicked one hand and sped downstream. 
 
    I have seen my friend Pyete, a vast old wyrm, pick up rocks the size of horses in his jaws and then fling them a quarter mile. The stones of these rapids seemed to come at Shoje with as much or more speed. 
 
    Yet more than just seeing how the terrain lay, he could hear the language of the currents, feel in their goading whispers where they meant to turn next. The rocks hurtled by, some of them reaching out with great, sucking eddies to pull at us, never quite able to get us in their hold. 
 
    Then, ahead, the lip of a little fall — water no more than inches deep rippling over it. No man could have gotten over that spot without a rasping, possibly bone-crunching impact. Shoje went down as close to the bottom as he could and accelerated toward what looked like sure destruction. 
 
    At the last moment, he gave a furious kick and powered upward. The momentum of it carried him half clear of the surface, head and back cresting the roar of foam into the air, chest and legs feeling a feather-touch of the stone caress them as he passed. 
 
    He went deep at once in the hollow beneath the falls. If a guard had chanced to be scanning the rapids at that instant, he would have seen a dark shape whip over the drop. Just in case that had happened, Shoje kept himself out of sight below the water and mist for a full minute before attacking the next course of rapids. These ground against his ribs once, and caught him a smarting blow against one thigh, but then he was past and in the dark waters at the mouth of the cave. 
 
      
 
    LVII 
 
      
 
    Shoje’s head broke water into a realm of echoes and stone. He took a moment to let his eyes adjust to the gloom.  
 
    Far above vaulted the cavern’s ceiling, broken in two places by sunlit gaps. Almost too bright to look at, the larger of these two openings shed a vast column of light down upon the island at the cavern’s heart, drenching half of it in light and leaving half in shade. 
 
    The water remained cuttingly fast here, though deeper and with fewer rocks jutting up to break it. When he felt comfortable with the clarity of his night-vision, Shoje swam to one of these and climbed out. 
 
    The island lay a few hundred feet downstream, but he knew it wouldn’t do to approach unprepared. So he produced his jar of Colloqin wax, and scraped out a fingertip’s worth for each ear. Once applied, the wax brought total silence. He could feel the thrum of surging water through the rock at his feet, but he could hear nothing. After shaking his head to make sure the wax would not dislodge, he put the jar back away and dove into the dark currents. 
 
    Moments later, he stood in full sunlight upon the tip of the Isle. 
 
    This end of the island was narrow and tumbled with boulders. The land widened and flattened as it ran farther into the cave, but it also rose until its steep sides would prevent anyone from climbing up out of the water. 
 
    Picking his way across the boulders, Shoje moved toward the wider barrens ahead and a strange spectacle occurring at the edge of shadow before him. 
 
    Circling in and out of the daylight, moving silently to unheard music, scores of ragged figures performed a ceaseless dance. Two or three rings of dancers swayed and pranced in time, one ring nested within the next, the largest being dozens of yards across. 
 
    The number of dancers and the openness of the ground between himself and the circles caused Shoje to glance upward at the cleft in the roof and then hunker down behind one of the larger boulders. It would not be prudent to blithely approach a ring of more than a hundred convicts — not even if an enchanted ciryn’s song forced them to sustain this eerie dance. So he waited for the sun to move, for the slant of its light to slide across the island, so that he would have a little cover at least from the gloom. 
 
    The ceiling being high and the gaps in it narrow, he did not have long to wait. In perhaps half an hour, the lit portion of the Isle had shrunk to just a sliver, and Shoje scurried out from behind his rock and moved low and quick through the dimness toward those circling figures. His path carried him silently across the stone, but he went with care, for the way appeared littered with debris. This turned out to be a scattering of many, many bones. He also noticed an unpleasant red glow, far beyond the dancers and up a rise near the island’s center. What it might be, he couldn’t tell, but it looked like it spread the whole width of the island. 
 
    As Shoje passed the last of the boneyard, he too began to dance, mimicking the steps he’d been observing so that he kept perfect time with the hapless prisoners. 
 
    And hapless they were. 
 
    Most danced naked and grime-smeared, their hair unkempt and uncut for years, the beards of the men long and bedraggled. Some wore rags, and a very few sported real clothing. Of these, Shoje spotted two who stood out from all the rest. Alone of all the hundred-some dancers, those two wore garments that still showed signs of freshness, as opposed to the sweat-stained ruination of the others nearby. Shoje pirouetted neatly toward the pair. 
 
    A few heads turned from among the dancing circle at his approach, which he’d allowed to shift from noiseless to obvious once he took up the dance. But most of the dancers capered onward, blankly. Some bore unfocused stares that spoke of minds wandering far from these monotonous surroundings. Others’ heads lolled slackly atop bodies propelled onward by the magic of the ciryn. 
 
    Shoje wondered what that song sounded like, that it kept these men and occasional women afoot and careening, unstoppably, for years on end. But curiosity was not enough for him to unplug his ears and find out. 
 
    Staliss and Osyrand looked well enough, as Shoje angled toward their part of the circle. Staliss had about five years more age to her than the last time I’d seen her. Grey shot through the tight curls of her hair in several places, and the deep brown face bore a few more lines than before. Osyrand appeared unchanged from when I’d seen him the previous fall — handsome-featured and sandy-haired. Only his beard showed worse for wear, since he’d obviously had no chance to shave or do any trimming in at least a week. 
 
    I marveled at seeing Osyrand through Shoje’s eyes. My own camaraderie with the Nose runs deep, and my heart warmed at the wink he gave upon recognizing the new dancer joining the circle. But for Shoje, the moment also held a warmth of brotherhood entirely different from my feelings. He looked up to Osyrand, whereas my respect for the Nose lives alongside the carnal knowledge I’ve had of him and the pride I’ve felt at being a much older woman able to balance friendship and physical intimacy with someone delectable. 
 
    The wink, and Shoje’s hint of a nod in return, comprised the whole of their greeting. Staliss, whom Shoje barely knew, tilted her head in recognition. Then Osyrand shortened his stride slightly, letting the newcomer into the circle between himself and Staliss, on his left.  
 
    Feigning a sense of alarm, Shoje said, “I fell off my river-bolt, just short of Lenk. What is this place? What’s this bewitchsome music?” 
 
    Obviously shouting, Osyrand replied, “You’ll have to speak louder! I can’t hear you over the song!” 
 
    The exaggerated motion of shouting had the benefit of making Osyrand’s lips readable in the murky light, and Shoje repeated himself at greater volume. Osyrand then explained that Shoje was a prisoner on the Isle of Three Ciryns. 
 
    “That’s two of them, there,” he said, jerking his head toward the center of the dance. Shoje followed his look and saw two sculptures of marvelous crystal — one in the shape of a drooping flower, the other an elongated piper. The shadowy, indirect light left them ambiguous in color and more than a little eerie. Osyrand went on, “The Ciryn of Longing’s the one that made you run forward as soon as you reached the island. The Ciryn of Dance is keeping you prancing. But it’s not all bad, since you don’t need to eat so long as you dance.” 
 
    Shoje moved his face through a series of expressions appropriate to someone who’s learned that he is a prisoner in appalling circumstances, and asked a series of stuttering questions. 
 
    “I need to sit down,” he said, then looked even more alarmed. “How do you sit down? Can you?” 
 
    Osyrand pointed back in the direction Shoje had come. “Longing is louder than Dance,” he said. “You felt that on your way in. Skip back out to the place where you first started dancing, and look for the bone field. You’ll still feel called back toward this spot, more strongly as you get farther away. But unless you go past the bone field, you can fight it off, and you won’t have to stay on your feet. That’s where most of these wretches go, once they’ve had enough of this hellish place.” 
 
    With a dubious glance toward the “bone field,” Shoje said, “Would you — would you mind going over there with me? I don’t know how much worse the news gets, but perhaps I should get it all at once.” 
 
    The Nose shrugged. “Something to do, I suppose.” 
 
    Neither looked at Staliss as they moved away from the circle, still bouncing along in step to the music Shoje could not hear. For all three of them to depart the dance at once might arouse suspicion from the other prisoners. 
 
    Amongst the bones, the two men stopped dancing. Shoje sat almost immediately, and Osyrand too, careful to take a position between his companion and the dancers, many yards off in the dark. Gloom and distance and the cover Osyrand provided let Shoje dig the wax from one ear without risking observation by the prisoners. 
 
    Instantly, his head flooded with a mournful sound, not quite a voice and not quite a song. It reached down from his brain into his spine and compelled him, powerfully, back toward the dancing circle. He had to concentrate against its influence, and only with moderate effort did he keep his legs folded beneath him. 
 
    “Pleased to see you,” Osyrand said with a grin of familiarity that he’d suppressed earlier. “I take it your presence means you’d already done helping Avelia with whatever business she called us all in for. Or did she boot you out of the project for offering her one flower too many?” 
 
    “I’m not sure a man stuck on the Isle of Three Ciryns is in a position to be so free with his jibes,” Shoje replied drily. “At least a lovestruck fool has some excuse for being caught in his foolishness.” 
 
    “Believe me, I’ll be more than happy if you maintain that air of superiority once you’ve heard the pickle we’re in. The humiliation of having to be rescued is a far cry better than what’s in store if we have to stay.” 
 
    He gave a look around at the bones that lay all about them, and Shoje smiled back at him. 
 
    “I will oblige you in both the rescue and the humiliation. So what is it that we’re up against?” 
 
    Osyrand described their plight with quick precision. Staliss had come to Lenk in order to free a prisoner from the Isle of Three Ciryns. She’d brought Colloqin wax to protect her ears, snuck across the plateau by night, and lowered herself to the island through the hole in the cavern roof, using a spool-bulb of “spider’s milk.” Unfortunately, the wax alone would not let one win free of the prison. Knowing where she’d gone, and knowing her to be overdue, Osyrand had followed to attempt a rescue. He’d brought not just wax, but also three forks of silence, whose ringing sound would negate the effect of one ciryn apiece for as long as the fork continued to vibrate. 
 
    “But,” he said, momentarily looking up and away from Shoje’s face, “three forks wasn’t enough.” 
 
    The young Haniman chuckled and shook his head. “Naturally, it wasn’t. Nose, really now — you only brought three ringers? Of course there are more than three ciryns — otherwise they might as well have named it ‘The Isle of Here, Why Don’t I Tell You How to Get Out of This Place?’ How many are we talking about, then?” 
 
    “Six that I know of,” Osyrand said. “Wait a moment, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Hopping up, the Nose quickly gathered an armful of bones and used them to lay out a rough — and ghoulish — map of the island. 
 
    “We’re here,” he said, indicating the island’s knifelike eastern end. “The ciryns of Longing and Dance keep the prisoners from leaving these flats. Now, these ribs show where the land starts to rise, and Longing’s song carries well beyond that. Over the rise there’s a bowl, with an iron maze in it and two more ciryns. One is Fire, and the wax does nothing against it because it keeps the iron hot enough to cook you. The other one is Soothing — it heals the burns from Fire, which sounds like a good thing, but is really a problem. If you use wax to plug your ears against Longing, you can’t hear Soothing, so the heat drives you back. That means any escape has to use a fork to silence Longing.” 
 
    “Of course,” Shoje pointed out in a helpful tone, “then all the prisoners are loose and fighting with you over your forks and wax.” 
 
    The Nose glowered. “Of course. But we got desperate enough to try it, and we managed to hold onto the forks and get through enough of the maze to silence Fire.” 
 
    “Why not leave Fire alone, since you can hear Soothing and not have to fear it?” 
 
    “They don’t precisely overlap. There’s a short stretch of maze that’s inside Fire’s song and outside of Soothing’s.” 
 
    “All right. And past that?”
“The ciryn of Sleep, which you can guess the effect of, and the ciryn of Leaping, which gives you the strength to jump across a great cleft along the island’s waist. Sleep keeps Leaping quiet, so it’s no good stopping your ears. You have to use a ringer on Sleep, and that’s where I ran out of them. Past the chasm is the ciryn of Terror, which makes you turn round and leap back the way you came.” 
 
    Shoje made a sound of amusement. “So that’s six Ciryns, but only four that you need to quiet. So even if you’d just brought one extra —” 
 
    Osyrand raised his hands in surrender, causing the other man to restrain his mockery. 
 
    “All right, then,” Shoje said. “Whatever your shameful lack of foresight, we now have a surplus. My three forks plus your three is six — two more than we need.” 
 
    “It would be,” Osyrand said, “if I still had my forks. But as you pointed out, the prisoners were all loose the moment I silenced Longing. When they saw me headed back through the maze, they swiped the ones I’d left on Longing and Fire. It’s a good thing I wasn’t one corner farther back when they nipped the ringer off of Fire. That would have put me outside the  Soothing ciryn’s influence and I’d have burnt like a piece of toast tossed into a forge.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Shoje said, suddenly alert to the error of his own presumptions. Cautiously, he asked, “So do we have four forks?” 
 
    The Nose shook his head. 
 
    “Well that’s good news,” Shoje said tartly. “What happened to the one you used on Sleep?” 
 
    “Someone pinched it.” 
 
    “Off of you?” 
 
    Grumbling, Osyrand said, “Look, they don’t send just anybody to this island. It’s for serious criminals. Evidently, one of them is an extremely accomplished pickpocket, and I’ve no idea which. And we’re going to have to find out, because the two fools who made off with the other pair of forks tried their own escape. One ended up burnt to pieces in the maze, which turned his fork to slag. The other got so angry at being foiled that he picked his ringer up and threw it off the island.” 
 
    “Well, here’s the thing, Nose,” Shoje said. “Your second-biggest mistake, after bringing only three forks, was to silence Longing and let all the prisoners run amok. I don’t intend to repeat that mistake, so my three forks, along with the wax, ought to be enough.” 
 
    “But I’ve told you, if you plug your ears against Longing, you can’t hear Soothing. That means that Fire ...” 
 
    “Yes?” Shoje asked innocently. “Fire will what?” 
 
    Osyrand looked at him, with an expression about as aghast as I felt. Shoje had, years back, found a recipe for trapping a fire ghost, and a means by which he could bathe in its blood. The process had left him impervious to heat — but with two very significant limitations. 
 
    “Shoje, you can’t intend on walking into that maze unprotected. It’s not something you can get through on a single breath. You’ll sear your lungs out.” 
 
    Shoje tapped one of his boots. “I’ve got these, remember? I can hold my breath as long as a seal — or until the boots burn up. But they’ve got a charm of toughness on them, so I think they’ll last a good ways, and my own lungs are good for several minutes without a gasp. More of a worry is having my eyes closed. I did manage to blink them open a couple of times during my bath, but the pain was excruciating, so they didn’t get nearly the full treatment that my skin did.” 
 
    With a head-shake of respect, Osyrand said, “You’re a mad one.” 
 
    “And you’re Osyrand the Nose, which means you didn’t go through that maze without memorizing its course. Working on good directions, with my boots and my flame-proof hide, I should be fine.” 
 
    He meant it, too. I could feel the certainty in his memories, now rolling about in my own mind. But his being certain didn’t translate into my being certain, and the rest of the memory gave me no particular reassurance. He and Osyrand made a few more plans, a few preparations, and then he returned to the leading spit of the island to jump back in the water and soak his boots as wet as they’d get. 
 
    Once he’d done that, he lifted the locket from its place upon his breast and sent all of this to me, without even knowing it. 
 
      
 
    LVIII 
 
      
 
    I put aside Shoje’s recollections to find Noxie sitting on a stone at the lake’s edge, tracing circles with one toe upon the water. She looked outward, away from the Sprite Deeps behind her, toward the far-off islands and the still farther shore. 
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “I hope that didn’t take too long.” 
 
    “Only a few minutes,” she replied easily. “Don’t worry over me — I’m used to having just my own thoughts for company. Not lately, I mean, but for most of my life. Is Shoje all right?” 
 
    I shrugged and moved closer to her, to hunker down at the shoreline, cup my hands into the water, and splash a bit of its chill upon my face. I’d meant to clear my head with that, but instead it tumbled me for an instant back into Shoje’s memories, for that cold shock and drip felt to me almost exactly how the water around the Isle of Three Ciryns had felt to him. 
 
    “He was fine when he sent the message,” I said. “But he was also about to do something extraordinarily dangerous.  So by now, he might be dead.” 
 
    “You’re worried?” 
 
    I laughed. “Only in a mild and annoying way. I’ve seen him do extraordinarily dangerous things often enough. He’s not the sort of person you expect to die.” 
 
    Slyly, she said, “So he’s like you, then.” 
 
    Before I could take umbrage at this, something winked in the corner of my eye, and I turned to see Belenoirya standing just up the slope from us. 
 
    “Bele!” I said to get her attention. She turned from facing the woods and gave the barest curve of her lips to show her pleasure in seeing me. Then she strode down toward us, and Noxie hopped politely up from the rock as she came. 
 
    “I’m relieved to see you,” Belenoirya said. “Those woods have looked more ominous with every trip back here. Any word from Shoje through that jewelry of Fingold’s?” 
 
    “Yes,” Noxie said, interrupting before I could answer. “And he’s got her worried.” 
 
    I cleared my throat and said, “Belenoirya, this is Noxie. Noxie, Belenoirya.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ve met,” said Noxie. “You came by to pick up Grandpapa for one of his whirlarounds — what was it, nine or ten years ago?” 
 
    “Seven,” Belenoirya replied, “though since you’ve been in the spritelands, I suppose it might have been ten for you. I’ll pay you the compliment of saying you have straighter shoulders and a more level jaw than you did back then.” 
 
    Noxie colored, and I saw her head dip a little as though out of old habit. But she smiled and said, “Well, I’d only been out amongst the big folk a couple of years by that point, and I hope you don’t take it wrong that I found you a bit ... severe, at the time.” 
 
    The half-smile crossed Bele’s lips again. With remarkable flamboyance — for her — she reached up to scratch her tight-cropped grey hair and admitted, “It was by design.” 
 
    “As everything about you is,” I told her. “I can’t say I’m reassured by your first question being about Shoje. Do you think he’s overstepped himself?” 
 
    “Doesn’t he always? Being acquainted with this particular case, I give him a fifty-fifty chance.” 
 
    Already on edge from Shoje’s memories of the Isle, I felt a chill to hear Belenoirya flatly lay such poor odds on him. It seemed unusually direct of her, and against all my wishes, it gave me a creeping worry for Shoje’s safety. 
 
    “You think the island’s that rough, then?” I asked. “He seemed very confident through the locket.” 
 
    “Oh, the island,” she said. A sparkle lit her strange-pupilled eyes. “I thought we were talking about Shoje and you. Of course he’ll get off the island.” 
 
    A flush of color burned across my cheeks at being netted so completely. 
 
    Noxie gave a beautiful laugh — a sound empty of meanness and full of wonder. “Do I see the fearless, battle-hardened Avelia Warbler, whom everyone’s told me so much about, blushing?” 
 
    I crossed my arms, not happy to be ganged up on over this particular subject. “You tell me,” I said. “Am I?” 
 
    Without saying anything further, the little sprite woman waved her hands and put a mirrored pane in the air before me, showing me that ever-surprising face. 
 
    When you’ve spent a lifetime watching the lines and the occasional scars appear on your face, when you’ve grown used to crow’s feet and eye bags and a thinning of once-full lips, it’s disturbing to see fresh, breathtaking youth glaring back at you from a mirror. And, too, when you think of yourself as good-humored, it’s not especially flattering to see any glare upon your own features. The scowl on that beautiful face shamed me almost as much as my companions’ sniping had, because somehow it seemed — ungrateful, to be returned to such a stunning condition, and then spoil it with an unpleasant look. 
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Here were two women, both of whom loved me, though one of them I barely knew. Both of them keen-eyed and keener-witted. I am used to dealing with formidable opponents, but in this case, with regard to this matter, I began to wonder if the ground actually lay against me, and made the fight unwinnable. Or, worse, if I had the side that was in the wrong. 
 
    When I opened my eyes again, the mirror had vanished. 
 
    “Well,” said Belenoirya, “we have our figmentist. Shoje is fetching us two sword-hands, and I believe that leaves us only one member of the team to round out our plan.” 
 
    Noxie’s face brightened. “Is it anyone I’ve heard of?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, relieved to be out of the prior topic. “You might even have seen him, living in Gleit, although I understand he rarely leaves his cave these days.” 
 
    “His cave?” she asked, violet eyes going large. 
 
    I nodded. “The last party to our plot is the Wyrm of the West, Pyetenkrothgung — or as Fingold probably spoke of him, Old Pyete.” 
 
      
 
    LIX 
 
      
 
    Shoje’s next message reached me as the three of us walked south out of Gleit to a lonely, steep-sided hill about a mile beyond the city walls. 
 
    Just to let you know, he thought to me through his locket, we’re off the island and making our way through a few tunnels. Should be out in a matter of hours. 
 
    But once again, the substance of his memories told a story very different from those reassuring words. He was walking bootless across cold, rough stone, and already several sharp rocks had cut him — none badly, for he had well callused feet and a habit of treading carefully. Behind him came Staliss, ahead of him, Osyrand the Nose. They could not move quickly, since the only light came from a tiny glowstone hooked on Osyrand’s belt, and at each branching of the confining, stony warren Osyrand had to stop and sniff out the old, old scent of other men having passed this way. 
 
    With a mile to go to Old Pyete’s Knob, as the hill was called, I had time to again sift through what had been sent me. I went back to the moment he’d ended his previous message, and tried my best to move forward from there — though like natural memories, these had a knack of eluding careful ordering. 
 
    Dripping wet and naked except for his boots, Shoje had handed his locket off to Osyrand and taken from the Nose one of their three forks of silence. An inch across and three inches long, it would not comfortably fit in his mouth, but he put it there anyway, to make sure it would not melt in the inferno of the fire maze. 
 
    Then he jogged wide of the circling dancers, invisible to them in the dim light and distance. Up the rising slope he went, until he reached its top and looked out upon a furnace. 
 
    The fire maze lay in a great rocky bowl at the island’s heart. Its iron walls flung heat-shimmers up through the cavern’s air, and curtains of blazing red light rippled through its corridors. Osyrand had given Shoje a left-right-left-straight description of the shortest path across, and the distance did not seem too great — perhaps a hundred feet by air, and three or four times that when the twists of the labyrinth were added in. 
 
    Yet the brazenness of what he intended really hit Shoje as he stood looking down at the ramp that descended into those flames. 
 
    He looked left and right, although Osyrand had already told him that the maze cut fully across the width of the Isle. One could not skirt it in either direction, since its outer walls corresponded with the very edge of the island. Had Shoje meant only to get himself across, he could have gone to that edge and walked across the top of one of those walls, never descending into the maze at all. But for his friends to escape, he must silence the Ciryn, and it sat at the heart of the labyrinth. 
 
    Nothing to worry about, Shoje, old boy, he thought to himself. Even if Osyrand’s misremembered the path, you won’t forget which way you’ve come, and you can always duck back out if you need. 
 
    The wind here lay at his back, cool air rushing past him in a constant stream, pushing its way into the bowl to feed the updraft from the heat. 
 
    Despite his bravado, he paused for several seconds to steel himself. This was not a mustering of courage — Shoje weighed his fear, understood it, and viewed it as an ally in the overall game of survival. But living with fear and focusing past it are two different things, and Shoje took the time to do the second. As he did so, he took the fork of silence from his mouth and deepened his breathing, the better to hold his breath once ready. 
 
    Once he felt centered, once he’d primed his lungs, he took a last long breath, slipped the metal fork back into his mouth, and started down the incline into the heat. 
 
    Pushed forward by the wind at his back, Shoje felt each step bring the temperature of the air up. He walked with his hands pressed tight over his ears, to keep the Colloqin wax from melting. It would not do for him to lose its protection against the Ciryn of Longing on this side of the maze, or the Ciryn of Sleep on the other. With brisk speed, he trotted down the ramp toward the maze, until he had almost reached its entrance and at last closed his eyes to keep them from getting scalded. Even with lids squeezed tight, the red glow of the maze filled his vision. 
 
    He held a final glimpse of the roaring flames and black iron walls firmly in his mind, continued forward, and then edged to one side, knowing to an inch how far he needed to move. When his elbow touched the burning hot iron wall, he went forward again, using it to guide his path. 
 
    Having felt searing iron upon my own flesh, I marveled that he could slide along it unflinching. The heat did not roast his flesh, but his nerves knew it was there, and cried out in reflex to be jerked away. 
 
    At a brisk walk, he followed Osyrand’s directions, turning where he’d been told, crossing intersections with care in his step. The way seemed surprisingly effortless, given his closed eyes, hands clapped tight over his ears, and held breath. 
 
    Then, with a crackle of flame, his magical boots caught fire. 
 
    Within thirty paces, they’d burned away. Suddenly, lungs that had patiently waited for the next chance at air now ached for it. And he’d not yet reached the halfway point, where the Ciryn of Fire stood awaiting him. 
 
    But Shoje remained calm, and put his head into a cool, distant place even as fire whipped across his body in sheets and his lungs tore for want of breath. Two more turns, a left and a right, put him at the maze’s heart. 
 
    Here, he had to slow to a creep. He could not look to see the stone artifact that gave off this heat with its song. And thanks to the Colloqin wax, he could not guide himself by sound. Instead he had to search for the thing gingerly, sliding first one foot and then the next out in front of himself. 
 
    I am fairly certain my own mouth would have burst open and sucked in a fatal breath by the time Shoje’s toe found the statue. But he mastered the bellows of life through a will and a lifetime of practice beyond mine. 
 
    Standing there, keenly triumphant at finding his goal, he pushed the tines of the silencing fork out past his lips and kept a grip on its base with his teeth. Then he leaned carefully forward and sideways until he found the statue’s upper surface with his right elbow, and with a brisk twist of his neck, struck the fork against it. 
 
    Immediately, the heat changed. 
 
    It did not precisely lessen — ten feet away on either side stood raw iron that had been buffeted by flames for uncounted years. But the source of heat, the ripples of fire coming off of the ciryn, had gone. Now the walls of the maze gave off what they had for so long sucked in and carried downward into the cold stone of the island. 
 
    Quickly, Shoje slipped one hand down and got an index finger into his ear. This gave him three fingers and a thumb with which to pluck the fork from his mouth, and then he tilted and leaned until he could set it down, base-first, upon the top of the ciryn. It would now continue to vibrate for at least ten minutes, keeping the fires quiet the whole while. 
 
    Blackness had replaced the red glow through Shoje’s eyelids. He turned, sidestepped quickly to find the wall, and reversed his path to leave the maze. He kept a perfect image of his course inside his head — and even experiencing it through his memories, I could not quite understand how. He had no sight to go on. The only thing he could hear was the astonishingly fast beat of his own heart. The whole of his body coursed with heat — not from the fire, but because the heat of his own exertion had nowhere to go. Deep at the bottom of his chest, muscles twitched and spasmed, insistent upon drawing in a breath that he refused to take. 
 
    Yet with only the soles of his feet upon stone and the point of one elbow touching the wall, he found his way back out, and up. 
 
    The last stretch taxed him beyond imagining. Wind gushed down into the bowl, and the slope to get out felt far steeper than it had going in. Only when he knew he’d passed the outer wall of the maze did he finally peek open his eyes and, feeling the air bearably cool with them, breathe again at last. 
 
    Atop the ramp, two figures waited. Shoje staggered up to them and dropped to hands and knees at the lip of the great bowl. 
 
    A hand reached down and, in code, tapped upon his shoulder, All right? 
 
    But he could only work his rib-cage in and out, raggedly drawing in and pushing forth each breath as fast as he could. 
 
    Plan’s good so far, Staliss told him, her quick, cool fingertips well-practiced in the wordless cipher. Husthe and I here with wax; Nose’ll be soon. 
 
    Shoje managed a nod. They’d come up with a strategy for winning back the stolen fork of silence, and it was Osyrand’s job to implement it. Although they had no idea which prisoner had pickpocketed the fork, they knew that whoever had done so would use it the moment he saw the light from the fire maze go out. With the Ciryn of Longing silenced, all the prisoners would immediately dance their way toward the maze, until they’d gotten beyond range of the Ciryn of Dancing. 
 
    But Osyrand, with Colloqin wax in his ears, could run instead of dancing, grab the ringer from whichever thief had taken it, and then damp its magical sound with a simple touch of his hand. 
 
    Longing would inexorably pull all the prisoners back, including the pickpocket, while Osyrand dashed to one side to avoid them and get beyond the influence of those two singing statues. 
 
    Staliss and the man she had come to rescue, Husthe, would have been waiting for the light from the maze to vanish. They, too, could run directly toward the maze thanks to the magical wax in their ears. So if Staliss said the plan was going well, it meant that the two of them had gotten ahead of the crowd, had looked back to observe the pandemonium as the ringer silenced Longing, and then had arrived here, at the top of the rise, with no sign of the crowd still pursuing them. Osyrand could be expected to come along soon. 
 
    By now Shoje’s breathing had slowed enough that he might have spoken, but there would be no point in doing so. Staliss and Husthe could not hear him, and the dimness of the cavern would not let Staliss read his lips either. 
 
    So he flopped onto his back and reached up one hand to reply to her in the tapping code. She bent down and lowered her forearm to hold it opposite his own, facilitating the conversation. 
 
    Chance Osy got into fight over fork? he tapped. Leave me one, go check him? 
 
    Her outline gave a shrug. Chance Osy got beaten. Not keen leave you here helpless. You’re not ready use fork anyway. 
 
    Getting ready, he replied.  
 
    Before the debate could proceed, though, a small light appeared from the darkness nearby, and Osyrand the Nose stood grinning at them and holding a fork of silence. 
 
    “I had to do a bit of arm-twisting to get it,” he said, tossing the ringer toward Shoje, “but now we’re up to four of these.” 
 
    Despite keeping his eyes on Osyrand’s lips, and despite having only the mellow light from Osyrand’s belt stone, Shoje caught the thing one-handed and breathed a deep sigh of relief. For all that he considered this an entirely doable task, and for all that he’d expected Osyrand capable of it, he had still been worried for his friend, and now had a reaffirmed certainty that the four of them could proceed off the island with comparatively little difficulty. 
 
    And so they did. 
 
    Shoje regained his breath in a matter of minutes and took up the next fork of silence. He returned through the maze, where the air remained blisteringly hot, struck the ringer atop the Ciryn of Fire again as he passed it, and followed the rest of the path directly out of the labyrinth. At the far side, he found the Ciryn of Sleep and the Ciryn of Leaping standing together beside a broad chasm. 
 
    He silenced Sleep, took the wax from his ears, and found himself again listening to the song of a ciryn. The sound had no tune, and no tone like anything he’d ever heard before. Pure, yet piercing. Wavering, wordless, yet absolute in its delivery of a single idea — that the listener must jump. Holding the third ringer at the ready, Shoje tested his legs for an ensorcelled bound across the gap. After a couple of preliminary jumps, he felt he understood the measure of boost he’d been granted, and he turned to the cleft that ran across the island’s waist. 
 
    The far side was but a shadow, yet he could tell where it lay both by its faint outline and by the way the water roaring through the cleft echoed off of it. 
 
    He leapt, striking the tines of the fork against one knuckle in midair. 
 
    Darkness flashed by to either side and below him. The river’s current gave an angry, gnashing sound, as though it wished to snap upward and make a bite of this impertinent small creature. 
 
    Then stone smacked the bare soles of his feet, and a new ciryn’s song struck at his ears and his soul. 
 
    This one shrieked pure horror through his very bones. He could resist it for an instant, and no more. 
 
    But in that instant, he focused on the origin of the sound and brought his vibrating fork to bear upon it. The magic of the fork cost the ciryn its voice, and Shoje was able to stand still, trembling, rather than leap back for the far side of the chasm. 
 
    In almost total darkness, he moved forward, found the statue — a tangled, bizarre web of ropy stone strands — tapped the ringer more firmly against it and then set the fork down at its base. 
 
    Then he leapt back across the rocky gash, retrieved his wax ear-plugs from the Ciryn of Sleep, rang its fork again, and passed back through the maze, pausing at the Ciryn of Fire to renew its silence as well. 
 
    By this time, the air flowing through the maze and the cold of the stone deep beneath it had pulled some of the heat from its iron walls. Shoje could walk down the center of its corridors with his eyes open, and while the others would find it wincingly hot, they would not actually be cooked unless they ventured over closer to the walls. 
 
    So, after getting his clothes back from Staliss, he led them back through. At the gap, they all removed the wax from their ears. With Osyrand’s light held high to guide them, they each jumped across. Beyond the hideous statue that was the Ciryn of Terror, they found no further singing stones. The island tapered to a point, where a natural arch of rock let them climb across the river to the network of caves by which Lenk’s sheriff, and no one else, could access the island. 
 
    There, as Osyrand sniffed about to decide which adit carried the scent of longago human passage, Shoje got out his locket and sent me his message. 
 
      
 
    LX 
 
      
 
    We had reached the base of the hill called Old Pyete’s Knob. A trail split off of our road and switched its way up the steep flank of the tor. Two city guardsmen from Gleit stood watch there — or rather, lounged upon a couple of camp chairs, chattering back and forth until we were almost upon them. 
 
    “Hail,” I said to them, giving the salute of the Warkslinshire Auxiliary Militia with my right hand. 
 
    They returned the gesture lazily, but I could see their faces shift from a sort of weary disinterest toward amiable tolerance. They were hillkinders, both of them, small folk about Noxie’s size. The older of the two might have been forty, the younger half that. But being hillkinder, they would both have a keen sense of tradition and a fondness for the old Warkie salute, which had been officially discouraged since the Auxiliary had been absorbed into imperial ranks. 
 
    “What brings you to the Knob?” asked the one on the right, a graying veteran with scars to show he’d not always sat at a cushy post. 
 
    “We’re here to speak with the wyrm,” I said simply. “Do you know if he’s in?” 
 
    The younger man glanced around at the yawning black cavemouth halfway up the slope behind them. The veteran got a wry look on his face. 
 
    “He’s in, and I’m sure he’ll be delighted at visitors. Go on up and knock.” 
 
    “Certainly,” I said. “We’ll need the horn.” 
 
    That wiped the look from his face. Both he and his young partner straightened noticeably in their chairs. 
 
    “Seriously?” the younger guard asked. “You’re actually here to see him?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    The veteran had developed a scowl of concentration at this point. “I’m starting to see that you don’t half look familiar to me, from somewhere.” 
 
    “There was an imperial warrant out for me a few months back,” I said, reaching into my jacket where I carried a small scroll-case in an inside pocket. “I have a writ here rescinding that order, if you care to read it.” 
 
    The older guard waved it away, though the younger one’s eyes followed it avidly as I returned it to its pocket. 
 
    “You’re making an interesting day of it, that’s for sure,” said the veteran. “You know how to ask for the horn, then?” 
 
    I said a few words in the ancient Gleitish dialect that had been in use when hillkinders first came to settle this place, and both men hopped up at once. It made clearer just how small the two stood, since their folding camp chairs were high-seated enough for big-folk like me. But it also made clearer that these were indeed military men, who could go to a formal bearing in an instant, and whose sheathed weapons were not just for show. 
 
    With a sort of awe, the veteran said, “Three years on this post, and I’d started to figure I was never going to hear those words.” He unsnapped a small leather case at his belt and drew out the thing I’d asked for: a tiny silver horn that would fit in the palm of my hand, though of course it looked more appropriately sized in his. As he held it out, he asked, “Do you mind me asking what your business is with him?” 
 
    From his tone, he seemed to expect me to refuse, but I took the horn and said, “Someone bad is planning something terrible, and we need the wyrm’s help to stop them. You can even pass that on to your superiors — but only after you see Old Pyete fly out in a few days.” 
 
    He executed the Warkie salute again, more crisply this time, and I returned it in the same fashion. 
 
    Then Noxie, Belenoirya and I set out up the hill toward my friend’s home, one of our purposes already accomplished. When all was done, if our plan succeeded, there would be two investigations. The imperial one would find that I had been here, and had enlisted Pyete’s help against “something terrible.” The openness of my approach, and the fact that I had not hidden my identity, would make those investigators doubt whether I had been the one to take their Empress. And because we had walked to the hill from Gleit, in plain view of the guardsmen for over a mile, they would also doubt that I had an ellipsist at my disposal. Noxie had used her figments to alter her own appearance, and Belenoirya’s, so neither of them would be connected to the incident. 
 
    The other investigation, the Cimonite one, would finally understand that they had picked for their enemy a woman with extraordinary resources — and they might, perhaps, consider at last that doing so had been a great mistake. 
 
    In any case, both investigations would then focus all their efforts on finding me. The chances of unfounded imperial accusations against my friends and family would go down, as would the unnecessary waste of Cimonite resources currently aimed at finding the Warblers for no purpose but revenge. 
 
      
 
    LXI 
 
      
 
    We stood in the shadowy mouth of the cave, warm afternoon sunlight at our backs. A few dozen yards ahead, the way stood blocked by an enormous boulder, visible by way of a light I’d asked Noxie to summon. 
 
    “That’s a strange looking rock,” she said, hesitating as I stepped toward it. 
 
    “It’s been melted and reshaped by wyrm-fire,” I said. “I don’t know if even a wyrm would have the patience to keep searching until he’d found a rock just the right size and shape for his door. Much easier to make it himself.” 
 
    “And you’re sure he won’t mind you bringing us along? And he’s not subject to fiery sneezing fits or anything else we should know about?” 
 
    I laughed. “You’ll like Pyete, Noxie. Surely Fingold told you about him.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And then years later, after grandpapa had disappeared, I happened to look up from the street in Gleit and see the wyrm circling down toward this hill. I’d always thought how exciting that would be, and to be honest it turned out a lot more of a fright than a thrill.” 
 
    Belenoirya followed after me and said to Noxie, “Don’t let on to Pyete that you’re worried. You might encourage his sense of humor.” 
 
    “Wonderful.” 
 
    I stopped about ten paces back from the great round boulder. It had been a good many years since I’d been here last, but I recalled how the opening of that door would go, so I knew not to stand too close. Raising the silver horn, I sounded a series of short and long notes. 
 
    Then we waited. 
 
    “He can hear that, through the rock?” Noxie asked, quietly. 
 
    “He could hear us talking now, if he wanted. He’s not a thing like you or me — you’ll know that as soon as you meet him. He is larger and older and greater in pretty much every way you could imagine.” 
 
    “Oh. Well thanks for preparing me. I’m much more comfortable now.” 
 
    The cool air of the cave held our voices well, ringing them back and forth between the stone walls. Yet that echoing quality also served to make one feel cut off, isolated from the familiar world outside, and perhaps overly conscious of being enclosed. I saw Noxie looking around, her arms folded across her chest. With her sprite’s wings and tiny stature, she seemed more out of place in these surroundings than I in my traveling clothes or Belenoirya in her severe gray garb. 
 
    “How long do you usually have to wait?” she asked. 
 
    I shrugged. “Not long, if he’s awake. But wyrm dreams are not easily shaken off, and we may have a few hours to while away if he’s been sleeping.” 
 
    Before she could pose another question, though, the rock beneath us quivered. 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “There, we’ve caught him outside of his bedtime.” 
 
    A vast groaning complaint came from the boulder where it stood lodged in the cavern’s throat. Dust and pebbles trickled down across its surface, then showered from the ceiling as the entire curved face of the rock suddenly rolled backwards away from us. A scent rushed out of a sudden gap at one side — powerful, but not unpleasant. Something like a whet-stone’s smell, mixed with a hint of flame or lamp oil. The air that came with it warmed our faces, and made a faint wind-song as it escaped. 
 
    Then, over that sound, we heard another: a gusting sound surely too loud to be a creature sniffing the air. But of course, it was exactly that. 
 
    “Sprites and wizards,” came Pyete’s ‘quiet’ voice, rolling out through the dark crescent beside the rock. “But no snack for your host? Hmn, well at least you’ve lost that souring smell you had the last few times I’ve seen you. Tell your secret to Belenoirya — you small things spoil so quickly, and she has started to go, I must say.” 
 
    The rumble and power of those words had Noxie’s eyes wide. Belenoirya, though, knew what to expect and gave a polite laugh at Pyete’s jest. 
 
    “May we come in?” I asked. “There’s business afoot, and I’d like to ask your help.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Through the crack we went, more than a little aware that the many-ton rock to our left had been shifted aside only moments ago — and therefore was mobile enough that it might shift again. Then we found ourselves in Pyete’s antechamber. 
 
    Noxie looked up and around, staring at the place. Pyete is a great sculptor, and has the advantage of being able to soften up his materials with wyrm-fire. But his subjects tend to be subjects that a wyrm is interested in, and so the walls of this cavern stood covered in deep friezes of monsters, mighty combats, and lonely, foreboding crags. Hanging stalactites had been reshaped into Kestrel Lords caught in mid-dive. The open carcass of a sea behemoth loomed before us, flesh torn loose and giant ribs wrenched wide, all in melted and reworked stone. To Pyete, this captured the essence of a delightful feast, but to beings of our size it came off rather less appetizing. 
 
    But however morbid the imagery, it remained art: beautiful and stupefying in its detail. More to the point, it so drew the attention — and so defied expectation — that one could enter this place and actually fail to notice that a hundred-foot wyrm rested lazily along one wall, not far outside of spitting range. 
 
    “Oh!” said Noxie, when she realized that Pyete was Pyete, and not another carving. 
 
    His eyes, each as big as her head, held Noxie’s reflection in their dark slits. “You have a whiff of Fingold about you,” he rumbled pleasantly. “A good scent. One I’d thought I wouldn’t catch again.” 
 
    “Well ... thank you,” she said. 
 
    “Don’t worry. He shook like a leaf the first time he saw me too.” 
 
    “No,” she said, with a startled frown on her face. “Not Grandpapa, nothing scared him.” 
 
    The wyrm gave a gust of laughter — a literal gust, that moved our hair and warmed our skin. “So you knew him and you got a bit of his fire. Good, good. The world should remember that fellow, not just an old wyrm like me.” 
 
    Noxie colored slightly, realizing she’d just been goaded into arguing with a creature that could swallow her at a bite. But I could see pride on her face too, at hearing such a creature speak well of her and her grandfather. 
 
    “You’ve heard from someone that he’s gone, then?” I asked, unsure who among our acquaintances would have carried such news to Pyete. 
 
    “No,” he replied. “But that ‘age’ thing of yours had just about eaten him up when he came by six summers back. I didn’t expect to see him again. And then I had a dream of blood and unyielding spirit that made me think he’d gone out in a worthy fashion. He did, didn’t he?” 
 
    I nodded, unable to speak for a moment because of the images conjured by Pyete’s words — ‘blood and unyielding spirit.’ Four words that completely captured Fingold’s end.  
 
    “And worthy is a good way to describe it,” I said, after a deep breath. “Not fitting or deserved, but worthy.” 
 
    The great nostrils at the tip of his snout widened slightly, then relaxed. “That anger smells of something unfinished. Does the business you mentioned have something to do with our good friend’s death?” 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    Slowly, vastly, the creature before me drew himself up, from a long, long shape at ease upon the stony floor to a poised, fierce tower, serpentine and mighty, taut with the strength of a thousand or more men. 
 
    “Then you have my help,” he said. “And may our enemies see us coming, that their terror should match their crimes.” 
 
      
 
    LXII 
 
      
 
    Our discussion with Pyete took several hours; it required me to tell my story again, as I had back in Warbler Hollow, and Pyete has a habit of interrupting to ask for details no mortal creature would have the patience to listen to. Time means a great deal less to a wyrm, and they have no sense of squeamishness. Noxie had to leave and wander about the cave as I spoke of my time in the hands of the Cimonites. Pyete insisted on learning things about Fingold’s death that she could not bear to hear. 
 
    But eventually, I got through the whole tale, and laid out for him our plan and his part in it. 
 
    “Hyphaera’s Juggernaut,” he mused after hearing the scheme. “That will be a thing to see.” 
 
    “It will,” I said, “assuming that Shoje and I can retrieve the circlet to command it.” 
 
    I briefly described how Shoje had hidden the circlet in the courtyard of Mad Morgin’s. Pyete nodded thoughtfully. 
 
    “A good place to hide it,” he said. “I certainly would never go looking there for something.” 
 
    “You’re scared of it too?” Noxie asked. She probably knew Mad Morgin’s as the one place Fingold would not tell any tales of. 
 
    Pyete shook his great, scaly head. “I have no fear of destruction — but other interests preoccupy me at the moment. A wyrm can smell a great many things, and the smell of that place is a smell of evil beyond my mettle. When I have done all I wish to do, it may be a good place to go for an end, but in the meantime I do not care to take its unclean stench into my lungs.” 
 
    “Well, I’m going to have to,” I said, working not to grit my teeth at the thought. “And that brings me to my last request, before we take our leave.” 
 
    “Yes?” Pyete rumbled. 
 
    “Shoje and I will have to travel several days under the Glooming Sea to get to Morgin’s. I’m not willing to take anyone else along, but I also don’t like the thought of just the two of us trying to fight off a pack of marsh apes.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a marsh ape,” he said. “Are they enough to task even you?” 
 
    “Two or three of them, no. But eight or ten, yes,” I said. “And the reason you’ve never seen one is that they would have smelled you coming and hidden long before you could spot them. They’ve got noses as good as yours, or better. A whiff of wyrm will keep them far out of sight.” 
 
    “Ah. It sounds as though the request you’re going to make will be less than dignified.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “If it’s not too much to ask, I’d like a jar of your piss.” 
 
      
 
    LXIII 
 
      
 
    “That’s going to make an original cologne,” Belenoirya said as we walked back down the rocky slope, throwing long afternoon shadows across the path. “You should hide it in your pack and see how long it takes Osyrand to complain about it.” 
 
    Ordinarily, I would have had a good laugh at that notion — which is why Belenoirya bothered to speak, I’m sure. But in this case, her attempt to amuse me could not succeed, because the jar that I held, full of powerful, dark fluid, was a key to a place I very much wanted to avoid. I still reflexively felt an anger at Shoje for hiding the Juggernaut’s circlet there. And my anger brought with it a nagging guilt, since I knew in truth that Shoje’s actions had been blameless. He had meant to keep a dangerous object out of dangerous hands, which made him choose a dangerous place in which to conceal it. 
 
    So I shook my head and told Belenoirya, “I’ll be more in a mood to pull pranks on Osyrand after I’ve used this stuff to get to Mad Morgin’s and then to get safely back out.” 
 
    She appeared thoughtful, saying, “I too expect your mood to change greatly, when you’ve faced that place again at last.” 
 
    I did not immediately ask what she meant by that, and while I pondered whether I really wanted to, Shoje’s next message came. 
 
    We’re at the door out, he thought to me. In case you’ve caught up with Belenoirya, let’s all meet at the Cacklebrush for dinner. If not, I hope you’ve as pleasant a company to dine in as I have in Osyrand and Staliss. 
 
    This time, I actually had some sense of relief from the message. Their situation was considerably less dire than before, although still more serious than Shoje’s cavalier words suggested. The “door out” bore a fiendishly clever lock, and from what Shoje could hear by listening, it opened directly into the office of the sheriff of Lenk himself. Staliss knelt before it as Shoje let go of the heart pendant, breaking my connection to his view. 
 
    “Shoje again?” Noxie asked, seeing me halted upon the slope. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Let’s go ahead and get away from here and onto the road back to Gleit. I don’t want to mull through it while the guards down there are staring up at us.” 
 
    We picked our way back down the steep, winding path in full sight of the guards, who appeared to have moved their chairs in order to see both the cave mouth and the road without too much craning of their necks. They had looks of respect and deference on their faces as we approached, and stood to receive the silver horn when I returned it. 
 
    “Thank you for the loan of this,” I said, handing the instrument across. 
 
    The veteran took it and bowed. “It’s all our pleasure to be able to perform this part of our duty for once.” 
 
    Before I could give a gracious response, the younger hillkinder blurted out, “Did you really talk to him? What did he say?” 
 
    The older man scowled and pointed a finger, but I raised a hand to avert any dressing-down of the junior guard. A part of our purpose here was to plant a trail of information, and the question thus came as a welcome one. 
 
    “I won’t go into any details,” I said, “because I don’t want to burden two soldiers in your position with knowledge beyond your station. But we’ve heard mutterings that one of the dark gods has agents afoot, at work on something big. I stopped by to let Pyete know, and he agreed to fly out a little more often and see if he gets wind of anything. So you’ll likely see him a bit more than you’re used to, the next week or so.” 
 
    From their expressions, I could see that neither man liked the idea of events that would require the attention of a wyrm. But, being stalwarts, they gave the Warkslinshire Auxiliary salute — the veteran a bit quicker than the junior. I returned it, and bade them good day. 
 
    We set out along the road, then, Belenoirya, Noxie and I.  
 
    “That went well, I suppose,” Noxie said. 
 
    “Because Pyete said yes and I got the story to the guards just as I wanted?” I asked. “Or because we went into the lair of a wyrm and didn’t get eaten?” 
 
    “I’m good with both,” she admitted, and I could hear the relief in her tone. 
 
    We moved at a slow pace, since Noxie’s legs could not keep up with my normal stride, or even Belenoirya’s. The late afternoon sun sent our shadows far to our right, off the edge of the road. Ahead stood the high white walls of Gleit, looking stately and poised in the golden light.  
 
    “What about Shoje?” Belenoirya asked. “Are things going well with him?” 
 
    “Seemingly,” I said. “We’re to meet them at the Cacklebrush for dinner, assuming he and Staliss can figure out how to pick the lock on the sheriff of Lenk’s back door and sneak past the whole of the constabulary.” 
 
    Noxie looked askance at me. “How in the world did they get to that state of affairs?” 
 
    “I haven’t mulled over all the details,” I said, though speaking of the matter made them bubble at the corners of my mind. “Let’s see if I can talk through them.” 
 
    I paused to cast back to the start of the tunnels, just after Shoje had sent his message about getting off the island. 
 
    “They found themselves with three different ways to go, once they’d crossed the bridge from the Isle,” I began, seeing the dark, stony gullets opening off of the ledge on which Osyrand, Staliss, and Shoje stood. “Husthe — that’s the prisoner Staliss went to collect from the island in the first place — raised a moan and complaint that they’d pulled him free from captivity just to starve him to death wandering lost in the miles of caves between the prison cavern and Lenk.” 
 
   
  
 

 Belenoirya heard this and said, “I can see Shoje and the Nose taking that with a laugh. But I’m interested to hear Staliss’ reaction.” 
 
    I laughed, both with my own sense of humor and with the memory of Shoje’s. “Let me see if I can get this exactly correct, then. What she told him was along the lines of, ‘It’s a curse on me that makes me get people like you loose from jail. But there’s nothing in the curse says I can’t crack your skull open in the process. You might think on that before you flap your jaw any further.’” 
 
    “Was she serious?” Noxie asked, showing whites around her violet eyes. 
 
    “No,” I said. “But he didn’t know that. Dark as the caves were, you could still see him go paler than he’d started off. At any rate, Osyrand sniffed around the three holes while Staliss dealt with Husthe. He came up with a water-and-fish smell down one, a faint tang of old bones down another, and just a hint of lantern smoke and boot oil from the last. By holding his lantern-stone close to the floor there, he felt pretty sure it was the most traveled of the three, and they set off along it with his nose for a guide.” 
 
    “This is sounding very subdued, for Osyrand and Shoje,” Belenoirya said. 
 
    “They whispered a few remarks back and forth about Husthe,” I said. “But you haven’t seen them working together on an ingression, or you’d know they can get very focused and quiet.” 
 
    As we passed along the road, with Gleit swelling before us step-by-step, I described the journey through those twisting caves. Despite our own recent sojourn underground at Pyete’s — or perhaps because of it — the environment through which our friends moved had a grim feel to me. Shoje thought little of it, but I could compare that rough natural stone to the finely sculpted art of Pyete’s lair, and it came off rather desolate as a result. No one would want to hear about that, though, or about my worries for three good friends in a potentially very bad spot. So I stuck mostly to the witticisms Osyrand and Shoje traded, and the eloquent throat-clearing that Staliss put forth whenever Husthe made as though to start whining again. 
 
    “They did take a wrong turn at one spot,” I said. “The lamp smell and foot-signs ran off down both sides of a fork, and they chose the dead end. It gave out without warning at an echoing pit, where Osyrand said he thought he could smell a charnel heap at the bottom. Evidently, the sheriff sometimes decides that imprisonment isn’t punishment enough for certain convicts, and goes and fetches them from the island only to drop them down that hole.” 
 
    “Was that Osyrand’s guess, or Staliss’?” 
 
    “Osyrand’s,” I told Bele. But I also noticed that she left Shoje out of her question, and I found myself pleased that she had picked up on that element of his character. Of the three, only Shoje lacked the cynicism to leap straight to such a ghastly conclusion. He could reason his way to it, and he was irked at not making the connection as quickly as Osyrand had, but such morbidity did not come automatically to him. 
 
    “Part of his charm,” Belenoirya said — and I had an odd moment of not being sure she still referred to Osyrand. 
 
    “At any rate,” I went on, “not long after that, they came to a length of carved tunnel, where the way had clearly been dug out. The door out stood at the end of it. Shoje went up first, Osyrand staying back with the light in case its glow might carry through a gap. But the thing closed flush with the stone around it, solid iron tight against solid rock. Shoje put some of the Colloqin wax in one ear and put the other straight to the door, and after he’d listened quite a while, he got the sense of someone working in an office. Then, a bit after that, he heard voices talking. A few of the words, and the way two boots clicked together to end the conversation, made him pretty certain he’d just heard the sheriff in conversation with a subordinate.” 
 
    “Will they be able to get through the door?” Noxie asked. “I mean, if it’s the door out of a prison, won’t there be a great bolt on the far side of it — a heavy bar they won’t even be able to get to?” 
 
    Belenoirya and I gave each other a knowing glance. I said, “I don’t think there’s a door in existence that could stand against Osyrand, Shoje, and Staliss. One of the three will have a trick in his or her bag to get through. Also,” I recalled, “Shoje passingly thought about laying a bet with Osyrand on that very subject — whether the door might be barred. But he figured the answer was so obvious that Osy would never take the bet. The sheriff of Lenk is the only man alive, they say, who knows the secret of how to get off the Isle of Three Ciryns. If, as most sheriffs do, he has a substantial number of enemies, it’s quite possible he could find himself on the Isle himself someday, and he’d want to be able to unlock the door out from either side.” 
 
    She nodded, apparently impressed. 
 
    Bele, more jaded about such doings, said, “That’s where it left off, then?” 
 
    I looked ahead to the gates of Gleit, still a fair walk before us. “Yes,” I said. “Anyone else have a topic to carry us into town?” 
 
    But I had left off that last bit of the memory, when Shoje actually took out the locket, held it carefully, and sent his message across the miles and into my head. I had left off, especially, the eagerness he felt at being nearly free of the caves, and at the possibility of dinner with me in the Cacklebrush tavern. 
 
    I kept that to myself because Belenoirya might have asked whether any of Shoje’s eagerness had rubbed off on me — and I had a fair suspicion that something in her tone would have said she already knew the answer. 
 
      
 
    LXIV 
 
      
 
    With evening fast on our heels, we could not use Belenoirya’s elliptical powers to get directly into Lenk. The shadows cast by the canyon walls stretched across the entire width of that narrow city, and Bele needed direct sunlight to work her magic. 
 
    So we appeared atop the Battlement Plateau, not far from one of the carved ramps that lead down to Lenk’s grand promenade. The world appeared stupendously flat from here, hundreds of feet up from the central canyon that cut the plateau almost in two. Well off to the east we could see the Ruptured Sea, a vast ball of water floating high above the land, spilling itself down into the head of the canyon at the far edge of visibility. I momentarily wished we were closer, to better see the great plume of the cataract that joined sea and canyon. But my desire to get to the Cacklebrush pushed that whim aside, and I merely noted to myself that I ought to visit the headwaters of the Long Lenk someday. 
 
    Turning to Belenoirya, I said, “Will you be coming along with us to dinner?” 
 
    She glanced toward the lowering sun and shook her head. “I’ve made enough jumps today that I’d like to get home and refocus myself. Please enjoy the evening without me.” 
 
    Noxie put out her hand. “It’s been nice to see you again. You’re really much more pleasant than I thought when I was young.” 
 
    The ellipsist took the offered hand politely but formally, then released it, gave us both a mild bow, and disappeared. 
 
    “What a day,” Noxie said, looking about us with eyes full of wonder. “I half can’t believe I’m awake. Four years of seeing nothing but Warbler Hollow, and now I’ve gone farther since breakfast than in almost my whole life before that. And the people! I keep just thinking maybe you’re all dream-folk, and Jake is going to roll over in his sleep any moment and nudge me so that all this goes tumbling away.” 
 
    I smiled. “Let’s get down to the Cacklebrush then. The ale there is excellent, but the food is nothing you’d mistake for a dream.” 
 
    “Food ...” she said, with a mournful pat to her stomach. “Now you’ve gone and reminded me I’m too famished to be dreaming. Lead the way — and you can walk quicker than you and Belenoirya did on the way back to Gleit. I’ll skip to keep up.” 
 
    So we walked down the ramp, mixing in with farmers’ carts headed in from the plateau gardens. I found it strange to reach the bottom of that angled roadway and look out upon the twin promenades of Lenk. It had been years since my last trip here, yet I had fresh memories of the place from Shoje’s perspective, and I expected those to prepare me for the sight of it. 
 
    Lenk, though, has a knack for impressing. 
 
    Noxie had been chatting away on our stroll down the ramp, telling me how exciting it was to be in the thick of things with people her grandfather had told so many stories about. But as we reached the bottom, and the cart ahead of us turned out upon the cobbled thoroughfare, she cut herself off with a sharp breath. 
 
    When the Hundred-Mile City opens up before you, running off beyond the range of sight in either direction, you can’t help but feel at once small and yet also proud. The high cliffs from which the city is carved tower above you, tier upon tier of shops and dwellings hewn from some of the hardest stone the world has ever seen. But even as you find yourself dwarfed, and awash in the constant, gigantic voice of the river, you also see the citizens of Lenk moving calmly about as though there were nothing out of the ordinary about their home — and you start to realize that people made this place. That you are a part of a race that does mighty things. 
 
    Belenoirya had picked the ramp she did because the Cacklebrush tavern lay only a half-hour’s walk to the west. Noxie and I made our way there at a leisurely pace, because the foot traffic is not especially quick in Lenk. We snacked on stuffed pastries from a street vendor as we went, admiring the sights. River-bolts occasionally surged upstream against the current, or shot past in the other direction at an alarming speed. 
 
    The Cacklebrush was a rarity in Lenk — a free-standing building where the river took a bend and left a wide natural cul-de-sac that the city had made into a plaza. With open ground being so scarce, the spot must have come at quite a premium, but the tavern that had been built there defied expectations and presented itself as rather shabbily constructed and cramped-looking. I knew that the magnificence of the ale within, and the eccentricity of the proprietor, made it well worth visiting. But in any other city, its looks alone would have warded me off. 
 
    Not uncommon for the Cacklebrush, a line had formed outside, perhaps fifteen patrons deep. As I scanned it, working my way from the end forward, I came upon Shoje, looking back at me and smiling from midway along the queue. Osyrand and Staliss stood next to him, busy in conversation and not immediately noticing me. 
 
    “That’s them,” I said to Noxie, gesturing forward and moving in that direction. This simple motion came as a surprisingly great relief to me — I had expected to see Osyrand and Staliss all the way back at the table in the Hawkspire, weeks before, when only Shoje showed up. Denied that expectation, a certain part of me had apparently been off-balance ever since. 
 
    As we walked over, the conversation between Osyrand and Staliss apparently took a turn that they felt required input from Shoje. In almost the same instant, both looked over at him, followed his gaze to me, and then left the line at a rush. 
 
    I met them halfway, locking forearms with Staliss and then grabbing the Nose in a bear-hug. 
 
    “Phweh!” I said with a grin, backing away when the embraces were done. I stepped dubiously toward the line into the Cacklebrush. “You two need a bath more than you need a drink.” 
 
    “Go where we’ve gone,” Staliss replied, “and you’ll know you’re wrong about that.” 
 
    “Seconded,” Osy said, with a tap to the side of his nose. “Not that I’m denying we smell — but the sooner I can pickle some of my recent memories in a mug, the better. Also, Shoje is making us buy the first round, and as you can see, the immaculate fellow has no need for a scrubbing.” 
 
    I looked over at Shoje with a mild lift of one eyebrow and said, “I’ll agree, to the extent that some conditions can’t be cured with soap.” 
 
    A wounded look crossed his golden features. “Is that the thanks I get for rescuing our dear friends and helping your plan move forward?” 
 
    “It’s the thanks you get for leaving me hanging with every message you sent — I don’t think you could have picked any worse moments to split up your story.” 
 
    “Really?” The puzzlement he showed now had a more genuine quality than his mock hurt of the moment before. “I thought I managed a fair impression of nonchalance every time I picked up the locket.” 
 
    Since I didn’t care to explain my end of those sendings, I instead rolled my eyes and said, “Well, let’s leave it at that, then. Look, here’s my niece by marriage, Noxie Warbler. Noxie, this handsome woman is Staliss, the fellow with the beard is Osyrand the Nose — and I hope you’ll have that thing trimmed by morning, Nose — and I’m sure you’ve already guessed that our pleased-with-himself Haniman is Shoje.” 
 
    Apparently just to make me scowl, Noxie said directly to Shoje, “I’ll have you know she hasn’t stopped talking about you since we met, good sir.” 
 
    He laughed and took the hand she offered, bowing far down to kiss the fingertips. “I like your niece already, Avelia. She sizes up a situation quickly, and knows how to deliver a good jab.” 
 
    “You’ll be less enamored of her jabs when she points one at you instead of me,” I said. 
 
    “I’ll just be sure to stay on her good side, then.” 
 
    “Unfortunately,” Noxie warned him, “I’m half sprite. So baleful witticisms are my good side.” 
 
    Staliss chose that moment to clear her throat. “Honored to meet you, Noxie — you’re Fingold’s granddaughter, right? But cleverness aside, the line’s moved, and we’re about to lose our spot.” 
 
    This carried us all forward, and without too many more quips at my expense, we soon got in to our dinner. 
 
      
 
    LXV 
 
      
 
    We had a good, long evening of catching up. Staliss, in her blunt style, told how she’d tried the Isle of Three Ciryns and gotten herself stuck instead of freeing her target. Osyrand cheerfully related his own botched attempt to rescue her. And Shoje of course told the tale of winning through to save the day. He actually kept his telling of it modest — “I laughed at the Nose for only bringing three silencing forks, but I made just as great a mistake myself in assuming he would still have all he’d brought.” The fact of Shoje’s success over their own, though, neither bothered nor escaped Staliss and Osyrand. If anything, Osyrand interrupted regularly to give a fuller description of perils Shoje glossed over. 
 
    “Yes, into the fire maze, eyes closed, and holding his breath. I’ve never seen anything like it.”  
 
    “In point of fact, you’ve still never seen anything like it, since you were back at the circle prancing the whole time. If you’d been watching, you’d have observed a rather boring process that mostly consisted of counting steps and staying calm.” 
 
    “Oh, dear. I’m yawning already. Sorry, Shoje, but as determined as you are to embarrass me by making this out to be no great feat, I am still more intent on salvaging my pride by making clear the impossibility of the tasks you managed to pull off.” 
 
    Eventually, they got to the opening of the sheriff’s door, and I heard the only part of the story I hadn’t already seen for myself through Shoje’s memories. Anticlimactically enough, they simply presented Tanguar Husthe to the sheriff and said they’d be happy to wait for his identity to be verified. Since every prisoner sent to the Isle of Three Ciryns received an indexing tattoo before his exile, there could be no doubt that Husthe was a man who’d been granted release years ago, and that Shoje, Staliss and Osyrand had never been prisoners to begin with. 
 
    “That almost seems to be cheating,” I grumbled. “You could have at least tried some stratagem for sneaking out of the constabulary undetected. Or had the decency to lie and say you did. What kind of a story does that make for, just asking to be let out?” 
 
    Staliss raised her mug and spoke around a mouthful of hen’s leg. “The kind where I get to eat dinner.” 
 
    Osyrand tapped his mug to hers, drank, and said, “Much as I’d like to have obliged you, Avelia, we’d have been at that door for hours, waiting until the sheriff finished his work for the day. And Staliss and I have been living on nothing but a ciryn’s song for weeks.” 
 
    “Well,” I said to Shoje, “next time, pack a lunch for the poor souls you set off to rescue. I don’t need to hear any more tales of cheap shortcuts like that.” 
 
    He laughed. “Are you watching Staliss eat? How could I manage to swim, under a load of provisions fit to satisfy that appetite?” 
 
    Without a thought, Staliss kicked him under the table, and not playfully. The move caught Shoje by surprise, and he yelped.  “Ow, what was that?” 
 
    “My substitute for a quick wit,” she said, gnawing off another hunk of bird’s leg. 
 
    Now Noxie laughed, only to quickly stop herself and swing her legs over to the side of her chair farthest from Staliss. There’d been neither humor nor malice in the way Staliss said the line — just simple explanation. I happened to know it was her standard response to verbal sparring at her expense. 
 
    “Congratulations,” I said to Shoje, holding out my tankard. “Now I’m no longer the coarsest woman you know.” 
 
    He tapped his mug to mine, still eyeing Staliss. 
 
    The evening wore on, with jovial good spirits all around now that it had been established that one should not try to get the better of Staliss with a jape. Noxie told stories of the sprite kingdoms, which no one else at the table had ever ventured far into. Osyrand performed his trick of sitting with his back to the door and describing each new patron who came in by smell alone. He very rarely failed in this, and when he did, the effect was invariably comedic. 
 
    “A florid and obese woman wearing entirely too much perfume,” he said, as the tavern door swung open to reveal a short wisp of a man. “There’s also a hint of her husband’s scent clinging to her.” 
 
    “And what would you expect in the husband?” 
 
    “A weak chin and a touch of jaundice.” 
 
    The table roared at that, as the man in question turned his profile to us just as Osyrand completed his description. Shifting about in his chair to look, the Nose let his eyebrows go up. “Good night,” he said. “I’m glad I wasn’t there to witness that embrace.” 
 
    The flow of patrons into the bar had slowed, though, and soon enough the fun began to lag as the length of the day caught up with all of us. Osyrand and Staliss excused themselves while they were still sober enough to find their way to the nearest city baths. Noxie, who’d shown an enormous capacity for ale in spite of her size, had dropped her head to the table by this point. 
 
    This left me more or less alone with Shoje, surrounded on all sides by a barroom full of raucous drinkers. He stood and took the jacket from the back of his chair, then went to drape it over Noxie. She mumbled a bit, but hardly stirred. 
 
    “She’s a large one, for such a small person,” he said, taking the seat beside me where Osyrand had been sitting. Before I could respond, he went on, “I worried about you, you know. There’s a lot of brave souls who’ve ventured to the spritelands and never been heard from again.” 
 
    I took a big slug of ale and swished it around my teeth for a bit. Of course I knew he’d worried — I couldn’t help but know it, from the memories that he’d unwittingly sent through the lockets to me. And I knew that he’d chastised himself for worrying, that he knew beyond a doubt that if anyone could challenge the spritelands, it would be me. 
 
    And I didn’t care to tell him that I’d worried for him just the same and berated myself over the worry just the same. 
 
    “So,” he asked, “what’s going through your head, then?” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” I said. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Another drink, and the last of my tankard had gone. I looked into its dark hollow, and then set it down and let its lid clatter shut. 
 
    “Tomorrow — that’s when you and I set out on the road to Mad Morgin’s, by ourselves. I think we’d best save all our worrying, both of us, for that.” 
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    Belenoirya put us down as far south along the road as she could. I felt oppressed, and unhappy to see her go, but up ahead the road ran off into twilight, where her powers would do us no good. So I wrapped my arms around her briefly, and Shoje shook her hand, and then she disappeared off to transport the rest of our group away to their own errands. 
 
    I looked about at the low, dank lands around us, weedy and reedy and wet enough to throw back flashes of the morning sunlight that slanted in from the east. In less than an hour, the sun would have risen up behind the vast curve of the Glooming Sea overhead, sending this spot back into night. But for now, the northern edge of the marshes enjoyed a brief interlude that passed for day, between the sun’s rising and its eclipse behind the hanging sea. Farther south, where the dark waters reached their nadir, the land got not even this moment of sun.  
 
    There lay our destination. 
 
    “You know,” Shoje said into the peaceful murmur of the swamplands, “the others really do have the more dangerous task. Not that Osyrand and Staliss aren’t fully capable of stealing a few imperial uniforms — but they will be opposed, and will need to take care. All we really have to do is take a brief jog.” 
 
    I sighed. “Assuming the jar I collected from Pyete works, and we’re not swarmed by marsh apes in the first mile.” 
 
    We still had not taken a step, either of us, along that southward road. 
 
    “Do I need to apologize again, for choosing that spot to hide the juggernaut’s circlet?” He asked this sincerely, and with an honest tone of doubt in his voice. It’s not often that Shoje is uncertain about anything, and I appreciated his hesitancy now. 
 
    But to express that appreciation might help resolve his doubt in a direction I did not care for it to go. So I said only, “Yes. And you’ll do well to apologize frequently over the next two days of running.” 
 
    He bowed without delay, a seamless motion that turned his entire shape into a sigil of humility and regret. In anyone else, the gesture might have seemed pretentious, even mocking, but the grace with which Shoje moved made this soundless apology undeniable. He held the pose only briefly, then rose back up to turn those amber eyes upon mine with an expression that said he would repeat that perfect bow a thousand times, if only I asked it. 
 
    It is difficult keeping a hard heart against a look such as that. 
 
    I took the pack from my shoulder and opened its flap. Already, to the west, I could see the Glooming Sea’s shadow creeping fast across the fens. It would be on us soon, and while marsh apes rarely came this far north, the dark would surely bring out any that might happen to be lurking nearby. I fished around for the things we would need, to get underway: the jar of wyrm’s piss, a lantern-stone, and a tin of alchemist’s wafers that we’d bought in Lenk. Placed under the tongue, the wafers would let us run without tiring until they dissolved — a span of two or three hours. Besides being hideously expensive, they have several drawbacks — you have to be careful using them or you’ll run your feet bloody, possibly even hobble yourself. And as soon as the wafer is gone, you’re hit by several hours’ worth of exertion at once, leaving you weak and ravenous until you can either gorge yourself or pop in another wafer. But you can cover a hundred miles in a day if you know how to use them, and as an additional benefit — in my current view, anyway — you can’t speak while they’re in your mouth. 
 
    Shoje winced as soon as I opened the jar of sepia fluid I’d gotten from Pyete. He had laughed at Osyrand the night before, when the Nose complained about the lingering scent of wyrm urine on me. Now he seemed to understand a bit better why our friend had been displeased. It’s a fiery, fierce odor — instantly recognizable as a waste scent, yet also carrying an aroma of heat, as though you’d somehow managed to smell the blazing red color of flames. 
 
    “It’s a good thing Osy’s not here,” he said. “He’d be half a mile back up the road to Kadisthaye the moment you unscrewed that lid.” 
 
    I nodded. “There’s a price to having an inhumanly good sense of smell — and if the marsh apes want to get at us, they’ll have to pay that price. I doubt very much any will be brave enough. They may never have smelled a wyrm, but they’ll know this to be a scent whose owner they want no part of.” 
 
    Each of us dipped the corner of a rag in the stuff — a few drops was all it would take. Then we hung the rags at our belts, and I sealed the jar back up. 
 
    Sunset had hit us by then — an inverted dusk with a blue-green tint that rolled over the swamplands and the road as the sun rose past the edge of the Glooming Sea above. I struck the lantern-stone against the surface of the road, bringing a weak glow from its heart. Then I held out the tin of alchemist’s wafers for Shoje to pick one. 
 
    He looked at the small, saffron-yellow disk for a moment, then said, “Can we consider it some part of my penance, having to go for hours at a time without speaking? Any chance that redeems at least a measure of my folly in hiding the circlet at Mad Morgin’s?” 
 
    “No,” I said, holding up my own wafer. “Because I know that all your bottled-up eloquence will come gushing out once the alchemist’s magic is gone.” 
 
    I slid the yellow tablet under my tongue and clipped the lantern-stone to my belt. Shoje begrudgingly put in his own wafer. 
 
    Then, with seemingly boundless energy, we set off at a fast lope toward the south. 
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    This journey, thankfully, had little to remind me of my last trip through these swamps. When we’d first gone to Mad Morgin’s, almost thirty years before, I and the other Red Scarfers had been a company, moving slowly and with caution. We’d hewn our own torches from the arm-thick creepers that pass for vegetation here, wrapping a cut end in cloth to draw out the flammable oil inside. We had sung along the way, and jested and told hour upon hour of tales. Periodically, we’d had to fight, hard, against the marsh apes and other denizens of this dark, wet realm — but after a fight we would make a giant fire and feast on the proceeds, so that even those deeds of blood and death turned into heat, into camaraderie. 
 
    Then, when Fingold and I had traveled back along the road, we had moved in flickers and jumps, our heads fogged by pain and loss. Fingold knew a little of almost every kind of magic, including the ’twixter’s arts. He couldn’t jump far through the magical veil of Betwixt, and he couldn’t carry but one person along. But by burning his own flesh into the sorcery, he’d gotten us three quarters of the way out, and then I had physically dragged us the rest of the way. 
 
    So this run, effortless and quiet and lit by the cool shine of my lantern-stone, felt and looked very different to me. Memories still floated back in at the sight of a tower tree or the quick sounds of a flight of bats passing overhead. But age and time and the difference of circumstance kept them from being too much for me. 
 
    Three wafers into our run, we stopped to make our first camp. To push any harder would have meant risking collapse when our next disk of magical stamina ran out, and at any rate, one can only move in silence and darkness for so long before the spirit requires some respite from the monotony. 
 
    When the last sliver of alchemist’s wafer started to crumble beneath my tongue, I signaled Shoje to hold up. He dropped his pace to a walk, matching my own, and I swung the pack from my shoulders to open it as we marched. From a rough cloth bag near the top, I produced the cap of a plate-sized dinner mushroom. These have a mealy texture and very little taste, but they can be eaten quickly to provide the sustenance one’s body demands after running on the strength of alchemy. 
 
    I pointed to him to see if he wanted to go first. He shook his head and touched his mouth. Each time we’d had to swap out our alchemist’s wafers, mine had run out before his, and apparently he still felt that enough of his current wafer remained for me to eat first. 
 
    So I sat upon the cool stone of the road, spat out the final crumb of my wafer, and fell to devouring the mushroom as quickly as I could chew and swallow. The stuff has a tendency to swell when it hits your stomach, and ordinarily fills you up surprisingly fast. But I had to shovel near a pound of it down my gullet before I could even begin to pay attention to my surroundings. Finally, with just a thin crescent of the grey-brown cap left, I managed to lift my head and look around as I chewed. I remained painfully hungry, but starvation no longer consumed me. 
 
    Shoje walked a short perimeter around the spot where I sat, his gaze sweeping the marshlands beyond the road. I looked at him as he moved, and thought about the way I had trusted him with my life just now. If I’d been alone, or if we’d both spat out our wafers at the same time, any marsh ape hiding by the edge of the road could have had an easier meal than I made of the mushroom. Exhaustion and ravenous hunger had blotted out all else while I ate. 
 
    Yet I had sat down and entered that state without pause and without concern. Shoje would keep me safe, I knew, and then would trust me to do the same for him. And while I had a great many friends of whom the same could be said, I knew something that set Shoje apart. He would not just die defending me, should a pack of apes rush out of the swamps — he would find a way to fight beyond his own capacity in order to protect me. The effort he made would be greater than any effort he’d made in his life. I could see that in each line of his form as he walked, in each slow turn of his head as he scanned our surroundings. 
 
    “Almost your turn,” I said, testing my legs by standing as I worked at the last few bites of mushroom. They felt tired, but no longer quite so weak. If anything would give me trouble, it would be my feet, which I could tell had blistered from the mistreatment. 
 
    Shoje nodded at my words, without altering his watch. An oddly guilty feeling settled over me as I put the final hunk of mushroom cap in my mouth. Would I, footsore and lacking an alchemist’s wafer, give him the same degree of protection he had given me? 
 
    Not if you’re letting yourself be distracted by silly-girl moondreaming, I grumbled at myself. Then I uncapped my waterskin, drank half of it at a gulp, slung it back into place and dusted my hands. 
 
    “All right, then, Shoje,” I said, holding out the mushroom bag. “Sit and eat.” 
 
    He complied, as I took my turn watching the swamp. The distant cries of animals and the glottal sounds of water along the nearby shore kept me from too much contemplation. In a few minutes, Shoje had done, and leaned back on the palms of his hands.  
 
    “Do you want first sleep, or should I take it?” he asked. “Honestly, I’m tired enough to drop off right here, but I could stand first watch if you need me to.” 
 
    “I can stay up,” I said. “But I’d like to sink a few fish lines in the water beforehand. I think the road runs off this island up ahead, and we can set some hooks there to get us a little breakfast for when we rise.” 
 
    He levered himself up with a wince. “Something other than mushroom for breakfast sounds good. I’m not much at fishing, though, so I’ll keep an eye out while you set your lines. And then I think we’ll both need to salve our feet — unless yours are significantly tougher than mine.” 
 
    “They’re tougher, but not that much tougher,” I said, opening my pack again to look for my fishing kit. I held up the jar of Pyete’s urine when I came across it. “We’ll want to drip a circle of this around us before you bed down as well.” 
 
    He wrinkled his nose at that and said, “I’m sure that’s going to give me pleasant dreams.” 
 
    The fishing kit presented itself, and Shoje commenced a circling patrol as I went to tying knots and baiting hooks. This was not a process to busy the mind, though, so I ventured a question that I’d been curious about since Shoje first revealed that he’d been to Mad Morgin’s courtyard before. 
 
    “Enlighten me to something while I’m working, Shoje,” I said. “Even with alchemist’s wafers, we’ll be two solid days in the swamps before we get to Mad Morgin’s. How did you manage the trip yourself, before?” 
 
    He shrugged nonchalantly. “With the same basic notion we’re using. I purchased a bottle of swamp-drake’s blood — and none too cheaply, I assure you. A liberal sloshing of that, and you can walk through the swamps with virtually nothing to worry about. It’s not as strong as this wyrm’s piss of yours, but every creature in the area knows the smell of swamp-drake.” 
 
    “Including other swamp-drakes,” I said, furrowing my brow, “and they’d not have been scared off by the smell. What if you’d come across one of those?” 
 
    Again, he shrugged. “A swamp-drake’s less keen-witted than a wyrm like Pyete, but most of them have brains enough to speak. I suppose I would have tried talking to it.” 
 
    “And if it wouldn’t listen?” 
 
    “Well, I came to the swamps to dispose of the circlet, didn’t I? If a drake had eaten me, that would at least have done the trick, and the trip would still have counted as a success. Generally speaking.” 
 
    I laughed and stepped down from the surface of the road to the island across which this stretch of it ran. Drawing a heavy-bladed chopping knife from my belt, I proceeded to hack loose several arm-long cords from the fat, woody creepers that lay in nets across the ground. I tossed them back up onto the road one at a time, then climbed back up myself. The heaviest of them had a girth as great as my knee, and I chose it to tie up my fishing lines before heading out over the water and letting them out to dangle. 
 
    In the process of lowering those baited hooks, I had to confront another reminder of where we stood, and where we were headed. Mad Morgin’s road is flat and level and seamless — a plain work of sorcery if I ever saw one. But you can walk upon it and imagine that it’s just a road, perhaps engineered a bit better than most. Where it spans a stretch of water, though, you can see it for what it is. The stone of the road is only about three inches thick, and runs unbowed across bayous and mucklands alike, leaving completely open space between its underbelly and the water or mud below. No pilings support it, yet it feels as rock-solid as the stone of the Battlement Plateau surrounding Lenk. By any measure, a man able to craft such a road must be a genius of sorcery. 
 
    Yet Mad Morgin’s later “accomplishments” prevented me from holding him in much esteem. 
 
    Having set all my lines, I walked back from the edge more subdued than I’d approached it. Shoje noticed — I could see it from a look in his eyes — but he refrained from saying anything, and I appreciated that. 
 
    “Let’s get a fire built,” I said, “and then you can see about having a few hours’ rest.” 
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    The swamps closed in on us, over the course of the next day’s run. Thanks to more alchemist’s wafers, we did not feel the discomfort of the previous night’s nap upon hard rock, nor the meagerness of our breakfast, which had consisted of half a mushroom each and the two fish unwary enough to have taken my bait. But the surroundings wore on me as much as any normal road’s hardships. 
 
    Far overhead, the Glooming Sea was curving inexorably down toward us — no longer a hundred miles above, as it had been at the start of our journey, but more like five or six. We could not see this, not even remotely. But we could feel it in the dankness of the air and in the perpetual mists. And we could gauge it too by the frequency of the tower trees, which had gone from a single specimen seen every hour or two to a veritable forest, with at least one giant bole visible at any time, and often two or three within the reach of my lantern-stone’s feeble shine. 
 
    Thirty years before, the tower trees had amazed Surthur. He’d refused to believe they actually rose all the way up from the swamps to the sea waters above. Maurie had dared him to climb one and find out, but of course the trunks were a good forty yards around, with no branches whatsoever that could be seen — at least, not from the ground. 
 
    I had a hard time watching those trees close in about us without thinking of Surthur and Maurie, of the jibes they’d traded over the subject and the pact they’d made to come back with an expedition of climbers, one day, and scale a tower tree all the way to its top. 
 
    “If the crown of the thing touches the sea,” Maurie’s end of the bet had gone, “then you have to strip and take a swim, right there.” 
 
    “And if it falls short?” 
 
    “Then I’ll gladly comb that golden beard of yours for you, every day for a year.” 
 
    They had shaken on it, and all six of us had laughed, and I had very much looked forward to finding out how that wager turned out. 
 
    It rains very little in the swamps — no one has ever been able to tell me why. But the mist soaks you through and is constantly beading up on your skin and running down into your eyes. Too much mist and too much thinking about my old comrades — about the fate they met in the place to which Shoje and I now ran — left me unable to tell where all the water on my face had come from. I know that I must have cried at least some. But I could not tell you if it was only scattered moments, or the whole final hours that took us to Mad Morgin’s estate. 
 
    I do know that when I heard the first cries from up ahead, any tears vanished into a cold and impotent fury that nearly turned my stomach. 
 
    You hear Mad Morgin’s before you can see it. It strikes you uncertain, the first time — did that sound, lonely and anguished, come from some bird or creature, whose call the distance and fog had twisted into an eerie semblance of human pain? 
 
    But as I now found out, you don’t experience any doubt the second time. You know what you’re hearing. 
 
    I slowed and put my hand up, but Shoje had already heard and stopped himself a few paces back from me. As the sound of our footfalls quieted, faraway screams replaced them — the noises of raw, bloody suffering. 
 
    I doffed my pack and fished in it for the mushroom bag. We would have to eat before we went any further, because I knew I could not eat with that sound any louder in my ears. 
 
    This time, I simply passed Shoje his helping, spat out my alchemist’s disk and began eating. Of all the places in the swamps, this one alone would allow you to let down your guard. Though the mists hung almost too thick to see, nothing would sneak up on you within hearing distance of Mad Morgin’s. Even dwellers in the endless black of the marshes shun that place. 
 
    Ravenous from league upon league of running, I found myself able to eat despite the distant shrieks from the darkness ahead. But the fuller my belly got, the more work it became to bite and chew the pulpy flesh of the mushroom cap. Finally, I stood and threw the rind of it off into the swamps. 
 
    “You can’t be done yet,” Shoje said around a mouthful of fungus. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Hurry and finish, so that we can get in, dig up what we came for, and leave. I want to run through another wafer on the way out before we camp again.” 
 
    “I won’t argue with that.” 
 
    My stomach growled at me as I paced, waiting, and I regretted the waste of food I’d committed in throwing away that mushroom. Then, darkly, I thought, If that’s the worst regret I end up with from this trip, then I’m certainly doing better than last time, aren’t I? 
 
    This made me sit down again, at the edge of the road, with my feet off in the muck and my face in my hands. 
 
    Shoje came over, done with his food. He got down on his haunches beside me and stayed there, quietly, for a moment. 
 
    “Anything I can do?” 
 
    Angry with myself, I got back up and stamped the mud from my soles. “You could go in yourself while I get back out of earshot,” I said. “Except that I won’t let you do that.” 
 
    The earnest offer wrote itself on his face the instant I’d spoken. Softly, he said, “It’s not dangerous. I’d gladly —” 
 
    I held up my hand, and he had the good sense to quiet himself. 
 
    Retrieving my pack, I gestured him after me. We moved forward along the road, the sounds of torment growing clearer step by step. 
 
    Because I did not want to be alone with my thoughts, I spoke. 
 
    “I’m out here for a reason,” I said. 
 
    Several strides passed, and he cautiously replied, “I’m not sure I follow. Are you talking about the Empress?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “When I say ‘out here’ I mean, ‘outside of Mad Morgin’s Keep.’ As opposed to being inside of it. Forever.” 
 
    He waited without speaking, but did turn his head to keep an eye on me as we walked. Still well ahead of us, the twisting screams continued, growing into a chorus as fainter voices joined the loudest one. On all sides, tower trees rose up through the heavy mist toward a night black sea. 
 
    “The reason is that, when my friends needed help more than anyone has ever needed help, there was nothing I could do.” 
 
    “And you have to know that,” he insisted. “Whatever happened wasn’t your fault. No one could —” 
 
    “Shoje, I don’t need you to tell me what I already know. Fingold and I would have given our lives in an instant, for any one of those people. Maurie, Surthur, Berice, Fauldano — if you could have met them ...” Emotion squeezed the voice out of me until I’d had time for a few deep breaths. “We would have died just for the sake of dying with them, if that had been possible. But that wasn’t a choice we were given. The choice we had was to leave, or to let that thing have us. We chose to leave.” 
 
    “Do you regret that?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I regret going in the first place. I regret that our brilliance and success had left us so arrogant that we took the place’s reputation as a dare. No one comes out of Mad Morgin’s, the stories said. You can go through the gates. You can walk up the steps. You can cross the threshold and stand in the bright lights of the entry hall. But if you round the first corner, out of sight of the door, you’ll never return. What imbecile hears that and decides to go anyway? And more importantly, what crew of imbeciles hears this —” I gestured angrily forward and up at the screams with both arms “— and still presses on? No, I don’t regret leaving with Fingold. It gave me twenty-five years longer with a dear friend, instead of an eternity of hellish pain. But I for damn sure regret being a fool, and letting my friends be fools along with me. And I made myself a promise never to do that again.” 
 
    We walked on, and I wondered what Shoje’s silence meant. Did he think that the tightly bound fury in my voice had been directed at him? I suppose a part of it was, but it was mostly at myself, and even to an extent at Fingold, who was always smarter than I and should have seen the folly of that escapade better than any of us. 
 
    “I have a thousand questions,” Shoje said at last. “But I think I’d be a heel to ask them, so instead I’ll answer a question you’ve never asked me.” 
 
    I was too deep in my own emotions to be put off balance by that. “I haven’t noticed myself to be shy about asking questions.” 
 
    “No,” he said, “and yet I think you’ve been curious about this one for a long time. Possibly you can tell me why you’ve never sought the answer, but the question is, ‘What made Shoje Keindan fall so madly in love with a woman he had never met?’” 
 
    I snorted. “I’ve never asked that because I know the answer. Osyrand filled your head with stories of me and you were such a romantic young naïf that you mistook the stories for the woman.” 
 
    Even as I said this with a mildly derisive tone, I warmed at the fact that Shoje had actually managed to distract me, a tiny bit, from my mood. And even as I said it, I realized that Shoje’s very posing of the question suggested a more complex answer. 
 
    “There is an extent to which you’re correct,” he said. “But only an extent. When I first met Osyrand, I was just as young and puffed up with my accomplishments as you were when you went to Mad Morgin’s.” 
 
    “Younger,” I corrected him. 
 
    “Regardless. The point is that I, too, thought the stories posed a challenge beyond challenges. A feat fit for the writing of legends, if only one could plumb the depths of that place and emerge unscathed. And when I told the Nose about this notion, he said, ‘They’ll write no legends of you if you go there. I know a woman who’s gone in and come back out, and you’ve never heard of her. So the feat has been done, and trust me, you wouldn’t want to follow in those tracks.’” 
 
    “He volunteered that about me?” I asked, dumbfounded. “Osyrand knows —” 
 
    Shoje held up both hands. “He didn’t say your name. Not at first. I had to work at him for months to get any more out of him. I pleaded, I whined, I insisted. I lied and said I had to talk to this person myself, to make sure Osyrand wasn’t dissembling about it. When that didn’t work, I told him the truth. And when that didn’t work —” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said. “What was this truth that didn’t work?” 
 
    “That a woman who could get into Mad Morgin’s and get back out must be my soulmate. That it was cruelty incarnate for him to keep us apart.” 
 
    “That’s the silliest thing I’ve ever heard.” 
 
    “I agree. But it was true at the time. Osyrand, though, would have none of it. He was pledged to secrecy, he said. She was well past the age I would find alluring, he said. She could choke the life out of both of us one-handed if she ever found out he’d told me, he said. In the end, I did the only thing I could to make him talk.” 
 
    “Which was?” 
 
    “I saved his life three times in a row without giving him any chance to save mine back. And I did such a convincing impression of superhuman competence that I made him doubt whether he’d ever get the chance to save mine back. Then I extorted out of him one story about you for each time I’d rescued him — and let me emphasize that I still never got your name from his lips. But eventually we met up with Choldis for one of our ventures, and I contrived to retell one of the stories outside Osyrand’s presence, and Choldis said, ‘Oh, that’s Avelia you’re talking about.’” 
 
    Images of all this drew themselves through my head as he spoke, of course. I could see the look on Osyrand’s handsome face as he finally gave in and indulged his implacable comrade with a tale of Avelia Warbler. If there are two things the Nose respects, it’s competence and determination. And I could imagine Choldis saying just that line, probably over a plate of food, as it dawned on her that Shoje was retelling a story about me that she’d already heard. Whether she’d giggled or looked grave would have depended on the particular story. 
 
    And because I could see these things, and because Shoje spoke with a voice loud enough to mostly cover the far-off cries from the mansion ahead, some measure of darkness was held back from me. 
 
    “Clever, but not so clever that Osyrand shouldn’t have seen it coming,” I said. “So I’m still mad at him. And that’s the whole of it, then?” 
 
    “No,” he said. His voice held a serious tone. “No, that’s no more than the start. I had infatuated myself with an idea. The woman who could best Mad Morgin’s must surely be a soul caught in the same destiny as I. There could be no outcome but our eventual binding of hearts. And once I’d wrung the name from Choldis, Osyrand had no reason to hold back on the stories, each one of which made me love the idea of you more. I thought, from all I’d learned of you, that I knew you, even without meeting you in the flesh. Osyrand loved you. Choldis loved you. The stories they told of you struck me full of wonder. And you’d accomplished an impossible ingression — entered Mad Morgin’s and returned. But at that point, I still only loved an idea, not a person.” 
 
    Somewhat drily, I said, “And I suppose that when Osyrand introduced us, and you first laid eyes on me, that was when you fell in love with the ‘person?’” 
 
    “No,” he said again. “By the time we met, I actually loved you. I told you as much in the first words I said to you, and I meant them.” 
 
    I stopped and turned at him with a furrowed brow. “The stories made you love an idea,” I said, “but by the time you met me, you loved me. How exactly is that supposed to make sense?” 
 
    “I came to love you, the real you, because of that place.” 
 
    He said this with one arm pointed forward along the road. 
 
    I could think of absolutely nothing to say or ask about that. 
 
    “Osyrand and I had accumulated the proceeds of quite a few bounties,” he went on. “I’m sure you know that he likes to spend money, not just earn it. Well, he told me he intended on taking a month or two off from the road, and I did not feel like being idle. For one thing, inactivity only made me pine all the worse to find you, and Osy had remained stubbornly against introducing us. The brief version of the story is, I wandered off and eventually found Arsenal Deep, puzzled my way in, and retrieved the circlet of Hyphaera’s Juggernaut. An important detail here is that another fellow was racing me to gain the prize, and I knew that he would sell the circlet to the highest bidder if he got hold of it. So once I had the thing, I had to hide it, and I decided to come here to do so. I had no intention of entering the Hall — I’d done no research or preparation, and I took Osyrand’s warnings seriously. More to the point, I expected to come back one day with you, so that we both, together, could finally vanquish whatever gave the place its reputation.” 
 
    My expression must have gone grim at that, for he said, “I know, I know. Sheer idiocy. But I made the journey anyway, and with each mile I hiked along this road, I felt closer to you, more in tune with you, more a part of your story.” 
 
    “Until you made it all the way here and magically achieved true love?” 
 
    “Until I made it all the way here and realized what a dolt I’d been,” he said with a good measure of self-contempt in his voice. “The stories Osyrand and Choldis told of you — they were full of your spirit, your wit, your decency and honor. I thought I understood these things about you. These people respected you nearly to the point of worship, and I thought that by listening to them, I could get a sense of why. But when I reached this point, and started to hear the screams of Mad Morgin’s, a sick feeling began to come over me. I think you know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    I nodded, but let him go on. 
 
    “I’d heard about the screams, of course. You can’t know much about this place without knowing that the cries of souls damned to horrific torment hang in the air here, perpetually.” 
 
    “But until you hear them, you assume they’re just ghosts, or spirits.” 
 
    “Right,” he said. “And then you get in earshot, and you start to understand. Inside those walls, some uncountable number of people are suffering. Something terrible is being done to them, and their living throats have no choice but to give voice to their pain — physical pain. The stories can’t begin to give you the truth of this place, and as I drew nearer, and came to understand that fact better with each new shriek and gasp, I realized that I’d lived for years with a fantasy of romantic adventure about a place that held only monstrosity.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And how much of a leap was it from there, to realize that the stories about you couldn’t begin to give a true appreciation of Avelia the woman either? That I’d fallen in love with a dream, not a living being, and that I’d done you a grave disrespect by thinking I loved you, by thinking you’d ever want to come back to a place like Mad Morgin’s? I was in sight of the gate, yet I almost turned around, to seek you out, introduce myself, and apologize. If I hadn’t been trying to dispose of that circlet, I think I would have.” 
 
    “But you went on,” I said. 
 
    “I did.” His eyes held a curious look in their amber depths, one I couldn’t quite read. “I walked out of the mists and up to the gates, and what do you think I found there?” 
 
    I knew at once what he’d found, but I didn’t answer. Still, it struck me, hard, someplace in my chest, that what I’d done on my way out of Mad Morgin’s courtyard had lasted. 
 
    “I found a sign,” he said, and now I could see that the look in his eyes mixed one part pride with one part joy with one part pure devotion. “Someone had taken a shield and hung it on the gates, and had written a message on it. Apparently, they’d had nothing to write in but their own blood. How long had it been there? Morgin’s sorcery keeps back the mist — the courtyard is dry as a bone. I had to work at it to read the message. It must have been hanging there for years. But someone had thought it important enough to stand there, in the midst of those gruesome wails, and write that message with a cut finger. So I made the effort, squinting and holding my light close to the shield, trying to focus with my ears full of torment and horror. And do you know what it said?” 
 
    I tried to think, and failed. “Honestly, I can’t remember.” 
 
    But as soon as he recited those words, I did remember: “It said, ‘Don’t go in. You cannot help them. Please trust me.’” 
 
    Mist or no mist, I definitely had tears on my cheeks now. 
 
    Shoje went on, “It was the ‘Please trust me’ that turned my heart over again. ‘Don’t go in,’ was a warning. Anyone could have written that. ‘You cannot help them?’ Possibly just the wishful thinking of a person who’d been inadequate to the task, and told himself, therefore, that no one could manage it. But when I read ‘Please trust me,’ I knew that you had drawn those letters upon the metal. And I knew that you’d done so after coming out of a nightmare, while gripped by an awful loss. You didn’t know if you would live to make it out of the swamps, yet you still felt the drive to plead with a complete stranger for his own benefit and safety, at the cost of your very blood. In three simple words, you told me that everything Osyrand and Choldis had said about you was true. Without even knowing me, you’d cared about me — loved me — enough to make that request for my trust. 
 
    “And that was the moment I knew I loved you: the moment when you first spoke to me, and told me that you knew I would want to help whoever lay in torture within Morgin’s Hall, and that you wanted me to live and be whole instead of throwing my life away.” 
 
    I wiped at my face, though it did little good with the fog’s moisture running down from my hair.  
 
    “I’ve loved and trusted you ever since,” Shoje said, holding out one hand toward me. “Now I think it’s time for you to trust me, and let yourself have the strength to be weak, just for a little while, and go into that courtyard — with me to hold you up where you’ve been hurting for so long.” 
 
    I was shaking now. Shaking with thirty years of grief, with shame at my own pride and stubbornness. And with something else, too. 
 
    At long last, I let go of Fingold and I took hold of Shoje’s hand and together we walked on toward the gates of Mad Morgin’s. 
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    When we’d gotten back out of the swamps and into daylight, I felled big egret with my sling to allow us a decent lunch once we spat out the last of our last alchemist’s wafers. I cleaned the bird while Shoje gathered some wood, both of us silent. The sunlight glancing off the wetlands all around felt healthy and clean considering where we’d just been, and to work quietly amidst wide, sprawling nature — in the company of someone whose presence required no conversation — was a boon. The Glooming Sea still hovered to the south, at my back. But it no longer retained the same hold over my soul. 
 
    Eventually, I had the feathers off, the guts disposed of. Shoje returned with an armful of deadwood and some longish green branches to use for spits. His part had taken longer than mine, as firewood is not easy to come by in an environment like this. He’d found enough, though, and soon we had a reasonable blaze going upon the rocky flat of the road. 
 
    We sat there together as our meal roasted, the only sounds being wind, bird calls, the snap of the fire and the irregular spitting and sizzling of egret-fat dripping into the flames. 
 
    In suppressing your need for food and rest, an alchemist’s wafer also creates some odd effects. For instance, I knew the scent of fowl cooking well, knew that I loved it, and knew that it should be stabbing my belly through with hunger and making my tongue long for its taste. But instead, I found it only pleasant, familiar, and restful. 
 
    On the other hand, I also knew with certainty that as soon as I cleared my mouth of the wafer, I would have no choice but to fall upon that bird-flesh like a starving jackal. 
 
    This made me think for a while on various things I’d denied myself over my long life, on the tricks I’d used to do so, and on the dangerous line one always walks in such matters. Too many alchemist’s wafers in a row, after all, and you would simply fall over dead when the last one wore off. On the other hand, if a meal like this lay cooked but not yet cooled when you spat out your wafer, the fire-hot meat would blister your whole mouth as you helplessly gnawed into it. 
 
    Had I shown the sense, in all cases, to choose my moments of denial and my moments of indulgence wisely and safely? Probably not. 
 
    On the other hand, when the bird looked and smelled ready, and we’d pulled it from the flames to let it cool, and the skin could be touched without burning, and we fished our half-dissolved wafers from under out tongues, the process of barbarously glutting myself on a steaming hot drumstick was one I enjoyed immensely. 
 
    “That,” Shoje said, when nothing but bones remained, “was excellent.” 
 
    I nodded and leaned back against my pack, sucking my fingers clean one by one, with a noisy and unashamed pop of my lips each time. Shoje followed my cue with his pack, though not with his fingers — he carried a handkerchief for such purposes, and had still barely used it, having somehow managed to devour his half of the bird with hardly any mess at all. 
 
    “Do you think Belenoirya will be long?” he asked absently. I had a good sense of how he felt — the moment was sweet, our stomachs were full, and we had just come from darkness and trials. I don’t think either of us wanted to flit off across the continent and get back to work just yet. 
 
    “Hard to say,” I answered. “She might be lugging Osyrand and the others about, getting things ready for the plan. Or she might have made a few skips along the road an hour ago, and now she’s eating her own lunch while she waits to try again later. Or she could be here by the time this legbone makes it into the water.” 
 
    I chucked the bone in question high out through the air from the road. But when it landed with a ploot! and sent ripples out across the surface, we still saw no hint of our ellipsist. 
 
    Shoje let the ripples die out, then said, “Can I ask you a question, then, as long as we’re waiting?” 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” I answered, comfortably. There had been a note of caution in his voice, and if he’d asked such a thing on the way to Mad Morgin’s, I might very well have said, “no.” But for the moment I’d gained a sense of mastery over my past and was feeling rather — well, not invincible, but less concerned about being wounded than I’d been before. 
 
    “What is it, inside Mad Morgin’s?” From his tone, I knew he’d been strangling this question back for a long time — out of respect or sympathy for me. I also knew what an effort it must have taken for him to deny his curiosity, and I appreciated that effort. More significantly, I felt a pleasant warmth in my chest at the fact that his intuition had now told him, rightly, that he could ask that question without much fear of hurting me. He went on, “I’ve come within earshot of it twice now, and I can’t fathom what it could be, that could so easily trap whoever goes in, or that it could keep them alive for so long, in whatever that awful condition is.” 
 
    I contemplated telling him the whole story, which I’ve only told twice in the thirty years since it happened. But while I knew I could bear it right now, the telling would darken the whole rest of the day, which would have been wrong. I wanted the light to stay with us, at least a while. 
 
    So I answered simply, and as briefly as I could. “It’s a god. One of the dark, wild gods, too horrible to attract any human followers. Morgin thought to entrap it, take away its freedom to do harm, and use its power for his own benefit. It got the better of him.” 
 
    “A god,” he said quietly. “No hope of killing it then, and freeing those it’s devoured?” 
 
    He’d sat up from his pack, but I stayed resting against mine. I closed my eyes and thought of Surthur and Maurie, Fauldano and Berice. Then I took a few long, calm breaths before speaking. 
 
    “That’s the worst of it, Shoje,” I said. “What lives inside those walls is the flesh of every poor soul who’s gone into Mad Morgin’s — except for me and Fingold. I won’t even describe what it looks like, all stuck together and — well, I said I wouldn’t describe it. The living stuff, the flesh itself, probably could be killed. But the flesh is what the god is trapped in. If you killed it, that thing would be loose upon the world.” 
 
    “That’s a hard piece of knowledge to live with, I imagine.” 
 
    “It has been,” I said. “Only at some point, you have to choose to keep living, regardless of whether it’s hard or not. And once you’ve made that choice, the world brightens back up a bit.” 
 
    “You’re stunning, you know.” 
 
    I laughed, then put an elbow beneath myself to look over at him. “At least one person has brought it to my attention a time or two. Often at the most inappropriate moments.” 
 
    “I’m afraid I don’t fully believe in inappropriate moments,” he said. “Would you mind telling me if this is one?” 
 
    A call from the northward road interrupted us. We both looked to see Belenoirya there, waving from about a hundred yards away. An instant later, she stood less than ten feet from us. 
 
    “Apparently it is,” I told Shoje. Then I said, “Good to see you, Bele. Is everyone else in Delvos?” 
 
    “Yes,” she replied. Her oval irises took in our relaxed scene upon the bridge. “Have I come at the wrong moment?” 
 
    “Better now than ten minutes from now,” I said. “Although an hour or so from now might have been better still.” 
 
    She looked from me to Shoje with a raised eyebrow and a whisper-slight smile, but said nothing. 
 
    Shoje cleared his throat and stood up. “I’m going to assume I’m being teased. Because if I’m not, then I’d have no choice to be mightily upset at Belenoirya, which of course would be crass.” 
 
    “Well, we couldn’t have that,” I said, rising to my feet and dusting off my hands. “Crassness would suggest that some of me might be rubbing off on you.” 
 
    “Notice that I resist the impulse to make a crude pun out of that statement,” he said, rolling up his sleeves and pulling brands out of the smouldering fire to toss out into the water. 
 
    I let it go at that, and in short order, he had extinguished the flames and heaved the last of the coals off the road. 
 
    With only a pause for him to rinse the soot from his hands, we elided across eight-hundred or so miles to Delvos, and the last stage of our mission. 
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    We appeared on the roof of our warehouse in Delvos, opened the trap door there and climbed the long ladder down to the loft. Noxie, Staliss and Osyrand hailed us as we descended. I could see that they’d been seated around the table, poring over the magical blueprints of Ezmere Ceete. 
 
    “Success?” Osyrand asked, as we reached the bottom of the ladder. 
 
    “I’ll let you see for yourself,” I replied, stepping away from the last rung to make room. “Shoje?” 
 
    Shoje dropped the last few feet to the wooden floor of the loft. With one easy motion, he slipped out of his backpack and swung it around before him, then deftly untied its flap.  
 
    “Here it is,” he said, pulling out an oval band of silver, thick as my little finger and sized to fit a person’s head. “Care to try it on?” 
 
    “Not sure I can be trusted with that sort of power,” Osy said, raising both hands.  
 
    Staliss gave Shoje a bit of a glare. “I am sure I wouldn’t be joking about it.” 
 
    I laughed, which made Staliss turn her glare over to me. So I put a hand on her shoulder and said, very seriously, “If this group isn’t trustworthy enough to make jokes about what we’re up to, then we’re certainly not trustworthy enough to be up to it.” 
 
    Shoje performed a simple bow to Staliss. “I apologize for my flippancy. Being a friend of Avelia’s, you can’t be entirely without a sense of humor, but I’ll be happy to restrain mine around you until I’ve discovered the appropriate way to make you laugh.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes, as though unsure whether this was being said ironically. 
 
    “I hope you two aren’t in the process of getting off on the wrong foot,” I said. “You’ll feel fools for it later, when you realize how much you like one another.” 
 
    “If we’re on the wrong foot,” Shoje said honestly, “I’m sure it’s because of my missteps, not Staliss’s.” 
 
    But Staliss got a pinched expression that I recognized — a look she gave whenever pained to admit something. In this case, she said, after a pause to work up to it, “No, it’s no fault of yours at all. I don’t like being shown up, that’s the thing. You beat me out by getting us off that island, and now you turn up with something you nabbed from Arsenal Deep, and then hid at Mad Morgin’s, no less. I guess I’m feeling like a novice, only I’ve got a good twenty years on you.” 
 
    “That’s how I felt the first time or two Osyrand saved my life,” I told her. “Don’t worry — you’ll do a turn for Shoje at some point and then you’ll forget all about it.” 
 
    She shot me a look at that. “If you recall,” she said, “I was there for a couple of the ‘turns’ you did Osyrand, early on. I hope you’re not saying I should take the same tack with Shoje.” 
 
    A sudden image returned to me, of the dim interior of a tent where Osyrand and I laughed at the sound of Staliss’s voice from outside, telling us to keep it down. Staliss too had faced death that day, but unlike the Nose and I, she’d felt no need for the physical expression of how glad she was to be alive, come nightfall. Her aggravation, the rush of having cheated fate, and the exact moment of joyful, sensual indulgence had combined to make that laugh one of my favorites out of many that Osyrand and I had shared. I couldn’t help but give him a smile now, remembering — and he returned it with an amused twinkle in his eye. 
 
    Then I took just a step closer to Shoje, and said, “No, Staliss, I’m not suggesting that at all.” 
 
    Through all of this, Belenoirya had remained seated at the table, quiet. She still said nothing, but I saw one of her eyebrows edge higher than the other, and while I had not flushed at Staliss’s reference to my bedding Osyrand, I did feel some heat in my cheeks at that simple look from Bele. 
 
    “All right, then,” I said, clapping my hands together to end that particular exchange. “Do we have uniforms?” 
 
    “We do,” Osyrand said. “Surprisingly easy to procure, too, since we had Noxie’s illusions covering us while we pinched them.” 
 
    “Exceptional.” I nodded and smiled to Noxie, who’d been looking like she felt a bit out of place for the conversation so far. “Dare I ask about the letter?” 
 
    “Harder to track down,” Osyrand said, “and harder still go get hold of, but Staliss managed that one on her own.” 
 
    I felt a bit of a thrill at that. The crowning touch for my plan required a sample of handwriting from the Empress’s chief advisor. I hadn’t been sure we could get one, and the success of the mission didn’t depend on it. But the having of it might make all the difference. 
 
    “You’ve been practicing it, then?” 
 
    “We both have,” Staliss said. “Whichever of us does the writing, it will pass a pretty close look.”  
 
    The Nose nodded in her direction. “She’s got the hang of his loops and curls better than I do.” 
 
    “Then you’re our chief forger,” I told Staliss. I could tell this pleased her, although I’m not quite sure how I could tell it. 
 
    “So,” I went on, “we have uniforms, we have Vizier Ingrad’s handwriting, and by the schedule I gave Pyete, we have four days to practice. Shall we have lunch, and then get to it?” 
 
    This met with keen agreement from all. 
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    For four days, we ran drills on our plan. Noxie used the maps of the imperial castle to craft figments of hallways, hidden alcoves, stairwells and so on, whose twists and turns we mimicked racing through. The walls and decorations looked different every time, since Noxie had no reference for the castle’s décor. But the layout remained constant, and we repeated our maneuvers until we literally ran them in our sleep at night. Shoje and Osyrand fitted the uniforms for us, causing Staliss to laugh at these two battle-tried adventurers doing women’s work. Shoje, still leery of engaging Staliss in any kind of repartee, held his tongue. But Osyrand cheerfully shot back, “It’s a skill I’ve found useful several times, and unlike some people, I’ve no qualms about appearances.” 
 
    Clad in the outfits of imperial guardsmen, we confronted one another with questions and challenges. Osy and I both knew enough of imperial protocols to give the others guidance on appropriate decorum, but it was imperative that everyone be ready with a natural and believable response if we got stopped and asked for a passcode — information we did not possess. Our main strategy was to appeal to the intensity of the situation, with lines like, “Gods above, man — the Imperial Citadel’s being attacked by Hyphaera’s Juggernaut, and you want passcodes?” With any luck, that would buy us enough time to close ranks and get the drop on the questioners, disabling them without too much bloodshed. 
 
    This was hard work, all of it, full of exercise as we jogged through illusions and engaged one another in mock battle, and full of stress as we tried our best to imagine and rehearse any conceivable interactions that might occur with the castle’s inhabitants during our infiltration. 
 
    But I could not have asked for a better or more focused set of people to go through this with. Even Shoje remained completely “in the job,” despite — or perhaps because of — the fact that he felt he’d made a breakthrough with me. 
 
    As for myself, I’d spent twenty-some years holding myself back from one man that I loved. I could certainly put off for five days exploring how I felt about another. Occasional moments came which breathed and felt with another life than I would have found them to have, just a few days before — like an evening when the two of us went up to the roof to see Belenoirya off, and remained after she’d gone, watching the shadows of sunset race across the land. We’d said nothing, not even exchanged looks, and that dark broom of nightfall was a sight either of us might have waited for, regardless. But the waiting together, as we did, still held something. 
 
    With each day, though, my nerves engaged themselves more fully in the task, until I could essentially think of nothing else but the timing, tools, and tactics of our design to steal the Empress. I spent an hour every night with the juggernaut’s circlet on, seeing the panorama that lay about it through that great machine’s senses and getting myself in tune with its aura of total responsiveness. Commanding the juggernaut had been one of my greatest worries as I’d contemplated its use in my plan. How did the circlet work? How much of my attention would be needed to make the vast weapon to do as I wished? 
 
    I found the answers to these questions both comforting and a bit fearful. 
 
    Hyphaera’s Juggernaut ended a mighty war, twenty-five hundred years in the past. Alone, it had faced off against the army of King Furelam and all of Furelam’s terrifying war machines. One-by-one, it had crippled those sorcerous engines of destruction, and then a thousand by a thousand it had slain Furelam’s men. And when it had burnt the warrior-king’s skyship from the air, it gathered up its enemy’s fallen weapons and carried them to a secret place called Arsenal Deep, where its creator, the great wizard Hyphaera, sealed them all away and hid all trace of their existence. The juggernaut itself was left to stand on the banks of the river Kuer, a warning to any who might return and threaten the kingdom of Amnh. 
 
    What would the world have been like, if Hyphaera had wanted dominion for her homeland, and not just freedom? 
 
    Wearing that circlet, one knew the answer. The moment I first donned it, I could feel the juggernaut’s tremendous, silent, unthinking readiness. It did not simply stand there, overlooking the Kuer. 
 
    It waited — actively, intensely. 
 
    The juggernaut had no personality, no desire to act. But the circlet let one feel the tool completely, and it is the very nature of a tool to be used, to give ease to the task for which it has been designed. In this case, the task was destruction, and once connected to the thing I could tell how easy  the juggernaut would make destruction be. I knew, without asking those limbs to move, that they would move, and I knew how quickly. I knew also that a fire beyond any normal fire burned deep in the chest of the mechanical titan, ready to leap out a thousand yards or more and scorch whatever it touched. 
 
    In short, I knew that I would have to restrain the juggernaut from using even a tenth of its ability. We wanted to hit the Imperial Citadel with fear and anxiety, but not drive its master or mistress into real terror. Hyphaera’s Juggernaut could tear through the castle walls as though they’d been made from autumn leaves. But in so doing, it would convince the Emperor and Empress that they must flee the place immediately. So I would have it scale the walls, not batter them down. And I would have it spit only a strand or two of flame, as though its resources were limited — when in fact it could gout a hellish spew for days on end without running cold. It would need to appear staggered as the castle’s siege engines flung their ammunition against it — and it would need to move slowly enough that at least a few of those shots might hit it. 
 
    If the Emperor of Delvos saw a weapon leveled against him, he would not flinch until it became clear that his valiant imperial forces could do nothing to protect their liege. The man had been forty years upon his throne — plenty of time to grow convinced that his empire rivaled or perhaps exceeded that of Furelam, twenty-five centuries in the dustheap of history. And if I could keep him from flinching, then his wife, the Identity of Cimone, would certainly feel just as sure of her own invulnerability. 
 
    They would exercise caution and move to their safe rooms. But unless I gave them reason to, they would not abandon the castle. 
 
    That would be the Identity’s undoing. 
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    After four days of drills, of memory work on the maps, of staged confrontations and interrogations, the time had come to begin. With afternoon slinking away into the west, I called an end to the day’s practice and broke out the flagons and a small keg of ale. 
 
    Once our glasses were filled and everyone had a seat around the large table, I raised a toast. 
 
    “To friendship,” I said. “A simple thing, yet those we’re about to face off against will never truly understand it. Not as we have understood and lived it these last days and weeks. I do not value any of you for what you are about to do — I value you for who you are. And that value is so much greater than the utility and advantage you lend to me in this undertaking. So I do not thank you for the risk you are all about to take. I thank you instead for being the kind of people who could never choose to shirk that risk, even if they wished to. And I thank you for honoring me with your character and with your affection.” 
 
    I might have said a word or two more, but Staliss took advantage of my pause there to speak, saying, “Can we drink now?” 
 
    Everyone laughed — the comfortable laugh of tested, true companions who understand that the bond they share goes far beyond the ability of words to capture. 
 
    And as simply as that, our preparations were done. The ale went down smoothly, the mugs clanked upon the table, we looked around at one another, and then Shoje slapped his thighs and rose, saying, “Best we get to the roof, then, and be off to the Juggernaut before dusk comes in and makes us wait another day.” 
 
    Noxie hopped up in response, standing on her chair and still not quite as tall as Shoje.  
 
    “Last one to the top buys the next round,” she said, twitching her wasp-wings once, twice, and then buzzing up and around the ladder to its high end before any of us could even get a hand on a rung. 
 
    I gestured the others to the ladder. “I’ve already bought the next round, actually. It’ll be waiting here two days from now, when the deed’s accomplished.” 
 
    One by one, we climbed — with the exception of Staliss, who put her feet up with a characteristic lack of sentiment. She and I were staying behind, and she wasn’t one to make a fuss over partings. 
 
    From the roof, we could see Delvos spread about us in the late afternoon sun. We all looked westward, of course, though the Juggernaut’s bluff stood much too distant to give us any hope of seeing it. 
 
    I told Noxie to have a care and Osyrand to watch after her well. “Jake’s my favorite nephew,” I said, “and I don’t want to cost him a wife by anyone getting careless, just because this first bit of the plan seems the safest.” 
 
    Osyrand tapped his nose reassuringly. “I’ll get wind of any danger long before we’ve anything to worry about.” 
 
    With hugs for both of them, I turned to Belenoirya, and said, “And you, rest up tonight. You’ve got a slow day tomorrow, but the one after that’s a bear.” 
 
    “I rest well most nights,” she said. “I also know enough to listen to my own advice.” 
 
    I smiled, taking her point. Belenoirya might be key to our ability to move and regroup as our plan unfolded, but having her well-rested would be for naught if I myself were exhausted and off my game. 
 
    “Any suggestions for me?” Shoje asked as I turned to him. 
 
    The sun upon his golden skin and the city wind moving his dark curls and the brightness of his eyes made quite a figure of him, and made quite a moment of that moment. I remembered dreams and expectations about Fingold, and how they’d started with a similar windblown image of that crafty wizard thirty-some years earlier. Old pains and old angers and new determination wrestled with one another as all of that went through my head in an instant. I would shape the world for the better, in these next two days — and then I would shape my life for the better, in the days after that. 
 
    “Let me know how things are going,” I said, meeting his gaze closely with a single tap on the heart pendant that hung from my neck. “Not too often, mind you. But let me know.” 
 
    He bowed, gracefully and briefly. 
 
    Then he and Osyrand and Noxie joined hands in a circle with Belenoirya, who whisked them all away to the banks of the Kuer and the start of our drive to kidnap the Empress of the world’s most powerful and far-reaching state. 
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    By the time I’d climbed back down to the warehouse loft, my four friends already stood upon Juggernaut’s Bluff, a hundred twenty leagues to the west. I knew this because I saw them, through the Juggernaut’s senses, when I slipped the circlet down about my temples and concentrated. 
 
    Noxie waved impishly up at the metal titan — a tiny figure from its perspective, yet clear and recognizable all the same. I wondered, if our positions had been reversed, whether she would have made the Juggernaut wave back at me.  
 
    Probably just the fingers, I thought. But even that slight movement was more than I was willing to chance for the mere sake of humor. 
 
    The whole reason Noxie had gone along was to keep anyone from realizing that Hyphaera’s mighty engine of destruction had been reactivated. Its lonely watch point stands just a few miles off from the small city of Ettersard, and if it vanished — and if some imperial wizard happened to be in Ettersard to see that — then news might get back to Delvos that the Juggernaut was on the march. So Noxie would use her figments to create an illusion of the ancient watcher standing firmly in place, and she would have to stay nearby to refresh those figments every few hours until our weapon completed its journey. 
 
    It hardly seemed prudent to jeopardize all those plans by having the Juggernaut return her wave. 
 
    We now had before us two nights and a day of moving the Juggernaut into position. We’d mapped out its course carefully, with an eye toward two things. First, we must keep it concealed. Second, we must minimize the damage it could do simply in traversing the countryside. If I’d been willing, the Juggernaut could probably have run the whole way to the capital in just an hour or two. But at that speed, there would be no maneuvering it around towns and farmsteads along its path. A few misplaced steps by those unyielding metal legs could wipe out a family’s herd, or the family itself. I didn’t want to leave a trail of broken homesteads and crippled villages all the way from the river Kuer to Delvos. 
 
    Fortunately, the Kuer the flows wide and deep below Juggernaut’s Bluff. It runs south for a dozen leagues, but then cuts eastward and heads almost straight for the seat of the empire. 
 
    By wading the Juggernaut downstream under cover of darkness, we would avoid much chance of endangering innocents and minimize the odds of the thing being spotted. It would need to move slowly, and submerge itself if any boats or rafts should be wandering the river by night. But I expected to cover two-thirds or more of the needed distance before sunrise. 
 
    Then it could crawl along the bottom through the entire next day, hidden by the river’s dark waters. 
 
    Once it reached the imperial aqueduct station at Lanceld, only a few minutes’ worth of ground would need to be covered by its gargantuan strides when the following dawn arrived. 
 
    Still and all, this carefully laid plan put me hundreds of miles from most of our team, and would end up splitting us three ways — four, if you counted Belenoirya’s return to her hidden sanctuary for the evening. I watched her disappear off to that even as Noxie finished waving. 
 
    Shoje said something to Osyrand. I focused my attention and found that I could easily hear every word that they said. 
 
    “— a fire and set up camp?” Shoje was asking. 
 
    Osyrand rose up on his toes and breathed deeply of the wind, then shrugged. “No one in the immediate area, so I don’t see why not. Noxie, if we draw attention, you’ll be able to disguise us anyway, right?” 
 
    She gave a flick of one hand, and I saw Osyrand take on the appearance of a pot-bellied, jowly woodsman. He glanced toward my leg — the Juggernaut’s leg — where he could see himself reflected in the gleaming metal. 
 
    A bit drily, the Nose said, “If we draw attention. If.” 
 
    Noxie laughed and returned him to his ordinary, handsome self. 
 
    “Better,” he said. “Now let’s at least move back from this thing — ordinary folk would never make camp in its shadow, and if anyone happens along, we don’t want to rouse suspicions, disguised or not.” 
 
    They retreated from the river, talking amiably as they headed for a stand of trees about a hundred yards from the Juggernaut’s position. I let my attention retreat as well, turning the Juggernaut’s senses westward toward the sunset so that I didn’t feel quite so much like I was spying upon my friends. 
 
    “It’s hours before the night’s full dark,” Staliss said from behind me. Her words brought me back to the warehouse loft, which I’d been able to see this whole time, but which had fallen away from my attention as I focused through the circlet to Juggernaut’s Bluff. 
 
    I took the silver band from my head and looked at her where she sat at the table, having poured herself another half-flagon of ale from the keg. 
 
    “You suggesting I’ve something better to do?” I asked her, putting on an open expression. 
 
    She shrugged. “Got dice and some cards in my pack somewhere, if you think your brain won’t hold any more of those maps. And there’s always talk. Not that you can’t just stand there and stare and think ... it’s not much like you, but this isn’t much like any ordinary evening either, I guess.” 
 
    I sighed. “I suppose one of us should get some rest. It’s going to be a long night of trading off on this circlet.” 
 
    “That’s why I’m having another drink,” she said, raising the flagon. “We’ve both got the knack of being able to drop off to sleep when we have to — and I think I’ve got more of it than you do. But even I need a bit of help at a time like this.” 
 
    I walked over and gripped her shoulder, then slapped it lightly and drew up a chair next to her. She gave no particular acknowledgement — just took a pull on her ale. 
 
    “Known each other a long time, right?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “And we’ll know each other a long time yet.” 
 
    “Sure. Only you’ve got more than usual going on in your head, and I can’t tell the quarter of it.” 
 
    “Me either,” I laughed. 
 
    “But you’re good?” 
 
    I twirled the circlet absently between both hands, with a finger on each side of its long axis. The cold metal of it felt very real, and the gold and porcelain of my heart pendant also felt very real, resting against the breastbone under my shirt. 
 
    “I’m going to say I believe so.” 
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    Shoje called me when dusk had completely gone from the sky and even the crown of Hyphaera’s Juggernaut showed no gleam from the sinking sun. 
 
    Knock, knock. I’m waiting at the boot. 
 
    A flood of his dinnertime conversation with Noxie and Osyrand came through with those words. And of course, so did his emotions. I might have expected these to disrupt my own state of balance, but I found no discord in Shoje’s heart as he sent me his thoughts. 
 
    Patience, I realized suddenly, is the art of being content with your own anticipation. 
 
    Shoje knew how he felt about me. And he knew — more certainly than I did, to be sure — how I would come to feel about him, if in fact I did not feel so already. But as eager as he was to see how these things developed, he did not quite yearn for them. Rather, he enjoyed feeling eager, and relished what he saw as a great crescendo in his life. 
 
    It’s a strange thing, to feel how someone else feels about you, and perhaps an even stranger thing to understand the slightly different flavor that happiness has for someone else — along with the very different circumstances that can be viewed as happy. 
 
    In all my years of running about the land with Fingold, and all my joy at seeing the wonders we saw together, fighting the battles we fought arm-in-arm, I had ever been nagged at by an incompleteness and a hunger. Shoje had little of that nagging desire. It its place, he had instead a blazing faith that fruition lay ahead. So his want became a source of buoyance, where mine had always been a weight. 
 
    As he waited by the foot of Hyphaera’s Juggernaut, Shoje stood both in the moment and in the future. His head lived and breathed with the task he’d been assigned, and his thoughts ran in professional, regimented lines through every aspect of our plan. Yet the plan itself hung in his mind as an incarnation of the woman he loved, and his intimate focus on our careful designs was at the same time an intimate focus on me.  
 
    Knowing that made me conscious of how light I felt, after thirty-some years of a soul-freighting burden. 
 
    I put the circlet on and used a thought to open the seam that I knew of in the Juggernaut’s right ankle. Even with the great machine’s senses at my disposal, I barely saw Shoje enter the gap — Noxie had made a shadowy haze of his shape with her illusions. 
 
    I’m in, he sent. Thank you kindly. 
 
    I resealed the titan’s leg. The compartment there would hold only one person, and we had settled on Shoje as the best one to take that role. He would ride inside the Juggernaut and be the first one within the walls of the Imperial Citadel. Then, with any luck, he would open the way for the rest of us in a rather spectacular fashion. 
 
    All I had to do now was set that journey in motion, by leaping the Juggernaut off of its cliff and down into the water of the river Kuer below. 
 
    Annoyingly, I had a moment of hesitation before I did so. 
 
    More annoyingly, Shoje picked up on this, and thought to me through the lockets, Now, I do expect you to make this a smooth ride, but surely it can’t be this smooth. Isn’t the idea to get this thing moving? 
 
    I focused my intentions, and the great metal legs flexed, then flung the titan through the air as though it had been a vast cricket. Shoje’s hand remained on his locket, and he thought, Ah, there we go. 
 
    Even as the Juggernaut arced down and into the dark flow of the river, I saw a twin of it spring into view where it had stood just a moment earlier. Satisfied that Noxie’s illusion was in place, I pressed forward through the circlet, and my metal servant strode quickly downstream, thigh-deep in the Kuer’s currents, yet moving effortlessly. 
 
     Waves lashed out from my striding metal limbs, rushing shoreward and even rebounding back toward me across the river’s starlit surface. It gave me pause to see so clearly the power in those limbs. Even knowing that Hyphaera’s magic kept Shoje safe in his little nook, I found it hard to believe that those unyielding strides wouldn’t jar loose his teeth. More to the point, that magic would give no protection to any wayward boat that might cross my path. 
 
    But this was the tool that I had, and this was the plan that we’d made, and the Juggernaut’s senses let me see its way keenly, even in the relative pitch of night upon the river. 
 
    So along the Kuer I rushed it, slowing only when the lights of a village would appear up ahead. For small villages — those that lay upon one bank or the other — I both slacked my pace and crouched to chest-deep in the river, moving toward the opposite side of its width from the town. For larger ones, I submerged the Juggernaut entirely and felt my way along the bottom, so that only a ripple might be noticed if the town ferryman had some late passengers to carry across the water. Bridges fretted me the most. But after a few of them, I grew more comfortable even with those. The big ones rose high enough and had pilings spaced far enough apart that I could crawl the Juggernaut through on its side. The few more modest bridges rested low enough to the water that I could step over them, if I went a little closer to shore. I disliked being exposed even for those few moments — but again, my sorcerous vision let me see very well despite the darkness, and I made as sure as I could that no one stood within sight of a bridge before I strode that machine across it. 
 
    Staliss relieved me at midnight or so. I sat with her a few minutes, to make sure she had the hang of the Juggernaut’s motions. It did not take long for her to become annoyed at this oversight, though, and she waved me toward the cot she’d recently vacated. 
 
    The tension of being that engine of war for several hours left me remarkably ready for sleep, and before I knew it, Staliss was waking me again while a hint of dawn came in through the loft’s high eastern window. 
 
    The night had seen great progress in the journey. Staliss let me know she’d already gotten the Juggernaut past the confluence of the Kuer and Middlebrook. As I took the circlet back up, I found the machine sitting in mid-stream, with just the crown of its dome above the water to let me see the full width of the river, which had nearly doubled with the added flow of the Middlebrook. 
 
    Now came the slow crawl. I kept the Juggernaut to the river’s center, face down in the muck at the very bottom. Even the great machine’s supernatural vision could see little there in the murk of the depths, so I had to feel forward with its hands, then pull its bulk carefully along so that I would not suddenly come upon a bridge and collapse it with a careless brush of one huge shoulder. 
 
    When Staliss spelled me at lunchtime, I found Belenoirya had come back to check in. She let us know that Osyrand and Noxie had so far encountered no difficulty at Juggernaut’s Bluff. Evidently no one had even come up the twisting old road that led to the spot. I took this as a good sign. 
 
    Shoje called in as well, with only a brief message as he ate some hard bread and cheese: I hope your lunch is a better affair than mine. 
 
    I napped after my meal and woke in midafternoon. The hours until nightfall went even more slowly than the morning had. 
 
    But at last, dark came again, letting me stand the Juggernaut up and look about to see our progress. From the last couple of bridges I’d felt my way through, I thought we’d made it as far as Miryegate, and it turned out to be even better than that. The next town I saw had a tall imperial keep upon its highest hill, and I recognized it as Perun, no more than fifty miles west of the aqueduct station. 
 
    This meant that by midnight, I’d gotten the Juggernaut as far as it would go before daybreak. 
 
    I put the great machine to bed on the river bottom and lay down to sleep myself, knowing that Staliss or Shoje or the dawn-bells of Delvos would wake me at the proper hour, if I did not rouse on my own before then. 
 
    Sleep came easy — as it often does for me before a day I expect to be unusually tough. 
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    Shoje has a particularly keen sense of time, and I awoke the next morning to realize that a strange shift in my dreams had actually been Shoje’s call, sifting into my head while I slept. 
 
    Nearing dawn by my reckoning, was all he’d thought my way. But along with that message came recollections of his long evening and night spent resting in the hollow of the Juggernaut’s leg. The chamber had a comfortable seat, and just enough room for a tall man to stretch out in. So he had not been cramped. But after well over a day in the little space, he’d begun to feel understandably constricted — not to mention somewhat ripe. 
 
    You can imagine how those images and sensations might trick their way into a sleeping person’s dreams. I was glad to come fully awake and realize what had happened. 
 
    Staliss lay nearby, but roused at the sound of me sitting up in my cot, so I didn’t have to wake her. We both moved quickly to dress, putting on our misappropriated imperial hauberks and steel cuirasses over the padding we’d slept in. I helped Staliss with her fastenings, since she had less practice in armor than I did. Then we donned our tabards with their royal insignia, our gloves and helms and boots, and of course our weaponry.  
 
    When done, Staliss passed my inspection, at least. Whether she would also pass in the eyes of some imperial captain, I did not know for certain — but I had a strong suspicion that the day’s circumstances would throw off most officers’ knack for spotting a uniform out of order. 
 
    We climbed to the roof together and sat on its broad surface, waiting for the sky in the east to start to color. 
 
    At the first lightening of that horizon, I closed my eyes and focused all of my attention through Hyphaera’s Juggernaut. 
 
    In the muck and murk at the bottom of the river Kuer, even the Juggernaut could see little. But it could hear, and it brought to my ears two simple sounds: the rush of water flowing past its enormous metal limbs, and the small noise of a tune that Shoje was humming — somewhat badly — in the compartment of its leg. As I pushed up from the thick sediment, the tone of the currents altered themselves subtly and the humming cut off entirely. 
 
    “And so the day begins,” I heard Shoje say. 
 
    Then the Juggernaut broke the surface of the river, giving me plenty more to see and hear. 
 
    A hundred yards downstream lay the imperial aqueduct station, its massive water-wheels turning perpetually, huge timbers groaning, buckets splashing. As I moved shoreward, I admired the soaring arches of the aqueduct from a perspective I’d not had before. Each step into the shallows raised my vantage point, until I came completely ashore and stood with my sorcerous gaze well above the aqueduct’s highest end. 
 
    But I had little time to admire it. The station was manned, and as I turned northward from the river, I already heard shouts of curiosity and alarm from the ground.  
 
    With grey light seeping in from the east, I began to run. 
 
    The waterway road matches course with the aqueduct, pacing it curve for curve through the low, gentle hills that rise from the Kuer past the capital’s outlying farmsteads and on into Delvos itself. I have ridden and marched that road a number of times, never in less than half a day. The Juggernaut made it in a quarter hour. In fact, I had to slow it from its clanging, road-cracking lope to a walk after only a few minutes, because I did not want it moving at a full run within sight of the city walls — and I did not want it to arrive too soon, since the timing of our plan required that dawn reach the rooftops of Delvos just as the titan reached the Emperor’s citadel. 
 
    Farmfolk rise early, of course, especially in the spring, when there are fields to till and planting to begin. So I heard a number of cries and shouts as fields and hamlets passed me by. These souls could not be sure what they saw, of course, in the poor light before sunrise. But they could hear the Juggernaut’s thunderous passage clearly enough, and it disturbed them. 
 
    Then a spark in the far east said that the sun had started its own workday, and I saw ahead the miles and miles of stonework that rise up, sheer and strong, to enclose the Delvonian Empire’s greatest city. It is an awesome place to behold, particularly in fresh morning light as I saw it now, and it gave me a chill of intense responsibility to see it. Something in me feels a duty toward the works of man — an obligation to protect and defend the beauty we are capable of creating. 
 
    I now took a vast weapon toward a place of vast mortal accomplishment, and while my mission required that I inflict some scars and defacement upon this city, I meant to keep that damage as slight as I could. Almost as important as safeguarding the lives of this city’s inhabitants, I must also safeguard something more fragile — their faith in its ability to shield them from harm, and their pride in it as a homeland. I must breach the greatest fortress of a great people this day, but I did not mean to take from them their sense of belonging to greatness. 
 
    Off to the west, at a distance too great for my ordinary eyes to see, the sun’s rays hit the peaks of the Araldun Mountains. Shadows raced away from those snowy caps and retreated down the long flanks of stone below them. To the east, I could see fog still blanketing the inland sea, and the bright sliver of the sun coming up at the horizon. The whole world seemed to lie within focus of my war engine’s amazing senses. 
 
    But the high walls of Delvos had my attention as I clanged along the waterway road toward them, and soon enough, I had the attention of the guards atop those walls. 
 
    Horns sounded. Tiny voices raised themselves in confusion and fear. 
 
    Then I had reached the south gate of Delvos, and prepared to make my entrance. 
 
    The walls of Delvos rise fifty feet high — which put them only at my waist. As I skirted to the right of the gate and its massive barbican, I saw dozens of sentries scrambling to flee from the section of wall I’d aimed myself at. Ignoring them, I put metal hands to the top of the wall, levered my shining bulk upward, and eased one leg across. I could have cleared the bulwark’s crenellations without trouble, but I wanted to appear ponderous and dangerous, so I let my foot scrape across the wall’s top, knocking loose huge chunks of stone which then crashed down the wall’s inner side. 
 
    Some brave soul rang a crossbow bolt off my metal skull as I stepped over the rampart. I did not bother to see where he’d shot from, but simply finished my crossing and looked ahead to my course through the city.  
 
    A wide boulevard runs from the south gate almost all the way to the heart of the city and the imperial plaza. The aqueduct marches along to one side of it, before splitting off to carry its cargo to the various cisterns located about Delvos. 
 
    I set off along this broad path, hearing more than feeling a fusillade of ballista fire from the barbican behind me. I thought about turning back to disable the rank of siege engines upon the gate tower — if they continued to fire, some poor citizen along the streets of Delvos might easily be hit by a stray bolt or hunk of iron shot. But I let the best of the shots appear to give the Juggernaut a shudder instead, and simply continued to walk forward, trusting that the artillerymen would aim with care when firing toward their own city, and that the booming approach of a hundred-foot titan would cause the city folk to flee far out of my way. 
 
    People could indeed be seen running and shouting already, though only the tallest of the city’s buildings had yet been touched by dawn, and shadows still filled the streets to brimming. 
 
    Atop the warehouse, I cracked my own eyes briefly. Though the eastern sky stood red and aglow, Staliss and I remained in shade. 
 
    But not the spires of the imperial castle. Not the watchtowers at the corners of those hundred-foot walls. White marble and snapping pennants shone there in full light, and I could see a different gauge of soldiers and their officers moving with a purpose upon those heights. There would be reckoning mages in those ranks, and full-sized catapults behind the walls at the mages’ command. Unlike the ballistae at the outer gates, these would fire with sorcerous accuracy, once the reckoning mages had summoned their divining senses and called out precise distance and angle to the catapult crews. 
 
    At about a thousand feet from the citadel, I heard the first whiplash stroke of a trebuchet and saw its load of stone fly high up and over the castle wall to arc toward me. I could see that it would fall short — and I could see too that the Juggernaut could easily dodge such a missile if I wished it to. 
 
    But I plodded forward apace as the man-sized hunk of rock crashed down a block ahead of me. By the time the next shot came, I’d already passed the spot where the first landed, shattering pavement beneath it. 
 
    The second shot was a bare miss — close enough that debris from its impact pinged against the Juggernaut’s left foot. 
 
    The third shot, thankfully, hit me dead on, and allowed me to fake a moment’s imbalance. I could have batted the stone from the sky — probably sent it flying farther than the range of the weapon that had fired it at me. Or I could have caught the stone with both hands and crushed it to dust. But I wanted the men in the castle, and especially their master, to think that the machine bearing down upon them had limits. 
 
    They hit me with more rocks, and with barrels of acid too, as I got within five hundred feet. Then a fire mage shot curtains of flame across my path as I reached the grand plaza. I let each of these give an impression of effect, yet I continued to move inexorably forward, until all that remained between me and the citadel’s outer wall was the thirty-foot-deep dry moat. 
 
    Three or four powerful wizards were hurling spells at me by this time. The Emperor has some impressive servants in his employ. Bolts of lightning and curls of deadly green energy whose type I could not quite name flickered down from the high towers as I crossed the moat in two strides. 
 
    Ignoring them all, I reached up to the top of that wall, and I began to climb. 
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    The Imperial Citadel consists of two concentric walls with a broad parade ground between, and the actual palace sits within the second wall. Hyphaera’s Juggernaut could have leapt the first wall easily — might even have been able to make a long-jump that would clear both walls in a huge arc. But I climbed instead, reserving its full power. 
 
    And because I climbed, I caused our first casualty of the day. 
 
    At a hundred feet tall, the outer wall of the citadel rose to the Juggernaut’s eye level. But to climb, I’d had to step down into the deep, dry moat that encircled the castle, and that kept me from seeing the top of the wall as I reached up to it and began pulling my machine’s huge metal frame up and over. The movement went quickly — a flex of the titan’s knees, a slight jump, powerful hands closing upon and crushing stone at the wall’s top, and a leg swinging up and over. There was no stopping that action once I’d started it, and it wasn’t until I’d straddled the high rampart that I saw a petrified imperial guardsman standing agape just yards from my position as his fellows fled in terror away along the battlement. 
 
    I could feel the wall giving way beneath the Juggernaut’s enormous weight and the force of its vault. If the man had turned and run in that second, he still would not likely have gotten clear of the collapse. As it was, though, he remained stuck in place, not even screaming, while I swung the other leg over and brought a forty-foot section of wall tumbling down into ruins. 
 
    Somewhere in his fall, he found his voice, just before the great avalanche of stone swallowed him. 
 
    From my mortal spot back on the warehouse roof, I could hear the distant, growling thunder of that rockslide. If I hadn’t known it for what it was, I might have thought that some particularly heavy wagon had rolled by in the street below. The falling soldier could not be heard at all. 
 
    I let the Juggernaut cascade down with the ruined section of wall, landing off-balance so that the great machine fell face-first into the parade-ground between the castle’s two bulwarks. It caught itself on one hand and one elbow, at my direction, and as it struggled to pull its feet loose from the great scree-slide, the Emperor’s wizards hit it again from the top of a high tower nearby. 
 
    I trembled the machine a bit, under that barrage of fire and lightning. Then I dragged its prone shape forward, freeing the feet, and set to righting it. 
 
    A stone from a well-crewed catapult struck me square in the shoulder as I tried to stand, and I was delighted to let it knock me back down. 
 
    Rising, with my metal frame awash in flames, I staggered toward the catapult, heaved it up in both hands as the crew ran pell-mell in all directions, and launched it in a sharp arc toward the wizards’ tower. The spinning mass of wood missed the tower’s peak by mere feet, achieving two goals — first, it made the spell-throwers take cover, and second, it continued to give the Juggernaut an appearance of power and threat without an appearance of absolute invulnerability. The near-miss had been deliberate, as had the high curve with which I’d thrown it. At worst, the catapult had smashed itself to bits upon the grand plaza. More likely, it had landed in the moat. In neither case was there much chance of killing another hapless soldier or citizen. 
 
    Dawn had lit upon us at this point. The roof of the warehouse no longer lay in shadow. Very soon, I must achieve the next step in the plan. 
 
    Through the Juggernaut’s vision, I took in the barracks and stables that housed the Emperor’s finest legions here within his greatest fortress. One building in particular was my target: a long, single-story barracks not far from a provision house. I could see foot soldiers rushing from the doors of the structure — some of them hurrying into formation at the urging of their officers, others racing away in terror as they beheld the metal titan that had breached their defenses. 
 
    We had chosen that barracks because of its proximity to the provision house, and because it lay in the straight-line path from the wall I’d just smashed to the inner wall ahead. 
 
    I strode forward deliberately, measuring my paces so that the fourth one brought my right foot down through the roof of our chosen barracks. 
 
    In an instant, I unsealed the seam in the Juggernaut’s ankle, letting Shoje out into the crumpled interior of the barracks. Thanks to Hyphaera’s ancient magic, I could see as easily through the Juggernaut’s foot as I could through its face, and I watched Shoje move quickly and fluidly past the fallen timbers of the roof and off into the depths of the building. 
 
    Then I closed the leg back up and took my next step forward. 
 
    Now I faced one of the greatest challenges of the entire scheme: keeping the Juggernaut busy until Shoje had a chance to get out of that barracks, cross to the provision house, and find his way down the secret passage to a chamber Ezmere Ceete had cunningly planted there, sixty years before, as insurance against the Emperor ever betraying him ... 
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    Osyrand, Noxie and Belenoirya appeared upon the warehouse roof nearby. Osy and Bele wore the uniforms of imperial guardsmen, like my own. Noxie, of course, could not plausibly fit into an elite guard’s armor and tabard — but also did not need to. Her figments could give her any semblance she liked. 
 
    The next minutes would tell the tale. We had woven its strands for all these last weeks, from Delvonia to Kadisthaye to Hiisia to the Sprite Deeps to Mad Morgin’s and back again. 
 
    Now the morning breeze snapped at my clothing, and I felt the life of a blazing moment in its touch. 
 
    From within the inner citadel, a potent aeromancer did me the favor of buffeting Hyphaera’s Juggernaut again and again, slowing its approach. Blasts of his sorcerous wind smashed into the metal of the Juggernaut’s chest, and I let each one push me back half a step before making a full stride forward as the wind lulled. 
 
    A nice solid blow from one of the catapults made for an even better delay, knocking the Juggernaut down because I allowed it to. 
 
    At any moment, Shoje ought to have reached the provision house, moved aside Ezmere Ceete’s cunningly engineered hidden door, and made his way down to the chamber below. His message, sent through the heart lockets, would launch the rest of us on our way.  
 
    I heaved the Juggernaut to its feat, acting as though it had to fight the aeromancer’s wind to rise. By now I had spotted him upon the inner wall, and I decided to pretend as though he had proven himself too much of an impediment. My giant metal servant leaned down and tore the roof from a nearby barracks, flinging the shingled framework like a discus toward the wind-mage. He blew it aside with another gust of magic, but by the time the broken roof shattered upon the ground, I’d ripped two large handfuls of stone from the walls of the ruined barracks. The first of these I threw close enough to scare him. The second, I threw directly at him. 
 
    Being an aeromancer, and worthy of the Emperor’s employ, he was neither slow nor stupid, and dove from the wall rather than let himself be crushed beneath that shower of masonry. The castle’s interdiction wards prevented him from using his powers to fly, but he could and did use a sorcerous updraft to slow his fall. On reaching the ground, he saw me claw loose two more great handfuls of stone, which caused him to prudently seek cover. 
 
    At that moment, Shoje’s message reached me. 
 
    Interdiction wards are down. Get going, and good luck. 
 
    The words should have thrilled me — Shoje had gotten to the provision house, made his way down through the clandestine passage, opened Ezmere Ceete’s carefully hidden room, and activated the device that had been marked there on our maps. The interdiction wards were down. Flying magic, ’twixterism and elision would now function within the castle grounds, and I and my team could now leap across Delvos to the citadel roof by way of Belenoirya’s elliptical magic. 
 
    But a grim fatalism hung behind the words, and along with them came a fierce agony — something had happened to Shoje’s leg. No — to both legs. 
 
    I flung my two handfuls of building stone across the castle parade ground at a shack behind which the aeromancer had fled. I did not bother to see if the missiles crushed it or not. 
 
    Words came back to me — my own memories, from weeks before. I’d spoken these words at the Hawkspire Pub, sitting at a table too large for two, with Shoje the only one there besides me: This task may very well require that I make a sacrifice play near the end. 
 
    I’d been speaking of myself, not of a comrade. But the call of the mission said very clearly that there should be no difference. 
 
    Other memories flitted about at the borders of my senses — a quick fight outside the provision house, three soldiers who’d called Shoje out, two of them quickly dispatched, the third managing a nasty jab into Shoje’s knee before my young Haniman felled him. A quick limp inside, finding the high set of shelves that slid aside, attempting the ladder — a fall and something serious giving out in the ankle of his good leg. 
 
    With the Juggernaut’s sight, I could see that little shack now, and the three imperial guardsmen sprawled upon the stone not far away. It seemed very, very close, yet the behemoth could never get inside to reach down through the twisting narrow passageway and into the secret chamber where Shoje lay wounded. 
 
    “Gather up,” I said to my team. They could all of them see the look on my face. 
 
    “Is the plan afoot?” Osyrand asked. His eyes held a deeper question. 
 
    “Afoot, but changing,” I said, and fished quickly about my neck to pull at the thin gold chain there. It took some shrugging and careful work to get the heart locket up from inside the padding without breaking that necklace — and though small, it hung up fiercely just below the gorget, forcing me to dig for it. “Bele,” I said, looking to her, “You’re going to jump us close enough that you can see the Juggernaut’s upraised hand. Then we’re going to skip onto that, drop Osyrand off, and go onward to the castle roof.” 
 
    Staliss asked simply, “Shoje hurt?” 
 
    “He’s lamed up both his legs. He might be able to haul himself up that ladder, if he doesn’t pass out from blood loss. But he’ll never get all the way across the courtyard and away on his own.” 
 
    “Not to worry, then,” Osyrand said. “I’ll get him.” 
 
    I nodded. Just beyond the Nose, I saw Noxie standing, uncertain, a figure of grave beauty with shimmering wings and auburn hair alight in the fire of dawn. She alone lacked the experience to fully grasp what this sudden shift meant. But she knew that it wasn’t good. 
 
    “We’ll be on the hand for just a second, Noxie,” I told her. “And I’ll have its fingers lifted up to block sight of the palm from most angles. If you’ll paint us all sky blue like the Juggernaut’s skin, we may not get spotted.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best,” she said. 
 
    “Good,” I said back. I had the locket free now, and cradled it in my palm — just as we would soon, briefly, be resting in the palm of Hyphaera’s Juggernaut. “Close in, everyone. Bele, Noxie, get ready.” 
 
    I closed my fingers about the locket and thought, as powerfully as I could, Shoje, keep still and keep pressure on that wound. Osyrand is coming to get you. 
 
    Very quickly — for I could sense that he’d not let his own locket fall from his hand — Shoje’s moment of blank surprise came through to me. Almost immediately, a flood of amazing warmth followed, belying his rather dry reply: You might have told me how much comes across. I feel rather the fool for all my little one-sentence sendings now. 
 
    Shoje, I must know that you’re going to be okay. I cannot let myself be distracted so much as an instant, after this. Do you hear me? 
 
    Yes, I hear, he thought. And but for your sake, I could bear to die, now that I’ve heard. 
 
    Well, don’t. 
 
    I promise not to. 
 
    That promise, and the fullness of the heart that spoke it, were enough for me. 
 
    I dropped the locket inside my tabard, reached for Belenoirya’s hand, and said, “Let’s go.” 
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    Each of the Juggernaut’s fingers is as tall as a man. Its palm is about six feet on a side. So we had to gather close in about Belenoirya if we were all going to fit, and I had to ready that platform to receive us — as well as to conceal Osyrand once the rest of us moved onward. 
 
    The sun had sprung fully free of the horizon by this time, but shadows remained long throughout the great city of Delvos. To get us within sight of the Juggernaut, Belenoirya had to whisk our little group from rooftop to rooftop, and every stopping point had to be in direct sunlight for her magic to work. An ellipsist can make a blind jump across hundreds of miles, but precision required the ability to see the desired destination. 
 
    So we blinked across the city in stages, just as quickly as I might have blinked my eyes five or six times. 
 
    As we went, I focused through the circlet and moved Hyphaera’s Juggernaut. 
 
    A catapult sat unattended not too far away. I walked the titan toward the siege engine, positioning its feet so that it faced east. Then I lifted both hands over its head, palms up, just as Belenoirya got us to a broad, shingled surface that overlooked the grand plaza about the castle. 
 
    I had a moment’s glimpse of the vast metal arms raised skyward, and then we stood for an instant atop one of them. 
 
    “Go,” Osyrand said, releasing his grip on our circle of hands. This was hard to see, since Noxie had covered us all in a shimmering coat of blue, identical to the skin of the Juggernaut’s fingers where they stood all around us. 
 
    Then that cage of giant digits disappeared, and a rooftop courtyard spread about us instead. Two startled guards grabbed at their weapons not ten feet from us. Staliss threw a dart into the neck of one, while Belenoirya flickered over to the other and disappeared with him off to some territory far away. She did not return — her part in the plan was now done. 
 
    Gently closing Osyrand in the Juggernaut’s fist, I had it stoop to grab at the sides of the catapult. He had already lost his illusory color, so I had to trust in my sleight of hand to keep him hidden as I placed him beneath the catapult’s wooden frame and then hoisted it up overhead. 
 
    Osy did a marvelous job of mimicking a total coward whose hiding place has just been revealed. When the catapult lifted up and away from him, he first cowered, then scuttled quickly away on hands and feet, then ran for the corner of the closest building. 
 
    A thing like the Juggernaut, of course, would pay such a feeble individual no mind at all, and I turned and aimed and threw, crashing the heavy body of the catapult against the inner wall ahead of me. 
 
    The machine splintered apart, and a few stones tumbled free from the battlements where it had landed. 
 
    I stepped forward with the Juggernaut, though my attention remained on Osyrand, who quickly wove back through the barracks buildings toward the provision house where Shoje lay wounded. 
 
    My steps with Hyphaera’s metal servant stayed ponderous — or became even more so. Staliss, Noxie and I had to move now, for our part of the plan allowed no delay. I could set actions by the Juggernaut in motion, so that my entire concentration did not have to stay with it. But I dared not let it work too much on its own. The simpler my commands became, the more efficiently the behemoth would carry them out, and I did not want it working at its best efficiency. 
 
    Across the gardened terrace we rushed, knowing from our practice exactly where to seek the stairway down. Noxie had wrapped herself in a figmentary soldier twice her height, and pasted false features in place across my face and Staliss’. We gained the stairs quickly, and moved down with haste. 
 
    A weak signal came from Shoje: I’m about to turn the wards back on. Have Belenoirya jump away, if she hasn’t already. 
 
    I could feel his hand pressing cloth against the bleeding wound in his leg. I could also feel a deep exhaustion that concerned me a great deal. But his focus was still on his task, as mine must stay with my own. And as quickly as it started, he dropped the locket and the message was done. 
 
    Down and down the stairs I hurried, Staliss and Noxie before me. 
 
    Except for Shoje’s injury, all was going smoothly. We’d turned the interdiction spells back on for a simple reason: the Emperor’s guardians were about to have cause to check them. 
 
    With perfect timing, just before Hyphaera’s Juggernaut reached the inner wall to climb it, a voice called out across the parade ground of the Imperial Citadel. I heard it with the Juggernaut’s senses, but also with my own ears, despite the walls and windings that lay between me and the voice’s owner. 
 
    “Emperor!” cried Pyetenkrothgung , the Wyrm of the West. “If you’ll have these fools stop shooting at me, I’ll come in and help!” 
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    Pyete came in through the breach I’d made climbing over the outer wall. His mass brought what was left of that section crumbling down, so that the wall stood open top to bottom and the rubble from its demise formed a broad talus sloping out into the dry moat beyond. 
 
    “I was in my egg the last time you walked,” he said to the Juggernaut. “I don’t know who’s woken you up, but I have served this Emperor and his father on at least two other occasions, and I have found them tolerable, as kings of mote-creatures go. I would hate to see the line end and be replaced with something worse.” 
 
    I let the Juggernaut stand for a moment — Staliss, Noxie and I had reached the bottom of our stairwell, and needed to cut through several hallways to reach a concealed passage that would let us continue our descent. Pyete, enjoying the drama, prowled sidewise along the edge of the parade ground. His sinuous tail flicked lightly from one side to the other. 
 
    Then, with a roar, he charged. 
 
    Nothing moved in that moment except for the great wyrm himself. The wizard-work had stopped, the catapults lay silent. Had I wanted to, I could have used the Juggernaut’s senses to pick out the expressions on every face around the parade ground. But I had business to attend to, and I knew what each of those faces held already, for I’d seen Pyete thunder across a field of battle before, and been one of those faces watching. 
 
    Through my machine’s alloy legs, I felt the ground quiver; through its skin I heard the sound of immense scales and talons upon stone. For the tiny people watching atop walls and behind barracks, the unthinkable had now happened twice since sunrise — the ground had shook beneath first one titan, and now two. 
 
    But if they had seen immensity and power in Hyphaera’s Juggernaut, they now saw as well an amazing speed in the wyrm that hurtled across the flagstones and into battle. 
 
    I had just enough time to swing the Juggernaut’s hands out to grapple before Pyete bowled into the vast machine at full speed, with all his weight. 
 
    Both of them left the ground at the impact. Pyete rebounded off the Juggernaut’s chest before I could get its arms to close about him. Hyphaera’s behemoth tumbled backward fifty feet to crash into the inner wall of the citadel. 
 
    A field-sized chunk of the wall’s face cracked loose and slid downward in a cloud of dust great enough to half-swallow the Juggernaut. 
 
    Inside the castle, I followed Staliss quickly along our route, hearing shouts of alarm and the rush of booted feet down nearby corridors — the whole place, of course, boiled with panic. I caught a glimpse down a long hall of a guard unit rushing somewhere, but it did not appear that they saw us. 
 
    Pyete hit the Juggernaut again as I had it struggle up out of the rubble — a whip-crack blow from his thirty-foot tail. The roar that accompanied it had a world-ending quality, doubtless felt to the bone by every mortal in earshot. Again the Juggernaut shot back from the impact, this time bringing the upper half of the wall down. 
 
    In spite of the destruction, this second attack brought cheers from the walls, as soldiers of the empire began to think that the Juggernaut was, perhaps, not unstoppable after all. 
 
    To keep them mortared in place, I had the Juggernaut come to its feet gripping a huge boulder from the ruined wall. Pyete tensed, and I threw. 
 
    The rock flashed through the air faster than anything those catapults had been lofting. But I’d foreshadowed my throw in the Juggernaut’s stance so that Pyete could see it was going low and right. He twisted elegantly out of its path and spat a gout of fire at my head. 
 
    I lumbered through the flames as though they were nothing, snatching for one of the wyrm’s folded wings. Pyete dodged with his clear advantage in speed — but only barely. 
 
    Back and forth this battle of titans went, a blow from one landing, a lunge from the other brushed aside. Staliss, Noxie and I had almost reached our goal — a small side-room well off the main corridors where the cleverly concealed hidden pathways of the castle could be accessed. 
 
    And there came a message from Shoje. 
 
    Osyrand’s here. Going to be fine now. Oh, right. Suppose you can tell that may not be true. Well, going to be as fine as the Nose can make it, so try not to worry. See you ... 
 
    I felt pain and weakness and a shaking cold along with those words — and I saw the grave look on Osyrand’s face as he looked down at Shoje in the dark alcove where Ezmere Ceete had hidden that extra set of controls for the interdiction wards. 
 
    Then the connection disappeared, and Staliss hissed at me to hurry up, and a hundred-foot wyrm slammed into my hundred-foot metal avatar, and I ground my teeth and moved onward. 
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    The chamber we sought turned out to be a trophy room. Suits of glittering armor stood at attention in alcoves along its walls, flanked by intricate tapestries from all across Delvonia and Warkslinshire and Trelthamland and beyond. 
 
    I had little eye at the moment for the Emperor’s treasured baubles — for jewel-laden coats of arms, for mounted heads of beasts, for ceremonial halberds and war-axes taken from savage hordes conquered long ago. I meant only to find the secret panel at the far corner of the room and go through it into a tiny, spiraling stair that led to the citadel’s lowermost levels. 
 
    My strategic mind had all it could do at the moment trading feint and thrust with Pyete on the field of battle outside. My heart had all it could do to keep a steady beat, and not trip over itself in worry about what might be happening in the basement of that little provision house upon the grand yard. So I had little consciousness left for anything but the task at hand. 
 
    Staliss, though, appeared to have at least a piece of attention to spare. 
 
    “Gods’ groins, Avelia,” she said without warning. “Look what you just walked past.” 
 
    “Busy,” I said with a snort, spotting a case full of medals ahead that must conceal our passageway. 
 
    “Avelia,” Staliss insisted, “it’s Glavendreng.” 
 
    At that, I did stop, and turn, and look. 
 
    There upon the wall hung my most prized possession in all the world. 
 
    Four feet of enchanted steel, rune-graven, springing from quillions of gold and a grip wrapped in ivory-colored leather, the weapon dated back to the same war that had spawned Hyphaera’s Juggernaut. It had swung at my side along I don’t know how many roads, and swung in my hand in almost as many battles, over twenty-five years. In all that time I had no companion as constant, and when I had fallen to the Cimonites, and they had taken it from me, it had felt like a part of myself had been stolen. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Noxie said. “Grandpapa didn’t half do it justice, all the times he described it.” 
 
    “Hah,” said Staliss, leaning closer to the wooden mounting to read a silver plaque beneath the sword. “She’s given it to him as a gift. ‘To my husband on his birthday — a weapon as keen as my love for you.’ Wouldn’t it be rich for you to clout her on the head with the flat of the blade, let her see you’ve taken back what her minions stole?” 
 
    “It would,” I said, “if I were taking it. But I’m not, and we need to get going.” 
 
    “You’re not taking it?” asked Noxie, her violet eyes astonished. “But —” 
 
    “The Emperor may or may not know that I once owned that sword. But the Cimonites surely do know it. If I carry it out now, I’ll be telling them for certain who stole their priestess, and maybe telling the Emperor who stole his Empress. There’s more at stake here than a sword.” 
 
    Staliss shook her head. “I’d never think that you’d call Glavendreng just a sword.” 
 
    I sighed and reached up to run a finger along the runes that etched the blade. “Me either, to be honest. But there are things I’m willing to let go of for this mission, and other things I’m not. I’ve already compromised our plan for one of those. I’ll not compromise it further for a mere possession.” 
 
    “Right,” Staliss said, as simply as that. “Well I’ll go get this door open, and you take the moment to say a goodbye, then. A sword like Glavendreng deserves at least that.” 
 
    I didn’t argue with her, but I also felt a strange detachment from the powerful blade in front of me. It had been my greatest possession for so many years, and yet I no longer felt that of it. Quickly, as Staliss found the ingenious mechanism to shift aside the medal case, I tugged out my heart-locket and looked at it. 
 
    Then I stared at Glavendreng, mounted upon that wall where no living, breathing weapon of its sort should be, and I thought to Shoje, Look here, then. Here’s why you’d best be all right — because I won’t have this sword once all this is done, and I’d damn sure better have something in its place. Don’t answer if you’re still there. I’m at the end of the business, and I need my focus. I’ll see you soon. 
 
    “I’ve got it,” said Staliss. 
 
    I tucked the locket back away and found Noxie looking at me. 
 
     We could share a look like that, she and I, having arisen from the pits of a Cimonite torture prison together, with me a limp rag in the arms of the man who would become her husband. She could tell me with her eyes that she knew how it felt to pursue something larger than yourself, at great risk to those you love and those who love you. 
 
    “He’ll be fine, I’m sure,” she said. 
 
    “He will,” I said. “This witch has cost me enough already, and I don’t mean to let her cost me any more.” 
 
    With nothing further, we moved through the opening Staliss had revealed, and wound quickly down the stairway toward the royal safe-rooms far below. 
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    We had already descended six stories from the roof. Now, in the narrow, secret stair, we went another four to reach ground level and then another three below that. On some floors clandestine passageways stretched off into the dark; on others traps and barricades blocked our way and had to be bypassed with codes or combinations that had appeared on our maps. Despite the enchantments that kept those maps current, Staliss checked each door or pitfall carefully, in case some extra precaution had been added in a way that defied Ezmere Ceete’s magic — a Cimonite curse that would not register on the maps, or an alarm placed by a cunning imperial wizard. 
 
    The battle outside progressed as we followed our path downward. In the battering, grappling fight, I’d managed to get hold of the wyrm’s right foreleg and thrown him with it. Though I’d been careful not to handle him too roughly, Pyete let out a shrieking roar of pain, and upon landing pretended to be unable to walk on that leg. With it clutched across his chest and only three legs to maneuver on, the wyrm’s advantage in speed appeared severely hampered — all of which figured in our plot. 
 
    This throw and other maneuvers had steadily moved fight away from the ruinous hole in the castle’s inner wall — which coincidentally should take most eyes away from the stretch of parade ground where the provision house stood. Osyrand must by now have raised Shoje out of the concealed basement and started to head for the outer-wall breach. I tried not to spend too much of my concentration hoping for that. 
 
    Though thirteen floors’ worth of stairs could hardly wind me, I arrived at the bottom in a state of such high tension and mental exhaustion, it felt as though I’d been awake for days without rest. 
 
    And now, in a small circular room deep below the royal castle, our destination had been reached. 
 
    We moved carefully and quietly across the lightless chamber with only a spark from Noxie’s figmentry to show us our way. Doors to the right and rear led off to a number of safe-rooms, quarters and meeting halls where war councils might meet in the event of a siege. But it was the leftward door we wanted, for that one let into the Empress’ hideaway — a suite of three rooms including an antechamber for guards, a modest sitting or drawing room, and a bedchamber. 
 
    Our door, being the back way, opened into the last of those three. 
 
    Staliss and I hung back while Noxie, with her half-sprite ears, listened at the door. After a moment, she looked up and made a quick series of gestures, to write dimly glowing letters upon the air between us: Two voices, a man and a woman, one room off. 
 
    I touched Staliss on the shoulder and pointed to the door. She took Noxie’s place and moved her hands slowly about the portal’s seams, feeling without quite touching, reaching out a moment into the future with her Fate sense to see whether the door’s latch or hinges might spring an unexpected trap. 
 
    Then she pressed three stones in sequence, as Ezmere Ceete’s map had told us to, and carefully eased the panel open a crack. 
 
    No alarms sounded, and even my comparatively dull ears could now hear two people speaking from around several corners or obstacles. 
 
    Staliss spread the door wider, just far enough for us to slip through. Beyond it lay a richly appointed chamber, its furnishings elaborate, its screened bed awash in silks and rich white furs. A portrait of the Emperor hung facing the bed, though whether he’d placed it there as a reminder of love or a statement of ownership could not be guessed. 
 
    The voices came from beyond a curtained archway. 
 
    It is hard to describe the difficulty of our simple walk across that bedroom. We moved with all the silence we could muster, each step a tense and knuckle-gnawing matter, when my whole spirit urged me to rush headlong through those curtains and have at my enemy. But every instant would count in the moments ahead, and we could not lose even one to a careless noise that betrayed our presence too soon. 
 
    Along with this anxious, silent treading, I had to manage the fight between Pyete and the Juggernaut far overhead. The wyrm continued to feign injury to his foreleg, and now seemed to be flagging in strength as well. Hyphaera’s metal monster had to believably press its advantage, without appearing able to beat its opponent down entirely. Flipping my attention back and forth between dim, deadly stealth and a sunlit battle of titans came near to making my head spin. 
 
    And then, with only feet to go between us and the archway, we heard that woman’s regal voice speak loudly and clearly for the first time. 
 
    “Long enough,” said the Empress of Delvonia, Herèse Anpharre Iravos. Those two words had a ring of cold and utter decision to them, and she followed them with more, in a voice crystally elegant and serpentine in its power. “Ingrad, get up to my husband and tell him I want to go. Tell him to get me a ’twixter and to get the interdiction wards down, or I’ll go turn them off myself. Someone is toying at us with Hyphaera’s Juggernaut, and I will not sit around waiting to find out why.” 
 
    As the reply of “Yes, mistress,” came, Staliss and I were already in motion — I with Siege at the ready in my right hand, Staliss with more of her darts. 
 
    We rushed out through the curtains in deep, red robes — or in figments that looked so.  Noxie had drawn false features across both our faces and given us the shaved heads of Cimonite fanatics. 
 
    “Identity, you must flee with us!” I gasped as earnestly as I could. I had no expectation that she would believe this for more than half a second — yet half a second would be more advantage than none. 
 
    Both of the figures in the room jerked their faces our way in surprise. The advisor, Ingrad, looked completely agog, his mouth a gaping hole nested in the fine white of his beard. 
 
    But the Empress — the Identity — was not a being to be wholly stunned by any circumstance. 
 
    Across her beautiful face and ice-blue eyes flickered a moment of haught and outrage. Her lips parted to begin a stinging rebuke of servants who had dared intrude without proper formalities. But the mind behind those sharp, sharp eyes moved more quickly than her lips, and her expression went even darker as she understood. 
 
    All this took as long as I took in making a single stride toward her at my fastest run. 
 
    With my second stride, she came half up out of the chair in which she’d been sitting. Blackness boiled out from her pupils to blot all human appearance from her eyes. 
 
    “Liars,” she growled, in a voice no longer crystalline nor pretty, but full of doom and monstrous appetite. 
 
    As I made my third stride, her hands flexed, and with them she pulled at the very fabric of life that held me to this world. I could feel her nails in my guts, though she had not reached out toward me. I could feel her teeth and tongue in my heart. 
 
    If I had been four strides from her when the curtains parted, I would have died in that instant. 
 
    But instead, I laid Siege across her temple with not one second to spare, and she collapsed before her magic could kill me. 
 
    Panting and weak, I leaned over her with one hand upon the back of her chair, the amber bar of Siege’s kinder end raised and ready to deal another blow. 
 
    The Empress remained motionless. 
 
    “Milady?” came a faint, hesitant voice from beyond the room’s only other door. I saw that Ingrad had dropped to the floor from one of Staliss’ darts. Apparently the guards outside had heard his collapse. “Is all well?” 
 
    You could tell from the tone that the man knew he risked his post or possibly even his life by speaking without being summoned. But the kind of soldiers who would be placed at that door would be brave enough to take such a risk for the sake of duty. 
 
    Fortunately, Staliss is an excellent mimic, and managed a good approximation of the Empress’ voice in response. 
 
    “Mind your post,” she said, in three cold words. From the silence outside, it appeared to have worked. 
 
    Quickly and quietly, we each lifted our respective victim and moved back through the curtains, back through the secret doorway into the dark room at the bottom of the stair. There we found Noxie, who looked immensely relieved to see us. She brought up a light for Staliss to work by, while I kept watch at the door. 
 
    In addition to her darts, Staliss had come armed with a quill and some parchment. She now made a cut upon the palm of Vizier Ingrad, and began using his blood for ink. 
 
    The message I had planned out carefully, and Staliss had memorized to the letter: 
 
    Our time is soon. None may stop us. Etteune of Jueln tried, and fell to dust. The Yenshites have labored and strained, for naught. This great land is as nothing to us, and to the One we follow. We take whom we wish. No one is safe. 
 
    Fear us. 
 
    She signed the note with a large, fanciful “C,” the only letter on the page not carefully measured and limned to resemble the handwriting of Ingrad himself. 
 
    When she’d finished, she handed the page to me, and I placed it carefully upon the silks of the bed, and we went out the way we came, carrying the Empress and her servant with us. 
 
      
 
    LXXXII 
 
      
 
    Up, now, we went. 
 
    Outside, the fight between wyrm and Juggernaut was drawing to a close — or so the watchers must believe. 
 
    Pyete moved wincingly, still with a speed beyond human capacity but far more slowly than he’d begun. His injured leg stayed clutched across his chest, and his last few blows had barely tilted Hyphaera’s machine from its ponderous balance. Steadily and with implacable determination, the great engine of war had forced its reptilian opponent back toward the breach of the inner wall. Several times I’d gotten hold of the wyrm and thrown him, and with each throw he’d taken longer to get up. 
 
    The Wyrm of the West did not surrender lightly, though. He spat his fire at the Juggernaut’s feet, melting the stone there to slow it. He grabbed up catapult stones in his jaws and hurled them at his foe with a force that shattered the rocks to dust. 
 
    Still, the Juggernaut came on. 
 
    And still, I and my partners climbed. We did not aim for the roof as before, but headed to a carefully chosen balcony on the castle’s fourth floor. It faced out upon the exact section of wall I had breached, and once we reached it, we would have reached success. 
 
    In the yard, Pyete kept up his fight with the Juggernaut, but also made a plea in his vast lizard’s voice. 
 
    “Emperor!” he said as the metal titan rose up from a particularly good hit with a boulder. “I can’t beat this thing on the ground. Raise your wards so that I can fly, or I’ll soon have to quit this battle and let you fend for yourself!” 
 
    Forward the Juggernaut came, while Noxie, Staliss and I found our way along a tapestried corridor two flights up from ground level. 
 
    Pyete dodged the metal fist that swung at him, lashed at a metal leg to trip it, and then had to jump away as the Juggernaut snatched for his tail. 
 
    At the third floor, two guards accosted us on a landing. Noxie had given us the look of soldiers carrying wounded comrades, though, and the disguise made them hesitate long enough for Staliss to drop both men with her darts. 
 
    The Juggernaut heaved a crumbling stone wall at its foe. Pyete got mostly out of the way, but a spray of rock caught him along the flank. 
 
    Another flight of stairs, two long hallways and as many turns. 
 
    While Pyetenkrothgung recovered his balance, I made Hyphaera’s Juggernaut clap its giant metal hands together as though in a gesture of final challenge. 
 
    This was a signal. 
 
    We let ourselves into a great, immaculate library as the Juggernaut charged Pyete and Pyete made ready to receive its attack. 
 
    Across carpets that had cost the worth of a small town, we hurried — Staliss to open the balcony door for me, Noxie to give it the illusion of remaining closed, should anyone outside be looking. 
 
    Headlong, the Juggernaut rushed. Pyete leapt to meet it. 
 
    With a clash that shook me to the sternum, they hit, and grappled. 
 
    And Hyphaera’s Juggernaut took the Wyrm of the West by neck and by thigh, and hurled the great, hundred-foot beast through the breach and straight for the castle. 
 
    Pyete writhed and turned in midair, his immense wings shooting out to slow him, though the castle’s magic prevented him from gaining any altitude with them. 
 
    I stepped upon the balcony with the Empress over my shoulder, put a hand to the wall along its left end, and jumped up onto the broad stone railing. 
 
    Upon my hands I wore a pair of gloves that Fingold had made for me, decades before, for the battle of Huassir Gulf. My boots matched them, and would hold fast to wyrmhide with unshakable firmness unless I willed them to do otherwise. 
 
    Still, as I stood there with ton upon ton of Pyete’s scaled mass hurtling toward me, swelling and filling my entire view — and not seeming to slow a great deal as he came — I had a moment of doubt in the sensibility of my plan. 
 
    Then Pyete hit the castle with a force that shook it, and I leapt for his right breast, latching on palm and foot and pinning the Empress against Pyete’s steel-strong hide. 
 
    The wyrm peeled slowly away from the wall, his “injured” right foreleg moving back down into place to conceal me. 
 
    My own eyes could see nothing now, nestled as I was in the crook of an arm that could lift pachyderms. But through the Juggernaut, I could see the scattered trickles of masonry flaking from the wall where Pyete had hit. And because its senses went beyond mortal ones, I could see the doorway to the balcony slowly close, hidden from human eyes by Noxie’s figment, until the panel clicked shut and door and illusion became one. 
 
    “Emperor!” shouted Pyete, jarring the teeth within my head. “I am perilously close to leaving!” 
 
    And then a voice from somewhere tiny and distant replied, “The wards are down! Stop the Juggernaut if you can!” 
 
    Pyete gave a growl of triumph, snapped his wings, and leapt skyward. 
 
      
 
    LXXXIII 
 
      
 
    A flying wyrm is a thing to behold. 
 
    Even from the Juggernaut’s towering perspective, I could not help being awed at the spread of Pyete’s wings and the ease and grace with which he cut through the air. 
 
    Up and around and down the wyrm flew, gaining speed to dive at its ground-bound foe. 
 
    I had the Juggernaut cough a tongue of flame at Pyete, but an easy flex of the wings let it pass harmlessly aside. 
 
    At the bottom of Pyete’s arc, his back talons snatched hold of his enemy’s metal shoulder, and with only a moment’s grip he flung the war machine back two hundred feet. 
 
    While the Juggernaut got to its feet, my enormous scaled friend circled around to a broad open stretch of the parade ground and began gouting his own fire — not at his foe, but at the deep, solid stone of the plaza. 
 
    Back and forth and back and forth he spewed his magical flame, until stone ran red and glowing beneath its touch. I could feel the great heat within his chest where I pressed against him. 
 
    Again the Juggernaut moved forward, and again Pyete showed that with the sky as his ally, he was a different creature entirely. Up, untouchable, he went, beyond the Juggernaut’s reach, quicker and more lithe than it could hit with a thrown boulder, although of course I had it try. 
 
    Then down, coiling and turning, to come at the colossus from behind and knock it headlong upon its face and tumble it dozens of yards along the ground. 
 
    Again he returned to his searing pool of molten stone, circling it, firing its edges, widening it. 
 
    If the Juggernaut made for the inner breach, Pyete heaved it away with ease. If it stomped another direction, as though to bring down another section of wall, he smashed it back. 
 
    And with each slow rise of the machine to its mighty feet, he broadened his bubbling stone cauldron. 
 
    And when he judged it ready, he made his final swoop upon Hyphaera’s mighty servant. 
 
    Pyete caught the Juggernaut by the arm as it swung at him. Beating his wings for all their strength, he half lifted and half dragged his opponent across the parade ground, its feet shattering barracks buildings as they went. 
 
    Out across the melted rock they went, and then Pyete let go. 
 
    The pool of rock was not deep, but it was wide. The whole of the Juggernaut’s length fit within its circle, and the viscous, raw-red liquid quivered and sucked at the huge metal frame that had been sprawled across it. 
 
    I had the Juggernaut lever itself up, its front dripping thick, heavy fluid hotter than fire. Pyete smashed it down again with his tail. 
 
    Then Pyete did what very few ever saw a wyrm do: he breathed his fire in. 
 
    In the depths of Pyete’s cave, I had seen the marvelous shapes he could sculpt, by sucking the heat from rock he’d fired and molded. This time, he meant to accomplish nothing so beautiful, but a work of artifice nonetheless. 
 
    Red, bubbling rock crusted over in an instant, all across the Juggernaut’s torso and for yards around in every direction. I knew that the stuff could never hold that machine down — but what I knew did not by any means have to become common knowledge. I had the Juggernaut move only feebly, as though the hardening stone had seized up its joints. 
 
    Pyete swept his tail across the still-molten pool nearby to send a wave of glowing fluid up and over the trapped machine. Then he breathed in again, and fire jumped out of the stone and back down its owner’s throat, leaving behind a smoking black heap. 
 
    The Wyrm of the West kept at this until a thirty-foot barrow of steaming rock hid all sign that the Juggernaut had ever been there at all. 
 
    Then he sounded a roar of victory that could be heard across the whole of the city, and he circled up and away with me and the Empress hidden against his breast. 
 
      
 
    LXXXIV 
 
      
 
    There’s a range of mountains northwest of Delvos, not half an hour’s flight for a wyrm. Pyete set us down there on a broad stone outcropping we knew of, and I laid the Empress out upon the rock. 
 
    “Huhr,” Pyete said. “I thought Empresses were supposed to be the most beautiful of their kind — how else to be able to attract an Emperor? But I can’t see much difference between her and you.” 
 
    “Oh, there’s a difference,” I said. I’m not without vanity, and I appreciated the comparison, but in all my life I’d never seen a woman as beautiful as Empress Herèse. Her hair had a brighter golden gleam than my own natural color, a finer grain to it, and no wave at all. It might have been spun from dream-stuff, and her features had the look of wrought perfection. “But I’m more interested in what’s inside her head than in the pretty surface.” 
 
    From a pouch at my belt, I drew out my memory distiller, the same magical device I’d used to pull the Empress’ identity from my nephew Yolo’s head, and to steal Ezmere Ceete’s secret hiding place for his enchanted diagrams of the castle. The dials upon its metal tube could be set for almost any duration, and I turned them now to thirty-five years and a certain number of days, which I happened to know was the Empress’ exact age. Then I seated a special glass vial in the hollow at the distiller’s end, and leaned over the unconscious high priestess of Cimone. 
 
    “What do you know, Identity?” I asked her. To find out, I touched the distiller’s stylus to her forehead and pressed its activating button. 
 
    Each time I’d previously done this, a milky white fluid had swirled foglike into the glass. I expected the same now, and hoped to see in that pearly substance the undoing of all the cult of Cimone. With access to the Identity’s memories, hunting down the rest of her diseased church might change from a fool’s dream to a real possibility. 
 
    But what bubbled into the vial this time had an entirely different look — an opalescent blackness that sparkled dark where all other memories had been bright. 
 
    “I’ve seen that frown,” Pyete said. “Is it not working?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, letting the distiller finish its work. Something about the particular darkness I saw in that vial looked familiar, and I realized that it had the exact appearance of the idol of Cimone’s Child that Fingold and I and the Red Scarfers had discovered thirty years before, and that my nephew Jake had destroyed after he’d freed me from the cult’s clutches. I sighed at that realization. “My guess, though, is that I’d be a fool to sample anything that’s come out of that head.” 
 
    I sat back against a boulder nearby and took off my helmet. 
 
    “Thanks for your help, by the way,” I said, slipping Hyphaera’s circlet from my brow and ruffling my sweat-lank hair in the mountain breeze. “You were flawless. I didn’t hurt you with that thing, did I?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “But I could tell you might have. Bad business, having a power like that walking around.” 
 
    “Yes it is,” I said. Then I spun the circlet through the air toward him and said, “Here. Do me a favor if you would and melt some rock to bury this somewhere. Preferably somewhere very hard to find.” 
 
    He caught the ring upon one talon. “How about the underside of Jueln? Over on the west edge where it hangs out above the Dark Below?” 
 
    “Sounds good.” 
 
    Belenoirya, Noxie and Staliss appeared then, not twenty feet off from where I sat. Staliss squatted down to lower Ingrad from her shoulder to the ground, then dusted her hands off.  
 
    “Nice day’s work,” she said. 
 
    “That it was,” I agreed. I was relieved to see them, though I’d had little worry that they would get out. The castle wards must have gone up as soon as Pyete flew off, but with Noxie’s illusions to cover them, and giant holes in the castle walls to leave by, the chanciest part of their escape would actually have been letting themselves be seen once out in the dry moat, so that Belenoirya could pick them up. 
 
    I pulled loose the vial of black memories and capped it, returning it to the pouch. Then I got out another glass tube and made my way over to the Empress’ advisor. I set the dials to steal three weeks’ worth of his memories — enough that he would be completely baffled to learn of the events he’d just been through, and enough to make anyone who questioned him very suspicious at his inability to remember. 
 
    This time, the vial filled with the misty white material I expected, and when it finished, I said, “All right, done. Bele, can you drop this fellow off atop the Galante Inn for me?” 
 
    “Certainly.”  
 
    She reached down to Ingrad’s shoulder, vanished with him, and reappeared only a second later. 
 
    The Galante is notable as a frequent haunt of Delvos’ lesser nobility and governing figures. A man of Ingrad’s notable stature would not be able to exit the building without getting spotted by one or more loyal servants of the Empire. Ingrad would wake up puzzled on the rooftop, make his way down into the clutches of imperial loyalists, and quickly be ushered to the castle for questioning. A note in his handwriting, written with his blood, would by then have been found in the Empress’ safe room. Under duress, he would either admit to being a Cimonite or he would not. I did not much care; most likely the Emperor’s mages would be able to detect the residue of blood magic upon him, and my whole goal was to implicate his cult in the Empress’ kidnapping. 
 
    I took a deep breath, eyes closed. 
 
    Then I looked about at my friends. 
 
    “We have done what we can do,” I said. “It’s time for you to go back to your lives and me to take this creature and her memories to the Caverns of Mind, and see if the remembrancers there can pull loose the secrets of her nasty little sect.” 
 
    “That can’t be quite what time it is,” Noxie said, her brow furrowed. “Don’t we have to find out what’s happened to Shoje and Osyrand?” 
 
    I reached into my tunic and brought out the heart locket. There was no point in sending a message through it — if Shoje were conscious, he would have let me know his state by now. 
 
    “At this point they’re either on their way to my friend Quellescor’s, to get Shoje healed up,” I said, “or they’ve been caught by the Emperor’s guards and there’s nothing we can do about it. Quellescor doesn’t live terribly far from the palace. I suppose we can wait half an hour and then have Bele take us for a quick look, to see if they’ve shown up.” 
 
    “Assuming you’re at least casually curious,” Belenoirya said. 
 
    I paced about, letting my eyes range up the mountains to their snowcaps and down their broad rocky flanks to the forests that stretched away not so far below us. 
 
    Then I looked back at them, three brilliant women and a wyrm fifteen centuries old. 
 
    “You do know that I love you all, don’t you?” I asked them. 
 
    Staliss gave a bark of a laugh. “You’ve pulled off the steal of any three lifetimes, but it doesn’t mean your life’s done and you can fall apart into a pile of mush on us!” 
 
    “Of course we know,” Belenoirya said. “Why would we be here otherwise? It was madness to think we could succeed, but you’re a woman to accomplish even the mad, and our hearts knew that.” 
 
    “What I’m more eager to hear,” Noxie said, narrowing her eyes, “is how you feel about Shoje. If the work’s done and I’m heading back to Warbler Hollow, I intend to take all the gossip with me I can.” 
 
    I felt the locket in my hand. It told me nothing, yet the look of it there between my fingers told me a great deal. 
 
    With another deep breath, I tucked the porcelain-and-gold pendant back away and looked at my niece very honestly. 
 
    “All I’ll say about him is this,” I told her. “The man knows how to find a way in.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    [End of Book Two] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    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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